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Chapter 1

IT WAS A LONG WAY from the sea and the lash of bright silver spray over the plunging bow of a warship: as the sun climbed high above the fells, bringing to a rich bronze the autumn tints on wood and grassland, Lieutenant St Vincent Halfhyde shaded his eyes and looked towards the spectacular immensity of Whernside in the distance. His gaze travelled south-easterly next, towards the long summit of Ingleborough between Greta and Ribble. After the sea, Yorkshire was his first love, though he had seen little of it in the past few years: during the gall of unemployment on the Admiralty’s half-pay list, he had seldom made the long train journey north to his father’s farm in Wensleydale; the seedy poverty of life as an officer without appointment had made him prefer the anonymity of London and the motherly ministrations of Mrs Mavitty, his landlady in Camden Town who always treated him as a gentleman no matter what. Not that the good people of Wensleydale would have treated him any differently; but he would not sponge upon his parents nor feel unable to buy beer for beer in the hostelries of Hawes. Now, however, he was no longer on half-pay: after a commission afloat that had ended the wilderness years he was on leave and awaiting appointment, which was a totally different kettle of fish. A sovereign or two jingled loose in his pocket, uncommitted except for his pleasure, and once again he could afford whisky in place of beer …

He turned to his companion. “I’ve a mind to anchor for a spell, Reuben.”

The old man clicked his tongue. “Y’aren’t at sea now, Master Vinny. But we’ll rest. I’m not so young as I was.”

“I dare say the sheep can wait for us.” Halfhyde slid the canvas haversack from his shoulder, took off his cloth cap, and lowered his body to the soft, springy earth of the fellside. He glanced at Reuben Rumbelow’s face: it was large and square, with a full white beard, and what skin was visible was weatherworn to a leathery brown. Halfhyde smiled to himself: old Reuben, his father’s shepherd these last forty years, would be a mere passenger on the heaving wet decks of one of Her Majesty’s ironclads at sea, and he, Halfhyde, was equally ignorant, despite his rural background, of the foibles of the Yorkshire Lonk or any other breed of sheep; yet much more than facial toughness linked the men of the sea with the men of the hill farms. Each faced wind and weather, scorching sun and driving sleet. Each was steeped in the lore of his own calling to such an extent that his reaction to events was instantaneous. Each was watchful for the safety of his charge, be it vessel or animal. Each was hardened to a lonely life and to the self-reliance that was an essential part of his work. Between old Reuben and “Master Vinny” there was a strong bond: Reuben Rumbelow had been part of High Farm for many years before Halfhyde’s birth.

Halfhyde brought out a flask of whisky, unscrewed the stopper, and handed the flask to Reuben.

“It’s early, Master Vinny.”

“Damn it, look at the sun! It’s noon. And the sheep won’t mind.”

“If they put a foot in a pothole, they’ll mind.”

“It’d take more than the whole flask to stop you pulling them clear. Have a mouthful, Reuben: wet your whistle.”

No further argument: the shepherd took his mouthful, a meagre one, and wiped his lips with the back of his hand. Bread and cheese were brought out and eaten in friendly silence as a light wind chased streaks of white cloud across the sky to bring a dappled effect to dale and fell. Behind them the first of the autumn fires smoked from the chimneys of the market town of Hawes between Ribblesdale and Swaledale. It was the shepherd who broke the silence after a couple of mouthfuls.

“You’ve not said much about what you’ve been up to … and you’ve been back at t’farm a week now.”

“There’s little to tell, Reuben.”

Reuben made a gesture of impatience, met the eye of the collie lying full stretch a few yards away, head between paws, feathery tail outstretched behind. “That’s nobbut modesty!”

A grin touched Halfhyde’s mouth. “I sank a Russian fleet.”

“Never!” The shepherd stared. “All by thissen?”

“With the assistance of my captain,” Halfhyde said in acknowledgment of modesty, “and a good ship’s company.”

“Is that true, Master Vinny?”

“It is.”

Reuben scratched his head. “I’ll be buggered. I’ve never known you to tell owt else, I’ll say that. But by gum! It’s a wonder you didn’t start a bloody war!”

“That’s what Their Lordships said to my captain. But in the end, Reuben, honour was satisfied all round and some good was done. For various reasons Their Lordships were able to regard the damage to the fleet as a self-inflicted wound. Anyway, the Russians are lying very low now, and I’ll say no more about it.”

“They told you not to, did they, these Lordships?”

Halfhyde grinned again. “Something like that, Reuben. So tell it only to your sheep.” He got to his feet and stretched, tall, slim, and agile. He called to the fell dog who, grinning back at him from behind a mat of hair, waved his tail and stood up, coming towards Halfhyde who bent to rumple his ears. The shepherd looked on with indulgence: the young master, whom he could never quite think of as a full-fledged officer of Her Majesty’s fleet, had always got on well with animals and children, and to Reuben that was praise enough. But it seemed he did not get on with the Russkies! To sink a fleet of great warships was both a wonderful and terrible thing to do, and indeed in the peace and tranquillity of the Pennine fells was an impossible thing for a man to visualize who had never so much as seen the sea … Reuben thought of death, and broken bodies, and fire, but was unable to see the whole picture or to appreciate the dramatic horror of the last moments of a great ship.

The two men carried on with the day’s work, Reuben communicating with the collie in the manner known only to the shepherd-brotherhood of the fells, a skill that Halfhyde knew he would never learn. Even here, even today, his thoughts were with great waters and the race of men who went down in danger to the sea. His very gait rolled to the imagined heave of a slippery deck with life-lines rigged fore and aft in a sea-way. After Reuben’s question his thoughts had gone back across the world to the China seas, and the task of the gallant old Viceroy, Captain Henry Bassinghorn in command, to plant the British flag on the volcanic island that was now to go down on the Admiralty charts as Halfhyde’s Island: Bassinghorn himself had insisted on this on their return to report to Their Lordships of the Admiralty. The Hydrographer of the Navy had been pleased enough to concur with orders from the First Sea Lord, and Lieutenant St Vincent Halfhyde, though still very much alive, had passed into history. The shattering roar of the eruptions that had laid Admiral Prince Gorsinski’s flagship almost vertically upon an upthrust mountainside halfway between Hong Kong and San Francisco exploded in his ears again. The work, strictly speaking, had perhaps been God’s! In those terrible eruptions, due to the forcing of God’s hand by the impact of gunfire from the Russian cruiser, an arm of solid land had been lifted and thrown across the anchorage; the Russian squadron was in there still, and would remain there until the metal rusted away and the great gun-batteries fell to pieces, stark memorials to the frustrated ambitions of the Czar of All the Russias.

Walking the fells with his mind elsewhere, answering old Reuben’s occasional questions absently, Halfhyde was scarcely aware, as the sun went down the sky towards Kendal and the lakes behind, that they had turned homeward. Coming down a little to the east of Hawes and meeting the road running through Wensleydale to Leyburn, they began to walk the last mile to High Farm on the road’s hard, rutted surface. They had gone no more than a couple of hundred yards when from behind came the urgent tinging of a bicycle bell; and they moved to the left in single file to allow free passage to the cyclist.

They were hailed. “Well, I’ll be damned, sir, if ‘taint Master Vinny hissen.” The cyclist braked, skidded in a shower of dust and stones, and dismounted: he was the postman from Hawes. “A good afternoon to you, sir.”

“And to you, John.” Halfhyde shaded his eyes with one hand. “What’s the hurry?”

“I was going up to t’farm. There’s a telegram from London.” The voice was hoarse with import. “From t’second Sea Lord o’ t’Admiralty, for thee.”

“A telegram, indeed!” Halfhyde held out his hand. “Let’s have it, and its dictates!”

The envelope was passed across: Halfhyde slit it quickly. It was brief enough: Lieutenant St Vincent Halfhyde, Royal Navy, from Second Sea Lord. You are to report to Commander-in-Chief Plymouth forthwith on appointment as lieutenant for special duties in Her Majesty’s Ship Prince Consort, Captain Henry Bassinghorn, Royal Navy, in command.

Halfhyde caught his breath. “Bassinghorn again!” he said aloud. “He must have asked for me. That’s an honour, at all events!” He put a hand on the postman’s shoulder. “Thank you, John. You’ve brought me good news, though you’ll prove a Job’s comforter to my unfortunate mother and father. Off you go back to Hawes.”

“A safe journey to you, Master Vinny.” The postman saluted, almost standing at attention, feeling his position as a link in the chain of momentous communication: not often did one speed a naval officer upon his duty. True, the great houses of the district provided their quotas of officers for the regiments—the West Yorkshires, the Green Howards, the Duke of Wellington’s, the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry—but Her Majesty’s Navy was a rarer flower. As the harbinger swung his machine round and pedalled off back to Hawes, Halfhyde took Reuben Rumbelow’s arm. “Dinner tonight must lack my company, old friend. Forthwith means what it says—at once if not sooner! I’ll pack my gear and then my father must drive me in the trap to the railway station at Hawes.”

The long journey was made even longer by the disappointment in the faces at High Farm. From Hawes Junction Halfhyde went to Northallerton and caught the Edinburgh–London express stopped for him on telegraphed orders from the stationmaster at Hawes. In London next morning, after changing into uniform at the station hotel at King’s Cross, he caught the train out of Paddington for Plymouth.

When his uniform cases had been removed from the guard’s van, Halfhyde took a cab to Devonport and the dockyard gates in Fore Street, to be immediately absorbed into the atmosphere of the Navy. Devonport, like Portsmouth, like Chatham in the Nore Command, was a sailor’s town. Here the fleet was everything, the military garrison a thing of the second rank. The libertymen from the ships in port filled the streets, overflowing from the public houses in carousing groups. Some of the men wore sennit hats, others round caps, and others again the peaked caps of petty officers. There were gnarled able seamen with faded blue collars and a full quota of gold good-conduct badges on their left arms; men with beards, men clean-shaven, men with years of service behind them, and youngsters starting their first commission afloat. Looking from the dark interior of the cab, Halfhyde noted the ship-names on the black, gold-lettered cap ribbons: Inflexible, Agincourt, Calliope—known to the fleet as “Hurricane Jumper” after making out to sea from Apia in Samoa into the jaws of a hurricane to seek safety in open water while less prudently commanded ships succumbed—Arethusa, Trafalgar, Royal Oak, and many more, honoured names that over the years had carried the White Ensign across every ocean of the world. Some of the roistering sailors had women on their arms; others, alone, stopped occasionally in their lurching progress to take a swig from a bottle. As Halfhyde’s cab swayed on, police appeared, supported by the military: they blew whistles and shouted for the roadway to be cleared; and from the distance behind him Halfhyde heard the skirl of the pipes and the beat of the drums. He ordered the cabbie into the roadside, to wait. Past him came a Highland regiment, proud men in hackled bonnets with kilts aswing around weather-hardened knees. The air was filled with the sound of the pipes and drums playing “The Campbells Are Coming.” Carried proudly aloft behind them were the Queen’s and regimental colours, the latter bearing the battle honours. When the rearguard had gone past down Fore Street and under the dockyard gate, Halfhyde ordered his cabbie to proceed again, past Miss Agnes Weston’s Royal Sailors’ Rest by the dockyard gate. At the gate he gave his name and that of his ship to the constable on duty and was saluted through to the offices of the commander-in-chief. Before moving on, he leaned out of the window again.

“The Scots—are they embarking for foreign service?”

“Yessir. Bombay, sir, and the North-West frontier. The Malabar’s lying off in the Sound, sir, to take them from tenders.”

Halfhyde nodded and signalled the cabbie to move on. After the troopship sailed out of Plymouth Sound, there would be many seasick Scots and the pipes would lie silent—to the delight of the Sassenachs among the Malabar’s crew. Bowling over the dockyard cobbles, Halfhyde sniffed the smells appreciatively— the tar and the rope, the canvas that still lingered from the old sailing navy, the salt of the sea blown inshore from the Sound and the Hamoaze—the waters sailed by Drake when he went out to sweep the Channel clear of the great Armada and save England as surely as Nelson had, later. Halfhyde hummed to himself:

Take my drum to England, hang et by the shore,
Strike et when your powder’s runnin’ low;
If the Dons sight Devon, I’ll quit the port o’ Heaven …

The cab stopped: port had been reached, but it was not heaven. Emerging from the cab, Halfhyde was saluted by a sentry of the Royal Marine Light Infantry and by the sergeant of the guard, to whom he gave his name and errand. Inside the commander-in-chief’s building he was met by the flag lieutenant.

“Mr Halfhyde?”

Halfhyde gave a slight bow. “At your service. Am I to report to the commander-in-chief in person, or to the chief of staff?”

“The former, who shall see you presently. My office is at your disposal meanwhile.”

Halfhyde nodded his thanks, and followed the immaculate flag lieutenant along a green-painted passage. In the flag lieutenant’s office Halfhyde asked the question he had been dying to ask ever since he had received that urgent telegram: “Do you know what this is all about? I refer to the fact of my special duties.”

“I do, but I must leave the telling of it to the admiral.” The flag lieutenant, who gave his name as Newton-Andrews, smiled understandingly. “You’ve had a damned long journey from Yorkshire, and you’ve been speculating.”

“I have, very busily. And then there’s the ship herself. The Prince Consort has a poor reputation in a sea-way. I’m pleased enough to have an appointment afloat, but—”

“But you can think of more modern battleships?”

“You have it precisely, Mr Newton-Andrews. I know the Prince Consort’s reputation, as I say. Apart from anything else, she’s said to be dangerous when in company with other ships if she should be so unwise as to exceed ten knots. Ten knots is not fast … and speaking of reputations, I have my own to consider.”

“Your reputation for insubordination, Mr Halfhyde?” The flag lieutenant’s eyebrows shot up. “I should hardly think that worth preserving.”

“No. My reputation as a seaman and a ship-handler.”

“Not a reputation famed for its tact.”

“I am not a tactful man. God failed to grant me that grace,” Halfhyde said, half mockingly.

“Nevertheless, I would advise tact with the admiral, and some concealment of the irritation which is said to afflict you when in the presence of senior officers—”

“Only some senior officers, not all. I have the greatest respect for Captain Bassinghorn, and to that extent I am delighted to be joining his command.” Halfhyde stared into the flag lieutenant’s eyes, coolly. “Mr Newton-Andrews, you appear to know a great deal about me.”

“You are not precisely a retiring officer, Mr Halfhyde.”

“Only a half-pay one, from time to time—as, it seems, you know.”

“Yes,” the flag lieutenant said, rather coldly. “As to the speed and performance of the Prince Consort, you have no need to worry. This much I can tell you now: the Prince Consort is not to proceed in company, but alone.” At that moment a seaman messenger knocked and entered with word that the admiral was ready to see Lieutenant Halfhyde.

Preceded by the flag lieutenant, Halfhyde made his way to the commander-in-chief’s room, feeling oddly excited yet at the same time most anxious: commanders-in-chief of the port divisions did not normally receive junior officers upon appointment, and this appointment had all the trappings of a special mission. Halfhyde, who was first and foremost a seaman, had no wish to become tagged in Admiralty records as an officer with too much special mission experience—and already he had carried out two such assignments. This was how naval officers became, almost willy-nilly, sidetracked and detached from the main stream of sea appointments and eventual command of ships and squadrons and battlefleets. General service was important, even in an age that was becoming increasingly slanted to the advantage of the specialist, which Halfhyde, as a salt horse, was not. Going along the passage to the admiral’s room, he glanced at a succession of paintings depicting former Commanders-in-Chief Plymouth and great ships that under sail and steam had carried the flags of admirals dead and gone—a veritable gallery of naval power and pride, a pictorial storehouse of war and empire that had begun with Raleigh and Drake and continued through Collingwood, Blake, Rodney, Benbow, and the great Lord Nelson to the present day with its Fishers, its Lord Charles Beresfords, and its Clanwilliams. Halfhyde passed beneath the portrait of Admiral Lord Nelson with a special feeling of affinity: under the great, little, one-armed, one-eyed seaman with all his human failings Halfhyde’s own sole naval connection had sailed—Daniel Halfhyde, gunner’s mate in the fighting Temeraire, a simple and uneducated man who now perhaps looked down from aloft with pride in a descendant who had achieved ward-room rank …

“Lieutenant Halfhyde, sir, reporting in accordance with his orders.”

“Let him come in,” a resonant voice said from the end of the long room. The room was furnished with old dark leather chairs, a deep pile carpet from India, and more seafaring paintings of admirals and ships of the line: over the fireplace hung a reminder of the ultimate power of the landbound, a splendid portrait of Queen Victoria, with the blue ribbon of the Garter wide across her ample bosom and her expression disdainful beneath the white hair and lace cap, as though she resented being placed in close proximity to seamen: it was well known throughout the fleet that Her Majesty had more regard for her soldiers than for her sailors.

Halfhyde, rigid at attention with his cap beneath his arm, waited for the commander-in-chief to speak. The face, heavy and formidable and with a bleak look in the eyes, broke into some semblance of a welcoming smile; an arm, the uniform cuff rich with the broad gold band and the three thinner ones of no less a personage than a full admiral, waved towards an armchair.

“Be easy, Mr Halfhyde, and sit you down.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Halfhyde sat as bid; the admiral nodded to the flag lieutenant, who left the room. The admiral remained standing, hands clasped behind his frock-coat, a tall, dominant figure: for some moments he stared at Halfhyde, as if summing him up. The admiral’s eyes were shrewd and searching in a hard, deeply lined face. He had no beard, but heavy side-whiskers, grey turning to white, met beneath the chin. Above the thick eyebrows that completed the frame the head was as bald as any cannon-ball; and inside the frame the expression held all the power and promise of a battleship’s broadside.

“You are a Yorkshireman, Mr Halfhyde, a northerner.” The voice, to Halfhyde, was tinged with contempt.

“But not a foreigner, sir, as your tone suggests.”

The face glowered. “Kindly do not answer me back. I have noted truculence in men from the north before now, and I do not like it, Mr Halfhyde, I do not like it at all.”

“For that I’m sorry, sir. But I make no apology for the county of my birth. Indeed, I’m proud of it.”

“Very well, Mr Halfhyde, you may continue so to be.”

“I shall, sir. I’m most grateful for your permission.”

Their eyes met and held: the admiral’s look was murderous, but neither broke the other’s gaze. Still staring, the admiral said, “We have not met before, Mr Halfhyde, yet your reputation goes before you, as in the case of any officer or man who steps out of the line. I have no need to remind you that in the past your captains have had occasion to report you as insubordinate and arrogant—”

“In the past, sir.”

“And you now add blatant rudeness to the list,” the admiral said angrily, “and since I am unaccustomed to being interrupted by officers of lieutenant’s rank, you will be good enough to hold your tongue until I tell you to loosen it. Bear in mind that the good of the Service is paramount, Mr Halfhyde, and its best interests are served only by strict discipline and the exercise of unquestioned authority. Now then—to your orders. These are of the utmost importance to the government. You will listen carefully, for there will be nothing in writing.”

As the admiral turned away towards a door leading from an ante-room the gaze was at last broken. Halfhyde found himself, somewhat to his own surprise, sweating badly: the commander-in-chief was a tough character and he felt he could congratulate himself upon sustaining the glare. But he was unprepared for what happened next: the admiral, opening the door, said, “Sir John, if you please, we are ready.”

Halfhyde started. Through the door came a short, stocky figure in plain clothes, red-faced, blue-eyed, pugnacious. Halfhyde recognized him instantly: Rear-Admiral Sir John Fisher, since 1892 Third Sea Lord and Comptroller of the Navy, a man of terrible temper and immense ambition whose aim in life was the modernization of the fleet. He was a force to be reckoned with, and one that had split both the Admiralty and the fleet itself into pro- and anti-Fisher camps. If he was to be concerned in orders given to a mere lieutenant, then something big must be astir for a certainty.

The commander-in-chief introduced Halfhyde: Fisher shook his hand, seeming friendly, almost informal, though the set of the mouth was firm and arrogant. Jacky Fisher … a legend in the fleet already! They were bidden by the commander-in-chief to sit, and Fisher lost no time in expounding his orders. Halfhyde listened to his utterances in growing chagrin, his worst fears confirmed now: the Home Office had asked for, and had obtained, Admiralty assistance in what sounded like a mere manhunt, though in all truth the word “mere” could scarcely be applied to anything in which Fisher was concerned! The facts were bald: Sir Russell Savory, a permanent official of high standing in the Directorate of Naval Construction at the Admiralty, had vanished some weeks earlier while on an official visit to Brazil. All trace of him had been lost. Lost, that was, until word had reached London that he had been seen in Santiago, Chile. Simultaneously another fact had come to light— he had made copies of the blueprints of every battleship and cruiser currently under construction and projected for the British Fleet.

“My fleet,” Fisher stated furiously and uncompromisingly. “My construction programme—all my hopes for our naval supremacy for the future! All set at stake by the actions of a damn traitor who should be flogged round the fleet at Spithead before swinging from a scaffold in the Tower!”

Halfhyde asked, “How is it known, sir, that he has made these copies?”

“Because the bugger told us so himself!” Fisher stormed, rising from his chair to stamp up and down the room, hands clasped beneath the tails of his morning coat. “He’s holding his country to ransom, Mr Halfhyde! Holding it to ransom! If the British government does not pay him a million pounds in sterling in Chile, then he will pass all his blueprints and his own knowledge, gained over many years, to the Kaiser. He has telegraphed the First Lord to this effect—and has had the damned impertinence, the sheer damned effrontery, to use an Admiralty cypher for his purpose!”

Halfhyde dutifully concealed a degree of amusement: shocking as the revelation might be, he felt some affinity with any person, however nefarious, who cocked such snooks at Their Lordships. He asked, “So there are secret cypher tables missing also, sir?”

Fisher waved a hand. “Yes, but that is of minor importance. Cyphers can be, and are, of course, changed at intervals—you know that. But the construction programme—this is the vital thing—its security from foreign powers is vital to the country, Mr Halfhyde, and to the very existence of the empire! The whole of my naval strategy is dependent upon my shipbuilding programme! The foreign policy of Her Majesty’s Government is dependent upon it—the country has been crying out for modernization of the fleet and at last public opinion is being met. It would be a tragedy if one wretched man’s personal greed for money should set it all at naught!”

“Yes indeed, sir—”

“I find it hard to believe that any man can do such a thing! But Savory … trusted, honoured by Her Majesty with a knighthood! Bah!” Fisher almost spat: he was shaking with fury. “Such a thing has never happened before. The disgrace! The damn traitor! Words fail me!”

“Yes indeed, sir,” Halfhyde said again. “And the German emperor—”

“We all know the vainglorious aspirations of Kaiser Wilhelm to build a German Navy comparable with our own. If he has access to our secrets, we are done for! I understand His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales has been confided in by Lord Salisbury—and is beside himself with anger!”

“The Prince of Wales has little love for his nephew, so it’s said,” Halfhyde murmured. “And my part in this, sir?”

“You’re going to get Savory back!” Fisher shouted. “The prime minister will not even consider meeting his ridiculous and impertinent demand!” Forcing himself to calm down, he continued with his exposition. Sir Russell Savory, it appeared, had moved on after the prime minister’s refusal to pay up had been intimated to him. Though the British government had found itself powerless to touch him in Chile, and though it might have been possible for him to pass his blueprints to the German embassy in Santiago, he was known to have left Chile in disguise after sending his telegraphed demands and making arrangements for the reception of the “ransom” money by a Chilean bank.

“But why, sir?” Halfhyde asked. “Why not hand the blueprints to the German embassy?”

“We believe,” Fisher said, “he feared he might be doublecrossed. He prefers to part with his stock-in-trade only in Berlin. Besides, he knows the importance of his own brain—he himself is a vital part of this saleable information. He’s been very much on the inside, of course, and close to the top.”

“But not at the very top, sir?”

Fisher shook his head. “That was denied him. It’s true Her Majesty gave him a knighthood, but he upset her during a subsequent audience. She let it be known that she detested the sight of him and regretted the knighthood. Her Majesty is an old lady of strong views and utterances. In short, Sir Russell would have gone no further, Mr Halfhyde.”

“But has gone a good deal further now, sir.”

Fisher, about to say more, stopped with his mouth open. “Was that a joke, a witticism?” he snapped.

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“I should damn well think so!” Fisher’s face reddened dangerously beneath the untidy shock of grey hair. “You shall not laugh at traitors, Mr Halfhyde! They are despicable! We shall never live down the disgrace!”

“No, sir.”

Fisher continued. Savory was believed to have taken ship across the South Atlantic aboard a Portuguese merchantman bound for São Paolo de Loanda. From there, the reports suggested, he had moved easterly: there had been indications from possibly doubtful sources that he had been seen at Malanje, Vila Henrique de Carvalho, and Sandoa in the Belgian Congo.

“A long way from Berlin, sir.”

“Agreed. But if the reports are correct, he appears to be going in the right direction. It’s thought likely his first destination is German East Africa, where he can take ship to Europe.”

“And if the reports are not correct, sir?”

“You mean if we lose him altogether! If that happens, Mr Halfhyde, the world ends! The government could fall. The fleet will be in jeopardy for years to come. My programme will lie in ruins. Germany and its damned popinjay of a Kaiser will crow like fighting cocks, and will prepare for a war that they’re likely enough to win!” Fisher seethed, and smashed a fist into his palm in front of Halfhyde’s face. “We are not to lose him! He is to be stopped before he reaches German territory! Any German territory, anywhere on the map!”

“Stopped by a battleship, sir?”

“By some of a battleship’s company.” Fisher went on to indicate that Halfhyde’s personal career had given him considerable experience of Africa and its peoples, its coasts and its rivers: also that Halfhyde was ambitious for a command of his own. He might well be about to achieve this ambition, for the Prince Consort carried upon her after superstructure two 60-foot torpedo-boats which would prove capable of navigating shallow rivers. “Captain Bassinghorn’s orders are for Simon’s Town, Mr Halfhyde, and thence, after reporting to the local command for detailed orders, for the mouth of the Zambezi River. You will find the Zambezi navigable as far as the Kebrabasa Falls in Portuguese East Africa. From there you will find yourself handily placed to cut off Savory, either by a land march or by means of native canoes which you shall purloin, if necessary, after outflanking the falls.”

“Your pardon, sir. Why cannot the apprehension of Sir Russell Savory be left to our forces on the South African station?”

Fisher snorted and said, “The Metropolitan Police!”

“Sir?”

“Certain highly-placed personages,” Fisher answered irritably and with a rising colour, “have decided for reasons of state that the arrest is to be made by a man from the Metropolitan Police.”

“Good God!”

Fisher scowled. “Pray do not invoke the deity to me, Mr Halfhyde. I’ve done so myself to the damn Board of Admiralty, and the Home Secretary, and the Foreign Secretary—all to no damn avail. Indeed I may have said too much—they’re a set of blasted old women who react against sailors’ talk—straight talk.” Halfhyde reflected that Sir John Fisher might well have antagonized the whole of Whitehall: he had a reputation for hot temper and intolerance. So often—though by no means invariably—senior naval officers harried civil servants into illconsidered judgments and hasty actions by a firework display of bombast, pompousness, screaming, and other indications of temperament; and Fisher, the Navy’s most difficult admiral, was a man who aroused violent emotions whatever he did. But this was alarming. Fisher continued: “This person, a detective inspector, has already reported aboard the Prince Consort.”

“I see, sir. Certainly I can understand a degree of circumspection being required. The Belgian Congo, Portuguese possessions in Africa, the Germans … yes, the diplomatic involvements are legion. But a policeman, in Africa!”

“It was no wish of mine,” Fisher stated. “As to the delay, it need not be of great moment. We have agents in Africa, I’m told, who will be watching the situation and so far as possible keeping Savory under distant surveillance. But you spoke of diplomacy: Portugal is our very good friend and ally, but at this particular time neither she nor the Belgians have any wish to upset their relations with the Kaiser—and a lot has had to hinge upon that.” Fisher drew a gold half-hunter from a pocket and studied it. “And now, time presses towards your sailing, Mr Halfhyde.”

“Yes, sir. But your pardon once again. Pray forgive me, but I find this appointment much to my distaste—”

Fisher stared, eyes wide. “What damned impertinence!”

“An old and slow ship—she’ll take all of twenty days to reach the Cape alone—and the doubtful company of a London flatfoot upon the Zambezi River, a man who knows nothing of ships or boats and acts only upon the advice given in some obscure police manual!” Halfhyde’s voice rose. “I am a seaman, sir, a naval officer—not a mud pilot!”

Fisher exploded. “Get out! Your ship sails in one hour precisely—unless you prefer to travel in irons to the barrack hulks, to face court martial!”

Halfhyde hesitated, then shrugged: protest was, as ever, useless. He gave a formal bow, and turned towards the door. Fisher’s voice pursued him. “Come back here!” Halfhyde turned politely, and Fisher said, “One thing more: during the voyage you’ll speak of our conversation to no one but your captain and commander, and when necessary to the detective inspector, who will let it be known to all other personnel that he is proceeding to investigate a case of simple fraud—and who will make no mention of the Cape until permitted to do so by the captain.”

Leaving Sir John Fisher’s irascible presence, Halfhyde was driven, in a mutinous frame of mind, to the Prince Consort’s berth, bumping up and down on the springs as the cab bounced over cobbles. He was livid: mud pilot, prison warder, bloodhound, detective’s aide—this was a fine appointment to interrupt his leave! He was no lover of the Metropolitan Police; he had seen too much of them and their activities while he was unemployed in Camden Town. The truncheons had been used too often and too freely on the unfortunates, the unemployed like himself but without the benefit of even half-pay; and the prostitutes had too often been hounded in the pursuit of a necessary if unpleasant trade. To the Metropolitan Police poverty itself was a crime, and the poor had never been allowed to get away with anything while the gentry—short of committing a crime of the magnitude of Sir Russell Savory’s—were virtually immune. The police forces were there for the protection of gentlemen against the common herd. Halfhyde, though a law-abiding citizen himself, felt degraded and diminished by the blatant injustice.

Yet there were current blessings to be counted: within the hour he would be back at sea, swallowed and digested by the changeless routine of one of Her Majesty’s ships of war where every man aboard knew his place and his duty and where the clock was replaced by the bell and the bugle. That was pleasant; so was his first sight of the Prince Consort, immaculate with buff funnels, white upperworks, and black hull alongside the dockyard wall, splendid beneath the declining sun. Slow she might be, and difficult to handle, but she was fair to look at, heavily gunned with her four sixteen-inch muzzle-loaders, each weighing 81 tons and set in turrets placed en echelon amidships. It was these guns and her extraordinarily heavy 24-inch armour belt that slowed her down and made her unwieldy. There were several imponderables in Halfhyde’s mission, many things yet to be explained, and one of them was: why send the old Prince Consort when a faster and less heavily armed second-class cruiser could reach Simon’s Town with days to spare? One did not, surely, hunt down an absconder with sixteen-inch main armament!


Chapter 2

“I DID NOT NEED to ask for your appointment, Mr Halfhyde. Your particular qualifications commended themselves to Their Lordships. As it is, I’m delighted to sail with you again. I appreciated your loyal support in the Viceroy.”

“Thank you, sir.” Halfhyde, reporting formally to the cuddy, felt gratified: Henry Bassinghorn had spoken with his usual gruffness but with the sincerity that Halfhyde had learned to expect of him. The captain was not a man of many words, and he now appeared embarrassed, tapping a vast hand, the hand of a prizefighter, on the flap of his roll-top desk.

There was a moment’s silence in which Halfhyde heard the lap of water against the Prince Consort’s hull, the wash from the duty steam picket-boat going busily about her business across the harbour from the guardship. There was a shrill of boatswain’s pipes as a torpedo-boat destroyer swept past towards Devil’s Point out of the Hamoaze and saluted Captain Bassinghorn’s commissioning pennant drooping idly from the main truck. Bassinghorn heaved himself to his feet, strode across to a port, and looked out, hands clasped behind a broad, long back, starched cuffs reaching a full two inches below the four gold rings of a post captain. As the torpedo-boat destroyer vanished outwards, Bassinghorn turned again and swung round on Halfhyde, his face now troubled.

“You will have been made aware of our orders already. They are not pleasant. It appals me to think of any man being prepared to sell his country’s secrets. I find it hard to express my feelings adequately. Really I do not know what things are coming to—a man in Savory’s position, a position of high trust—it makes it so much the worse!”

“Indeed it does, sir.”

“However, it has happened and we must carry out our orders. Time is short to sailing, Mr Halfhyde, but if you have anything to ask me, pray do so.”

“Thank you, sir.” Halfhyde’s question came directly: “Why the Prince Consort, sir? Why a slow, big-gun ship?”

“Heavy guns, Mr Halfhyde, are useful in action, are they not?”

Halfhyde looked back at him, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Action? The man Savory … he’s somewhere in the middle of Africa according to the admiral. Pray, sir, how does our main armament cross the desert and the mountains?”

Bassinghorn frowned. “There is no occasion for levity, Mr Halfhyde. But to answer your question—” He broke off as a tap sounded on the polished mahogany of his day-cabin door. On the heels of the tap, the executive officer entered and stood at attention with his cap beneath his left arm. “Yes, Commander?”

“I’m about to pipe Special Sea Dutymen, sir. Do you wish further communication with the shore?”

“Thank you, no, Commander. You may lift the brows and ladders.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” A dark glance rested for a moment upon Halfhyde. “Lieutenant Halfhyde and I have had words together, sir, of course. I understand he is to be free of ship’s duties, but perhaps he would care to familiarize himself with the ship?”

“You’ll take him round, Commander?”

“Yes, sir. I shall be making my final sailing rounds presently.”

“Thank you. Just one moment, and when I’ve finished with him I’ll send him to join you. Is there anything else, Commander?”

“There is just one matter—the accommodation of the policeman. His rank being that of an inspector, the mess decks would scarcely, I suppose, be suitable. Nor perhaps the chief and petty officers’ … I suggest, perhaps, the warrant officers’ mess, rather than the ward-room, sir?”

Bassinghorn shrugged. “As you wish, Commander. It’s something you should have raised earlier, I think. Do the best you can for him—possibly he’d not feel at home in the ward-room in any case.”

“Very good, sir.” The commander turned and left the cabin.

From the door as it closed behind him came the crash of boot-leather as the Royal Marine Light Infantry sentry came to attention. Bassinghorn caught Halfhyde’s eye and set his lips.

“You must walk carefully with Commander Percy. He has made it plain that he resents an appointment for special duties that takes you, as it were, out from under his own orders. Since you are not a tactful man, Halfhyde, I would have wished a different executive officer—but that is between you and me alone.”

“As, I understand, is any discussion of my mission—with the inclusion of the detective inspector and the commander.”

“Just so. When we are cleared away to sea, we shall talk to the detective inspector. In the meantime, I stress again the need for tact. Commander Percy is not an easy man. Carry on for now, if you please, Mr Halfhyde.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Halfhyde left the cuddy, past the salute of the captain’s sentry, along an alleyway lined with rifles secured to racks by chains through their trigger guards. He went on through the ward-room officers’ cabin flat and up the ladder to the hatch giving access to the quarterdeck. Already the boatswain’s calls were piping the orders around the ship: “Special Sea Dutymen to your stations … cable and side party muster on the fo’c’sle … all men not in the rig of the day, clear the upper-deck … Divisions fall in for leaving harbour.” Everywhere barefoot seamen were moving at the double, running to fall in under the orders of grizzled petty officers and leading seamen. The quarterdeck and gundeck were alive with blue and white. The declining sun struck golden fire from the polished brass of bollards and scuttles, and lit upon the White Ensign drooping from the ensign staff. Halfhyde found the commander standing by the great gun turrets amidships, beneath the barrels with their gleaming tampions in place against possible bad weather. The commander was speaking to the boatswain, but dismissed him as Halfhyde approached and saluted.

“Ah, Mr Halfhyde. It’s my practice to make rounds personally before reporting the ship ready to proceed. I’m about to go below. You shall accompany me.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

The commander walked forward on to the fo’c’sle past the funnels, from which smoke was already coming as the black gang below stoked the furnaces. Halfhyde followed him down a hatch into the battleship’s mess decks where the scrubbed tables and benches, bread barges, and other mess traps had been neatly stowed away; then down again to the magazines and storeroom flats where the below-sea-level watertight doors were being clipped down hard by sections behind the commander as he stalked through, cold eyes watchful below heavy eyebrows that seemed almost to curl up to the gold oak leaves on his cap peak. Halfhyde formed the opinion that little would escape Commander Percy. As they went aft along the alleyways, down to the tiller flat and up again, the commander threw brief conversation over his shoulder, his head jerking in an oddly birdlike fashion as he did so.

“A Yorkshireman, Mr Halfhyde.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m from Northumberland. One of the Northumberland Percys, don’t you know.”

“I didn’t know, sir.”

“What?”

Halfhyde coughed into his hand. “A highly placed family, sir.”

“Yes. Mainly military connections, of course.”

“Then I have the advantage of you, sir. I’m a Yorkshire Halfhyde … with an ancestor at Trafalgar.”

“Really?” Commander Percy looked right round, ran his eyes up and down Halfhyde. “What ship?”

“The Temeraire, sir. Daniel Halfhyde, gunner’s mate.”

“What was that?”

“Gunner’s mate, sir.”

“Really.” The commander stalked on, head held back, disparagement in the very set of his shoulders. Nothing more was said about family. As they came back to the upper-deck the commander said, “You’re going to be something of a passenger until your special orders come to fruition, Mr Halfhyde. The time will hang heavily for you.”

“I’m prepared to take a watch, sir.”

“No doubt. But if something should happen—”

“And I not appointed for watchkeeping duties? I am a salt horse, sir. I have not lost my touch! Nothing will happen that should not happen. I believe the captain will confirm my abilities.”

“Perhaps—we shall see. I was going to suggest that you relieve our policeman’s boredom as much as possible. He will find few kindred spirits aboard a battleship, I fancy!”

“And you think I am one?”

Commander Percy shrugged, with a touch of disdain in the movement. “You are to work together, I understand.”

“Or do you relate a gunner’s mate with a detective inspector, sir?”

“I think you’re as touchy as any Yorkshireman, Mr Halfhyde.” The commander gave a dismissive nod and made his way towards the navigating bridge with a springy step. Halfhyde glowered at the retreating back, and felt like adding to the spring with such force that Commander Percy would bounce to Plymouth Hoe and back again into the Sound. But fortunately he managed to retain his temper as he turned aft and looked along the quarterdeck. Here he had a surprise, and a pleasant one. Reporting to the lieutenant of the quarterdeck division was a familiar figure, small, eager-faced, youthful, his uniform bearing on the lapels the white patches of a midshipman. At the same instant the eye of the snotty was caught by the approach of Halfhyde, and his face reacted in equal pleasure, though, conscious of his lowly status, he at once looked away again. The lieutenant turned and Halfhyde walked towards him.

“Mr?—”

“Acland.”

“And I’m Halfhyde. Mr Acland, your midshipman and I are old shipmates. Have I your permission to speak to him?”

“Why, of course.”

Halfhyde gave a small bow. “Thank you indeed. Mr Runcorn, I am delighted to see you again.”

“And me too, sir!”

“A familiar face in a new ship is always a most welcome sight, as you will find during your service.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And we’re doubly fortunate in being back with Captain Bassinghorn.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’ve had words with him?”

“No, sir, not yet, sir. I doubt if he knows I’m aboard, sir. The captain joined only the day before yesterday, sir.”

“Ah. And your previous captain?”

“Dead, sir. Of an attack of malaria, sir, as we came into the Channel from Ushant, sir. The commander was temporarily appointed in command, sir, until Captain Bassinghorn—”

“Mr Halfhyde!” The voice was sharp, and came from the commander on his way from the bridge to go below and report to the captain. “Kindly do not delay the ship’s sailing routine. Mr Runcorn, to your place at once.”

“Yessir!” Mr Midshipman Runcorn saluted hastily, his face a deep red. Halfhyde gave him a wink behind the commander’s back. The commander vanished down the hatch, and reappeared within a minute behind the large form of Captain Henry Bassinghorn, whom he followed deferentially to the navigating bridge. On the bridge the fleet engineer was waiting. He was a stumpy figure whose uniform cuffs bore purple distinction cloth between the three gold rings, in his case as a non-military officer unsurmounted by the gold curl of executive authority. He reported his engines ready and was dismissed to go below. The captain caught the eye of the chief yeoman of signals.

“Ask permission to proceed, Chief Yeoman.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Without delay the formal signal was made to the commander-in-chief by way of the Queen’s harbour master, and permission was given. The last orders were passed. The ropes and wires were let go fore and aft and their dripping ends were hauled inboard by the side party. The tugs for the passage around Devil’s Point nosed up alongside. On the fo’c’sle a carpenter’s mate stood by the center-line capstan, with other men handy at the catheads. From the starboard hawse-pipe the bower anchor was veered to the waterline in case the captain should need to knock away the slips and let it go to steady the great ship around Devil’s Point. The main engines were rung astern on the telegraphs. Watched by a handful of dockyard mateys of the unberthing party, the Prince Consort slid away from the wall, while the band of the Royal Marine Artillery, positioned amidships by the guns they would fire in action, struck up “Rule, Britannia.” Halfhyde, watching from the lee of one of the ship’s cutters hoisted and griped-in to its goose-necked davits, heard the splendid music with the customary tug at his heartstrings. Indeed, Britons never would be slaves … and the guns, should they fire in action, would be well served by the Prince Consort’s company of seamen and marines. Halfhyde’s mind went back to his mission: Bassinghorn had been speaking, when interrupted by the arrival of the commander, of possible action, and he had obviously meant action at sea. Within the context of what Savory had done and was hoping to do, action must presumably mean action against the German Navy: it was highly intriguing and lent itself to much speculation. The German naval command could well have ordered ships to sea to watch the coasts of both German East and German South-West Africa in case the British Navy should attempt any blockade designed to prevent Savory running for it—but time would tell.

Halfhyde, looking up at the bridge as the battleship started to turn towards Devil’s Point, saw Bassinghorn staring aft from the port bridge-wing: and he found an affinity in the captain’s large square face with old Reuben Rumbelow in Wensleydale. He recalled his thoughts of the day before on the Yorkshire fells: those two breeds of men, the seaman and the man of the soil, shared an inherent honesty and decency and integrity of purpose, attributes that in the mid-1890s Halfhyde found were beginning to recede from English life. A different type was coming along, he fancied, lesser men too much concerned with their own advancement. It could be an injustice to the scion of a noble house, but Halfhyde had a suspicion that Commander Percy would not prove to be a man such as Henry Bassinghorn. Though it was true enough that efficiency at sea was increasing, an unwelcome careerism was creeping into the British Navy, due in no small measure to the reforms and personal desires of the dynamic but despotic Rear-Admiral Sir John Fisher. To Fisher, men were inconsiderable except when they agreed with him; he climbed upon men’s backs, using them as his ladder, though certainly in his case to the Navy’s advantage and not his own. Halfhyde happened to know that Bassinghorn, whose training had been in sail, was no Fisher man, and that Fisher would have no regard at all for what he would consider a shellback. If Bassinghorn should ever cross swords with Fisher, the result would be a foregone conclusion.

From the after end of the bridge, as the battleship headed on her outward course, a bugle sounded the Still and then a salute to the flag of the commander-in-chief—all hands on deck came to attention until the salute had been returned and the Carry On had sounded out across the sunset-reddened waters. Round the sharp turn of Devil’s Point from the Hamoaze, then out to the wide waters of the Sound, leaving Plymouth Hoe on their port quarter with its memories of Drake and the defeat of the Spanish Armada. On the port beam lay the Cattewater and the Barbican from where the Pilgrim Fathers had sailed in the Mayflower to the American colonies. With the tugs cast off, the battleship’s great bulk came up past the transport Malabar, whose hawse-pipes streamed water as she weighed anchor to take her Highland battalion out for Bombay and a seven-year stretch of Indian service. Salutes were exchanged, and then spontaneous cheering broke out from the transport’s decks. From the Prince Consort’s bridge Bassinghorn authorized a disciplined response: to orders, and led by the divisional officers fore and aft, the ship’s company lifted their caps in the air and gave three cheers that echoed across the Sound, striking off the great stone bastions of the military fortifications. The last of the evening sun reddening her masts and yards, her decks and guns, the Prince Consort moved on, slow and majestic, for the open water of the English Channel, to head for Ushant and the Bay of Biscay.

Halfhyde was about to go below when he was approached by a man in a dark blue suit, shiny at knees and elbows; a high white collar, well starched; a pearl tie-pin thrust into a wide silk cravat; and a bowler hat anchored against the sea wind by a kind of cord toggle, the end of which was secured to a miniature ring-bolt set into the person’s lapel. The pale face was cut in half by a jet-black walrus moustache. The feet were large and heavily booted: the man needed no introduction although he gave one.

“Detective Inspector Todhunter, sir, at your service. I understand you’re Lieutenant St Vincent Halfhyde, of the Royal Navy? Is this correct, sir?”

“It is.”

“A seamanlike name, sir, if I may make so bold.”

“As appropriate to my circumstances as is your own to yours, I think.”

“Eh?”

“A sleuth-like name, Mr Todhunter.”

“Oh yes, sir, I take your point. Ha, ha.” The laugh was selfsatisfied. “The witticism has been made before now, if in plainer words than yours, sir.” He paused, took a deep breath of sea air. “We are to work together later, sir, as you will know. My experience of boats is limited to days spent at Southend-on-Sea.”

“And my experience of sleuthing is non-existent, Mr Todhunter.”

“No matter, sir, no matter at all. Each man to his own last, I say.” The detective inspector pointed towards the Prince Consort’s after superstructure, where the two 60-foot torpedoboats lay in their crutches. “There is your kingdom, mine is the world at large, or at any rate the African continent—until I have Sir Russell Savory safely in handcuffs.” Todhunter reached into a deep and capacious pocket and brought out a pair of handcuffs, sinister, heavy, linked with chain. He shook them in Halfhyde’s face: the jingle was sadistically suggestive, as doom-laden as the closure of a cell door; the look in Todhunter’s eye was dedicated and the mouth, hitherto loose-lipped and rosy red, had hardened and whitened. Though the policeman’s aim could not be faulted, Halfhyde found in himself no more love for the Metropolitan Police per se than before. Pity, for the good warrant officers of the Prince Consort, came uppermost …
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