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AUTHOR’S NOTE

With the exception of the Officers and Seamen of HMS Huntress and of Colonel Gorak and his daughter, all the characters in this novel really existed and their actions are a matter of historical fact. Where they have been credited with remarks or conversations—as, for example, with the fictitious characters—which are not actually their own words, care has been taken to make sure that these are, as far as possible, in keeping with their known sentiments.

Grateful thanks to Mr Ian Scott of Boston Spa, Yorkshire for technical advice on the Russian “infernal machine” and other explosives mentioned in the text.

My main sources of reference were The Russian War, 1855, edited by Captain A.C. Dewar; History of the War Against Russia, E.H. Nolan, 1857; Illustrated London News, 1854–55; The Crimean War, Philip Warner, 1972; Surgeon in the Crimea, George Lawson, edited by Victor Bonham Carter, 1968.

FOR MY DAUGHTER VALERIE STUART

with much love
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THE WAR IN THE CRIMEA

Notes on the main events from September, 1854–May, 1855. The siege of the Russian naval base of Sebastopol, on the Crimean Coast of the Black Sea, followed the landing, on 14th September, 1854, of the Allied Expeditionary Forces of Great Britain, France, and Turkey at the Old Fort, Kalamita Bay, some thirty miles to the north of their objective.

Under the command of General Lord Raglan, a veteran of Waterloo, the British force consisted of 26,800 men. Together with sixty guns and about two thousand horses, they embarked at Varna, on the Bulgarian coast, and crossed to the Crimea in a fleet of fifty-five sailing transports towed by steamers, and escorted by ships of the Royal Navy, whose second-in-command, Rear-Admiral Sir Edmund Lyons, was responsible for the whole complex operation of transport and landing.

The French, commanded by Marshal St Arnaud, landed twenty-eight thousand men and sixty-eight guns and the Turks, who were heavily engaged in fighting the common enemy on other European and Asian fronts, contributed a smaller force of seven thousand. Although badly affected by an outbreak of cholera, the Allied Armies defeated a strongly positioned Russian army, with one hundred twenty guns, on the Heights above the Alma River on 20th September, the British sustaining over two thousand casualties and the French nine hundred.

With only a small garrison of seamen and the 50-gun Star Fort to offer resistance, Sebastopol lay open to a determined assault from the north—an assault which Lord Raglan was fully prepared to undertake. Instead of this, however, General Canrobert—who had succeeded to the French Supreme Command on 23rd September—expressed the conviction that the city was impregnable from the north and, on his insistence, the Allies struck inland and marched in a semicircle to the south-east, where bases were established at Balaclava (British) and Kamiesch and Kazatch Bays (French).

The landing of the siege-trains, again at Canrobert’s obstinate insistence, gave the Russians the time they needed to put Sebastopol into a state of defence. Admiral Korniloff, acting on the orders of the Russian Commander-in-Chief in the Crimea, Prince Menschikoff, scuttled seven of his line-of-battle ships across the mouth of the harbour, between the stone-built forts of Constantine (97 guns, in casemates, thirty feet above sea level) Alexander (56 guns, similarly mounted) and the 50-gun Quarantine Battery, thus effectively barring both harbour and docks to the Allied naval squadrons. Behind this barrier, eight sail-of-the-line were moored from east to west inside the booms, three of these heeled over so as to give their guns sufficient elevation to sweep over the land to the northward. The rest of the Russian fleet lay at anchor at the head of the harbour, with their guns covering its entrance.

The Russian Admiral—a courageous Officer, who was killed early in the siege—is said to have been heart-broken by the ignominious fate of the ships under his command. Yet there is little doubt that Sebastopol’s long resistance was, in no small measure, due to Prince Menschikoff’s farsighted decision to scuttle or immobilize his fleet within the confines of the harbour. Had he permitted Admiral Korniloff to sally forth, in time honoured fashion, to do battle with the Allied squadrons, Sebastopol would almost certainly have fallen to assault by sea and land within a few weeks—or even days—of the besieging armies’ flank march to the south-east. As it was, lack of troops prevented a complete investment of the city and, throughout the year-long siege, the post road from Simpheropol in the north remained open. Menschikoff established his headquarters there and was able to send reinforcements and supplies into the town, whilst maintaining a large and mobile army outside, in the Valley of the River Tchernaya, which offered a constant threat to the thinly held British perimeter and the port of Balaclava.

It took the better part of three weeks, after the landing of the siege-trains at Balaclava and Kamiesch, for the Allies to haul their heavy guns into position on the Kheronese Upland overlooking Sebastopol and to establish the army camps and supply depots on the plateau. During these three unexpected weeks of grace, Colonel Franz Ivanovitch Todleben, a thirtyseven-year-old Prussian engineer, born in one of Russia’s Baltic provinces, set to work to render the city impregnable to the threatened attack. He was a military engineer of genius and, under his direction the inhabitants of Sebastopol—men, women and even children—toiled day and night to repair crumbling fortifications and to construct a four-mile-long system of connecting earthworks and batteries in which he sited his guns.

To the north, the newly renovated Star Fort guarded the road from Simpheropol, along which Prince Menschikoff had, by 9th October, sent close on thirty thousand troops to reinforce the garrison. From east to west, in a semicircle, a series of heavily armed redoubts constituted the landward defences; the so-called Little Redan, with the Malakoff or White Tower, in front of which was a fortified hill known as the Mamelon. Further west, a huge bank of earthworks joined the formidable Redan to the Barrack Battery and, at the head of the Dockyard Creek, the Strand and Garden Batteries and the Flagstaff Bastion were connected to the Central Bastion and the semicircle was completed by more earthworks extending to Quarantine Bay and the battery sited there. In all, some 1,200 guns faced the Allied siege works on the Upland and the total of 126 guns which, in three weeks of herculean effort, had been dragged six to seven miles from Balaclava and Kamiesch to the top of the plateau.

The Royal Navy, in addition to manhandling guns which weighed from 42 cwt (the thirty-two-pounders) to 95 cwt (the sixty-eight-pounder Lancasters) also landed a Naval Brigade of upwards of three thousand seamen and Marines to assist in the siege, and 29 of the 73 British siege-guns were manned by seamen. Of the heavy guns, 56 were taken from ships of the fleet.

The first Allied bombardment, intended as a prelude to the long-awaited assault on Sebastopol by the land-based forces, opened at 6:30 a.m. on 17th October, and the combined fleets were ordered to attack the seaward defences in support. This they most gallantly did, pitting their wooden ships against the stone-walled forts at the mouth of the harbour, with little effect, in an engagement which lasted from noon until dusk. When they finally hauled off, with a great many ships damaged or on fire and over five hundred men killed or wounded, it was to learn that the land-based assault had not been launched, due to an eleventh-hour decision by General Canrobert not to commit his troops to the attack.

Thereafter the role of the Allied Fleets in the prosecution of the siege became a secondary one. A blockade of the Russian Black Sea ports was established and ships-of-war—mainly the steam-frigates—kept the armies supplied with reinforcements and the materials of war. The port of Balaclava was small and quite inadequate as a base but it was the lifeline on which the British Army on the Upland depended and therefore, at all costs, it had to be held. The flower of the British cavalry—the famous Light Brigade—perished in a desperate battle to prevent a breakthrough by the Russians from the Tchernaya Valley, on 25th October, 1854. Out of a total of 675 men, 247 were killed or wounded and 475 horses were killed. On 5th November, the bloody battle on the Heights of Inkerman was fought and won in dense fog, a scant eight thousand British infantrymen—including the Brigade of Guards—having found themselves facing some sixty thousand of the enemy in a dawn attack. The battle was half over before French aid reached them, in the shape of General Bosquet’s division but, when the Russians were finally driven back, they left an estimated fifteen thousand casualties behind them.

With the onset of the dread Crimean winter, the Allied Armies, in their exposed canvas tents, suffered appalling losses from disease—out of a total loss of 19,600 men, 15,700 British soldiers and sailors died from disease. The fleets also sustained heavy losses when a storm of hurricane force struck the Crimean coast on 14th November and, there being little or no shelter to which they could run, many ships foundered or were driven on shore and wrecked, the loss in transport and supply ships outside the congested port of Balaclava being particularly heavy. The steamship Prince, carrying protective winter clothing for the army on the Upland, went down with all hands and her entire cargo, and the French three-decker Henri Quatre, a steam-screw launched five years previously, was driven ashore at Eupatoria and smashed to pieces. It was decided to send the sailing ships-of-the-line back to England and to replace them, as far as possible, with steamers.

Sebastopol continued to hold out, despite losses from the Allied bombardment averaging one hundred fifty a day. Reinforcements poured in along the road from Simpheropol which lay outside the range of the Allied guns and, with her vast reserves of manpower, Russia’s losses were more easily replaced than those of Britain and France, whose reinforcements could only come by sea. Supplies of grain and other essentials from depots on the eastern shores of the Sea of Azoff also reached the beleaguered city in substantial quantities, even in winter, via a second road which crossed the Putrid Sea by means of a bridge and linked up with the post road to the north.

No troops could be spared from the siege to cut this supply route and, in winter, ice precluded naval operations in the area but, with the coming of spring, Rear-Admiral Lyons, who had succeeded Vice-Admiral Deans Dundas as British naval Commander-in-Chief, pressed for the adoption of a plan of action which both he and his predecessor had long advocated. Convinced that only by depriving the garrison of its supplies could Sebastopol be forced to surrender, the Admiral urged that a small flotilla of light draught steam-frigates and gun-vessels be sent into the Sea of Azoff for this purpose. In order to gain entry, the fortified towns of Kertch and Yenikale, whose batteries guarded the narrow Straits of Kertch, would have to be taken and occupied and the Admiral asked for a comparatively small detachment of troops to be made available for ten to fourteen days.

Lord Raglan wholeheartedly supported the proposed expedition as a means of shortening the siege; so, too, did Lyons’ French colleague, Admiral Bruat. The British Army, however, which had been severely depleted during the winter and which had still to defend its long and vulnerable perimeter, could spare only twenty-five hundred men. As had so often been the case throughout the Crimean campaign, the final decision rested with the French Commander-in-Chief, whose army had recently been augmented by the arrival of twenty-five thousand fresh troops.

Canrobert agreed, with reluctance, to supply seven thousand infantrymen but, as a result of telegraphic instructions from the Emperor, he ordered the recall of the French ships and troops within a few hours of their arrival off the Kertch Straits. The British, unable to proceed alone against an estimated ten thousand Russians, were compelled to abandon the initial attempt to capture Kertch and enter the Sea of Azoff, and they returned to Sebastopol on 6th May. Canrobert, aware that he had been placed in an intolerable position by having had, once again, to go back on his word, resigned the French Supreme Command, and, on 19th May, 1855, he was succeeded by General Pélissier. Within three days of Pélissier’s appointment, the second expedition to Kertch was under way, this time with the enthusiastic cooperation of the new French Commander.

All the foregoing events have been covered by earlier

novels in the Hazard series.

CHAPTER ONE

Phillip Horatio Hazard, commanding Her Majesty’s steam-screw sloop-of-war Huntress, of 14 guns, swung himself up into the mainmast shrouds and, twenty feet or so above the deck, put his glass to his eye, peering anxiously into the murk about him.

He could see little or nothing of the land he knew to be within less than half a mile of his ship’s port quarter even from this vantage point, and the midshipman he had sent aloft to supplement the masthead look-out had not, as yet, reported sighting the White Cape, on the southern extremity of the Bay of Kertch or the formidable Pavlovskaia Fort by which it was guarded.

Directly ahead, the entrance to the Yenikale Strait lay shrouded in a pall of low-lying fog, which the pale afternoon sunlight had seldom been able to penetrate … and visibility, he knew, would become worse when the sun sank. Nevertheless on this occasion, Phillip Hazard welcomed the fog, since it promised to make his present task—if not easier—at least not quite so fraught with peril as it might have been.

He lowered his Dollond and glanced down at the lines of marker-buoys which, under the supervision of Mr Burnaby, the master, men of the duty watch were setting out in readiness on the after part of the upper deck, his dark brows meeting in a thoughtful frown as he counted them. The Russians, he was aware, had buoyed the deep water channel off the Cheska Bank to the east but they had also constructed extensive earthworks on the seven-mile-long spit of marshland, behind which they had set up batteries of 36-pounder guns to command the passage. These guns, crossing fire with the floating battery and the fort at Yenikale, barred the deep water channel to all but their own shipping. For this reason, he had been ordered to sound and buoy an alternative channel on the western side of the narrow strip of water, by means of which an Allied naval squadron might enter the Sea of Azoff during the next 48 hours.

Captain Moore, of HMS Highflyer, his immediate superior, had made a preliminary survey some weeks ago in the small 6-gun Viper, and had warned him that, in places, the water shoaled to give a depth of less than three fathoms and that there were numerous silting sandbanks but … Phillip gave vent to an audible sigh as he descended to the deck. Moore had gone in for the purpose of reconnoitring the proposed landing beach at Kamiesch-Bourno, where the troops would be put ashore for the attack on Kertch. Using the return of a captured carriage—the property of the Russian Commander, Baron Wrangel—as an excuse, the Viper had made her approach in daylight, after signalling her intentions. His own orders, on the other hand, were to enter the Strait under cover of darkness and to get as close as he could to Yenikale without making his presence known to the enemy, if he could avoid it … which meant that he would be unable to use his engines.

He had decided to keep steam up and the screw lowered, however, in case of emergency. Whilst by steering east towards the Yujnaia Spit, he could give the Pavlovskaia Fort a wide berth and might slip by Akbourno unseen, he knew that if the 40-gun battery at Ferrikale opened up on him from the north side of the bay he would have to make off at full speed, since the passage he was seeking lay within range of most of those forty guns. The Huntress would have no defence against them apart, that was to say, from her speed and manoeuvrability under engines and her own two pivot-mounted Lancaster guns, on the upper deck. Her draught was light; like a number of other ships in the British Black Sea Fleet, the Huntress had been specially designed and built for operations in the shallow inland Sea of Azoff. With even a scant two fathoms of water under her keel, she would be in no danger of grounding.

Even so, there were other dangers which had to be taken into account. Captain Moore’s survey had, of necessity, been restricted by his obligations under the truce. There might well be sandbanks which his soundings had failed to reveal and, should the Huntress run on to one of these at full speed, she would be at the mercy of the shore guns, as helpless as a stranded whale, left high and dry by the receding tide. A silent approach was therefore essential, so that the gunners in the fort did not detect her presence and open fire … or at any rate, Phillip thought wryly, not until after he had dropped his buoys and was ready to make a cautious run for it into the obscurity of the misty darkness. Once out of range, he … something caught his eye and, with a smothered exclamation, he raised his glass again. The glass was of little use and he lowered it.

“Masthead there!” he called sharply, cupping his hands about his mouth. “Do you see anything? Breakers off the weather bow?”

“No, sir,” came the prompt reply, in a boy’s shrill treble. Then, after a pause, “Nothing, sir.”

He must have imagined the breakers, Phillip told himself. Midshipman Patrick O’Hara was a keen-eyed, alert youngster and his gig’s midshipman. For all his youth, he was a tried and trusted veteran of this war, accustomed to accept responsibility and to command men of more than twice his age with the assurance that came with professional competence. He was not the kind to relax his vigilance, even for a moment—had there been breakers visible from the masthead, O’Hara would have seen and reported their presence. Phillip snapped the Dollond shut and began to pace the quarterdeck with slow, measured strides, in an effort to calm his taut nerves.

The ship was under as much sail as she could carry but, in spite of this, the light, fitful southerly breeze was barely keeping steerage way on her and he again found himself wishing that he could use his engines. In a situation like this, the engines were invaluable; if the wind dropped any more, he might have to lower boats in order to tow her into the channel, he thought glumly—there would be nothing else for it, if he were to complete his buoying and return to the Fleet rendezvous off Kamiesch by first light. The preliminary soundings would probably have to be taken by boat, in any case and … the mist cleared unexpectedly and, in a momentary break in the dank, greyish-yellow clouds of vapour, he glimpsed a rocky headland rising steeply out of the sea ahead and to port.

Midshipman O’Hara saw it too and made his report with commendable speed and accuracy. “It looks like the White Cape, sir,” he finished eagerly.

It undoubtedly was the White Cape, Phillip saw, recognizing the square outline of the fort and the white sandstone cliff from which the headland took its name, and then the mist closed in once more, hiding both land and buildings from his sight. The ship was on the course he had plotted with Captain Moore and there was no sign of life from the shore; he felt  some of the tension drain out of him and his voice was calm and level when he gave the order to permit the Lancaster guns’ crews to stand down for a brief respite. The immediate danger was past, the first hurdle cleared and, once the White Cape was safely astern, he could bring her about, tack across the open expanse of Kertch Bay and put a man on the lead when he closed the coast again. He resumed his measured pacing of the deck, the charts he had studied and memorized in his mind’s eye as he paused to peer into the binnacle before ordering a slight correction of course.

There was no reason to anticipate trouble while crossing the bay—the Huntress would be more than a match for any enemy ship she might encounter there and he intended to give the fort of Akbourno, on the southern arc of the bay, as wide a berth as he had given Pavlovskaia. The Ferrikale battery was less easily avoided and the fog was a mixed blessing, making it infernally difficult to pick up landmarks or judge distances with any accuracy. The wind, too—such as it was—was backing again … anxious not to lose way, Phillip sang out a warning to the Officer of the Watch to trim after- and head-yards and strode, frowning, to the weather hammock netting.

He would come about in another fifteen minutes, he decided and would endeavour to approach Ferrikale from the Kertch side of the bay. It was going to take very nice judgement indeed to slip the Huntress past the battery unseen … nice judgement and more luck than he could reasonably count on, even with the fog to hide her. He would have a chance if he could deceive the gunners into mistaking her for one of their own small war steamers on her way up channel from Kertch although, without knowing their recognition signals, he would require more than luck to succeed in his attempt at deception. Nevertheless, it was worth trying.

The minutes ticked slowly by. The line of faintly disturbed water he had been watching disappeared to leeward and he expelled his breath in a pent-up sigh.

“Bring her about, if you please, Mr Cochrane,” he said crisply and gave his instructions for the necessary change of course.

Anthony Cochrane, the young red-haired Officer of the Watch, who had been one of his Trojan Officers, gave him an alert, “Aye, aye, sir,” and repeated the order into his speaking trumpet. “Ready about, Bo’sun’s Mate!” The pipe sounded, there was a thud of bare feet on the deck planking as the duty watch took up their stations for tacking, and the quartermaster eased the helm down in obedience to Cochrane’s shouted command.

“Helm’s a-lee!” The spanker-boom was hauled amidships, forcing the stern to leeward and, as head and fore-sheets were let go, the sail started to shake, spilling their wind. “Raise tacks and sheets … haul well taut the mainbrace! Handsomely, lads!” With the mainyards braced round, the jibs were hauled over and sheeted home. “Head braces!” Cochrane ordered, as the main course started slowly to fill. “Of all haul!” His orders, relayed by the boatswain’s mate of the watch, were obeyed with swift efficiency as, his gaze on the mist-shrouded canvas above him, he trimmed sail to the light breeze.

Phillip watched, conscious of a sense of pride in his ship and in the seamen who manned her. Most of them had been civilians a little over a year ago—the same men whom his late First Lieutenant, Ambrose Quinn, had contemptuously described as “ploughboys and counter-hoppers.” They had done well, he thought … it was no longer possible to pick out those who had been fishermen or coastguards from Quinn’s ploughboys.

“Right the helm, Quartermaster,” Lieutenant Cochrane ordered. “Brace up the mainyard, look lively, lads!”

“Marker-buoys ready, sir. Shall I relieve Mr Cochrane of the deck?” The elderly master was beside him and Phillip turned to give him an answering smile and a nod of assent. It was good to have old Burnaby in charge of navigation again; they had served together in the Trojan and it had taken all his powers of persuasion—and Burnaby’s—to arrange his transfer to the Huntress. Captain Crawford had, understandably, been reluctant to part with him, since men of his skill and experience were hard to come by, but eventually Burnaby’s own patiently repeated requests had achieved the seemingly impossible and, although Phillip had had to dispense with his Third Lieutenant in order to have the master appointed, he was well satisfied with the exchange. Burnaby was worth his weight in gold to his young and comparatively inexperienced ship’s company.

“Have Mr O’Hara relieved at the masthead, if you please, Mr Burnaby. Once we’re across the bay, it might be as well to relieve all look-outs every half hour—this fog is damnably trying on the eyes.”

“A wise precaution, sir,” the master agreed. He scowled at the swirling clouds of moisture which hemmed them in and shook his grizzled head. “It’s getting thicker. I fancy it won’t disperse till well into the night.”

“Well, that should suit us.” Phillip shrugged. “So long as it doesn’t delay the Fleet rendezvous tomorrow.” They discussed the course to be followed and, when the watch changed and Burnaby went to take over the deck, Phillip turned to find his brother Graham, now acting as his First Lieutenant, standing at his elbow.

He made his report with correct formality. Since the  restoration of his commission, Graham Hazard had become a changed personality and their relationship—although, as Commander of the Huntress, Phillip still out-ranked him—had been established on a new and happier footing. Not quite as it had been in their boyhood, of course; Graham was the elder by seven years and those lost years, when he had drifted round the world, sometimes as an Officer but more often as a seaman in the merchant service, had left their mark on him. But he was a conscientious and able First Lieutenant, under whose taut yet always just administration the ship’s company had shaken-down in a manner Phillip had almost despaired of, when Lieutenant Quinn had been his second-in-command.

“You’re going in now, are you, Phillip?” Graham asked, as they crossed to the weather side of the quarterdeck. “You aren’t waiting till dark?”

“No point in waiting.” Phillip gestured to the opaque curtain of fog which closed them in. “Burnaby doesn’t think this will clear much before morning—and he’s usually right. In any case, there’s no wind to disperse it, is there?”

“Or to take us into the Strait,” his brother observed. “If you still intend to go in under sail.”

“It’ll be devilish slow work,” Phillip admitted. “But I daren’t risk using the screw unless I have to—and only then if the batteries fire on us and we have to haul off fast.”

“Then let us hope the gunners aren’t keeping too vigilant a watch … and that the fog impedes them more than it impedes us!”

“Amen to that!” Phillip echoed. He grasped his brother’s arm. “Let’s walk, shall we? As always, I should appreciate your advice, Graham.”

Pacing the deck together, they discussed what would have to be done, attempting to allow for any unexpected complications and, deeply concerned for the safety of his ship as some of the more unpleasant possibilities were considered, Phillip said feelingly, “I must confess that I’ll be damned glad when this is over. The fort at Yenikale mounts something in the region of forty guns, according to Moore—about half of them of heavy calibre. My nightmare is that I’ll run us aground on some sandback we know nothing about, right under their muzzles! Our charts are by no means reliable, as you know … but they’re all we’ve got, so I suppose we’ll have to do the best we can with them.”

Understanding his feelings, Graham eyed him sympathetically. “You said you wanted a good man on the lead, Phillip. I’ve detailed Jackson.”

“A good choice,” Phillip approved. He lifted his glass to his eye and lowered it again almost immediately, with a rueful smile. “For God’s sake—I must be seeing things! All the same, Graham, I could swear …” he thrust the Dollond into his brother’s hand. “Do you see riding lights? There, look, abeam of us … oh, damn this miserable fog!”

Graham looked obediently, then lowered the glass and wiped the moisture from its lens before training it once more in the direction Phillip had indicated. “No, I can’t see anything. Wait a minute, though … I believe you’re right. There is something and it’s not on shore. By heaven, Phillip, I think it’s a ship! And she’s at anchor. Curse this fog, I can’t see her now! I’ll go up to the crosstrees, shall I, and see if I can make her out?”

“No, wait—young O’Hara’s just back on deck. Mr O’Hara!” The midshipman scampered over eagerly and came to attention in front of his Commander, his oilskin jacket streaming with moisture. It had been cold and damp during his vigil aloft and his teeth were chattering. “S-sir?” Phillip pointed to the  flickering light, now clearly visible off the starboard bow and the boy reddened in dismay. “I—I’m awfully s-sorry, sir. I didn’t see anything from the masthead, not even when you hailed, sir. S-shall I go back and—”

Phillip shook his head. “No, youngster, you cut along below and change into dry clothes. It’s not your fault—the way the fog’s swirling about, you could not be expected to see that light from the masthead. Off you go—I only wanted to confirm that you hadn’t seen it. Who is the look-out who relieved you?”

“Williams, sir.”

A reliable man, Phillip reflected … and there had been no hail from Williams either. He glanced at Graham as Midshipman O’Hara, in obedience to his nod of dismissal, touched his cap and ran off in search of a change of clothing. “One of the enemy gunboats, do you suppose?” he suggested. “They have four or five lying off Yenikale according to Captain Moore. Steamers, brig-rigged and armed with long thirty-twos. And …” the germ of an idea was beginning to form in his mind and he added thoughtfully, “The chances are she hasn’t seen us … we’re showing no lights. If she had seen us, she would have anchored under the protection of the battery, would she not?”

“Yes, I imagine she would. But”—Graham gave him a searching glance, sensing his sudden preoccupation with the anchored ship—“what have you in mind, Phillip? You’re not thinking of trying to take her, are you?” It was evident, from his tone, that he did not expect his question to be taken seriously.

“Well …” Phillip hesitated, peering with narrowed eyes into the fog. The light showed again and this time he caught a brief glimpse of the Russian vessel. It was enough and he said forcefully, “Yes, damn it, why not? It would not be difficult.”

“She’ll run for the battery the moment she sights us,” his brother objected. “And that will effectively put paid to our entering the channel. Besides if she—”

Phillip cut him short. “She won’t sight us now. If we stay on this tack and then wear and bring-up between her and Akbourno, we could lower a couple of boats and cut her out without any trouble. But we must go about it quietly—I’ll warn Burnaby.” He crossed the deck with long, impatient strides and, reaching the master’s side, requested him to issue no shouted orders. Burnaby dutifully passed on these instructions but he looked puzzled and Phillip gave him a brief explanation, wasting no words. When he indicated the approximate position of the enemy steamer, the master’s faded blue eyes lit with a gleam of apprehension but he offered no comment.

Graham, however, appeared to share his concern. “I’m not questioning your decision, Phillip,” he said, lowering his voice. “But may I know why you want to cut out the brig? Are you afraid that she might alarm the batteries?”

“No, no,” Phillip assured him. “If she hasn’t seen us now—and I’m pretty certain she hasn’t—we’re in no danger on that account.”

“Then why waste time on her?”

“Because we could use her to make our survey of the channel, don’t you see, instead of risking this ship?”

“Put a prize-crew aboard her, you mean?” Graham sounded suddenly less doubtful and Philip permitted himself a brief smile.

“Yes, that’s what I mean,” he returned. “Jackson to take soundings, and a party to lay out the marker-buoys—a dozen men would suffice. The gunners on shore are unlikely to fire on the brig if they sight her—they’ll recognize her as one of their own ships. They must have seen her in the Strait hundreds of  times, so they’ll presume that she’s going about her legitimate business. As to wasting time … we’d be able to use her engines and that, you must admit, would save us a great deal of time and effort.”

His half-formed germ of an idea was beginning to take shape and to reveal a number of advantageous possibilities and Phillip enlarged on these, point by point. There was an element of risk involved, of course, but only to himself and the boarding party, not to the Huntress. She would be safely out of range of the batteries and, in fact, need not enter the channel at all, provided all went well. “Even if I should run the brig on to a sandbank,” he added, “there’ll be no serious harm done. You can stand by with the Huntress, can you not, Graham, ready to pick us up if necessary?”

His brother eyed him in frowning silence but Burnaby came unexpectedly to his support. “The Captain’s right, Mr Hazard,” he asserted with conviction. “If you’ll forgive me for putting my oar in, sir. There would be far less likelihood of those batteries firing on the brig than on this ship and that’s a fact … and being able to use engines, for a task like this, would halve the time required, as you don’t need me to tell you.”

“I don’t deny that,” Graham answered. “It’s a most ingenious idea and I believe it would work but …” he broke off, avoiding Phillip’s gaze. “There’s just one thing wrong with it.”

“Well?” Phillip prompted, as the master tactfully moved out of earshot. “What do you think is wrong with it?” There was a slight edge to his voice. Although technically his subordinate, Graham was still his elder brother; controlling his impatience, he invited quietly, “Tell me—I’m listening.”

Graham’s expression relaxed. “You always listen to me, don’t you, Phillip? I’m grateful, believe me—but you are in command of this ship and I’m your First Lieutenant. You—”

“What has that to do with it, for God’s sake?”

“Everything, my dear fellow. It is a First Lieutenant’s duty to spare his Captain by taking command of such minor operations as boat and landing parties. Yet it would seem, from what you have just been saying, that you intend to lead the cutting-out party and, when the brig is taken, to command her yourself.” Graham smiled but his tone was reproachful. “I am right, am I not—that is what you intend?”

“Yes,” Phillip admitted. “It is.” He peered into the fog, conscious of an unreasonable feeling of resentment. It was time Burnaby wore ship, his mind registered and then saw that the duty watch were going silently to their stations. “Do I require to explain my reasons to you?” he demanded, turning to face his brother again.

Graham’s smile vanished. “You do not have to, of course, but for all that I should like to hear them. I’m not Quinn, you know—you can rely on me to carry out your orders to the letter.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake, I know that, Graham! But the responsibility for sounding and buoying the channel is mine. I cannot resign it to you, whether it is undertaken in this ship or aboard a captured enemy vessel. As to the brig …” Phillip sighed, his brief anger tempered by the realization that his brother was right, so far as the capture of the brig was concerned. Naval custom decreed that all such operations should be commanded by a senior Lieutenant, as Graham had reminded him. But if his plan proved a failure or if the crew of the Russian ship put up a strong resistance then that, too, would be his responsibility—his and his alone—and it went against the grain to send two boatloads of his men to face a danger which he himself did not share. Besides, he …

“I understand,” Graham put in, before he could offer this  as a reason. “But permit me, if you please, to lead the cuttingout party. I don’t imagine that there is likely to be much risk attached to it or that the crew of the brig will attempt to oppose our fellows, particularly if we succeed in taking them by surprise. All the same, Phillip, it is I who should incur what risk there is—not you. Would you have me fail in my duty?”

“No, of course not. But devil take it, Graham, the brig may be armed to the teeth, you know! She may turn her guns on you and blow your boats out of the water before you’ve even had a chance to board her and—”

“In that case, my dear Phillip, the Huntress will stand to lose her First Lieutenant,” Graham countered cheerfully. “But she will still have her Commander who, I don’t doubt, will blow the brig out of the water before proceeding to carry out his orders to sound and buoy the channel. Isn’t that so?” His smile returned and he put an arm about Phillip’s shoulders, eyeing him with affectionate mockery. “As the late unlamented Ambrose Quinn was wont, all too frequently, to remind you—you are new to command, sir. And command has certain disadvantages, does it not?”

Phillip, recognizing defeat, ruefully echoed his brother’s smile. “Yes, it would appear to have,” he conceded and, when Graham hesitated, he said crisply, “Well, carry on—volunteer your boarding party and stand by to lower boats. We’ve delayed long enough.”

“You mean that, Phillip?”

“Of course I mean it. Young Grey had better command the second boat, I think, if you’re agreeable, and I’ll put O’Leary on the forward gun to cover you. We don’t want any firing obviously, if it can be avoided, but issue rifles to about a dozen reliable men and cutlasses to them all. If you need help, send up a red flare—I’ll have Cochrane standing by with the cutter.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Graham acknowledged and left the quarterdeck to volunteer his boats’ crews. Phillip sent for the acting gunner, O’Leary, and put him in charge of the forward Lancaster gun and, when the Huntress wore round, he again ascended the mainmast shrouds in the hope of obtaining an early sight of the brig. It was, however, Able-Seaman Williams who sighted her from the masthead, and his relief who—obedient to the order to preserve silence—came shinning breathlessly back to the deck to report her position to the master. Burnaby, with his usual skilful precision, brought the Huntress to, as Phillip had instructed, between her and the northern extremity of the bay and the boats were rapidly lowered, each with its complement of armed and eager seamen, to row across the short expanse of fog-enshrouded water now separating the two ships.

Phillip watched, hiding his apprehension, until the fog swallowed them up and the muffled creak of oars faded into silence. Then, having given Anthony Cochrane his orders and seen the cutter lowered, he left the deck in old Burnaby’s capable hands and made his way forward to await the outcome from the vantage point of the forecastle, with O’Leary and the crew of the Lancaster.

The huge gun, weighing close on five tons, had been run out on its pivoting slide-carriage and trained in the direction of the still unseen Russian brig, and Gunner O’Leary himself, lips parted in his familiar gap-toothed grin, stood close behind it, the trigger line looped about his right hand. He was gazing into the curtain of mist and swearing luridly and with hardly a pause as if, by the sheer force of his invective, to compel his target to reveal herself. Neither he nor the six men who composed the Lancaster’s crew heard their Commander’s approach; so intent were they all on their search for the brig that none turned or moved from his station, until a warning cough from one of the auxiliary powder-men brought O’Leary’s head round. His harsh injunction to the offending seaman to “cease his bloody plochering,” was bitten off short when he recognized the new arrival and he said apologetically, “Beg pardon, sorr—I’d no idea ’twas yourself.”

“All right, Mr O’Leary, carry on,” Phillip bade him as he, too, stared vainly into the fog. The boats ought, by this time, to be more than half way across, he thought and, with difficulty, refrained from cursing the poor visibility as fluently as O’Leary had just done. “Are you able to make her out?” he asked, aware that it was unlikely.

The gunner shook his head. “Divil a sign of her, sorr, for the past ten minutes. But I’ll have me sights on her the instant there’s the smallest clearance in the fog, don’t you worry. She’ll not get away from dis beauty.” He slapped the great iron gun barrel with a bony hand.

“You are to hold your fire until I give the word,” Phillip reminded him. It had been partly in order to issue this reminder that he had come forward; he knew Gunner O’Leary’s enthusiasm for action and knew, too, the big, rawboned Irishman’s pride in his guns and in the crews he had so patiently worked up to their present high standard of efficiency to man them. The reminder probably wasn’t necessary but it was a precaution and, to make his wishes absolutely clear, he added sternly, “Even if you sight the brig and even if she should open fire on us, you understand? The threat of this gun should be quite enough so, if I order you to fire, put a shot across her … well overhead. I don’t want her damaged—I have other plans for her.”

“Aye, aye, sorr,” O’Leary acknowledged dutifully but his expression was a trifle injured. Glimpsing his face as he turned, Phillip relented and offered a brief explanation of the purpose of the cutting-out party and was glad he had done so when he  saw a delighted grin spread over the Irishman’s craggy countenance. “Now dat’s what I call a grand idea!”

“You think so?”

“B’Jaysus I do, sorr!” the gunner exclaimed, chuckling. “’Twill make them Roosians look the quare eejits, so it will, when we go steaming down the channel right under their noses, in one o’ their own ships!”

Phillip found his enthusiasm oddly reassuring and some of his misgivings faded as O’Leary, with a wealth of picturesque detail, enlarged on the impending discomfiture of the guardians of the Yenikale channel. He had a weakness for O’Leary’s special brand of rugged Irish humour and resilient cheerfulness and, indeed, for the man himself. They had gone through a great deal together since the days when the onetime “Queen’s Hard Bargain” had acted as his orderly during the battle for Balaclava. In fact, he reminded himself, he owed his life to Joseph O’Leary and …

“Sir—“The gun captain murmured a low-voiced warning and Phillip spun round, eyes and ears straining into the vaporous darkness. The brig must have had steam up, he realised, for suddenly he heard the throb of engines and then the threshing of water as her paddle-wheels started to rotate. She must have seen the boats or heard the splash of oars as they approached her, and was about to take refuge in flight. Probably she had slipped her cable; there had been no sound which might have betrayed her intention but obviously her Captain considered the loss of an anchor a small price to pay to avoid the capture of his ship.

“Will I put a shot across her now, sorr?” O’Leary asked. Phillip shook his head. “No, wait for my order. Quiet, all of you!”

He listened intently, in an effort to judge the brig’s position and the direction in which she was heading from the sound of her engines, but the fog distorted all sounds and,  apart from the fact that she was further away than he had imagined, he learnt nothing. Pray heaven she did not fall foul of his own ship as she made her blind bid for escape, he thought, and started aft at a run, only to slow his pace to a dignified walk a moment later.

Burnaby had the deck and he was the Huntress’s most capable and experienced watchkeeper; he would have heard the threshing paddle-wheels and would take what evasive action was necessary—or possible—without waiting for orders. And he had wit enough to know that the need for silence was past, so far as the brig was concerned, and that he could use the screw if he deemed it prudent to do so. Regaining the quarterdeck without giving the appearance of undue haste, Phillip found that, as he had confidently expected, the master was well in command of the situation. With men standing by the head braces and the helm amidships, he was taking what advantage the light breeze offered to make a stern board, steering by means of the topsails and head yards. Phillip joined him, making no comment beyond a nod of approval and then, as suddenly as they had started up, the brig’s paddle-wheels ceased churning.

In the ensuing silence, both men crossed to the starboard side and Phillip, moving more briskly, was the first to discern the ghostly outline of their quarry, about two cables’ length distant and, still with way on her, heading north towards Akbourno and the protection of the shore batteries, as he had guessed she would.

“Well, there she is, Mr Burnaby,” he observed, at pains to sound calm and unruffled. “But I’m damned if I can see either of our boats, can you? Unless—“He put the Dollond to his eye.

“Beg pardon, sir—I can see one of them!” a boy’s excited voice announced from the rigging above his head. “Fast to her midships chains, sir, port side. And our fellows must have boarded her … I can only see one man in the boat, sir.”

Recognizing Midshipman O’Hara’s piping treble, Phillip permitted himself a brief smile. The boy was right, he saw, as a small gust of wind opened a rift in the low-lying fog—one of the boats had secured alongside the brig’s port quarter. He could see no sign of the other but men were moving on the Russian’s upper deck and there were shouts and a muffled cheer, which … there was a vivid flash and his acknowledgement to O’Hara was drowned by the crash of a single gun.

It was the only shot the brig got off and it whined harmlessly high above the Huntress’s masthead, to fall into the water well astern. Then the fog closed in about both ships once more—thicker and more impenetrable than ever, it seemed—and Phillip waited in an agony of impatience, listening to the subdued shouts and cries, his imagination conjuring up a picture of the hand-to-hand battle now being waged in the darkness aboard the enemy vessel. If only one boatload had managed to board her, they would be heavily outnumbered, he told himself, and cursed the fog which prevented him from seeing the second boat. It was, of course, possible that Graham had divided his small force and sent the young acting mate, Grey, to run in under the brig’s counter so as to enable both parties to board her simultaneously, but her sudden dash under engines might well have taken Grey by surprise, with the result that his boat had failed to reach its objective.

If, instead of being secured to the brig’s starboard side, Grey’s boat had been left astern, then … Phillip glanced round at Burnaby, intending to order the screw lowered. There was nothing to be gained by silence now. The sound of the brig’s engines and certainly the discharge of her gun would have carried to the batteries and alerted the garrison at Ferrikale and he needed the speed and mobility his own engines could give him if he were to close her. However skilfully old Burnaby might back and fill, he could not be sure—in this apology for a breeze—that he was maintaining his station relative to the Russian ship. She had no sail set and might drift anywhere after slipping her cable. “Mr Burnaby,” he began and broke off, sick with relief, as a burst of cheering shattered the silence.

The cheers were spasmodic and swiftly suppressed but they were unmistakably British cheers and the knot of young Officers gathered on the Huntress’s deck and in her lower rigging echoed them heartily, an example which was followed by the seamen. Phillip, too pleased by the outcome himself to play the martinet, turned a deaf ear to them and old Burnaby’s faded blue eyes were suspiciously bright as he murmured a heartfelt, “Thank God for that!”

Two or three minutes later, Grey’s voice sounded across the intervening distance, distorted by the speaking trumpet he was using. “Huntress ahoy! Captain, sir—the First Lieutenant’s respects and I’m to tell you that the brig Constantine has struck to us.”

His announcement was greeted by renewed cheers but this time Phillip, taking the speaking trumpet Burnaby held out to him, ordered them sharply to desist, and the young mate added, “We have six men wounded, sir.”

“Seriously wounded, Mr Grey?”

“Only one, sir—Ordinary-Seaman Wright. We also have fourteen or fifteen Russian wounded and about 35 prisoners. Mr Hazard asks if he may transfer them to the Huntress and I am to request you to come aboard as soon as convenient, sir.”

Phillip frowned. Wright, he recalled, was one of Ambrose Quinn’s despised “counter-hoppers”—a twenty-year-old draper’s assistant from Clerkenwell, mustered as a waister. He gave permission for the transfer to be made, the wounded to be sent across first, added a quick, “Well done, all of you!” and then turned to the master. “Send the cutter to take off prisoners, Mr Burnaby, if you please, and call away my gig. And perhaps you’d pass the word to the assistant-surgeon to prepare for casualties.” He hoped fervently that Brown, the inexperienced ex-medical student—to whose care all these wounded men, British and Russian, must soon be entrusted—would prove equal to the task, and then thrust the fear that he might not firmly to the back of his mind. There was always O’Leary, who had spent so long in the Trojans’s sick bay with a crushed leg that, when it came to dealing with serious injuries, he had more experience than Brown. O’Leary, he knew, would volunteer his aid if Brown were unable to cope and at least poor young Brown had no false pride. He was well aware of his limitations and would ask for help, if he needed it.

“You may have the forward pivot gun secured, Mr Burnaby,” Phillip said, when the master came to report that his gig had been lowered and Cochrane, in the twelve-oared cutter, was on his way to take off the crew of the brig. “Keep all the guns’ crews standing by their guns for the time being. I’m sure the engineers will be able to provide boiling water for cocoa by the time the wounded come aboard and …” he added a few detailed instructions as they descended to the entry port together. The master’s gnarled fingers went to the peak of his cap. “God go with you, sir,” he offered, his voice low. “And good luck!”

“Thanks, Mr Burnaby,” Phillip answered. He could only hope that he had made the right decisions, he reflected wryly, as he stepped down into the waiting boat. The fog seemed thicker, in the gig, than it had from the Huntress’s quarterdeck and even the sharp-eyed Midshipman O’Hara, who was at the tiller, failed to see the pinnace approaching with its cargo of wounded, until the muffled splash of oars indicated its position. The boat was coming slowly towards them and Grey’s voice answered Phillip’s hail, sounding a trifle strained as he reported that the unfortunate Wright was in a bad way.

“He’s not conscious, sir,” the mate added. “We’ve done what we could for him but I’m afraid his back’s broken.”

Phillip listened in dismay. This was neither the time nor the place to enquire how the ex-draper’s assistant had received such an injury—Graham would report on it, in due course. Probably the lad had fallen, somewhere in the darkness of the brig’s deck, during the fight for its possession. Or he might never have gained the deck—a slip, as he was attempting to board, could have sent him tumbling back into the boat again and if he had struck a thwart with sufficient force, then a fractured spine might be the least of his injuries. Pray heaven that O’Leary would know what to do for him, even if Brown did not … Grey called out something and, as he had before, Phillip thrust his doubts and fears to the back of his mind, aware that the time for self-reproach would also come later.

It was still impossible to make out more than the hazy outline of the other boat but, squinting anxiously into the murk about him, he saw something else—a flat, wooden object floating on the surface of the water about twenty yards ahead and to starboard of his own boat. A piece of flotsam, he decided, and then looked again, puzzled by something about it that wasn’t usual. For one thing it was too smooth and regular in shape to be driftwood and for another what looked like a strand of wire trailed from it, as if … Grey’s boat emerged from the gloom and, before Phillip could shout a warning, its bows struck the strange floating object a glancing blow. The next instant there was a blinding flash, which lit the foggy darkness  to blood-red clarity and was followed by the fearsome roar of an explosion.

The pinnace disintegrated—oars, thwarts, and the stout timbers of which it was constructed went spinning skywards in a confused jumble of barely recognizable fragments, some of which returned to the surface of the water as brightly burning debris. There they flickered until the shock-waves from the explosion extinguished them, briefly illuminating the bobbing heads and white faces of four or five swimmers … four or five swimmers, from a boatload of twenty or more? Halfblinded, his ears still ringing from the blast, Phillip stared unbelievingly about him and then, as fingers grasped weakly at the gunwale of the gig, he leaned forward to drag the swimmer into the sternsheets beside him. He was a Russian, his head roughly bound in a bloodstained cloth, and he lay gasping on the bottom boards of the gig, unable to speak.

More heads appeared from the now pitch-black darkness: Phillip yelled to the cutter to aid in rescuing them and Cochrane, who had appeared from nowhere like the bobbing heads, needed no urging. Leaving him to pick up the nearest survivors, Phillip took the gig to where an oar floated, miraculously intact and, to his stunned amazement, recognized the white, unconscious face of Ordinary-Seaman Wright, the seriously injured man, of whose chances of survival young Robin Grey had earlier despaired. He was wrapped in a tarpaulin, with two oars secured to either side of his broken body—evidently to protect him from further injury when he was being lowered into the boat—and these had kept him from sinking.

Grey himself trod water beside him and, although he looked shocked and was bleeding from a cut on the head, he responded cheerfully to O’Hara’s shrill cry of recognition, as the gig drew alongside him and willing hands reached out to assist him from the water. “I’m all r-right, sir,” he insisted, making a valiant effort to still his chattering teeth. “The water’s rather cold, that’s all. Have a care, Cox’n, as you bring that poor young devil Wright aboard,” he added. “I d-don’t think he can take much more.”

“He’s dead, sir,” the coxswain told him, his tone apologetic. He glanced enquiringly at Phillip who, tight-lipped, confirmed his assertion. “We’ll transfer his body to the cutter. You, too, Mr Grey—the sooner you get back to the Huntress and into some dry clothes the better. You did all you possibly could for poor young Wright,” he added, sensing Grey’s anguished disappointment.

Robin Grey gulped. He was just seventeen, Phillip reflected pityingly and, although he had met with violent death all too often in his short naval career and had himself been severely wounded the previous year, when serving with the Naval Brigade on shore, this was probably the first time that he had ever felt personally responsible for the death of a man under his command. Removing his boatcloak, Phillip draped it round the boy’s dripping shoulders and said gently, “It wasn’t your fault, Mr Grey. Don’t blame yourself.”

“No, sir,” the mate responded flatly. “But he … poor little devil, sir, he took a blow from a marline-spike that was meant for me, when we were boarding the brig, and it knocked him back into the boat. It would have done for me, sir, if it had landed—I’d have had my head split in two if Wright hadn’t flung himself in front of me.” He drew a long, shuddering breath and then asked, frowning in perplexity, “What caused the explosion, sir, do you know? I suppose we must have hit something … but what do you think it was, sir?”

“I don’t know,” Phillip admitted truthfully. “But I intend to find out, if I can.” There had been rumours, he was aware, that the Russians had perfected an explosive device, designed to be left floating in channels and harbours open to Allied naval attack and containing a charge of powder which—rendered by some means impervious to sea water—blew up on impact. But these were only rumours; he had paid little attention to them until now. Now, he thought grimly, it would behove him to give the matter his urgent attention since, if the channel he had been ordered to survey should prove to be blocked by any of the infernal things, the Allied fleets would be unable to use it until they were found and removed. And that might take days and jeopardize the success of the troop landings …

An almost naked body drifted slowly into sight and Phillip recognized the white, lifeless face of Grey’s coxswain. He leaned over into the icy water, impelled by an instinct stronger than reason to try to recover Leading-Seaman Ryan’s mortal remains, so that the Christian funeral, to which the man was entitled, might be performed on board the ship in which he had served. But, even as his numb fingers closed about the seaman’s shoulder, he drew back, appalled by the glimpse he had caught of the hideously mutilated body. It was better not to inflict this horror on the crew of the gig, he told himself, and murmured a few words of the Burial Service before relinquishing his hold and allowing the corpse to drift away. O’Hara and his own coxswain crossed themselves and then hastily looked ahead, to where the cutter was approaching them.

Lieutenant Cochrane hailed him with the news that, aided by the second boat, which had been sent from the brig to join him, he had picked up twelve survivors and Phillip’s anxiety eased a little. “Four Russian wounded are missing, sir,” Cochrane reported. “I spotted a couple of them, swimming as hard as they could for the shore, but I doubt if they’ll make it. We tried to pick them up but they vanished in the fog. Five of our men are badly hurt—shall I take them to the ship, sir?”

“I have Mr Grey and a Russian to transfer to you,” Phillip called back. “And the body of Ordinary-Seaman Wright. Come alongside, if you please.” The transfer was effected without mishap and, when both rescue boats were pulling across to the Huntress, Phillip told Midshipman O’Hara to take him to the brig. He found his brother anxiously awaiting him, with the unwounded Russian prisoners lined up under guard on the forecastle.

“Thank God you’re all right, Phillip,” Graham said. “I was really worried for a while, until I heard Cochrane say he’d picked up most of our fellows, so I take it that it might have been worse.”

“We lost two men and five are badly hurt,” Phillip told him, with conscious bitterness. “Grey’s boat was blown to pieces.” He supplied what details he could but, when he started to describe the mysterious object which had apparently caused the explosion, he saw his brother’s mouth tighten ominously.

“Come and take a look at this, Phillip.” Graham picked up a lantern and led the way to the starboard side of the brig’s upper deck. Holding the lantern high, he pointed to a coneshaped wooden container, with a flat top some three feet in circumference, which was suspended from what appeared to be a specially constructed rack, slung well clear of the ship’s side, just forward of her paddle-box. “Well?” he demanded. “Does this contraption bear any resemblance to the object you saw strike Grey’s boat?”

Phillip gingerly inspected the four-foot-high cone, careful to avoid contact with any of the wires protruding from beneath the flat iron-bound and bolted top. So the rumours had not been exaggerated, he thought grimly—this was the so-called Russian “infernal machine” concerning which there had been considerable speculation among the ships of the Baltic Fleet, which had encountered them off Cronstadt and in the Gulf of Finland. The Merlin had been struck by one and suffered some damage, he recalled, although she had not been put out of action. Nothing of the kind had, as yet, been reported in the Black Sea theatre to the best of his knowledge but he was conscious of a bleak feeling of dismay as he turned to answer his brother’s question with an affirmative nod.

“Yes,” he said slowly, “I fancy this must have been very like the object I saw. Most of it was submerged but the shape and the flat top are similar—I noticed the flat top particularly. I imagine that there’s an inner watertight casing to house the charge and that it’s detonated by means of those wires … they’ll be attached to some sort of firing mechanism inside the casing, no doubt. A pretty diabolical contraption, is it not?” He glanced about him with narrowed, searching eyes. “Do you know if this is the only one on board?”

“It’s the only one left on board,” Graham told him. “The one that blew up Grey’s boat was dropped over the side—I rather think in the hope that the Huntress might run on to it—when the Captain realized that he’d been boarded. The others, according to him, have all been dropped and left floating in the approaches to Yenikale and—”

“In both channels?” Phillip put in, his mouth suddenly dry. “Did he tell you how many have been dropped, for God’s sake?”

Graham shook his head regretfully. “The Captain is not very communicative, I’m afraid. All I was able to get from him was the boast that there are now enough obstructions of various kinds to bar the Sea of Azoff to our ships. But I take leave to doubt that there can be all that many floating bombs, Phillip. The Highflyer and the Vesuvius have had the Strait under constant observation and they’ve reported nothing unusual. Besides, these are new weapons and damned dangerous to handle—they’d have to be carried in launching-racks, rigged for the purpose, like that one there. There’s another on the port side and each can hold three bombs, so …” he shrugged. “Even if she’s made two trips, this brig can only have dropped eleven of the things and one’s accounted for.”

“I hope you’re right.” Phillip frowned. This was a most unwelcome complication but … “Where is the Captain now?”

“I sent him below, to his cabin, with Gunner’s Mate Thompson on guard. I thought you’d want a word with him.”

“I do indeed.” Phillip’s voice had an edge to it. “And I’m going to keep him on board, Graham, until we’ve cleared every last one of his infernal machines from the Kertch side of the Strait. If he can’t or won’t tell me where he dropped them, then by heaven I’ll run his ship through the channel regardless, until he cracks!”

“He’s a tough customer,” Graham warned. “He won’t crack easily. But”—he led the way below—“see for yourself.”
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