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Chapter 1




□ “What you need,” said Clancy, “is a job of work.”




“That,” I told him, “is just what I do not, repeat not, need. This is my Annual Leave, during which I make a slow recovery from the strains and stresses of the last ten months.” I took a hearty gulp of beer, followed it with another. Meeting his disapproving stare, I said, “I ‘as to build me strenf up, dearie.”




“And a very fine way to do it,” he said sarcastically. “Loafing around in bars, soaking …”




“Just drinking to forget,” I said. “Or to remember. But does it much matter which?”




“For three months?” he asked.




“Why not? I’ll give it a go, anyhow.”




“Don’t be a bloody fool,” he snapped. “Even though you think you have an excuse. Peggy and I were damned sorry when you and Jane broke up. More than sorry. We were shocked. Even so …”




“We did present a united front to the world until the very finish,” I said.




“You did, at that. But this is what I’m getting at, Peter. I can guess how you feel about tilings. But it’s not the end of the world.”




“To me it might be.” I rattled money on the counter, caught the barmaid’s eye. “Yes, we maintained our united front until the end, and then the situation became quite intolerable. For both of us. I could, I suppose, have stopped her from leaving Australia for England. But I was a perfect little gent and gave my permission. And she’s fixing the divorce from that end.” “So it’s quite hopeless?”




“Looks like it.”




Clancy sipped his fresh drink slowly. “I’m an editor,” he said, “not a psychiatrist. Although, come to that, I might know rather more about human nature than the head shrinkers. And it seems to me that occupational therapy might well be the answer in your case …”




“Doing what? Weaving baskets? Getting a job, as so many officers do when they run short of money during their leave, behind the counter of some chain store? The Christmas rush is over now, you know.”




“I know. But what about writing? You did, at one time, manage to turn out an occasional saleable short story.”




“I’ve tried, Frank. I’ve tried. But everything turns out as subjective as all hell. Broken hearts and salt tears on every page. Not even the women’s magazines will touch the muck.”




He said, “I might be able to organise a job for you.” He added, “Look at it as self-defence on my part. I’m getting rather tired of leaving my desk so that I can watch you cry into your beer.”




“Journalistic?” I asked, with a flicker of interest.




“Sort of.” -




“But I’m not a journalist,” I said snootily. “I’m a creative writer.”




“Balls!” he said to that. “You’re nothing but a seaman who, on the rare occasions when he feels in the mood, can make the odd five guineas on his typewriter. You’re a master mariner with years of experience in big ships, little ships and all the sizes in between.”




“And still not a journalist,” I said.




“But I don’t want you as a journalist. I want you as a technical expert.”




“And about time,” I told him. “You want somebody to vet the highly coloured rubbish turned in by your bright young men who infest the waterfront and get in the hair of hard-working Chief Officers.”




“That would be a waste of time,” he said. “The general public wouldn’t know port from starboard.”




“But they should,” I told him.




“Balls,” he said.




“Then what do you want me for?”




It was his turn to order the drinks. He did so reluctantly. He waited until we had fresh glasses in front of us before he resumed his explanation.




He said, “We want a seaman—but we want a seaman with imagination. So many of your breed don’t have any. We, as you may have guessed, are far from satisfied with the government’s defence policy …”




“The editorial ‘we’, I take it?” He nodded. “Just for once, I’m with you. Anybody satisfied with anything that that fatuous slob, Menzies, says or does wants his head examined. Seamen have no imagination, you say? What about our noble Prime Minister?”




“Bugger him,” he swore.




“Heartily seconded. The man couldn’t run a Sailors’ Home in Tristan da Cunha.”




“There was a volcanic eruption there,” he said. “The island was evacuated.”




“I know. I read the papers. Even yours.”




“If you’re going to be insulting, Pete,” he growled, “I’ve a bloody good mind not to organise the job for you.”




“Then don’t. I have no great desire to become a journalist. The average journalist knows less about more things than anybody else, and I’d just hate to put myself into that category.”




“I thought I made it clear,” he said, “that you were to be employed as a technical expert. Surely you don’t think that you’d be capable of turning in printable copy.”




“At least as well as the average semi-illiterate in your employ.” “\ ou’ic a nasty bastard after a few drinks, aren’t you?”




lie said.




“Sorry, Frank,” I said, rather grudgingly, after a long pause. “I’m afraid that it’s just the way that I feel about the world in general right now.”




“I’d guessed the same—otherwise I’d have thrown my beer into your face and left you here to stew in your own juice.”




“It would have served me right.”




“Too flaming right it would.”




“All right. And now will you do me a favour?”




“What is it?” he asked cautiously.




“Just to listen while I think out loud. I want to evaluate.” I stared down into the clear amber fluid in my glass. “Here goes. I’ve no wife, no home. It wasn’t worthwhile keeping the flat going. I’ve nothing to keep me occupied. I didn’t want to take my Leave, but I had to. If I hang around Sydney I might find somebody to take Jane’s place. On the other hand, I might not. And I shall certainly drink too much. I don’t think that I have the makings of an alcoholic—but I can’t be sure …”




“And …” he prompted.




“That’s about all.”




“My heart fair bleeds for you. But, as I said quite a while ago,. I can make the offer of occupational therapy.”




“Thank you, Frank. Tell me more.”




“We,” he said, lowering his voice, “are getting worried about what’s happening to the north of us …”




“Indonesia?”




“Oddly enough, no. Oh, we are concerned about Indonesia, but there’s no mystery there. Or the only mystery is the government’s policy. It’s what’s happening around the Islands that’s mysterious …”




“What’s so mysterious about Western Samoa’s independence—and surely that’s no cause for alarm.”




“We don’t want you as a technical expert in international politics, Pete,” he said rather huffily. “We want you as a practical seaman.”




“A little while ago you were wanting an imaginative seaman. Just what do you want me for?”




“This. We are making an investigation of all these small ship disappearances. Like Joyita.”




“Russian submarines,” I said sarcastically. “Or latter day pirates. Or little green men from a flying saucer. Which angle do you want investigated? But if it’s only Joyita you’re worried about, I may be able to explain it for you. Or explain it away. When I was on the island trade, a while ago, we carried, as a passenger, the Judge who’d been in charge of the official enquiry. When we got to Apia, where he lived, he lent me the transcript of the proceedings. But, before then, he’d told me quite a lot about the circumstances and about the various characters involved.”




“Go on—but don’t make too long a story of it.” He looked at his watch in a rather pointed manner.




“I’ll try to cut it short. Joyita was actually American owned, but was on charter to her Captain, who was a British citizen. Captain Miller was a first-class seaman and, furthermore, had served in the R.N.R. during the War as a salvage expert. He, surely, would have known just how much damage a ship—a wooden ship at that— can sustain and still remain afloat.”




“So what did happen?”




ilJoyita was in Apia. Dusty Miller was flat broke—he was having to take house painting jobs and such to make both ends meet. There was no money at all for maintenance or repairs. His ship—especially regarding main engines and life saving equipment, and there just wasn’t the money to put things right. And Dusty Miller’s fiancee, back in Honolulu, was getting restive about his long absence …”




“So?”




“So he was offered this advantageous government charter—stores and passengers to one of the other islands. He took it. It was a golden opportunity for getting out of the red. He must have known—the point was raised at the Enquiry—that in view of the American registry of his ship he was not allowed to carry passengers. Don’t ask me why not—it was just one of those legal quibbles. So, naturally enough, he wanted to get the hell out of Apia harbour before the authorities woke up to this. So he sailed, although his ship was in a far from seaworthy condition. It was a gamble—and nine times out of ten it would have paid off. But this was the tenth time …”




“But what did happen?” asked Clancy, breaking the silence.




“This is where the supposition comes in. The guesswork—but intelligent guesswork. Joyita, as you know, was found drifting. Her wheelhouse had been smashed —probably by a heavy sea. A badly corroded pipe in the engine room—cooling water, or a discharge—was fractured, admitting the sea. The engine room was flooded. But she was a wooden ship, and the additional buoyancy of the empty drums in her hold made her virtually unsinkable …




“What follows is my own reconstruction. It is reasonable to suppose that Captain Miller was on his bridge when that heavy, freak sea smashed his wheelhouse. It is possible that he was badly injured, or killed, or washed overside—he, the salvage expert, who would have known that his crippled ship was far safer than any amateurishly constructed raft.




“Came the dawn. The surviving crew and passengers saw land quite close. They constructed a raft of sorts, using empty drums and odd pieces of timber. They abandoned ship. The wind and current carried them away to hell and gone. They were never seen again …




“And it’s not the first time,” I concluded, “that ships have been abandoned too hastily. The only mysteries involved are the mysteries of human psychology.”




“Even so,” said Clancy^ “there have been far too many small craft going missing—and all in that general area. Joyita, I admit, was found drifting—but all the others have just vanished.”




“As ships have vanished,” I said, “ever since that first beach dweller, who should have known .better, pushed off to sea astride a floating log.”




“Ships in these days,” he pointed out, “have radio.”




“If their radio is in the same sorry state as Joyita’s”  I told him, “it might just as well not be there.”




“All the same,” he persisted, “there’s something odd. Every small craft transmitter can’t be on the blink. Whatever it is that’s doing it …”




“Doing what?” I asked… it’s sudden.”




“So what do you want me to do about it?”




“Find out.”




“I’m not a policeman, Frank.”




“Afraid it might be risky, Pete?”




“Frankly, yes.”




“And didn’t I hear you say, not so long ago, that now that Jane’s flown the coop, you’ve nothing to live for? You even said that if volunteers for the first manned moon rocket were called for, you’d be the first to step forward.”




“That,” I told him, “was different.”




“How? For all we know, it might be little green men from flying saucers that are knocking the small craft off. If you must have a science fiction adventure—this could be it.”




I laughed at the absurdity of his words, then lapsed into thoughtful silence. Perhaps there would be a small element of risk attached to the job—but there is risk in all seafaring. There is risk in crossing a busy street, come to that. To stay in Sydney with its memories, happy and unhappy, would be riskiest of all. There would be the risk of my crossing the barrier that divides the normal, social drinker from the alcoholic.




“All right, Frank,” I said abruptly. “When do I start on the hunt for the little green men from the flying saucers?”




Chapter 2




□ I had thought, in my suddenly impatient innocence, that my acceptance of Frank Clancy’s offer would be followed, almost immediately, by my being flown to Apia or Suva or Port Moresby or some other likely spot from which to initiate investigations. (I like flying, especially when somebody else is paying my fare.) But it was all of three weeks before I was under way—and then it was by sea.




To begin with, there were the interviews with the high brass of the Clarion, the daily of which Frank was News Editor. I had to listen to a lot of blah about the sacred duty of a newspaper to its readers, to the nation, even to God Almighty. I managed to keep a straight face, to refrain from even a sardonic lift of the eyebrows. I had realised that I wanted the job. It wasn’t that I was hard up—my holiday pay would be ample for my simple and solitary requirements—it was just that I was bored and lonely.




Then there were the various legal formalities—passport, income tax clearance and the like. The permission from my wife for me to leave the country was almost a stumbling block—we were not yet divorced, and the only address that Jane had given me was that of her solicitors in London. But even that, thanks to the air mail and the Clarion’s London office, was obtained in a short time.




I had not supposed that I should be allowed to play happily in some quiet corner all by myself. Everybody had made it quite clear that I was being engaged as a technical expert, not as a journalist. I was prepared to put up with the company of some weary and cynical young man, concerned only with news value. I was surprised, therefore, and not overly pleased, when Frank introduced me to the reporter who was to accompany me.




“Pete,” he said, “meet Sally Brent. Sally, this is Peter Hallows.”




I mumbled an ungracious acknowledgment. I was passing through a phase of disliking women intently. (To be honest, I was disliking any and all women who were not Jane.)




“So you’re the technical expert,” she said.




“I’m supposed to be,” I admitted.




She looked me up and down rather disdainfully. I returned the compliment. She was, it seemed to me, thin rather than slender, conveying the impression of being one of those fashion models whose photographs appear in glossy magazines such as the New Yorker. To add to this initial impression, she was faultlessly turned out. Her face, too, was thin, but strongly featured. Even during this first cursory inspection I revised my estimation of her, decided that what I had thought was a brittle hardness was, in fact, extreme toughness.




“Satisfied?” she asked coldly.




“We shall be working together,” I said. “So …”




“So what?” she demanded.




“Pete is right,” put in Frank hastily. “You’ll have to




function as a team, and if you think you can’t, now is the time to say it.”




“I can work as one of a team with anybody,” she said. “In working hours.”




“As a seaman,” I told her, “I can do the same.”




“Splendid,” said Frank. “So you’re both quite happy …”




“No,” she said.




He laughed. “You wouldn’t be you, Sally, if you were.”




“I suppose not,” she admitted grudgingly.




“And what about you, Pete?”




“I can tolerate,” I said, “a man who is highly inefficent but a good shipmate, or a man who is a poor shipmate but highly efficient. But a highly inefficient officer who is also a poor shipmate …”




“You’ll find Sally efficient enough,” he told me.




“I hope that I find Mr. Hallows the same,” she said coldly.




“You can ask the Company’s Marine Superintendent for a testimonial,” I said.




“You’ll have time to get used to each other on the voyage to Apia,” said Frank.




“How charming,” she said.




“I should have asked before,” I said, “but how are we being sent there? Burns Philp? Union Company?”




“No. As a matter of fact there’s a small ship in port now, sailing next week, that’s quite typical of the island traders that have been going missing. Sue Darling’s the name. Hong Kong registry. Wooden built. Diesel.”




“And rats,” I said. “And cockroaches. And copra bugs. And probably bed bugs …”




“I thought that seamen were used to discomfort,” she said coldly.




“This seaman is not,” I told her. “I was when I was serving in British tramp steamers—but that was rather more years ago than I care to remember. Besides, I was thinking about what you will have to put up with in a little ship of that type.”




“Like hell you were,” she said.




Again Frank tried to pour oil upon the troubled waters.




He said, “The ship’s berthed in Darling Harbour. Number 14, I think. What about going down there now to have a look at her?”




“I suppose we might as well,” said the girl.




Frank got one of his underlings to organise a taxi and we left the office. Outside, away from the air conditioning, it was warm and humid, with heavy thunderclouds banking up to the north and east. And Darling Harbour, I knew, would be even more warm and humid. We should be visiting Sue Darling in the worst possible conditions. I hoped that she would convey such a bad impression that my companion for the trip would put her foot down, would demand that we be flown to Apia or Suva or wherever.




Sue Darling was smart. Sue Darling was clean. (Of course, there wasn’t much of her to look after.) She was old, but in good repair. The white paint of her sides gleamed, as did the buff of her stumpy mast and single swinging derrick. From the little wheelhouse came the glitter of well polished brasswork.




“Rats,” said the girl scornfully. “Cockroaches. Bugs.”




“A coat of paint,” I said, “covers a multitude of sins.”




“The voice of experience?” she asked.




“Yes.”




“Then I’m pleased,” she said, “that your status here will be only that of a fare paying passenger.”




An officer, neatly enough attired in khaki shirt, shorts and stockings was regarding us from over the bulwarks.




“Is the Old Man aboard?” called Frank.




“The Captain,” replied the officer, with faint yet definite emphasis on the title, “is ashore.” I couldn’t quite place In ncocnt, but it went with the dark skin, the slight 1 nit of tin eyes. “1 am the Chief Officer. May I help




” I his lady and gentleman will be your passengers,” Frank told him. “They would like to see their accommodation.”




“Certainly. Will you come on board?”




We boarded the ship, using the short gangplank, although it would have been almost as easy to clamber over the low bulwarks. The Mate received us courteously. His name, he told us, was Petherick, James Petherick. I was prepared to wager that some of his ancestors, on the female side, had been named more exotically. Not that it mattered.




I was pleased with the pride with which he showed us around his little ship. As I have said, there wasn’t much of her, but what there was was well looked after. The cabins, opening off the small saloon, were dog boxes, but they were clean dog boxes. The galley, in which a smiling Chinaman officiated, was spotless. Whatever it was that was cooking on the stove smelled good. The bridge, to one used to pedestrian exercise whilst on watch, was far too small, but deck planking, brightwork and brasswork would have been a credit to any passenger liner.




“Rats,” said the girl disdainfully. “Cockroaches. Bugs.”




“But I assure you, Miss Brent …”




“There is no need to, Mr. Petherick,” she told him with a sweet smile. “I was addressing Mr. Hallows.”




“There are exceptions to prove every rule, Miss Brent,” I said.




“So you say,” she conceded.




“Of course,” said the Mate, “you must realise that after a stay in port no ship looks her best …”




“I know,” I said.




“Mr. Hallows is our expert on maritime matters,” said Sally Brent.




Petherick looked at us doubtfully, obviously coming to the conclusion that this was some sort of family quarrel, and that outsiders would be well advised to adopt a policy of strict neutrality.




He looked at his wristwatch, said, “Pardon me. The watersiders are about to knock off for the day and I must see that the hatch is properly covered. There will be rain, I think.”




He hurried off the bridge.




I went to look down from this vantage point to the foredeck. As Petherick had told us, work was about to finish for the day. The heavy, wooden, fore-and-aft beam was being swung into place. The Mate was talking with the foreman stevedore at the after end of the hatch.




Then, from the hatch alongside the engine room skylight, emerged a short, broad, baldheaded man. He was wearing only a pair of filthy shorts, and his body, with its coating of shaggy hair, was smeared thickly with dirty oil and grease. He shouted, “So there you are, you chichi bastard. Don’t forget to mucking well tell me when they’ve finished for the mucking day, so as I can mucking well shut down!”




“Yesterday, Mr. Green,” said the Mate, his sing-song accent intensified, “you shut down before I told you. The hatch was not covered. I had to turn to the crew …”




“Do the lazy bastards a bit of muckin’ good,” shouted the engineer. “Just muckin’ tell me, that’s all!”




He vanished below again.




“Ah,” said Miss Brent. “A real seaman at last. Only one adjective, and he uses it frequently.”




“I hope you enjoy having that animal as your shipmate,” I said.




“He’s a worker,” she said. “Not a bridge ornament.”




“I think that we’ve seen all that there is to see,” said Frank. He almost pushed us down from the bridge, down the short gangplank. Then, when he and the girl returned to the office, I made my way to the dreary bed-sittingroom in which I was living, got washed and changed preparatory to going out for a few drinks and a meal and then, when the evening downpour started, decided to stay inside. Having dined on a handful of biscuits, a hunk of cheese and a tumbler of sherry I decided to turn in.




There was nothing else to do.




Chapter 3




□ Boredom, I think, is at least as potent a driving force as love of adventure. When you are a kid it’s love of adventure that makes you decide to go to sea. When you’ve seen most of the world you discover that there’s not much adventure left in seafaring in this day and age. A major war brings back the element of adventure— and you realise that the trouble with adventure is that it brings with it the risk of being killed, probably messily. Then, with the war over, you almost miss the fun and games (almost, I said) and feel quite naked proceeding on your lawful occasions without any lethal ironmongery around the decks. That wears off, and comfort becomes all important. A good ship is a ship in which the Mate lives in a suite and not a cabin, or one top heavy— with all the electronic navigational gear in the wheelhouse and chartroom. When you’re at sea you have your comforts, or your interests. When you’re ashore for a long spell, with no home to go to and no wife to come home to, life is boring.




Had I not been bored I should never have embarked upon the quest for the little green men from the flying saucers. I knew what had happened to the little ships. They were so rotten, so unseaworthy, that no shipper would entrust to them any cargo of any value so that, in consequence, no latter day pirate would consider them worth the plundering. As for the Russian submarine angle—a modern underwater craft with radar, sonar and the odd helicopter or two for additional look-out would never let herself be discovered doing what she shouldn’t by anybody. That left the flying saucers and the little green men. And I just don’t believe in either.




Even so, it would be a change of scenery at somebody else’s expense. An island cruise, with everything thrown in. Everything. Even a glamorous … brunette? Well, there was a touch of auburn … Even a glamorous popsy. Even a snooty bitch who obviously regarded me as something brought in by the cat in an off moment. But what did it matter? There would be other girls (perhaps) in Apia, or Suva, or wherever our quest took us. They wouldn’t be Jane (they couldn’t be Jane) but it was high time that I got Jane out of my system.




The few days remaining in Sydney I clued up, as far as possible, my private affairs. The bulk of my gear I repacked and delivered it to the Company’s dock office for safekeeping. I had a few drinks with various friends, but turned down a few dinner invitations. When you are used to running in double harness you just don’t like accepting hospitality by yourself. I saw a few films, read a few books (good and otherwise), got in a little surfing and sun baking. And there were, of course, a few conferences at Frank’s office, during which Sally Brent and I made it quite plain that we did not like each other.




Sailing day came round at last.




I paid my landlady what I owed her and then took a taxi to the waterfront. Sue Darling was as clean and smart




as when I had seen her last. The Chinese crew was stretching the tarpaulins over the single hatch. From the m i ithcad fluttered the Blue Peter.




Mr. Petherick, who was supervising operations on the forcdcck, saw the cab draw up alongside the gangplank. Me sent a seaman down for my baggage, was there to receive me when I walked on board. He said, “Good to have you aboard, Mr. Hallows.”




“Thank you. Is Miss Brent down yet?”




“Yes. She is in her cabin. Mr. Clancy is with her.”




“Good. I know the way.”




I went down to the little saloon, found the girl’s cabin. The door was open. She was sitting on the bunk, Frank was sitting on a folding stool. There was a whisky bottle on top of the chest of drawers, and glasses, and a bowl of ice cubes.




“What are you having, Pete?” demanded Clancy.




“Scotch on the rocks.”




“That’s all there is—unless you want whisky straight.”




“On the rocks will do.”




“It’ll bloody well have to do.”




He threw ice and splashed whisky into a glass, handed it to me.




“Here’s to crime,” I said.




“Piracy?” he asked.




“I don’t think so. Barratry, possibly.”




“And what’s that?” asked the girl.




“Now you see why we’re employing a technical expert,” he told her.




“I could look it up,” she said stiffly. “I shouldn’t have to go past the first volume of the encyclopedia, even.”




“What’s wrong with a good dictionary?” I asked. “That’s got only one volume.”




Somebody passed the open door—a fat man, swaying in his walk. Petherick was trotting along in his wake. He was saying, “Everybody is aboard, sir. The gear has been tested. The papers are aboard …”




“Are the bloody passengers here, Mister?”




“Yes, sir.”




“Any visitors with them?”




“Just Mr. Clancy, sir.”




“Then get him off the bloody ship. We sail as soon as I’m changed.”




“More charming seafaring types,” said Miss Brent, with a lift of her eyebrows.




Petherick came to the door. He said, “Excuse me, please. Mr. Clancy, Captain West’s compliments and would you mind stepping ashore …”




“I would mind,” said Clancy. He had his arm around Miss Brent. “You step ashore, Pete, and I’ll make the voyage with Sally …” He turned to her. “I shall miss you, darling. Think of it— I’ve sent the office sunshine away …”




“I believe you, Frank—but somebody has to stay to keep the job running.”




There was a bellow from the Captain’s room. “Mr. Petherick, aren’t those bloody visitors off the ship yet?”




“There is only one, sir, and he is going.”




“Then throw him down the bloody gangway!”




West appeared in the doorway. His fat face was brick-red against the white of his hair and the starched white of his uniform shirt. “Clancy, you old bastard,” he shouted, “give me a drink and I’ll let you stay for another ten minutes!”




“Here’s your drink, Bill. And have you met your passengers? Miss Brent and Mr. Hallows.”




“I’ve met them now. Here’s to ye.”




“I’d better be getting ashore now,” said Clancy, at least fifteen minutes later.




“Frank can go ashore with the pilot,” the girl said.




Both men looked at her.




“This,” I said, “is an intercolonial vessel. Captain West will have his pilotage exemption for the port of Sydney. Is that not correct, sir?”




“It is,” agreed the shipmaster, after a pause.




“Mr. Hallows is our technical expert,” explained the girl. “I don’t know what we should do without him.”




“Expert? On what?” asked West.




“Little green men from flying saucers,” I said. “Or pirates. Or Russian submarines.”




The Captain grunted. “You’d better get ashore now, Clancy. And I’ll take this tub to sea while I’m still sober. When people start talking about little green men and flying saucers the party has gone on long enough. Or too long.”




“See you, Pete,” said Clancy, shaking hands.




“See you, Frank.”




“Be good, Sally.”




“Aren’t I always?”




He embraced her warmly, stumbled out into the saloon. We followed him out on deck, watched him down the gangway. At an order from Petherick the Chinese crew pulled the gangplank inboard. Mooring lines, I saw, were singled up fore and aft and the linesmen were ready to let go.




At an order from the bridge the Second Mate, on the poop, let go his last line. We heard the tinkle of the engine room telegraph, heard and felt the thud of the diesels as they went astern. Sue Darling backed out of her berth, the linesmen parrying down the headline in case it was necessary to give her a check. It was not. “Let go forward!” West shouted.




Petherick gestured to the linesmen and then to his Carpenter at the windlass. Clear of the berth, the little ship swung under stern power, then shaped for Miller’s Point.




West, I had to admit, was a good ship handler. I said as much.




“Why don’t you tell him, then?” suggested Miss Brent. “It will make his day. Praise from our technical expert will be praise indeed.”




The Cook approached us. “Lady and gentleman,” he announced. “Afternoon tea. In the saloon.”




“Coming in, Miss Brent?”




“No. I find the harbour more interesting. But I suppose you have been in and out thousands of times.”




“Quite a few times. Shall I bring you something on deck? A cup of tea? Some biscuits?”




“No thank you. But you go in. Don’t miss a meal— it’s all part of what your passage money pays for.”




So I went in, and sipped tea and nibbled cakes in the company of the Second Mate, a stolid young man with nothing to say for himself, and one of the junior engineers (the only junior engineer, I discovered later) a young man with far too much to say for himself, all of it concerning his drinking bouts in King’s Cross.




I left them and went to my room and got unpacked. It felt wrong to be a passenger with nothing at all to do, and even putting my gear into the drawers made me feel a little less idle. Then I stretched out on my bunk with a paperbacked thriller—and was awakened by somebody shaking me.




It was Captain West.




“Do you want a gin before dinner, or not?” he demanded.




I said that I did, went into the little bathroom and splashed cold water on my face, tidied myself up and then made my way to the Captain’s cabin.




The Captain’s cabin was at the fore end of the saloon house and, considering the size of the ship, was quite




large. In addition to the bunk there were a settee and two armchairs. Sally Brent was on the settee, her legs curled under her. West was in one of the armchairs. On his desk was a bottle of gin, a shaker of Angostura Bitters, a bowl of ice, glasses. “Help yourself, Hallows,” he said.




I helped myself, then sat in the vacant chair.




“Captain West managed to take his ship out without the help of the technical expert,” Miss Brent told me.




“Quit riding the man, Sally,” said West.




“Why should I? He was wished on to me. I’m quite capable of handling the assignment myself.”




“What is the assignment? Or am I asking you to divulge trade secrets? Frank Clancy wouldn’t tell me.”




“There’s no secret about it,” she said. “In fact, you may be able to give me a lead.”




“You may be able to give us a lead,” I corrected her.




“All right. Us, if you want it that way,” she said, glaring at me. “After all, you’re the technical expert. I’d almost forgotten.”




“A lead on what?” asked West.




“Well, for some reason—don’t ask me why—the paper’s getting all hot and bothered about the long run of disappearances. All the little ships on the island trade that have just vanished, without a trace. Our learned friend here, of course, can explain them all away. They were just unseaworthy, according to him, with non-functioning radio and likewise life saving gear …”




“He’s probably right,” said West.




“Thank you,” I said.




“There are some dreadful relics drifting around the islands,” went on West. “Rotten. Held together with old string and chewing gum” He turned to me. “Do you know the islands, Hallows?”




“I was Mate on the banana trade for a while,” I said. “Auckland, Lautoka, Suva, Apia, Nuku a’lofa, back to Auckland …” “Were you? Then you’ll have seen some of the little ships.”




“I have. This one’s a floating palace compared to most of them.”




“She should be. I’ve a good crew. I’ve a good Mate and a good Engineer …”




“Is that the baldheaded gentleman with only one adjective?” asked the girl.




“Only one adjective?” West laughed. “Yes, that describes Curley Green. He’s a rough diamond—too rough even for the Union Company’s Kiwi ships. They fired him three times, and the third time told him that it was permanent. But he’s a first class engineer.”




“He doesn’t seem to like the Mate,” I said.




“It’s mutual. Poor Jimmy tries to conduct himself like a gentleman. And there’s nothing further from Curley’s intentions.”




Through the partly opened door drifted the voice of the same Mr. Green. “Is the mucking bathroom clear? If it ain’t, that mucking bitch’ll just have ter get out.”




“One of nature’s gentlemen,” said Miss Brent.




“He’s scared of you, Sally,” West told her. “As far as he’s concerned there are only two sorts of women—and you impress him as being yet a third variety. He doesn’t know what to make of you.”




“These disappearances, Captain,” said Sally Brent, changing the subject.




“Yes. The disappearances. I think that Mr. Hallows is right. Rotten ships with rotten gear and incompetent personnel. If you want any firsthand experience of a disappearance, you’ve come to the wrong ship. What do you say, Hallows?”




“I couldn’t agree more, sir.”




“Good. Have some more gin.”




“And you, Sally?”




“No thank you,” she said coldly.




“It’s your loss.”




“If you don’t mind I’ll go to my room and do some writing.”




“Dinner’s in ten minutes,” said West. “And I can recommend the Cook’s fried rice.”




We got to our feet, swaying slightly to the motion of the ship, as she left us. We collapsed into our chairs when she was gone.




“She doesn’t like you, Hallows,” said West.




“No, sir, she doesn’t.”




“I wonder why …”




“Perhaps” I’m a restraining influence. Left to herself she could hint at pirates, or Russian subs, or little green men from flying saucers. She resents having to work with a technical expert.”




“Let the girl have some fun,” urged West. “After all, if she only hints …”




“This is real life,” I said firmly, “not science fiction.”




Chapter 4




□ The voyage to Apia was uneventful enough.




Sue Darling plugged along at a steady twelve knots, through conditions of the kind that the average seaman describes as “the sort of weather we sign on for”. She was a smooth running little ship in most ways—the one fly in the ointment being the Chief Engineer, Curley Green. Frankly, I just couldn’t see how Captain West tolerated him. An efficient engineer he may have been—an efficient engineer he most certainly was—but in a small vessel, where men have to live in close proximity to one another, there are qualities more desirable, even, than ef-



 


ficiency. He despised poor Petherick for his mixed blood and made no secret of it. He made no attempt to curb his language in the presence of Sally Brent and, furthermore, looked at her in a frankly lustful manner.




More than once I talked about him to the Old Man.




“I’m just a passenger, sir,” I would say, “but I think that your Mr. Green is rather hard to put up with. If this were my ship …”




“But she’s not, Petey boy. She’s not. (Have some more gin.) If you want the honest truth, I hate Curley’s guts myself. But beggars can’t be choosers. The only engineers I can get for this packet are those who’ve been fired from the big companies. I could have a Chief Engineer who was emptied out for drunkenness, or for incompetence. I consider myself lucky to have one whose only crime is a lack of the social airs and graces.”




“I suppose you’re right.”




“And when it comes to being a good shipmate,” he went on, “your Sally Brent leaves a lot to be desired. She certainly keeps herself to herself.”




“When the voyage started,” I said, “I thought that the pair of you were getting along famously.”




“Well, she was a pal of Frank Clancy’s, and any pal of Frank’s is a pal of mine. But I don’t dunk she liked my taking sides …”




“Taking sides, Captain?”




“Yeah. Over the small ship vanishings. Backing you up when you said that they were due to rotten gear, fool-hardiness and sheer incompetence.”




“But it’s so bloody obvious.”




“To a seaman, yes. But it’s not newsworthy. Even you must realise that.”




“I do. But that’s no excuse for hinting at all sorts of utterly fantastic explanations for the disappearances.”




“I suppose not, Petey.”




“Well, I may as well start earning the quite nice salary That the clarion is paying me. Have you any idea what




what ships have gone missing in the general area? Take it from joyita




“Well, there was Arafura. Suva registry. A handful of general cargo. Bound from Suva to Apia …”




“And the date?”




“Sorry, but I can’t tell you exactly. But the Harbourmaster in Apia will probably be able to oblige.”




“And the condition of the ship?”




“Rotten.  wouldn’t have dared sail her across a mill-pond.”<span>




“Any more?”




“William Price. Lautoka to Apia.”




“Details?”




“Same as for Arafura.”




“Go on.”




“Then there were a couple of fishing boats out of Nuku a’lofa. I forget their names.”




“And their general condition?”




“There I can’t help you. Probably rotten. The average Tongan would sooner pray than work.”




“When I was on the island trade myself,” I said, “I always found that the Fijians make the best labour. But we’re getting, away from the subject. Any more missing ships?”




“Sea Spray, Barracuda and Kestrel. Barracuda, as a matter of fact, wasn’t in bad nick. Ken Willis, her Captain, looked after her well. But in her case it was probably weather.”




“Anymore?”




“Yes. There were one or two strangers. A Frenchman wandering in from the New Hebrides. Hiroiuielle. And an American yacht. I forget her name.”




“Quite a long list.”




“Yes, Pete. But don’t forget that they were all little ships. The smaller the ship, the smaller the margin of safety. You were in overseas vessels before you came out to the Australian Coast. Tell me, how did you feel when you first started putting to sea in converted washtubs with sewing machines for engines?”




“Not at all happy.”




There was a tap at the door. We looked up, saw Sally Brent standing there. Her attire—brief shorts and a halter—made it obvious that she was not, as I had first thought, skinny. She was delightfully slender. We regarded her appreciatively.




She asked coldly, “May I interrupt the technical experts?”




“You may, Sally,” said West jovially. “Come in. Have a drink.”




“Thank you.”




She hesitated before sitting down on the settee, hesitated again before accepting the proffered glass.




She said, “Captain West, I believe that tomorrow we arrive at Apia.”




“We do.”




“Shall we be there long?”




“About two days.”




“Two days? But you were two weeks in Sydney.”




“Annual Survey,” West told her.




“And after Apia?”




“I have a charter,” said West. “Stores and equipment to the New Zealand government oceanographic and met. station on MacKinnon Island. And deck passengers.”




“Deck passengers?”




“Yes. A couple of Samoan fishermen and their wives. I believe that their job will be to catch various specimens for the scientists.”




“Would there be any objection if I stayed in the ship?”




“None whatsoever—as long as the Clarion is prepared to pay your passage money.”




“I suppose that they’ll pay mine as well,” I said.




“I suppose so,” she agreed, without much interest.




” Ami may I ask,” lie said, “why you wish to stay with




us?”




“It should be obvious,” she told him. “Whatever it is that’s knocking off the little ships doesn’t do it in Apia harbour. Or any other harbour …”




“A blinding glimpse of the obvious,” I contributed.




“So,” she went on, favouring me with a venomous glare, “our best policy will be to stay at sea, preferably in this ship, as long as she remains within the general area.”




“And if we find out by first hand experience what’s doing it,” I said happily, “we shan’t be able to send any reports in, anyhow.”




“I have the utmost confidence,” she told me sweetly, “in Captain West’s seamanship.”




“What about swopping jobs, Pete?” asked West. “You can take charge of this little bitch, and I’ll be the technical expert.”




“As a technical expert,” said Miss Brent, “Mr. Hallows can do less damage.”




“This MacKinnon Island,” I asked, changing the subject, “what’s there?”




“Damn all. It’s just a typical atoll. No population, apart from the eggheads …”




“It’s what happens between Apia and MacKinnon Island that we’re interested in,” said the girl.




“As far as I’m concerned,” I told her, “I hope that nothing does happen. As this is a very well found ship, I’m quite convinced that nothing will.”




“As master of this vessel,” said West, “I hope you’re right.”




Sally Brent finished her drink, thanked West briefly and then left us.




Chapter 5




□ As West had told us it would be, Sue Darling’s stay in Apia was a short one. I interviewed the Harbourmaster, but he was unable to add much to the information that West had already given me. There were the dates, of course, and I made notes of them all, but at first glance there was no pattern to them. There were the positions— but they were vectors rather than positions. None of the ships seemed to have observed any sort of radio routine. They sailed, and they didn’t arrive, and in the fullness of time were listed as “missing, believed lost.”




West’s Agents in Apia were the Union Steam Ship Company, so I got him to arrange for one of the green-painted launches, normally employed towing lighters of bananas out to the waiting ships, to be put at my disposal one afternoon. I persuaded Sally Brent to come with me, and we made the rounds of the little ships at the small craft moorings.




She began to see my point. Most of them were no more than floating junkyards. I was roundly cursed in about six languages by the irate Mate of one of them for testing the side planking of his ship with my pocket-knife. The place I had selected, at random, was about three inches above the waterline, and the blade went right in.




I pointed out rafts, so sited under standing rigging that, in the event of the ship’s foundering, they could never float clear. I pointed out a boat that seemed to be frozen to its chocks by thickness after thickness of paint. I pointed out a radio aerial that consisted of an insulator




dangling at the truck and another at the funnel, with nothing in between.




“Book a passage in one of these,” I told her, “and you’ll be liable to find out just what has been happening.”




“I’d sooner not,” she said.




“Afraid?”




“Yes. Of the rats, and the roaches and the bugs.”




“Nothing else?”




“Yes. I’d just hate to be lost in an ordinary foundering, with no news value. In fact, I just can’t see why they should bother with these relics.”




“They?”




“Oh, I still think that something has been at work, Mr. Technical Expert—something more than wind and weather and sheer incompetence. A few years ago crates like this were pushing out from Point A and, after not too long a while, arriving at Point B. Now …”




“Maybe their luck’s run out.”




“Maybe it has. But it’s… odd.”




“Odd things are always happening at sea.”




“And the oddest thing is that no seaman ever seems really interested in them. Everything is just explained away. Abnormal set. A freak sea. And the one that covers everything—an error of judgment.”




“It would be just that to venture outside harbour limits in one of these.”




“I hate to admit it—but I think you’re right. For a change.”




“Thank you.”




“Now if you’ll tell the launch driver to take us back to Sue Darling …”




“I was hoping that we’d stretch our legs and have a couple of beers ashore first.”




“All right, then.”




The driver agreed, first of all talcing us out to the green hulled, red funnelled freighter to pick up a tow of empty lighters. He dropped us at the little jetty, and from there we made our way to the Police Station. “Liquor coupons,” I explained. “We can’t get any drinks until we get them. They have a sort of rationing here.”




“I can’t see any hotels,” she said.




“There aren’t any. But there are a few so-called clubs. Transients, as long as they have coupons or money (but I suppose they could get by on money only) automatically become honorary members.”




“I hate to admit it,” she said, “but the technical expert is at last earning his keep.”




I found Mother Brown’s Club and escorted Sally Brent to the upstairs verandah. It was pleasant sitting there, sipping our cold beer and watching the movements of the harbour traffic. I pointed out the rusty boiler on the reef, all that remained of the German cruiser Adler, lost in the hurricane of 1889. I told her about Calliope, saved by the seamanship of her Captain and crew. Suddenly I realised that she wasn’t listening to me.




There were two men a couple of tables away, talking in low voices. They were seamen, obviously, probably from the freighter out in the harbour.




Said one of them, “The Mate’s goin’ crook.”




“What’s bitin’ ‘im now?”




“The Bo’s’n told me that ‘e can’t get replacements for Bill an’ Duffy.”




“I don’t mind. I don’t mind a bit o’ short ‘anded money. So they’re keepin’ the two stupid bastards in the ‘ospital, are they?”




“Yair.”




“But there’s plenty o’ seamen ‘ere. The island boys ain’t all that bad.”




“Mebbe there’re plenty, but there ain’t none comin’ forward.”




“An’ why not?”




“They’re scared.”




“Scared o’ work?” He laughed. “Ain’t we all?”




“No. Somethin’ about devil fish …” .”Yer mean—what do they call them things?—giant rays?”




“Nah.”




“Squids, then.”




“Could be. I’ve ‘eard tell that in the old days they could pull ships under.”




“Then why don’t they now?”




“Perhaps they can. Perhaps they’ve started again.”




“Yer mean a—what’s the name o’ the bleedin’ things they always ‘as in science fiction stories?—yer mean a … mutation?”




“I don’t mean nothin’. As far as I can see, the bastards is just work shy. As far as we’re concerned, it just means a few more quid at the pay off.”




“Even so—it’s … it’s out o’ character. They likes a trip to Auckland. An’ now they’re turnin’ it down.”




“They likes what they likes,” said the other one profoundly. “They ‘as their likes an’ their dislikes, an’ there’s no accountin’ for ‘em. If they wants a trip, they signs on. If they don’t …”




Sally Brent was on her feet. The two men broke off their Conversation to look at her as she approached them. She said, “Excuse me, but I couldn’t help overhearing some of your conversation. About the devil fish …”




“There ain’t no such thing, Miss,” said the older of the two men.




“How can we be sure?” Then, “Do you mind if I sit here?”




“Not at all, Miss.”




I sighed, then pulled up a chair myself to join them. After all, I was more or less responsible for the wench. I signalled to the waitress to bring a fresh supply of cold beer.




“We’re journalists, from the Sydney Clarion,” Sally said. “We’re investigating this business of all these small ships getting lost …”




” ‘Ave yer looked at these scows in the ‘arbour ‘ere?” asked the grey haired seaman. “If one o’ them puts out ter sea, it’s a bleedin’ miracle if she doesn’t get lost …”




“Too flamin’ right, Bill,” agreed his friend.




”But the devil fish …”




“It’s only one o’ them boong stories, Miss. Take a white man, now. There’s a job goin’ on some ship, an’ ‘e knows that the Mate’s a swine an’ the Old Man a bastard. ‘E just says that ‘e won’t sail in ‘er, an’ tells the Union why ‘e won’t. But these island boys is … devious. Yair, devious. That’s the word. They ‘as ter find some excuse so as they won’t ‘urt the Old Man’s or the Mate’s feelin’s. So it’s devil fish …”




“By Disney out of Jules Verne,” I said.




“What was that, mate?”




“Skip it,” I said, just as Sally said, “Shut up, Peter.”




“They’re devious,” said the grey haired man again.




“And is your Mate a swine?” I asked.




“Oh, ‘e ‘as ‘is funny ways. Like fifteen minutes for Smoko, an’ workin’ bell to bell.” He looked out of the window towards the freighter. “But she’s not a bad wagon …”




“The devil fish,” insisted Sally.




“I told yer, Miss, there just ain’t no such things.” He appealed to his friend. “We ain’t seen none, ‘ave we?”




“We ‘aven’t,” agreed the other, looking at his watch. “Time we was gettin’ back …”




“Another beer?” I offered.




“No thanks, mate. But we don’t mind if you put in yer paper what we’ve told yer.”




“Thank you,” I said.




“Well,” said Sally after they were gone, “that wasn’t




vm \ i oik lii : vc, was it? And they said that they’d seen nothing.”




“And that means nothing,” I told her. “There was a cartoon in Punch some years ago that very neatly hit off the psychology of the average foremast hand. It started off with a peaceful enough scene—the bunker hatch of a tramp steamer, with a couple of A.B.s scaling the deck, but without much enthusiasm, one sewing canvas and a fireman up from the stokehole for a breather. Various marine life—forms slide past the ship—flying fish, porpoises, whales—and everybody ignores them. Then an element of fantasy enters into it. There is a sea serpent, and a beautiful blonde mermaid who looks most hurt when nobody pays any attention to her. Finally there is another ship, another crumby little tramp steamer, and all hands line the rail, waving madly …”




“So what?”




“So the sea could have been crawling with giant squids, and our two friends would never have noticed them. Or, if they had, they’d have been something for the swine of a Mate or the bastard of an Old Man to worry about.”




“So you’re coming round to my way of thinking. You think there may.be something …”




“No. It all seems oddish, I admit—but bear in mind that our deck passengers will be sailing with us willingly enough. And they’re fishermen.”




“Even so, I think we should make some enquiries.”




“All right. We’ll go and pester the Harbourmaster again.”




The Harbourmaster was quite helpful. Yes, he had heard rumours of devil fish, and knew, too, that these rumours were being used as an excuse for not sailing in certain ships. Yes, he knew that the freighter Tarawera was two men short and that none of the local seamen would




sail in her. “Let her get a good cook,” he said, “and she’ll have no trouble picking up men here. She’s a good ship, but she’s hungry.” And that was that.




Chapter 6




□ So Sue Darling sailed from Apia without any fuss or bother. Riding (she had only a handful of cargo) fairly high out of the water, with her four deck passengers housed in a sort of tent on the hatch made by stretching a spare tarpaulin over the single boom. Unless the weather turned dirty they would be comfortable enough. It would be only a three day run to MacKinnon Island.




Sally, of course, pounced on them as soon as they came on board. There were two men, whose darkness and friz-ziness of hair betrayed a fair infusion of Melanesian blood. They were respectably attired in white shirts and slacks. One of the women was equally dark, coarse featured, but the other was what the reading and film-going public has come to regard as a typical island beauty. She was fine featured and golden skinned—less dark, in fact, than Sally.




They were well educated, all four of them, speaking almost perfect English. They made it quite plain, as soon as they could see what Sally was driving at, that they, as Christians, refused to have any truck with pagan superstitions. Meanwhile I was amused by the scornful glances cast by the women—they were attired in dresses that were almost Mother Hubbards—at Sally’s usual rig of halter and short shorts.




So, thereafter they were left to themselves. It was obvious that they preferred it that way. They had no dealings with any the crew but the Cook. Curley Green, I noticed to hang around the women—and I noticed too that Curley began to lose interest when the men started to finger the knives they wore at their belts.




North and west we steered, through calm seas and under an almost cloudless sky. I was beginning to enjoy myself. I knew that we should find nothing, but if the Clarion cared to pay for an island cruise, who was I to object? And my relations with Sally were improving. She was still stand-offish, but we were now on given name terms. After I had shown her the near-wrecks in Apia harbour she was becoming ready to admit that my theories regarding the disappearances might well be true.




It was a fine, lazy afternoon when it happened.




Had it not been a Sunday, there would have been more people on deck. As it was, there were the four fisherfolk dozing on the hatch under their awning. On the bridge there was the officer of the watch—Petherick—and the man at the wheel. Then there was myself. I had found a sheltered patch of deck just forward of the saloon house and, attired in my trunks, was adding to my tan.




The Old Man was below, enjoying his afternoon sleep. So were all the off watch personnel. So was Sally. And I, in the sunlight, was as nearly asleep as made no difference.




I heard the Mate calling down to me from the bridge, “Mr. Hallows! Mr. Hallows!”




“Yes?” I replied sleepily.




“There are your devil fish,” he said, laughter in his voice.




Lazily I got to my feet, looked up. I saw that he was pointing to starboard. I went to the bulwark, looked outboard. At first I thought that it was a reef there, then realised that the broken water was caused by a great school of porpoises. Devil fish, indeed! I snorted aloud. Porpoises are better known for their friendliness towards the human race than for any other quality.




I thought of returning to my rug, but found it hard to raise the energy. I remained by the rail, watching the squadron of aquatic mammals that kept pace with us without effort. I wondered idly how they had passed the time before there were any ships for them to race. I supposed that they just raced each other.




Then something caught my eye—a tenuous column of vapour that rose above the dark, sleek hurrying bodies. A whale? But what was a whale doing among the porpoises? Again the brute spouted, and broke surface, and I caught a glimpse of the great, boxlike head. A sperm whale …




Odd, I thought. Odd.




Then there was a great commotion out to starboard. It looked almost like a fight. Over the water, louder than the thud of our diesels, came the noise of splashings and slappings. And then, I realised suddenly, that the sperm whale was heading straight for us.




I yelled to Petherick on the bridge, but he had already seen the danger. I heard him shout to the man at the wheel, “Hard-a-port! Hard-a-port, damn you!” I felt Sue Darling heel as she began to swing.




She was coming round, Sue Darling was coming round, but slowly, slowly, and the huge brute to starboard was coming in fast, all the hundred tons of it. It was coming in fast—but not, I realised with a wild hope, fast enough. If it did strike, it would strike the ship only a glancing blow, and Sue Darling’s timbers were stout enough to withstand that.




And then, on our port side, came the sudden, shocking impact. There was more than one whale. The ship heeled violently and I was flung over the low bulwarks, into the water.




After what seemed an eternity I broke surface, gasping.




I still don’t know how the screw missed me although, looking back on it all, I think that the still swinging stern must have passed right over me. I broke surface, gasping —and there, only feet from me, was one of the whales, charging straight for me. I remember thinking that it was a pity that it was a sperm whale. The great jaws were open and I could see the teeth. I struck out frantically trying to get clear, knowing that I should never do so.




Had it not been for the porpoises I should not have done. I screamed when something struck my back, my side. And then they were all around me, jostling and shoving, pushing me from the path of the great beast. The wash of it swept over me and I went down, choking, but my saviours bore me to the surface again.




There was a lifebuoy just ahead of me, a canvas-covered cork ring, gleaming in its clean red and white paint. My groping hands found the rope becket of it and I clung to it, and I watched Sue Darling go. I saw her explode in a flurry of shattered timbers, saw the cloud of steam that billowed from her drowned engines. I saw the great flukes of the whales in silhouette against the sky as they dived, their work done. I saw a few struggling human figures among the leaping and plunging squadrons of the porpoises.




Then they were around me again, pushing the buoy, with myself still clinging to it, towards one of Sue Darling’s boats. With a violent jar the leading edge of the cork ring struck the side of the little craft. It was not one of the lifeboats—they must have been smashed, or dragged down by the weight of the steel davits and fittings to which they were still made fast. It was the small dinghy that had been stowed on the poop, on the lazarette hatch. But it was a boat, and it meant salvation.




Low in the water as it was, I still had trouble clambering aboard it. The porpoises helped. They got under me again and they lifted, and threw me clear of the water. Suddenly I found myself painfully asprawl over the gunwale and then, as the boat heeled, crumpled on the bottom boards. I got to my knees and then to my feet, looking for an oar so that I could scull towards the other survivors. But the boat was bare of equipment.




There was a swimmer approaching—dark gleaming head and, dimly glimpsed through the water, pale gleaming body. A slender arm reached up, a slim hand grasped the gunwale. I leaned over, grasped the other hand with both of mine, pulled. It was like landing a great golden fish—or a mermaid. Naked, wetly glistening, Sally sat on the bottom boards, glaring at me. She said, massaging one breast tenderly, “You needn’t be so rough …”




“Shut up, you silly bitch!” I snapped. “Help me to paddle this boat to the others! Get your hands over the side and paddle!”




She rose to her knees, looked at the turbulent water surrounding us. “Through this traffic jam?” she asked quietly.




All around us milled the porpoises. Even with oars, even with a motor, it would have been impossible to propel the boat through that turbulent mass of bodies. But a lane opened and down it, swimming with a slow breast stroke, came the first of the other survivors. His bald head made for easy recognition. It was Curley Green. We helped him inboard and he lay on the bottom boards, spluttering and cursing.




Then there came one of the Samoan women, the golden skinned one. She was hampered by the dress that she still wore, but the porpoises helped her. Her husband, naked but for the belt in which he still wore his sheath knife, followed. We dragged them aboard.




“Who else?” Sally was asking. “Who else?”




I stood up in the rocking boat, looking among the wreckage and the dark, weaving bodies of the sea beasts, looking for Captain West and Petherick, for the other officers and crew members. But there were only the second fisherman and his woman, both of them clinging to a shattered timber. I called to them. “Swim to the boat!” I shouted. “Here! Swim to the boat!”




The woman was first to relinquish her hold of the timber. She started striking out towards us. The man followed. She must have been injured when the ship broke up. She was painfully slow. Helpfully, the porpoises closed in around her, urging her forward. She cried out in fear. And then we saw the man pull his knife from his belt, saw him dive. And, bellowing, one of the porpoises leapt high into the air, its guts trailing from the gash in its belly.




Sickened, we watched what followed. The man’s body was thrown clear of the surface of the bloodied water. Already his knife hand was gone, and the arterial blood was pumping from the ragged stump. He was screaming as he fell, and the porpoises closed on him like hounds, rending and tearing. It was soon over—but seemed that the sound of his screams hung on the air for a long time. And when he was gone the woman was gone with him.




Sally, her .face in her hands, was sobbing quietly. Curley Green was cursing in a flat monotone. The Samoan woman was stonily silent whilst the man was muttering over and over, “The devil fish. The devil fish.”




But they had helped us, I was thinking. They had helped us after the whales had attacked us. They had turned on us only when provoked.




Carefully ignoring that patch of bloodstained water in which gruesome things still floated, I looked carefully at the floating wreckage.




I said, “There are two oars floating there. I suggest that we use our hands as paddles and go and get them.”




“If you put your muckin’ hands in the muckin’ water, after what you’ve just seen muckin’ happen, you’re a bigger bloody fool than yer look, Petey boy,” said Curley Green.




My suggestion was not taken, even by myself.




Chapter 7




□ And then, for what seemed a long time, we just sat there in the boat in a stunned silence. We were alive and the others were dead and that, at first, was the salient fact. We sat there, grateful for the warmth of the sun that dried our bodies, listening absently to the whistlings and snortings of the sea beasts cavorting around us. Sally and I were in the sternsheets, the two Samoans were amidships and Curley Green was for’ard.




As the shock wore off I began to turn things over in my mind. Somebody had to take charge. Legally speaking, that person was Curley Green—he was the senior surviving officer of the ship. But he was an engineer and, in all probability (unless he had been obliged to abandon ship during the War) knew even less about small boats than I did. Come to that, I, with my qualifications, knew plenty in theory.




I surveyed what I was already regarding as my command.




Hairy and filthy as always, the sunlight gleamingly reflected from his bald head, Curley Green sprawled in the bows. The two Samoans huddled together on the ‘midships thwart. Beside me sat Sally Brent, contriving to conceal her nakedness with her slender arms. But I ignored the people. I looked in vain for some sort of a locker, for some rag of canvas, for some scrap of equipment.




f here was nothing.




But perhaps ive can paddle back to the wreck, I thought. There will be timber there that we can use as a mast. There might even be a few blankets or the like still floating, to use as sails—and if there aren’t, there’s always the island girl’s tent of a dress …




Unsteadily I got to my feet, supporting myself with a hand on Sally’s shoulder. With a shock I realised that the boat was under way, that the shattered timbers that were all that remained of Sue Darling were now out of sight. All around us were the porpoises, no longer plunging and leaping but swimming smoothly, efficiently and purpos-ively, crowded around our frail hull, bearing us rapidly over the calm sea. So we had no need, now, for mast and sails or oars.




But where were they taking us?




Carefully, I sat down again. The others regarded me apathetically. I said, speaking slowly (and I realized how dry my mouth was, how much I needed a drink), “The situation is far from hopeless. They are all around us, and they are taking the boat somewhere. To the nearest land, perhaps …”




“Balls!” swore Curley Green. “Mucking balls!”




Nevertheless, he got to his feet, stared wildly all around him. He sat down suddenly. “Christ!” he ejaculated. “The silly mucking bastard’s right!”




The fisherman said, “We did not believe in the stories of the devil fish. Now we know that they are true.”




“The whales were the devil fish,” I said. “If the porpoises have to be given a label, “angel” would be more apt. They saved us from the whales—now they are saving us from the sea …”




“They are the devil fish,” muttered the Samoan sullenly.




Sally was on her feet, staring around her. I felt her fingers tighten on my shoulder. She was murmuring,




“They’ll never believe this … And my camera went down with the ship …”




“Miss Brent,” the island girl was saying. “Miss Brent!”




“Yes, Mary?”




“You … You need something …”




“Yes. My cameras.”




“No. Not your cameras.”




Mary wriggled and squirmed out of her voluminous dress. Beneath it she was more adequately attired than a Bondi beach girl. With her strong hands she ripped a wide strip from the hem, handed it to her husband, who fashioned it into a loincloth. The rest of the garment she passed to Sally.




So, I thought, people were beginning to take an interest in the proprieties. The situation wasn’t all that desperate.




But …




But what about food?




And water?




I was sorry that I’d started to think about water. What had been—so far—only a minor discomfort suddenly became a raging thirst.




“What about tucker?” asked Curley Green suddenly. “What about a mucking drink?”




“How do we manage for food and water?” asked Sally.




Why must people be so bloody awkward? I thought. I said, “No doubt there will be food and water wherever it is they’re taking us.”




“I find it quite fantastic,” remarked Sally, “the way in which you’re taking the intelligence of these … things for granted …”




“What isn’t fantastic about the whole bloody business?” I demanded. “The idea of whales ramming ships went out with Moby Dick. And you have to admit that, so far, the porpoises have behaved intelligently.”




“They have, I suppose. And, after all, they’re supposed to have quite good brains and to be at least as intelligent as a dog.”




“Never mind their mucking brains!” exploded the engineer. “When do we eat? When do we mucking well drink?”




“When we get to wherever they’re taking us. Or when we’re picked up.”




“That could be mucking days. Or weeks.”




“Men have survived in open boats during the War …”




“This ain’t the mucking War.” Then he whispered, a shocked expression on his broad face, “But is it?”




“What do you mean, Curley?”




“Never you mucking well mind. You’ve put yourself in charge of this mucking boat, so take mucking charge-Do something about the tucker situation.”




“All right,” I said. “Sally, starting at the ragged hem of your dress, try to unravel threads, as long as possible. We should be able to plait them into a fairly strong line. And you, Curley, see if there are any loose nails in the woodwork. Worry one out. We might be able to bend it to a hook of sorts.”




“And what mucking fish,” demanded Green, “is going to be stupid enough to come near us when the sea’s solid with these bastard porpoises?”




“They may leave us at sundown,” I said. “If they do, we shall be ready to start fishing.”




“Just supposing that we do catch fish,” said Sally, “that will solv;e only the food problem. We still have to drink.”




“Catching fish,” I told her, “will solve both problems. The fluid content of the body of a fish, even a salt water fish, is as near as dammit fresh water. When we catch our fish we eat them raw, chewing them well.”




“I can’t say that I’m looking forward to it,” she said.




“You will—when you’re really hungry and thirsty.”




Our attempts to fabricate fishing tackle did at least pass the time. Whenn the sun’s lower limb was almost touching the western horizon we had a line—of sorts—and a




pic of hooks—of sorts. (I am still rather sorry that we




were never able to put them to the test.) At sunset we thoughtt at first that the porpoises were going to abandon us for the night—there was a deal of apparent confusion




 us and the air was full of whistlings and snortings.




and then, tossed over the low gunwale, came a silvery object, something that flapped and squirmed on the bottom boards. It was followed by another, and another, until there were ten of them.




We looked at them. I thought of the ravens who brought food to the Old Testament prophet. “John,” I lid to the Samoan, “you’ve got a knife. Gut them, will you?”




“And fillet them if you can,” said Sally. So the fish were gutted, and the worst of the bones were removed, and we sat there in the deepening twilight, grateful for our meal yet not enjoying it. (A full day’s hunger and thirst would have made all the difference.) And as we ate the boat was still swept on to the west’ard, her timbers complaining at the pressure of the hurrying bodies around her. She was making water now, but there was nothing that we could do about it except to tear some more strips from Mary’s (or Sally’s) dress, and, using John’s knife as a tool, to try to caulk the planking.




And yet, in spite of all our discomforts—the cold, the wetness, the cramped quarters—we slept.




Chapter 8




□ It would be pointless to describe our open boat voyage in detail.




We were, in fact, far better off than many others who have been cast away in small boats. We possessed a means of rapid locomotion (or it possessed us) and we were sure of two nourishing but unpalatable meals a day—one at sunrise and one at sunset. Our discomforts were more or less standard—although we were unlucky inasmuch as we possessed no rag of canvas or other material to protect us from the blistering sun by day, the damp cold by night. And there was, of course, the acute embarrassment occasioned by the lack of privacy—but it is amazing how soon that wears off.




We talked, of course. (There was nothing else to do.)




Sally, like most of her trade, was widely informed, and she already had theories to account for what had befallen us—and, presumably, the other missing ships.




She said, “There must be quite a few tons of radioactive water in the Pacific now. Apart from the various bomb tests, there’s fall out.”




“So mucking what?” snarled Green.




“But it’s obvious, Curley. At least, I think it is. Most biologists agree that radiation is a cause of mutation. Suppose there have been a few mutations among the whales —and we must remember that whales, like the other cetacea, are already quite intelligent…”




“An’ our mucking friends out there,” asked the engineer, waving his arm in a sweeping gesture, “are they cetacea too?”




” They are. Well, we’ll get back to the whales. We have




few whales who’re now really intelligent. They realise that Man is their worst enemy, far more vicious and dangerous than either the killer whale or the giant squid. So they declare war on the human race.”




“Plausible,” I said. “But why don’t they attack the whalers?”




“Because,” she said, “the whalers have guns. Ships like Sue Darling don’t.” Her face brightened. “Now that we know, it will be easy to fit the island traders with armament …”




“Four inch guns,” I said. “And depth charges. Although I should imagine that if the average island trader used either, she’d fall to pieces.”




“But why should the whales be the only mucking bastards to … to mutate?” asked Curley Green. “Why shouldn’t the sharks, or the mucking squids?”




“I have an idea,” I said, dredging up something I’d once read from the depths of my memory. “I think that with the cetacea there’s a certain genetic instability …”




“An’ what’s that when it’s mucking up an’ dressed?”




“Well, as you know, the whales and dolphins and the like are mammals, not fishes. Their ancestors—believed to be bearlike creatures—lived on dry land. For some reason they returned to the sea. They must have adapted very quickly, by a series of mutations, to have survived. The seas were already teeming with highly efficient fishes. So, if anything in the sea is going to mutate, the odds are that it will be a creature that has already demonstrated its capabilities for just that.”




“So, just as I said some mucking time ago,” Green told us, “this is a mucking war. What if the bastards win?”




“They can’t,” I said. “They’re handicapped. Remember that the history of Man is the history of the fire-making, tool-using animal. And to make fire, to use tools, you have to have hands. In any case, you can’t make fires in the sea.”




“Just as mucking well. For a moment I was quite worried, Petey boy. But neither you nor Sally has explained these mucking porpoises. Why should they be helping us? You’d think they’d be sticking with their own mucking kind.”




“Perhaps,” said Sally, “they regard us as potential allies against the whales.”




“Per-mucking-haps,” said Green.




Yes, it was fantastic the way in which we took that fantastic situation in our stride. The initial shock, no doubt, was a contributory factor. In times of stress men are apt to believe anything, no matter how illogical—the Angels of Mons, the Phantom Bowmen and all the rest of it. Too, the cetacea have been rather widely publicised in the press of late, with various marine biologists making flattering remarks about their intelligence, capacity for learning and all the rest of it. Finally, there was the well-known arrogance of homo sapiens who still, in spite of evidence to the contrary, believes that every life form was created to serve him. Horses pull carts, dogs pull sleds—why shouldn’t dolphins pull (or push) boats?




And porpoises have already been pressed into the service of man. The Aborigines of Northern Queensland have trained them to herd shoals of mullet in to the beach. And there was Pelorus Jack, offering his services as a Cook Strait pilot, just out of good nature. And there are the intelligent, applause-hogging clowns of the marine circuses along the coast of Florida.




And, the more I thought of it, the more it made sense to me-that mutated porpoises, with the equivalent of human intelligence, should seek to enlist Man as an ally. Man would be able to deal with the sperm whales—although, in this case, he would be looking after his own in-tcrests. And Man, too, would be able to make a concerted drive against the orca, the killer whale.




Such thoughts, had I been sitting in my cabin aboard .1 well found ship, would have been fantasy. But huddled in a small boat, a boat being driven west at all of ten knots by a squadron of friendly sea beasts, I found them easy to think.




Only one thing worried me—the killing of the Samoan fisherman and his wife. But that could be explained. The porpoises were trying to help, and the man had turned on them, killing at least one of their number. They had acted in self defence.




They couldn’t be blamed for that.




Chapter -9




“V




□ We were in a sorry state when we made the island— haggard, filthy, blistered by sun and salt water, stinking of the raw fish that had been our diet, the men unshaven. (I had tried to shave, using John’s knife, but had given up after the first painful attempt.)




It was just after sunrise that I sighted the land.




I was in a bad temper—as were we all. The porpoises had not made their customary halt, had not thrown their morning tribute of fish into the boat.




“What are you doing about it?” demanded Sally, unreasonably.




“Yes. What are you mucking well doing about it?” seconded Curley Green.




“What can I do?” I asked.




“Since they’re so mucking intelligent, perhaps they’ll understand when you mucking well talk to them.”




Perhaps they would, I thought. Perhaps. Or perhaps they would understand sign language. I stood up in the sternsheets, shouted wordlessly. It seemed to me that several of the creatures nearest to the boat looked at me. It seemed to me, too, that they were looking at me sardonically.




“Food!” I yelled.




“Fish!” I yelled.




I put my hands to my mouth, made munching movements with my jaws. I realised, then, that the porpoises were no longer watching me.




“Food!” I yelled again.




And then, right ahead, I saw it—the dark, blue-green mass seemingly hanging just clear of the indigo horizon.




“Land!” I yelled.




Sally was on her feet beside me, swaying dangerously. I put my arm around her to support her, pointed with my free hand.




“There!” I cried. “There!”




The others were on their feet now, pointing and clamouring. The boat heeled. “Down!” I ordered. “Down!” Sally and I set the example.




“A hot bath,” she was babbling. “And clean clothes. And make-up. And a proper meal …”




“You’re too muckin’ fussy!” growled Green. “A mug o’ piss an’ a hunk o’ bread an’ muckin’ cheese, an’ I’ll be happy!”




The Samoans, sitting very close together, were murmuring softly.




Motioning to the others to remain seated, I got to my feet again. I could see the beach now, a yellow strip beneath the high cliffs. I could see no signs of habitation— no jetties, no boats drawn up on the sand, no buildings. But the island must be inhabited, I thought. Practically every speck of dirt in the Pacific had a population, even though it was no more than a couple of families. And




i Ih ii, rising from and above the trees beyond the cliff, I iw the column of grey smoke.




So there would be hot food and cold drinks and hot baths, and soon our open boat voyage would be no more than a nightmare that had to be gotten through and could now be forgotten.




Rut, as we approached the beach, I began to feel uneasy. It was being unable to handle the boat that worried inc. Had I been in actual command, with a crew of strong oarsmen, I should have turned the boat and backed in, keeping her head to sea, to the breakers. (There must have been wind somewhere to kick up tlus swell; we were lucky to have missed it.) I should have put out the grapnel, or the sea anchor, or both, and veered line as I made a cautious, stern first approach. Absurd though it may seem, I was beginning to have my doubts about the porpoises’ seamanship.




I sat down abruptly.




I said, “Get ready to jump, all of you.”




“Why?” asked Green.




“Because I think we’re going to broach to.”




“And what the mucking hell’s that?”




“You’ll find out. Get ready to jump, that’s all.”




“Balls,” he snarled.




And then, sickeningly, the boat was swinging, heeling. A cascade of green water poured over the gunwale, and still she heeled, threatening to trap us as she overturned. Sally screamed as I threw her out and clear, scrambling after her. A great wall of water fell on me, pushing me down and down and down, and frantically I struck out, clawing my desperate way back to the surface.




Abruptly the pressure on my eardrums abated and the green opacity before my eyes thinned. I could see again. I could see the beach—not too distant—and the gleaming bald head and flailing arms of Curley Green, and the dark heads of the two Samoans. Among them sported the dolphins, leaping and plunging, whistling and snorting, butting the swimmers shoreward.




And Sally?




There was something yellow floating on the water, a yellow rag, the dress that Mary had given her. I struck out for it, clutched it just as another breaker came crashing down on me.




It was empty.




Back on the surface, lifted on a crest, I stared around, saw, several yards to my right, a flurry of activity among the porpoises. And I heard Sally scream, saw her arm lifted in entreaty, glimpsed her naked legs and body as she was rolled over and down by the sea beasts.




Exhibiting a speed of which I would never have believed myself capable I made for her. Struggling futilely, she was being pulled away from me, back out into the deeper water. One of the brutes had his jaws closed on her upper thigh, was towing her while the others frolicked and cavorted around.




Incredibly, I gained on them. (But they were hampered by the struggling girl.) I got my hands on one thick tail —and a contemptuous flick threw me clear of the water, breaking my grasp.




There was .somebody shouting, and a body brushing mine. I twisted, tried to strike out at it, then realised that it was John, the fisherman. Together we swam in pursuit of the porpoises—but I was tiring fast, and I knew it.




Suddenly we were pushed aside, thrown out and under by the compact press of sea beasts, by the tight phalanx of living torpedoes. I saw John pull the knife from his belt, but he was able to make only one futile slash and then the things were past us, leaving us floundering in their wake.




Maintaining their formation they drove into the mob around Sally. We heard the thud of hard noses striking relatively soft flanks, heard the grunts and the snorts,




I lie noises that were almost screams. Then the mob was broken up, was fleeing seaward, and one huge porpoise had surfaced under Sally so that she was riding astride it, looking like a figure out of Greek mythology.




I started to swim towards them but John caught my irm. “No,” he gasped. “No … Safe now …” He caught a deep breath, then said, “The policemen …”




Sally’s weird mount was driving shorewards now, through the breakers, into the shallows. Deftly it rolled, spilling her off its back, leaving her, as the water receded, stranded on the beach. Mary ran to her, helped her to her feet, dragged her inshore before the next sea came rolling in.




Tiredly I struck out, for the shore, John following me. Again I was caught by a roller and this time went limp, not caring any more. Then there was the impact on something solid and the rough sand against my chest and knees, and somebody’s hands dragging me clear of the water.




We stood and sat there, panting, Sally, Mary, the fisherman and myself. We were safe, and that was all that mattered. And then, with my clearing vision, I saw Curley Green lounging at the foot of the cliff, watching us amusedly. He had taken no part in the proceedings. Anger flared up in me.




I staggered erect, took a step or so towards him.




“Green, you bastard,” I began.




“Now, now, Petey boy,” he chided. “Watch your mucking language in front of the mucking company!”




He turned his head, made a nodding gesture.




And then I saw, making his way down a path on the cliff face, a figure like an Old Testament prophet, sandalled, white robed, white haired, white bearded.




The only thing that spoiled the effect was the heavy automatic pistol that he wore at his belt.




Chapter 10




□ He stared at us and we stared at him. It is almost impossible to read the expression of a heavily bearded man, but it looked to me as though he had been expecting us. There seemed to be a certain lack of curiosity in his regard.




“So,” he said, his voice creaking like long disused hinges, “these are the new labourers in the Lord’s vineyard.” Then, louder, a crackle of authority in his voice. “To work, all of you. To work, ere the night cometh. I shall show you what is required.” His gnarled right hand hovered a fraction of an inch over the butt of the pistol.




I stepped forward shakily.




“We are survivors,” I said. “Our ship, the Sue Darling, was lost. We request that we be taken to the proper authorities so that we may be cared for and our passage back to Apia arranged.”




“There is only one authority here,” stated the old man.




“Your mucking gun, I suppose,” sneered Curley Green.




“No—although this weapon has been used to enforce the commands of the authority.” He flung his hand in a gesture that swept the murmurous rim of the sea. “There is the authority. There is the new elect of the Lord.”




This was all rather too much. A shipwreck, a most peculiar open boat voyage, and now a madman to cope with. A chilling thought flickered across my mind; Was he so mad?




I snatched a covert glance at my companions. It wasn’t reassuring. The fisherman had been the only one of us who had been armed—and he had lost his knife in the ‘.erimmage off the beach. Curley Green was rough and tough—but could he be depended upon to act with intelligence and co-operation if it came to a fight? John, the Samoan, might be useful. So might the women—although Sally, in all probability, would be too badly shaken for hours to come to be able to give a good account of herself.




The pistol was drawn now, was pointing directly at me. That ugly muzzle looked as large as that of a six inch gun. Not that the size of it was very important. A point forty five slug makes a nasty enough hole in a man’s guts. Looking into the mad eyes above the bearded face I felt sure that the gun would be used if its owner deemed it necessary and probably had been used on more than one occasion. All I could do was to try to talk some sense into the old man.




“I request …” I started, then thought, To hell with it. I decided to assume my best quarterdeck manner. “I demand,” I snapped, “that we be given food, clothing and shelter.”




“Good on yer, Petey boy,” I heard Green mutter. “That’s tellin’ the muckin’ old bastard!”




For a moment I thought that my change of tactics had taken effect. The gun muzzle wavered ever so slightly, the mad, faded blue eyes flickered uncertainly. And then the pistol was pointing steadily again at my navel and the glare had returned to the eyes.




“Food, clothing and shelter you shall have,” shouted the madman. “When you have earned them!”




I glanced around again. Sally had collapsed to the sand in a pitiful huddle. The Samoan girl was kneeling beside her. John was standing poised on the balls of his feet, his hands held slightly out from his sides. And Curley Green was just lounging there, looking as though he hadn’t a care in the world. Even more annoying, he was looking amused.






He spoke then. He said, his voice conversational, “I’ve been tryin’ to place yer. Yer look different somehow, dressed in that muckin’ bedsheet an’ with the muckin’ face fungus. Bur I know yer.”




“And I know you, Mr. Green. I need your ability— but, I am warning you, I’ll not tolerate your obscenity and blasphemy.”




“Won’t you now, Bible Bill? Just too muckin’ bad, ain’t it? Cor stiffen the mucking crows if you ain’t a mucking sight worse than you were in the old Koromiko …”




Keep him talking, I thought, hoping that there was something in telepathy. Keep him talking, Curley. Just distract his attention, that’s all that I ask…




“An’ what the muckin’ hell are you doin’ here, Bible Bill? I did hear that you got fired from the muckin’ Company at the same time as I did. They reckoned you was round the muckin’ bend …”




“Quiet, Green. Quiet! I told you, I’ll not tolerate your foul language on my island.”




“So it’s your muckin’ island now. What about this bleedin’ authority you was natterin’ about half a muckin* minute ago? Better take care that the muckin’ so-called authority doesn’t get you fired, same as old Captain Jacobs id when you had his muckin’ guts for a necktie for swearin’ on his own muckin’ bridge …”




The old man was stuttering with rage now, and a stringy slaver was hanging from his lips, fouling his beard. And the muzzle of the gun was swinging away from me—away from me and towards the engineer. I saw the finger tightening on the trigger.




I jumped.




The old man had looked solid enough in his white robes, but he was frail, flimsy almost. He went down in an ungainly heap. The gun went off, its report shocking



 


nnl deafening. It went off again—and then I had a grip on his gun hand with both of mine.




But he was not so frail and flimsy as I had at first thought. Skinny he was, but incredibly wiry. He fought viciously, bringing his free hand up to claw for my eyes. I let go of his gun hand then to protect my face—and yelled loudly when a bony knee slammed into my groin. As far as I was concerned the fight was over.




But John had been ready to jump in, and now he jumped in. Dimly I was aware of the tussle, rolled away from it. I don’t know what the fisherman did, but it must have been something dirty, because I heard the old man scream. The pistol flew from his hand, clattered against the cliff face, fell to the ground.




John still had his hands full and so, in spite of the sickening pain that I was still feeling, I went after the pistol, crawling towards it on my hands and knees. Suddenly I blacked out. It must have been for seconds only. When I recovered, retching feebly, I was on my hands and knees still, still heading towards the automatic. In fact, I was looking right into its muzzle.




It was held in the steady right hand of Curley Green.




“Down, Petey boy,” he was saying, affably enough. “Down, boy, down—if yer knows what’s muckin’ good for yer.”




“Give me the gun, Curley,” I said weakly.




“Like muckin’ hell I will.”




Somehow I got to my feet, hardly realising that Sally had helped me.




“Give me the gun,” I ordered again, taking a faltering step towards him.




“Stay right where you are, Petey boy, unless yer wants* a bullet in the muckin’ guts.”




“The action’s full of sand,” I said hopefully. “It won’t fire.”




“Won’t it, now? Take one more muckin’ step an’ you‘ll find out,” he sneered. “Are you muckin’ game to give it ago?”




I wasn’t. He’d shoot; I was sure of that. I know that there are ways and means whereby a judo expert can disarm a gunman—but I’m no judo expert. And, unlike Bible Bill (as he’d called the old man) he was sane, a bad bastard, but sane. It would not be easy to distract his attention.




Behind me I heard the cracked voice of the old man. “Green, lay down the weapon. It will go hard with you if you take up arms against the servant of God’s elect. Lay down the weapon now, and I will intercede for you.”




“Will you, Bible Bill? That’s mucking decent of you. An’ now I’ll tell you that it‘ll go muckin’ hard with the servant of God’s elect if he doesn’t keep his muckin’ trap shut. An’ that goes for all of yer. I’m the muckin’ boss now, an’ don’t go muckin’ well fergettin’ it.”




I was doing sums in my head. Most automatic pistols have magazines holding seven rounds. Two had been fired, leaving five. There were four of us, counting Bible , Bill. I didn’t know what sort of shot Green was, but the range was short. If we rushed him, he would be bound to get at least one of us.




But he couldn’t stay awake all the time.




“All right,” I said. “You’re the boss. What now?”




“Get up them bleedin’ stairs,” he ordered, motioning with his free hand towards the rough path running up the cliff face. “You first, you black bastard. Then you, Petey boy. Then you, Bill. An’ you two bitches keep just ahead o’ me—if any of yer boyfriends get the bright •idea o’ rollin’ rocks down, you’ll be the first to muckin’ well get it. See?”




“They will not tolerate this treatment of Their servant!” screamed the old man.



 


“Won’t they? What can they muckin’ do about it ?” (I must give credit where credit is due—already Cui Icy Green was beginning to guess who they were.)




“We’d better do as the man says,” I admitted tiredly.




Chapter 11




□ On top of the cliff was an almost bare patch of level ground, stony, with only a few dispirited patches of grass, an occasional sickly bush. Beyond this was thick brush, with trees pushing themselves above the lower growths. I’m no botanist, but I was able to recognise a few banana trees. Just clear of the brush was an untidy huddle of huts, miserable shacks knocked together from rusty sheets of corrugated iron




“Anybody at home?” shouted Green.




There was no reply, only the monotonous song of some bird among the trees.




“Looks as though we have the muckin’ place to ourselves,” said Curley. “Just as muckin’ well.” He juggled with the automatic as he must have seen the heroes of Western movies juggle with their revolvers, almost dropped it. I could guess what he was thinking. He knew, as well as I did, how many rounds were left in the magazine.




“The others …” said Bible Bill vaguely. “The others would not toil for God’s elect …”




“So you muckin’ well bumped them off, you bloodthirsty old bastard. Well, well … Though I always said, when we was shipmates in the old Koromiko, that you weren’t as muckin’ good as you muckin’ well made out . .




11c stood there, stocky, arrogant, the lethal ironmongery in his hand making him master of the situation. He surveyed us contemptuously—although there was more than contempt in his expression when his gaze slid over Sally’s naked body. He spat on the ground.




“Come on, you muckin’ old psalm-singer,” he snarled. “Where’s yer fresh water? I wanter get the taste o’ muckin’ fish outer my mouth. An’ then some tucker. An’ make it muckin’ snappy.”




“They bring me fish,” said the old man slowly.




“I’m tellin’ yer—I’ve had me fill o’ muckin’ fish. Got anything else?”




“Some cans,” said the old man reluctantly.




“Then trot ‘em out.” He spat again. “But let’s have that muckin’ water first.”




Bible Bill walked slowly into the larger of the huts, emerged carrying a bucket and a tin mug.




“Put them down,” ordered Green. “Get away from them. Stand with the others.”




He sidled past us, always facing us, always keeping us covered. When he reached the bucket he squatted carefully, keeping his right hand, with the gun, rock steady, groping with his left for the mug. Not taking his eyes from us he managed to get the vessel into the water, to fill it. He drank noisily, water running down the stubble of beard on his chin. He sighed with satisfaction, rose slowly and carefully to an erect posture. He tossed the mug to the ground.




“All right,” he grunted. “I’ve finished. You can all wet your muckin’ whistles now, if you muckin’ want to.”




He backed away from the bucket, stood in the doorway of the large hut.




So we drank—the women first, then John, then myself. The water could have been cleaner, and cooler, but after the fishy ichor upon which we had been subsisting it was nectar.




“And now,” I said to the old man, “what about  some




clothing for the ladies?”




“Not so fast, Petey boy,” snarled Green. “Not so muckin’ fast. You ferget who’s givin’ the muckin’ orders round here now. If I say we start a muckin’ nudist club, we start a muckin’ nudist club. See?”




“Don’t be a bloody fool,” I told him. “I suppose that you do want some co-operation from us. Let me tell you that you’re going the wrong way about it.”




“Am I?” He hefted the gun. “Am I? This’ll get me all the muckin’ co-operation I need.”




“Will it? Dead men can’t co-operate.”




“I only have ter shoot one o’ you bastards.”




“And the rest of us will rush you.”




He stood there, turning the situation over in his mind. He was having to feel his way. When he knew just what the set-up was here he could afford to throw his weight around, but the time was not yet.




“Got any muckin’ rags around here?” he demanded abruptly.




“Rags?” asked the old man bewilderedly.




“Yes. Muckin’ rags. Though I suppose that you’d expect these bitches to wear muckin’ figleaves …”




“Yes, yes. Clothing, to cover their sinful nakedness. There is cloth in the shed …”




“The shed?”




“Yes. The large hut. Where you are standing. Where I keep my stores …”




“Your muckin’ stores, eh? And I suppose that there’s spare ammo for this?” Again he juggled the gun, this time more adeptly.




He backed into the shed. We could see him moving in the semi-darkness. When he came out he held in his left hand a water-stained, bulging sack. It looked heavy.




“All right, Bible Bill,” he said. “She’s all yours. You can play at muckin’ dressmaker now. Bring the cloth outside




so that I can see what you’re muckin’ well doin’. And then rustle up some grub—an’ make it muckin’ snappy.”




Sulkily, Bible Bill went inside. I hoped that there was another gun in there and that he’d have the savvy to conceal it on his person—long white robes are ideal for that kind of thing although, I should imagine, inclined to inhibit a quick draw. But Curley Green dispelled my hopes.




“An’ yer needn’t waste any muckin’ time lookin’ for the knives or the boat axe,” he said. “They’re in the bag, with the spare ammo.”




The old man reappeared. He held in his arms an untidy bundle of white—or more or less white—fabric. It consisted of a half dozen or so bedsheets, sea-stained, mildewed. But they were better than nothing. Sally pounced on one of them, contrived to wrap it around herself like a sari. The Samoan girl followed suit. I looked at John, he looked at me. He shrugged. I shrugged. His loincloth and my trunks would be better than such hampering garments. Evidently Curley Green thought the same.




“What about this muckin’ tucker?” he demanded.




Again Bible Bill went inside. He returned with five rusty tins, innocent of labels, a can opener.




“Open one for me,” ordered Green. “Bring it to me —but don’t come too muckin’ far. Now leave it on the muckin’ ground.”




He squatted down, still covering us with the pistol. With his left hand he raised the open can to his mouth. “Beans,” he mumbled. “I always hated the muckin’ things —but they’re better than raw fish …” He swallowed. “Is this all you’ve muckin’ well got?”




“Yes. It is all that They were able to find. Not always are the storerooms of wrecks open …”




“Tell them to try to get some canned chicken. Or some peaches.”




“Do not worry,” said the old man, a slight contempt IK iwing in his voice. “They have always seen to it that w illing workers have not starved …”




“Have they, now? An’ what do they feed these willin’ workers on? More muckin’ beans?”




“No,” said Bible Bill. “Fish.”




Green swore. “That’s too much of a good muckin’ riling. Or a muckin’ bad thing. I see that I shall have to make some muckin’ changes around here.”




“And do you think that They would consider the wishes of a loose liver, a blasphemer?”




“Too muckin’ right they would. They’ve got a real engineer here now, an’ they’ll get some muckin’ action at last.”




I was pleased to see John take the opener from the old man’s hand and start to open the other cans. He passed one to each of the girls, the third one to me. The fourth he kept for himself. All of them contained beans, and cold, canned beans are not among the world’s great delicacies. But, as Green had implied, after the fish they were delicious. But I didn’t let my enjoyment of the food distract me from the conversation.




“Yes,” Green went on, “I keep my muckin’ eyes open. I saw, in the shed, what you’ve been tryin’ to make for Them. An’ it’s such a muckin’ bungle that I’m surprised they brought you as much as one lousy, muckin’ sprat. You can be sure, you Bible bashin’ old bastard, that They’ll be muckin’ pleased to have me on the muckin’ job.”




“They will punish you!” the old man was crying wildly. “They will punish you!”




“Like muckin’ hell they will. Now, down to the muckin’ beach an’ introduce me.”




“And if I refuse?”




“Then you get a bullet in the guts an’ I introduce my muckin’ self. Get a muckin’ move on.” He turned on the rest of us. “An’ you get down to the beach too. I wouldn’t trust you muckin’ around up here by yourselves.”




So it was down to the beach again—the old man in the lead, then John, then myself, then the two girls, then Curley Green. I hoped that he would slip on the steep path and drop his gun—but he was as sure-footed as a mountain goat.




We walked down the beach in the same order as that in which we had descended the cliff. The old man stopped when the water was just breaking over his sandaled feet, raised his arms and cried, in a high pitched voice, “Noah! Noah!”




With that white beard and those white robes, I thought, he looked very Biblical. But why Noah? The general impression was that of Moses commanding the waters of the Red Sea to open to clear a path for the fleeing Israelites.




“Noah!” the old man called again. “Noah!”




A great, dark shape broke surface, but remained outside the line of breakers. It snorted loudly, whistled, whistled and snorted. And then, suddenly, I realised that the uncouth sounds were an approximation to human speech. Have you ever heard one of those unfortunates who, after an operation for cancer of the throat, has lost the use of his voice, and who has trained himself to talk again, using his diaphragm? That’s what it sounded like, a coughing, grunting parody of language.




“I hear,” sounded over the incoming waves. “I hear. I am here. What do you want?”




“Tell him,” prompted Green, “that I’m in charge from now on.”




“Noah, you deal with me no longer. Not any more. This man here …” he gestured towards the engineer … “will do as you say.” “You, man,” grunted the great sea beast. “What is your




name?”




“Call me Curley!” shouted Green.




“Gurley …” repeated the giant porpoise. “Gur-




lcy …”




Green laughed. “You haven’t got it quite right, but it’ll have to muckin’ well do. Now, Noah, I’ll tell you what  want. Tinned food. And somethin’ ter muckin’ well drink. Keep me well fixed, an’ I’ll look after you.<span>




See?”




“Drink? But you have water …”




“Well, skip that for the time bein’. Just rustle up plenty o’ grub—an’ no fish, mind. Look after me, an’ I’ll look after you.”




“No work, no eat, Gurley.”




“No eat, no work, you fish-faced bastard. Plenty eat, plenty work. You see.”




“We bring food. But you work.”




“Tomorrow work. Today rest. But bring food. Now.”




With a flick of his muscular tail the porpoise vanished. I looked round at the others. Frustration was writ large on Sally’s mobile features—here was the story of all time, and she had with her the wherewithal neither to record nor transmit it. John and Mary were clinging tightly to each other. They made no secret of their fear. The old man was—just an old man. He had lost the authority that They had given him over his fellow humans, and with that authority had gone the rather frightening mien of an Old Testament prophet. He was just an old man huddled in a dirty bedsheet.




And Curley Green?




He was enjoying himself. That was obvious. He was one of those who would sooner rule in Hell than serve in Heaven.




Chapter 12




□ Rather to our surprise, we did not have to wait long for the food that Curley Green had demanded. There was a great flurry in the offshore waters and then, plunging through the breakers, came a squadron of porpoises, pushing before them four disintegrating cartons. They burst before they got to the beach, spilling an assortment of cans. We waded out into the shallows to salvage them. There was corned beef, and canned sausages, and an assortment of tinned fruits.




“Carry them up to the camp,” ordered Green.




We carried them up to the camp. It was the common sense thing to do, anyhow.




“Take one can o’ beef and one o’ fruit each,” said the engineer. “Today’s a muckin’ holiday.” He turned to me, where I was standing beside Sally. “I want you, Petey boy. If you’re good, you can have the honour of dinin’ with me.”




“No thanks,” I said.




“You’d muckin’ well better.” (His hand, I thought, must be getting tired from carrying that gun, from giving it the occasional suggestive wave.) “Come on.”




“No thank you,” I said again.




His tone softened. “If we co-operate, we can get along quite nicely on this muckin’ island. But, first of all, you have ter know what it’s all muckin’ well about.”




“Do you know?”




“Yes. In fact, the muckin’ penny dropped as soon as we lost the poor old Sue. If you an’ Sally hadn’t been so muckin’ snooty during the trip I could’a told you plenty




-tilings I’ve been hearin’, things I’ve seen for my muckin’ self. But I want to talk it over with yer, Petey, as long as you give your word that you’ll not try to jump me when I’m off my muckin’ guard.”




“All right,” I said, after a pause. Knowledge is power, nnd it was high time that I knew something about something. “All right—but I can’t answer for the others.”




“I’ll be keepin’ an eye on ‘em, don’t you worry. Now come with me.”




Carrying my cans, I followed him to the edge of the clearing, to where a peculiar little low hill—shaped like a woman’s breast it was—rose clear of the rocky ground. Agile as a monkey he climbed this. More slowly, I clambered after. I still wasn’t used to going barefoot. With a sigh of relief he put the pistol on a flat rock at his side, ready to be snatched up at a moment’s notice. He took the cans of food from the pockets of his filthy shorts, put them beside the gun. He produced a can opener, handed it to me. I opened his two cans and then my own. He didn’t look at me; he kept his eyes fixed on the others who, in the shade of the huts, were just sitting down to their meal.




He said, “I’ve never had much time for so-called muckin’ gentlemen, Petey boy, but you can, up to a muckin’ point, trust the bastards. I trust you.”




“Thank you,” I said, taking a mouthful of corned beef.




“Now, Petey boy,” he went on, “what d’yer make of it all?”




“These things are intelligent,” I said. “That’s obvious. They’re probably more intelligent than the usual run of their kind—although I have heard of dolphins in the so-called marine circuses along the Florida coast that could almost talk …”




“That big bastard called Noah can talk,” he said. “But I don’t know if any of his muckin’ cobbers can. But I’ll find out …” He shovelled meat into his mouth with his filthy fingers. “Not a bad hunk o’ pink nag, this . . • Well, Petey, have you any more muckin’ ideas to contribute?”




“No,” I admitted. “No …”




“No muckin’ ideas at all? An’ a muckin’ newspaper is daft enough to pay yer good money for it …” He slurped pineapple juice from the other can. “Now, as I said, I keep my muckin’ eyes an’ ears open. I was the one who could’a told yer about the vanishin’s, if you’d only asked. Don’t suppose you ever heard o’ Captain Willis, did yer? He’s dead now—the muckin’ D.T.’s finally got him, an’ about muckin’ time, too. Willie’s trouble was that nobody would believe what he muckin’ well told ‘em. Flyin’ saucers—he’d seen ‘em, ay, an’ the little green men. Sea serpents—he’d seen them too. So, when he told his story about the man on the raft, nobody would believe him. He was the only one that the man on the raft told his muckin’ story to, an’ the poor bastard died, in Willie’s arms an’ full o’ Willie’s rum, just as he finished it. Anyhow, Willie told me the story one night in Suva …” He chuckled reminiscently. “An’ what a muckin’ night it was!”




“Go on,” I said.




“A man must muckin’ eat,” he growled. He gulped some more pineapple juice. “Yair, this man on the bleedin’ raft. There was Willie proceedin’ on his more or less lawful occasions, an’ there was this driftin’ raft, a rickety, home-made affair, with the tattered remains o’ somebody’s muckin’ shirt flyin’ from the masthead. Willie hove to. There was a man on the raft. Three quarters dead he was. (It was probably Willie’s muckin’ rum that finished him off.) Anyhow, before he croaked he told his story. To Willie. To the one muckin’ man in the whole bleedin’ Pacific that no bastard’d ever believe. No bastard but me, that is. Somehow, that night in Suva, he convinced me.




“Now, this man. This man that Willie poisoned with his muckin’ rum …” Suddenly he snatched up the pistol. “Get back!” he yelled. “Get back! Keep your muckin’ distance!” I turned, saw that John and Bible Bill had been making a cautious approach to the hill. Curley Green fired, and I saw the dust puff up almost at the old man’s feet. (So the action of the pistol was not clogged with sand.) Slowly she fisherman and the fanatic retreated.




“Now, where was I before I was muckin’ well interrupted? Yair. The castaway. He was the only survivor of a Tongan fishing boat. He told Willie that the boat had been attacked by whales, by sperm whales, and that the big bastards had been driven in to the attack by a big school of muckin’ porpoises …”




“And I was feeling grateful to them for saving us!” I said bitterly.




“Anyhow, three men managed to get into a muckin’ dinghy. The porpoises shoved them miles over the muckin’ sea—same as they did to us—until they came to an island. An’ then the dinghy was broken up an’ the men swam ashore, an’ there was a white man there, quite muckin’ mad, who threatened them with a pistol an’ made ‘em work …”




“Work at what?” I asked.




Curley Green laughed. “This sounds muckin’ silly,” he said, “but it makes muckin’ sense, of a sort. Look at it this way. Look at the first muckin’ men. They hadn’t the weapons of the sabre-toothed tiger. They hadn’t the speed of the antelope. But they had their brains. An’ their hands. An’ fire. They made weapons, so they could fight the tiger, so they could shoot down a runnin’ deer. Get the muckin’ picture?”




“Yes,” I said slowly.




“Muckin’ simple, ain’t it?”




“Not so mucking simple,” I told him. “Of course, I can see now what’s behind it all. They have brains—




but no hands, no means of making fire. They want human slaves. But what sort of weapons do they want? And how does Bible Bill come into it?”




“The weapons part is easy. I’m goin’ by what poor old Willie told me, an’ by the sketch stuck against the wall in the muckin’ shed down there. A sort of a harness, with a muckin’ great blade stickin’ out in front. I suppose that they have their enemies—giant squid, sharks, killer whales …




“But Bible Bill? I don’t know. But when he was a Sparks in the Union Company he was always preachin’ about the last muckin’ judgment an’ mixin’ it up somethin’ muckin’ awful with rockets an’ the atom bomb …




“You know,” he went on, after a pause, “after I heard Willie’s story I was rather hopin’ that whatever ship I happened to be in would be knocked off by the porpoises … As I said, I believed his story … It tied in so muckin’ well with other stories I’d heard …”




“But why did you want to fall into their hands?” I, asked—and then, conscious of the absurdity of my words, amended it to “their power”.




“Because there’s precious little opportunity these muckin’ days for a good tradesman, an’ precious little inducement to become one. Here, workin’ for them, a good tradesman gets in on the muckin’ ground floor. An’ have yer never heard the expression ‘the power behind the muckin’ throne’?”




“Not quite in those words,” I said. “But I see what you mean …”




“An’ when we expand, Petey boy, we shall be needin’ you in the organisation. You’ve got yer Master’s ticket. We shall be needin’ a seaman an’ navigator—when we expand …”




“What do you mean?”




“Ain’t you got no muckin’ imagination? There’s no bleedin’ limit to this thing. Think of it—they can control i squadron o’ whales just as we control a squadron o’ i inks. Just imagine one o’ them big bastards sent to get himself mashed in the screws of a big ship, an’ then two or three more o’ them sent to charge her muckin’ sides while she’s crippled an’ drifting … Each of ‘em a hundred muckin’ tons, chargin’ at all of twelve muckin’ knots …”




I could imagine it, and I didn’t like it.




“Piracy?” I said. “Don’t be so bloody silly. It went out with Captain Kidd.”




“It could come back,” he said. “Especially at a time when the big powers have more to muckin’ well worry about than the loss of an occasional merchantman … Think of it,” he went on enthusiastically, “you an’ I could become the uncrowned kings o’ the Pacific. Or I’d be the muckin’ king, an’ you’d be my prime minister …”




“Not for me,” I said.




“Your funeral, Petey boy. Just think o’ that sayin’— if you can’t lick ‘em, join ‘em. Just think o’ that when I have yer workin’, sweatin’ an’ slavin’, with the others. But don’t worry—I said terday was a muckin’ holiday, an’ it is. Yer troubles start termorrer …”




“And is that all?” I asked.




“That’s all,” he said. He was playing with that gun again. “Just send Bible Bill up to me, will yer?”




So I left him there on his little hill, with his absurd dreams, and knew as I walked to rejoin the others that they were more frightening than absurd.




Chapter 13




□ “He wants you,” I said to Bible Bill.




“That blasphemer?” exploded the old man. “That impious ingrate?”




“Who else?”




“I refuse to run to his beck and call. I refuse . .




There was a bellow from the hill top. “Shake the lead outa yer muckin’ pants, yer psalm-singin’ old bastard! I want yer!”




Slowly Bible Bill got to his feet, raised himself to his full, gangling height. He lifted his knotted fists, shook them in the direction of the engineer. He screamed, “Who are you, Green, that you should speak to me in this manner?”




“The man with the muckin’ gun, that’s who!” came the shouted reply. “Want me ter warm yer muckin’ feet up for yer?”




“He’s a good shot,” I said helpfully, deciding to get the others and myself out of the line of fire, grasping Sally’s shoulder and pulling her to her feet. “You’d better do as the man says.”




I was beginning to be afraid that he, like so many fanatics, would be excellent martyr material. Perhaps he was —but martyrs are apt to demand a large and appreciative audience. This audience wasn’t large and, as I learned later, he had already discovered that it was far from appreciative. To my relief he dropped his fists and, with slumped shoulders, began to walk slowly towards the hill.




Sally shook her shoulder free from my grip.




“Well,” she demanded, “what were you two nattering oout on Mount Olympus?”




“And what were you low, common people talking about down here?” I countered. I sat down in the shade, realised that I was still holding my can of pineapple, saw that there was some juice left in the bottom of it. I drained ir, started to throw the tin from me and then refrained. It might possibly be shaped and hammered into a dagger of sorts.




“What did you learn?” she insisted.




“That the porpoises are intelligent—but we already knew that. That they were responsible for the attack on Sue Darling. That they want human slaves, to make weapons for them.”




“And was that all?”




“No. Friend Curley has dreams of grandeur. He already sees himself as a pirate king, with squadrons of sperm whales and porpoises ranging the Pacific at his command. Furthermore, he kindly offered to let me come in on the ground floor …”




“And what did you say?” she asked sharply.




I looked at her in some surprise. “I refused, of course.”




She looked at me with an expression that puzzled me. “When will you grow up, Peter?” she said.




“What do you mean?”




“Just this. If you can’t lick ‘em, join ‘em. As far as the sea outside this island is concerned, the porpoises are the bosses. As far as this island is concerned, Curley Green is the boss. Play along. Keep in good with the bosses— and you stand a chance of supplanting them. And if you don’t think that you can bring that off, you are, at least, making life fairly easy for yourself. For all we know, we shall be on this speck of dirt for the rest of our lives.” She added softly, “And if I have children, I want them to get a square deal …”




The fisherman said, “Men are not meant to be the servants of animals.”




“Prejudice,” said Sally airily.




“I’m inclined to agree with John,” I said thoughtfully. “Our loyalties are to our own species, to homo more-or-less sapiens. I know that he’s a bit of a bastard, but he’s the only family we have. The porpoises may be more deserving, but they’re alien. Alie?i. They’re as alien as the natives of Mars or Venus, or of the planets of Alpha Centauri …”




“Christ!” she swore. “What delightfully woolly thinking, for this day and age! As far as I’m concerned, our main motivation should be survival—survival until a ship comes to take us off the island or, at the very worst, just survival. There are times when it is better to be a live dog than a dead lion, and this is one of them.”




“That’s all a matter of opinion,” I said. “But, as a professional seaman, I can’t play along with piracy.”




“The piracy,” she said, “seems to be Curley’s idea. The porpoises aren’t pirates …”




“No?” I asked sarcastically. “I suppose that what they did to Sue Darling, and the other ships, was just a love pat.




“It was a-slaving raid rather than piracy,” she said.




“To those at the receiving end the results are just the same,” I told her. “And then to be compelled to make weapons for use against one’s own kind …”




“And that’s where you’re wrong,” she flared. “Those weapons—when they’re made—will not be for use against human beings. Bible Bill told us . .




“He is mad,” said the Samoan.




“Mad or not, he made a crazy sort of sense. He was trying to convert us, I suppose, and was rather too enthusiastic. But his story hangs together …” She said suddenly, “I wish I had a cigarette … I find it hard to talk without one …”




“Some brands are put out in watertight tins,” I said. “We may be able to get that organised later …”




“Yes. As long as we play along with them . . .” After i pause she went on, “I wish I had a cigarette. And I wish 1 had reams and reams of paper, and a typewriter, so I could set all of this down. Bible Bill’s story, for a start.




“He was a wireless operator, as you may have gathered from your friend Curley. He got religion, and the Company in whose ships he was serving made a martyr of him. At least, that’s his version of it. He was fired. He had some money tucked away and he bought himself a decrepit ketch and decided to sail single handed round the Pacific, preaching his own version of the Gospels. After all, Captain Slocum sailed round the world single handed …”




“Slocum,” I said drily, “was an outstanding seaman :ind navigator. But go on . .




“As I said, it was his own version of the Gospel that he was preaching. Straight from Revelations, with improvements. The End of the World at hand, with the fire from Heaven of the nuclear fission variety and delivered by ICBM. Pray for the night is coming, and so on and so forth.




“Anyhow, there was a storm.




“He was wrecked, and cast up on the beach of this island. And then it all started. Then he began to see himself as a sort of latter day Elijah or Elisha, or whoever it was that the ravens brought tucker to in the wilderness. The porpoises, seeing him on the beach, brought food to him. Fish.”




“Decent of them,” I said.




“Shut up. Anyhow, it was then that he realised that they were intelligent. And it was then that he decided to try to establish communications with them. He doesn’t look the patient type, but he must be. He started off by teaching them Morse. Logical enough, when you realise that their normal method of speech is by snorts and whistles. And then he got ambitious when he found that a few of them were capable of forming sounds almost in the human manner.




“And then the penny dropped. The world was about to be destroyed by fire—but not all life would be destroyed. The sea people would survive. The sea people, therefore, were God’s new elect—and he, Bible Bill, was their servant. It was then, remembering the Deluge, that he called the leader of the sea people Noah.




“But, even as we do, they have their enemies. The killer whales, for example. You must know something about them, how they attack anything, more for the joy of slaughter than for food. They always were intelligent, but they, too, may have mutated. In any case the sea people are frightened of them, and want weapons …”




She rose to her feet, graceful in her sari-like garment, led me into the shed. It was workshop as well as storeroom. There was a crude bench. There was one of those portable forges with a crank-driven fan for draught. There were a couple of bolts of canvas.




Tacked to the uprights of one of the walls was a crude sketch. At first glance it looked like a swordfish—and then, as I looked more closely, I saw that it was supposed to represent a porpoise. There were straps around the body, a sort of harness, and projecting from this harness, like the horn of the fabled unicorn, was a blade.




“It could work, I suppose,” I said dubiously.




“It could,” she said. “But Bible Bill just hasn’t a clue as to how to start making it. With all his faults, Curley Green is a craftsman.”




“And he makes no secret of it,” I told her.




“Well, there you are, Peter. You and John can study it in your spare time while Mary and I go for a bath. There’s a fresh water stream near here. You can have it when we’ve finished.”




“Thank you.” I fingered my bristly chin. “I could do nil a shave, too …” ” Then you’re unlucky.”




We went outside. I looked towards the hill. Green was ill sitting a-top the eminence, with the old man standing a few feet below him. I couldn’t hear what was being iid, although an argument seemed to be in progress. A [•hip;ue on both your houses, I thought sourly.




Sally and Mary wandered off into the trees. I sat down beside John. “Well,” I asked, “what do you make of it?” “We are Christians,” he said slowly. “We are Christians. We do not believe in the old gods, the old devils. We have always laughed at the stories about the devil fish. But now …” “Yes?”




He flung out an arm towards the sea. “They are not natural. They are devils.”




“And you will not work for them?” “That,” he said, “is another matter. Mary must eat. I must eat.”




Chapter 14




□ When the girls returned from their toilet—”Phew! You stink of fish!” said Sally as she approached us— John and I went to the stream. It was easy enough to find; a rough path had been worn to it through the bush.




At first we washed in silence, using handfuls of soft sand in lieu of soap. And then, as we lay in the shallows, letting the cool, clean water sweep over us, we talked a little.




Peter said John. “You are a clever man. You have travelled. What do we do?”




‘We co-operate,” I said. “There may be food growing on i Ills island, but neither of us is sufficiently primitive to find it. I’ve seen a few bananas—but there aren’t enough to make a decent meal for a Yankee space-chimp. Oh, you could set up shop as a fisherman—but will they let you?




“I had thought of that,” he said. “I am afraid of them. But I am more afraid of the man Green.”




“He’s got the gun,” I said. “But it wouldn’t do us much good if we took it from him.”




“Why not, PeW?”




“He’s got the knowhow. He’s an engineer, and a good one. He’s used to working with his hands, and telling other people how to work with theirs. He’ll be able to keep them happy—and as long as he keeps them happy they keep us fed. And as long as they keep us fed, we keep alive. And while there’s life, there’s hope. It’s as simple as that.”




“You make it sound simple, Peter, but I do not like it.”




“Neither do I, John.”




“It is the-women that I am worried about, too …”




Oddly enough, that angle hadn’t occurred to me. I suppose that the attitude towards women in general with which I had left Sydney was still persisting. And then I had a vision of Mary struggling in the sweaty embrace of the gross Curley Green, and I didn’t like it. The vision of Sally in like circumstances was even more disturbing.




I said, although without much conviction, “He wouldn’t dare.”




“He has the gun, Peter.”




“There are times,” I pointed out, “when a handful of ironmongery can be an inconvenience. And quite a few




dictators have been disposed of by their girl friends in ui unguarded moment.” “I cannot think of one,” he said.




And neither could I, although I did my best. “Samson ‘ ad Delilah,” I said. “Jael and Sisera. Marat and Charlotte




Corday …”




The Samoan looked dubious, but did not pursue the




subject.




He said, after a lengthy silence, “So you think that we lould work? You think that we should do as the man




Creen says?”




“Yes—until such time as we can escape. The world lias to be warned, and if we’re dead we can’t warn




tliem.”




“And the old man? The one called Bible Bill. He is mad. He could be dangerous …”




I rather lost my temper then. “We’re living in a dangerous world, my friend, in dangerous times. All we can do is to carry on as best we can, doing what we think best for the preservation of the lives of our women, our own lives. As far as Bible Bill is concerned—there’s one of him and four of us. Five, if you count Curley. Furthermore,” I went on, “it may be advisable to play along with him. He could be our contact with the porpoises. After all, they know him. They have been dealing with him for months.”




“But how can they help us?” he persisted. “They cannot come ashore …”




I remembered Curley Green’s conversation with Noah, the leader, the one who was to save his people from the deluge of atomic flame. There was a way in which he, unwittingly, could help us. Perhaps Curley Green would sow the seeds of his own destruction—but, if he did not, perhaps we, through Bible Bill—could do it for him. I stood up, reached for the bathing trunks which, after I had thoroughly washed them, I had hung on a bush. They were dry. I put them on. John resumed his loincloth.




Together we walked back to the camp on the cliff top.




Curley Green had come down from his hill.




He was sitting on a wooden box, facing the others, who, a respectful distance from him, were sitting on the ground. The pistol was in his right hand, held like a sceptre. It lifted and swung to cover us as we approached. “Get over there with the others,” he ordered. “Park yer fat arses.”




We sat down—the two Samoans together, myself beside Sally.




Curley Green looked us up and down. “Now,” he said at last, “it’s time that we mapped out a plan of campaign. We have what those muckin’ bastards out there …” he waved a hand towards the sea “… want. Hands, fire, muckin’ knowhow. They have what we want. Food. Of course, as Petey knows, I’ve me own muckin’ plans, but they’ll keep.”




He waved the pistol at Bible Bill. “If you had ter model yerself on any bastard in the Old Testament,” he said, “it should’a been Tubal-cain. But you didn’t. You know as much about givin’ them what they want as my arse knows about snipe shootin’. Just as well I came along. If I hadn’t, they’d’ve washed their muckin’ hands of yer an’ left yer ter starve.”




He turned to me. “You’ve seen that muckin’ wonderful blueprint in the shed, Petey?”




“I have,” I said.




“Then you have some faint clue as to what’s muckin’ well required. Now, the steel. The steel for the blades. They’ll bring that. There’s the wreck of a Jap sub not far offshore. Pretty well blown ter pieces, she was.




An’ tools we shall want. Hammers. Chisels. A palm and needle for sowin’ the muckin’ harness. I’ll be able to tell \ m all right when I’ve made a few sketches. Then there’s charcoal …”




“Where will they find that?” I asked.




“Be your muckin’ age, Petey,” he said pityingly. “There’s plenty o’ bleedin’ wood on this bleedin’ island. That’ll be your job for the next few days—makin’ charcoal of it.”




“How?” I asked.




“How?” he mimicked. “That’s fer you ter muckin’ well find out, Petey boy. Just think of all the muckin’ rimes on your muckin’ bridge when you’ve given daft orders to the poor bastards in the muckin’ engine room … What would you have said if one of ‘em had come ter you and asked, ‘Please, how do I pump out the muckin’ After Peak?’ Or, ‘Please, Mister, would you mind tellin’ me how ter put the muckin’ engines full :.peed astern?’?”




“There have been times,” I said, with bitter memories of certain marine engineers, “when I wouldn’t have been a bit surprised.”




His face reddened dangerously—and then he laughed. “You’re right, Petey. Some o’ the juniors at sea these days wouldn’t know if you was muckin’ well up ‘em. I’m sorry I can’t tell you how to make the muckin’ charcoal —that you’ll have ter work out for yerself. An’ you’d better work out somethin’.”




“Now that all the important matters have been discussed,” said Sally coldly, “I suggest that we devote some thought to our comfort. Sleeping arrangements, for example …”




“You can sleep in the muckin’ trees for all I care—as long as you’re all on the job at sparrowfart termorrer.” He looked at the two women with regret in his eyes. “It’s a muckin’ pity that I can’t trust either o’ you bitches.”




He added, aft<-r a pause, “Yet. How does the sayin’ go? Uneasy lies the head that wears a muckin’ crown. Thats the mucking way of it …”




“Sleeping arrangements,” persisted Sally.




“I take the shed,” Green told her. “From now on that sheds my storeroom, my workshop, my arsenal. None on yer sets foot inside, except on my muckin’ orders. See? And as for the rest of yer, help yer muckin’ selves. There’re a half dozen or so mattresses, as you’ll have found out by now. You couldn’t be better off in the muckin’ Ritz.”




“And meals,” went on Sally.




“Your department. At sunset I’ll issue stores to yer, an’ one match, an’ leave it ter you ter produce somethin’ hot an’ tasty …”




The old man had been sitting in morose silence, but now, his face working and sending ludicrous ripples through the white beard, he got to his feet.




“By what right … ?” he spluttered. “By what authority … ?”




“We can’t go through it all a-mucking-gain,” said Curley tiredly. “But, out o’ the kindness o’ me muckin’ heart, I’ll tell yer again. By the divine right o’ survival o’ the muckin’ fittest.




“An’ I’m the fittest.”




Chapter 15




□ Curley Green had declared this day, the day of our landing on the island, to be a holiday—but, what with one thing and another, there wasn’t much holiday about it. It reminded me—when I had time to think about it—




f the old windjammer jingle quoted by Charles Dana in his Two Years Before The Mast:




“Six days shalt thou labour and do all that thou art able—




And on the seventh holystone the deck and chip the cable …”




There were the buildings to be cleaned out—the shed and the three smaller huts—and they needed it. Crudely built they were, of badly corroded corrugated iron, and their previous occupants had not been house-proud. In fact it was doubtful if they had been house-trained. (And what had happened to those previous occupants?) There were the soggy, mildewed mattresses to be put out in the sun to air. There were repairs to be made, under Curley Green’s direction, to roofs and walls—not that he bothered much about the smaller buildings. The shed, which was to be his headquarters, received most of our attention. Not only was it made weatherproof—it was made practically impregnable. Green had even found a rusty old padlock, complete with key, and a can of grease. He got it working again, and then fitted hasp and staple— the porpoises seemed to have pushed an astonishing assortment of junk ashore—to both the inside and the outside of the doorway.




It was almost sunset when we were finished, Green went into his now tidy storeroom, came out with an enamel bucket and an armful of cans. He dropped them to the ground with a clatter. “Here you are,” he growled to Sally. “Rustle up some tucker.”




“We are all capable of using a can opener,” she said coldly.




“I know that. But I want a hot meal. Build a fire. Make a stew in the muckin’ bucket. It’s clean enough.”




“And how am I to make a fire, Mr. Green?”




“Cor stiffen the bleedin’ crows, you’re as bad as Petey here. youcould rub a coupla dry sticks together, but I’ll




be kind for this once. Here!”




he threw a match towards her. I picked it up. It was a




lifeboat match, one of those carried in watertight containers and that will strike on any rough surface, that will burn even in a high wind.




Green went back into the shed, saying, “Call me when you’re mucking ready.”




Sally looked rather helplessly at the raw materials. She said, flushing, “This sounds damn’ silly Peter, but I honestly haven’t a clue …”




“Let Mary do it,” I suggested.




“Yes,” said the Samoan girl. “Yes. Let me.”




“No. I’ll cope, somehow. He wants to humiliate me, and if I turn out something not too bad it’ll backfire on him …” She was speaking almost in a whisper so that Green could not overhear. She drew me further away from the hut. “But what do I do?”




I stirred the pile of cans with my foot. The labels were still on them and, although sea-stained, were still legible. “There’s corned beef,” I said. “And beans, and tomatoes, and sausage. Not a bad beginning. Of course, we should have onions and garlic and spuds to throw in—but we shall just have to do without them. As we shall have to do without pepper and salt …”




“Stop it! “she wailed. “We’ve got nothing . .




“We’ve got salt …” I said.




“But where?”




“The sea’s salt,” I told her. “I’ll nip down to the beach while it’s still light and fill two of the empty cans with sea water. The other cans—those that we had our lunch from—Mary can wash in the stream. They’ll do for mugs. And while you’re at the stream, Mary, you can fill the bucket with fresh water …”




“But the fire …” said Sally helplessly. )




“All right,” I said. “I’ll see what I can manage.”




Luckily there were plenty of stones around, and a few of them were of convenient shape and size. Without too much trouble I was able to build a grate of sorts, one upon which the bucket could stand securely. While I was so engaged I told Sally to get dry wood, plenty of it, and dry leaves. I finished the grate before the others were back—John had gone with Mary to the stream—and then, picking up two empty cans, hurried down to the beach. I didn’t want to have to negotiate that cliff path in darkness.




When I was down to the sea I waded well out so as to be sure of getting my two cans full of water and not a mixture of water and sand. The fairly heavy swell of the morning had gone down, I noted. The sea was glassily calm and only slightly undulant. Overhead the darkling sky was clear, and the first stars were visible. Jupiter I identified, and Saturn, and there was another one, as bright as Jupiter, that I could not place—until I realized that it was in motion. Standing there, thigh deep in the warm water, I was struck by the irony of it all. Here was I, reduced to the level of primitive man—a lower level, for primitive man took orders from no other species— watching a construction of metal and plastic, put into orbit by my own kind, sail by, hundreds of miles overhead.




But dime store philosophy would get me nowhere. Ignoring the distant satellite I stooped to fill the cans. I cried out and almost dropped them when something nudged my leg.




It was one of the porpoises. He surfaced and snorted and grunted angrily, but I was determined to carry out what I had come to do. He butted me roughly and went on making his unintelligible noises. Unintelligible? No, not quite. I began to make out the semblance of words. “Back,” he seemed to be saying. “Back.”




I said sarcastically, “I hope you won’t begrudge me two cans of your sea,” and turned to wade ashore. The brute followed me in almost to the beach, striking me quite painfully every time that I faltered.




So there were sentries posted, I thought. That was understandable enough. But surely, I told myself resentfully, such sentries must know that a man could never escape from the island by swimming—unless, of course, he wished to escape from life itself. They must know that only a man in a boat or on a raft would represent a danger to themselves. Then, as I felt the dry sand underfoot, I laughed. There have been times when human sentries have not exhibited outstanding intelligence, or any intelligence at all. Why expect any higher standards from a porpoise? I began to feel a lot better. Somehow I had come to think of the sea beasts as being superhuman, but they weren’t. They were just different—and, possibly, not so very different in their mental processes. After all, they were oxygen breathing mammals.




I climbed back up the cliff in the last of the brief twilight, saw that Sally had succeeded in getting the fire going, also that a warm, yellow glow was showing through the open door of the shed. I remembered that there had been a boat lantern there, and a couple of the gallon cans of colza oil-that are standard lifeboat equipment. Curley, obviously, had made himself at home.




I walked to inspect the fire. Rather to my surprise, it was burning well. Sally was just lifting the bucket to stand on top of it. I looked at it, looked at the open cans. “You’ll not need all that water,” I told her. “Empty about a third of it out.”




She did so. Then—”What do I do now?” she whispered.




“Put in the salt,” I told her, handing her the two cans. She emptied them into the larger vessel.




“And now?”




“Open the tins. Throw in the meat and the beans and ill the rest of it. Bring to a boil, and then simmer.”




“This isn’t a gas stove,” she told me sharply.




“I thought that you didn’t know anything about cooking,” I countered.




“I don’t. But sometimes, when I’ve had nothing better to do, I’ve read the entries for our weekly cooking competition …”




“When the fire dies down a little you’ll get your simmering,” I told her. “Of course, if the fire gets too low you can shove in a few more sticks …”




As we talked she was wielding the can opener, throwing the meats and vegetables into the bucket. She looked at the result dubiously. “But shouldn’t this be stirred? We have no spoon …”




“Use a stick,” I said. “It’ll add a little flavour, perhaps …”




Somehow the meal got cooked. It didn’t smell at all bad. I dipped one of the empty cans into the seething mixture, tasted it as soon as it had cooled sufficiently. It didn’t taste as good as it smelled, but it was edible. And, I thought, there must be herbs in the bush that ive can use on future occasions …




At this moment Green poked his head out through his door. “When’s this muckin’ tucker goin’ ter be ready?” he demanded.




“It’s ready now,” said Sally.




“So I see. An’ I see that yer’ve let yer muckin’ boy friend have first dig at it.” He laughed coarsely. “Well, it shows that it’s not muckin’ well poisoned. I’ll have ter make yer the official taster, Petey boy … Pour me out a coupla cans, will yer, an’ make sure that there’s plenty o’ meat in ‘em. Then leave ‘em just outside my door.”




So Curley would not be giving us the pleasure of his company at dinner. He did not want to risk a mug of scalding stew in the face. It was his own fault. By virtue of his skills and abilities he was the natural leader once we were on the island; there had been no need for him to take possession of our only firearm. Now that he had it, he was finding it a liability rather than an asset.




It was a pity, I thought a little later, that Bible Bill was not also averse to company. He was a messy eater, and a beard makes messy eating so much messier. And throughout the meal he maintained a vindictive diatribe against Curley Green, recounting in detail the engineer’s past sins, harping on his present sins and speculating on his future ones. I expected Green to come charging out of his shed, gun in hand, to put an abrupt stop to the slander. But, as his bursts of raucous laughter made obvious, he was amused rather than otherwise.




And then, having eaten, we retired. There was nothing else to do.




The two Samoans had one of the huts. Sally had a hut to herself. And I, to my disgust, had to share with Bible Bill. And I felt more than disgust when suddenly, on the very verge of sleep, I realised that old man was quite possibly a murderer.




What had happened to the previous occupants of these huts?




Chapter 16




□ I was dog tired after the events and the work of the day and the mattress, lumpy as it was, was luxury after the hard bottom boards of the cramped dinghy. And yet I fought off sleep. For all I knew to the contrary, Bible Bill had more than one murder to his discredit—and a sleeping man is so very vulnerable. There had been stains on two of the mattresses that I had assumed were rust now I was not so sure.




So I lay there, struggling to keep awake.




I thought of shifting my mattress outside and sleeping in the open—but even in the Tropics it can be quite chilly once the sun has gone down. I thought of forcing my company on Sally—I could argue that it was necessary that I sleep in the hut with her for her protection. It was i valid enough point and I knew that she would see the force of it—but I was reluctant to do anything about it just yet. As things were, she was still surrounded by a certain aura of untouchability. She had maintained it even in the forced intimacy of the boat voyage. Once Curley Green knew that she had slept with a man—and it would never occur to him that “sleep” would mean just that and nothing more—she would be fair game.




Bible Bill was muttering to himself, softly and indistinctly. I tried to hear what he was saying. I did catch something about “the sword of the Lord, and of Gideon …” but that was all.




And then he started to snore.




The noise should have helped to keep me awake, but it had the reverse effect. It was, in fact, the cessation of it that awoke me with a start, with a feeling of panic. Automatically my hands went up to ward off the bony claws that I was sure would be at my throat. Wildly I stared around the squalid interior of the hut, dimly lit by the brilliance of the full moon outside. I saw at once that the other mattress was empty.




So what? Old men are notorious for weakness of bladder.




And yet I was curious.




Quietly I slid off my mattress, padded to the doorway. I saw a ghostly, white robed form flitting over the stony ground, toward the cliff edge. This was odd. The obvious place in which to answer the call of nature would




have been among the bushes, inland.




I decided to follow him.




He was making for the path down to the beach. I waited until he was actually on it, until he had commenced his descent and was out of sight, before I left the hut. I ran silently after him. It almost wasn’t in silence— I stubbed a toe painfully against a rock and had to bite my lip to smother my curses.




When I got to the cliff edge the old man was halfway down the path, clearly visible in the moonlight. I watched him as he completed his way down, as he walked to the edge of the sea. I saw him raise his arms and wave.




Out there, on the moonlit water, I could see the dark shapes of the patrolling porpoises, saw one of them turn to look towards the beach, then turn again before it vanished beneath the surface. The old man still stood there, still waving his long, skinny arms.




And then the porpoise was back. But was it the same one? I couldn’t be sure, but even at this range it seemed … different. It was larger. It swam steadily into the shallows and then paused there, a few feet offshore. It was the leader, I decided, the one called Noah.




The night was calm but I doubted if I should be able to overhear even a shouted conversation at this distance, especially when one of those involved was almost unintelligible, even in favourable circumstances. But to follow the old man down to the beach would be to court certain discovery.




A thin, piercing sound, peculiarly sweet, drifted up from the water’s edge. I listened in puzzlement. It wasn’t a tune. It was all one note, with a staccato, broken rhythm, a familiar rhythm—familiar, but not familiar enough. Had I seen that same rhythm flashed on a lamp I should have been able to read it—but those who can read Morse visually can rarely read it aurally, and I was no exception to the general rule.




I tried, of course.




I thought that I could detect a note of pleading in Hible Bill’s transmission, a note of almost scornful rejection in the sea beast’s reply. The old man persisted, trilling i way like a canary with hiccups. I did, at last get the gist ” f the porpoise’s reply. Even I could read that one word, those two groups. It was repeated often enough.




“Dash dot, dash dash dash.” “NO.”




So the prophet was without honour in his own coun-rry.




But it was no longer his own country—the theologian had been deposed by the mechanic. And outside the boundaries patrolled the sea people, more concerned with results than beliefs.




Bible Bill gave up at last. His arms dropped limply to his side.




When I saw him begin his slow climb back up the cliff face I went back to the hut, was back on my mattress when he limped in dejectedly through the doorway. Somehow I was no longer afraid of him. There was no spirit left in him. When he had time to brood upon his grievances he might be dangerous again, but the time was not yet.




And by then, I hoped, I should have been able to get in some sound signalling practice myself. It might be useful to be able to communicate with our jailers in a code unknown to Curley Green.




And, so thinking, I went to sleep.




Chapter 17




□ You know how it is, sometimes, during periods of stress. You sleep, and then you wake up with the feeling that all the evil things that have been happening are no more than a bad dream—and then, but slowly, comes the realisation that they are not a nightmare, that they are dreadfully real.




So it was this morning.




I awoke from a crazy dream of shipwreck and intelligent porpoises, of madmen with guns. With eyes still shut I lay on my bed, listening to the steady, reassuring rhythm of the breathing of the other person in the room So Jane was still asleep. She would awaken when the alarm went off, and then it would be time to bestir myself to make a pot of tea. Blindly I groped for the packet of cigarettes and box of matches that I always kept on the bedside table …




And groped …




There was something wrong.




I felt an odd reluctance to open my eyes, fumbled around blindly. The need for tobacco was becoming acute. I felt as though I had been deprived of smokes for several days. What was it that Sally had said? That she found it hard to talk without a cigarette? Just as I found it hard to wake up without one …




Sally?




Who was Sally?




The silence was shattered by a bawling voice. “Rise and shine! Rise and shine, you lazy bastards!”




I ungummed my eyelids, stared wildly around the hut.




The daylight did nothing to relieve its squalor, n> I neither did the sight of Bible Bill who was sitting up • >it his bed, glaring madly at the door and muttering what sounded like Biblical curses.




“Out of yer muckin’ flea bags!” Curley Green was bellowing. “Come on, out of it!”




So the dream most certainly was not a dream. So the nightmare was persisting, even though I was awake and the sun was well up. Reluctantly I slid off the mattress, rose slowly to my feet, walked unenthusiastically out of the hut. Curley Green, I saw, was standing in the doorway of his shed, dirty, splayed feet wide planted, the thumbs of both big hands hooked into the waistband of his shorts. (His right hand, however, was handy to the butt of the holstered pistol.) He scowled when he saw me. “And about muckin’ time,” he grumbled.




“Well?” I asked coldly.




“It ain’t well. Half the muckin’ day gone, an’ not a stroke o’ work in hand.”




“And there won’t be any work done,” I said firmly, “until we’ve had a chance to clean up and get some breakfast.”




“I’ve had mine,” he said.




I looked distastefully at the crumbs of beans, the smears of sauce, still clinging to the stubble around his lips. I said, “So I see.”




He grumbled—and did I detect a note almost of pleading in his voice?—”I thought that I made it clear. If yer don’t work, yer don’t eat.”




I said, “It should be obvious that if we don’t eat, we can’t work. Show a bit of sense, Curley. We’ll play along with you and your bosses …”




“Partners …” he interjected.




“All right. Partners, if it makes you feel any happier. We’ll play along with you and your partners, but you’ll have to play along with us. That gun of yours is a very




handy tool, but only for one thing. Shooting people.’




“You said it, Petey!” The automatic was out of its holster now, pointing at my navel.




“Put the bloody thing away,” I told him. “You shoot me, and you’ve reduced your labour force by one. By twenty percent, which sounds rather worse and which happens to be true. But we need you as much as you need us. You’re the only one who can give the porpoises what they want, and as long as you can, they go on feeding us.” I paused. “So the gun isn’t really recessary.”




He grinned reluctantly. “You almost convince me, Petey boy—but I’m keeping it. I wouldn’t trust any o’ you bastards. Anyhow, as an’ from now you’re promoted to Bo’s’n. Get the others on deck, an’ make it snappy.”




I went to the doorway of Sally’s hut, pulled aside the sheet that she had hung as a curtain in the opening. I saw a flurry of arms and legs and breasts as she hastily wrapped her makeshift sari about herself. “All right,” she snapped. “I’m coming.” I left her to finish dressing and went to the last shack, meeting Mary and John as they emerged from the doorway. They both looked as though they had slept well and happily. I envied them.




Last into the open air was Bible Bill, silent and morose, glaring at all of us malevolently. He didn’t love any of us, and he was making it obvious.




Curley Green looked us over, sneering. He said, “Petey, here, wants to work accordin’ ter the bleedin’ award. Mealtimes, smokoes and Gawd knows what else. Well, I suppose you’d better muckin’ eat before you turn to.” He went back into the shed, returned with five cans of beans. “Here’s yer muckin’ breakfast.”




Sally ran her hand through her sleep-tousled hair. She said, “We also want time to make our toilets …”




Green guffawed. “The management regrets, Lady Clara Vere-de-Vere, that the hot water system is out of order, also that the hairdressers and manicurists are out




on strike. But you are free, my ladv, to make use of what ever remaining facilities this humble establishment has to offer.” He scowled and snarled, “But make it muckin’




snappy!”




So the two women went off to the stream while the old man, John and myself made an unsatisfying meal of cold brans. And then, while the girls were eating, we went off ind did what had to be done. I found myself considering the digging of a proper latrine, thinking about getting these matters organised on a civilised basis. It was obvious that Bible Bill had never done so during his term of office. It was obvious that Curley Green would never do so.




But, I told myself, we shan’t be here for long …




And then, with a feeling of panic, But shan’t we?




Curley Green waited impatiently until we were ready to start the day’s work. He said, “I’m goin’ down to the beach ter talk ter that fish-faced bastard, Noah.” He jabbed a finger towards Bible Bill. “An’ you’re comin’ with me.” Then, to Sally, “And you.”




“Why?” she asked.




“Don’t be so muckin’ innocent. As a bleedin’ hostage, that’s why. Otherwise Petey an’ these two boongs might get the idea o’ rollin’ rocks down on me.” He turned to me. “An’ you, Petey, can get ahead with yer charcoal burnin’.”




“I shall need matches,” I said.




“Matches don’t grow on muckin’ trees,” he said. “You’ll have ter make do with this.” From a pocket he produced a magnifying lens, a chart magnifier. He handed it to me with his left hand, at arm’s length. In his right hand he held the pistol. He wasn’t trusting anybody.




Then, backing away from me, he went back into the shed, returned outside with the padlock, transferring it from the inside to the outside of the door. His contortions as he tried to lock up whilst still keeping us covered were comical, but he managed it. He pocketed the key.




And then, with Bible Bill and Sally, he made his way to the beach.




As soon as they were out of sight John went to the shed door, tried it. He looked at me enquiringly. I shook my head. It would be easy enough to use a rock to hammer the padlock off, but the operation would be far from noiseless. If there had been other firearms inside the shed it would have been worth trying, but to do it in these circumstances would have been pointless.




“No,” I said reluctantly. “No. We’d better get ahead with the charcoal burning.”




“How do you make charcoal?” asked the Samoan.




“I had hoped that you might know,” I said.




“I do not,” he answered.




Of course, I thought, it had been foolish of me to assume that a primitive man would be well versed in every primitive art. It had been foolish of me to assume, in any case, that John was a primitive man. When the first white men blundered into the Pacific the Polynesians already possessed a rich, Stone Age culture, and civilisation is possible in a society entirely innocent and ignorant of machines. Furthermore, in Europe charcoal burning was tied up with the early smelting and forging of metals, and Stone Age people, primitive or otherwise, would have no need of charcoal.




I tried to remember what I had read on the subject— and it was little. About all I could recall were the childhood fairy stories in which the hero was a poor charcoal burner who finished up marrying the local Princess. All very romantic, but somewhat lacking in technical detail.




The answer, I decided, lay in incomplete combustion, enough heat to drive out the moisture from the wood, to consume the volatile hydro-carbons, but not enough to burn the basic carbon. I thought I saw how it could be




done.




“Go into the bush,” I told the Samoans. “Bring me I lenty of wood, both dry and green. And leaves.”




When they were gone, I walked cautiously to the cliff edge, looked down to the beach. Curley Green and Bible bill and Sally were standing thigh deep in the water, and around them cruised the porpoises and before them, Moating on the surface, tail down and head up, was the leader, Noah. Green was talking, but I couldn’t hear what lie was saying. I saw his hands move as he gesticulated. he seemed to be drawing things in the air.




Tools, perhaps.




Or bottles …




I thought again of my tentative scheme for incapacitating the engineer, and thought, too, of the channel of communication that Bible Bill had opened to me. Both ideas seemed feasible.




But it was obvious that I should be able to learn nothing at the moment that would be to our ultimate advantage.




I returned to my charcoal burning.




Chapter 18




□ Give a man a problem to solve aind he is reasonably happy, even when it is such an outre problem as the manufacture of charcoal on a desert island. But there was an interest in the job involved. I owed no allegiance either to Them or to Curley Green—but I knew that even if we deposed the engineer we should still have to go through the motions of playing along with the porpoises.
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As far as I could see, we were utterly reliant upon them for our supplies of food.




Anyhow, I was interested in the job for its own sake.




I collected from among the debris that had been cleared out from the huts and left in the sun to dry some old newspapers. I was engrossed in a page of ancient society news in the Sydney Sun-Herald, when Mary and John returned from the bush, bearing armfuls of fuel. I put down the paper with its photographs of smiling and utterly unknown young men and women, got up to direct operations and to do what I wished to do myself.




“Get me some grass from the edge of the bush,” I told them. “Roots and all, with plenty of dirt.”




Then, carefully, I built a sort of teepee of the dry | sticks and leaves, and around it another, thicker walled structure of the damper timber. Outside this I plastered the sods brought to me by the Samoans, being careful to leave a hole at the top and a larger one at the bottom.




I got up and stepped back to survey the structure. It ‘ looked like a little green pyramid. It looked, I thought with pride, professional. So far, so good.




Lighting the fire was easy enough. I took the chart magnifier and focused the sun’s rays on a crumpled piece of newspaper. I watched the white tissue inside the glowing spot of heat turn black, watched the red, smouldering ring expand rapidly from the charred centre. And then, almost invisible in the strong sunlight, there was flame.




Before my fingers were scorched I thrust the flaming paper into the hole at the base of the pyramid. A thin trickle of smoke issued from the vent at the top—then ceased. As I have said, lighting the fire was easy—it was keeping it alight that was the problem.




I removed the blackened newspaper. Perhaps it had been too tightly compressed to burn easily. I lit it again, thrust it back into the cold furnace. Again it went out.




I studied the problem, decided to enlarge the hole. I did so—and then, almost as soon as it was relit, the fire went out again. But too large a vent at the top, I reasoned, would create too fierce a through draught. The fire would burn all right, but I should be left with ashes, not charcoal. If I could leave the hole as it was, but just get i he fire started …




A third time I lit the paper and this time, remaining on my hands and knees, I pressed my lungs into service as bellows. This got results. A trickle of smoke rose sluggishly into the almost still air, thickened to a column. And the smell of it, the aromatic acridity of burning vegetation, took me back in time and space, to my boyhood in London. It was the scent of autumnal bonfires burning in suburban gardens, the drifting blue smoke mingling with the blue dusk, mellowing the street lamps, softening the outlines of the double-decker bus coming into sight around the far corner so that it looked like some huge, brilliantly lit liner ploughing through twilit seas …




Somebody laughed gently.




I looked up, saw that Sally was standing there. Flushed from the exertion of her climb back up the cliff, with the folds of her makeshift sari disarranged, she looked both beautiful and accessible.




“Primitive man,” she said, “discovering fire …”




“Medieval man,” I countered, “discovering how to make charcoal.”




“In those trunks,” she said, “and with that growth of beard, you look more like primitive man.”




“Have it your own way,” I told her. “But charcoal is the main item on the agenda. Tell me, do yon know anything about charcoal burning?”




“Only that in the fairy stories the poor charcoal burner always married the beautiful princess …”




“Then there’s a chance for me yet,” I said.




She looked around, made sure that none of the others




were within earshot. John and Mary were back in the bush, gathering more fuel. Curley Green and the old man were doing something in the shed.




She dropped to the ground beside me. “Peter,” she said softly, “I’ve given the matter some thought. If we are going to be stuck here for the rest of our lives I have to take a man. And …”




“I’d never thought about you—about us—in that way before …” I said slowly.




“But you are now,” she said. “You are now . .




I sat on my hunkers and looked at her, at the finely modeled yet strong planes of her face, at the candid eyes. It was as though I were seeing her for the first time—and liking what I saw.




I said, “We must be careful …”




“Yes,” she said. “If Green suspects, it will give him an additional lever to use on us. But what do we do?” She repeated the words in almost a wail. “What do we do?”




“For the time being, keep in good with everybody. With Them, with Curley Green. After they trust us, we might try chucking the occasional spanner in the works. Something on the lines of divide and rule …”




“I get you,” she said, adding drily, “But my rhetorical question was rather more personal. What do you, Peter, and I, Sally, do about us?”




“Last night,” I told her, “I was as near as dammit coming to park myself in your hut. I suddenly realised that I was sharing sleeping quarters with a madman, one who is probably already guilty of a few murders. But I decided against it.”




“Why?”




I told her. “Curley’s still a little scared of you,” I said. “If he finds out that something has happened between us he’ll lose that fear.”




“And he’ll have it in for you,” she said.




“That had occurred to me,” I said. “But if it comes to




i showdown …”




“It’d be at least three against one,” she said. “Possibly lour or five. But he’s got the gun …”




John and Mary returned with more fuel. I told them liow to go about building a fresh fire—they had seen me I mild the first one—some little distance from where Sally nid I were talking.




I said, “I’ve been thinking of ways and means …”




“Of disposing of him?”




“No. At least, not yet. He’s too useful to the porpoises -and they control our food supply. But whoever gets that gun is the king of this island. Curley can work just ‘ s well with somebody else giving the orders …”




“And what are your ways and means?”




“Well,” I said slowly, “Curley’s made no secret of the fact that he’s been pining for a drink. If the porpoises could be persuaded to bring him two or three bottles of, ly, whisky, he’d probably get blind as a bat …”




“And come out shootin’,” she pointed out, “like a drunken cowboy in a Wild West movie …”




“He’d probably miss, in that condition,” I said with an optimism that I wasn’t feeling.




“H’m. I’m not sure that I’m altogether in love with the idea. As a journalist, I’ve covered quite a few stories involving murder or manslaughter and drunken men …” She went on, “As a matter of fact, when we were down on the beach today Curley was trying to put the idea of bottles across to the porpoise leader. But without much success.”




“Perhaps if he drew one …” I suggested.




“Don’t you dare mention the idea to him! And now, what are your other ways and means?”




“With a little practice,” I said, “I shall be able to talk to Them without Curley’s knowing what I’m saying . .




“That could be useful. But how?”




The voices inside the shed had ceased, so I got down on my hands and knees and started puffing again at the first fire. It didn’t need it. Then I went across to look at the one that John and Mary had just finished building, used the magnifying lens to light it. For some reason it did not give so much trouble as the prototype.




Curley Green came out of the shed, followed by th( old man. He looked over our handiwork, grunted. In a| surly voice he saidr “I hope you have plenty o’ muckin’ 1 charcoal for me termorrer. They should have some tools ] an’ metal for me then.” He made a closer inspection of J the two smoking pyramids. “An’ I hope yer know what J yer muckin’ doin’, Petey boy.”




“I hope so too,” I told him frankly.




He scowled at this, started to say something, then! thought better of it. He cuffed the old man’s head,! snarled, “An’ you can lend a hand with this, you useless! old bastard.” And to Sally, “You don’t seem to be doin’ much either.”




He went back into the shed.




Both fires were going nicely. The Samoans returned; with a fresh supply of wood. I sent them back for more, told Sally to help me to build the third one.




Under the cover of this activity we continued our conversation. “Bible Bill was down on the beach last night,’l I told her. “He was talking with Noah. If Curley Green had awoken and come to investigate he would never have understood what was being said.”




“Could you?”




“Almost,” I admitted.




“How was that?”




“Well, you must remember that Bible Bill told you that he’d taught the porpoises Morse before he taught them spoken English. He and Noah were talking in Morse.’




“Then why couldn’t you read it?” she persisted.




“Because,” I explained, “there’s a helluva difference between reading Morse on a lamp and reading it on the liuzzer. If I could get some practice …” I sighed. “But i ihle Bill isn’t likely to oblige me.”




“I can,” she said.




“What? Do you know Morse?”




“I used to. I’m rusty now, but I’ll soon pick it up again. What did the old man do? Whistle?”




“Yes. And Noah whistled too. As far as I could gather, Bible Bill was asking him for something, and Noah was i ■ lling him No, very definitely.”




“The same as he’ll tell us,” she said pessimistically. “But l here’s no harm in trying.”




“But what chance do we get to practice?” I said. “That’s the snag.”




“At night …” she suggested. Then—”No, that wouldn’t do. If we did it inside the camp, the old man might overhear and tumble to it. He may not like Curley -but he doesn’t like us either. If we wandered off by ourselves into the bushes everyone, including Curley, would assume the worst …”




“Or the best,” I said.




“That’s a matter of opinion,” she remarked primly.




“During the day is about the only chance,” I said thoughtfully. “If the two of us can manage to work as




team, and if Curley’s kicking up a racket hammering, or whatever it is he’ll be doing …”




“That might be the answer,” she murmured. “And now, do you think you could run through the Morse alphabet, very softly?”




“A whistle would be too carrying,” I told her. “I’ll hum.”




So I hummed, almost inaudibly, dot dash, dash dot dot dot, dash dot dash dot and so on, right through to dash dash dot dot.




“It comes back,” she whispered, and then started to




repeat it back, muttering irritably, “Now, what the hell’s  ‘0’.?” And then the two Samoans and the old man returned with still more wood, and there was another pile to be built, and then another. But there were times when we were alone and we kept at our practice. By the end of the day we were able to exchange simple sentences.




Reluctantly, I had decided that it would be wiser if I continued to share a hut with Bible Bill. This night, however, I was feeling far less apprehensive and, furthermore, quite well fed. We had dined on fish—a school of them having been driven ashore by the porpoises—grilled with bananas on a flat metal plate over the fire. I had, eaten too much, and I was drowsy.




Feigning sleep is hard when you have to fight to prevent yourself from slipping into the real thing. Bible Bill was feigning sleep, too. He waited until I was well away (he thought) before he stopped his simulated snoring and slid out of his bed.




As before, I followed him, eavesdropping from the cliff top. As before, he was standing well out in the water,; with the big porpoise surfaced a few feet away from him. The sound of his whistle was faint yet clear.




“… evil man,” I was able to make out. “You must …”




You must help, I guessed.




Loudly came the reply—dash dot, dash dash dash.




No.




Chapter 19




   The next morning, after a hasty and unsatisfying breakfast, Curley Green chivvied us all down to the beach. There was activity to seaward—it looked like a reef out there, like breakers. But the sea was calm, with only a hint of swell. And then I could see that the broken water was moving shorewards, could see the dark bodies that were plunging in the foam.




The engineer, pistol in hand, remained on the dry sand, but ordered us out into the sea. “Don’t lose anything!” he ordered. “See that you bring up every muckin’ thing that they’ve got for me!”




Shoreward drove the porpoises, and as they began floundering in the shallows it was evident that those we




hadd seen on the surface were only a small percentage of their number. And there were crates there, and wooden boxes and loose objects held firmly in the mouths of the beasts. At one moment I was accepting a wrench so offered—thrusting it into the Waistband of my trunks at the next, with Sally and John and Mary, I was struggling to manhandle a heavy crate up the slight declivity.




And still they came with their salvage—with boxes marked Made in Japan, Made in Germany, Made in U.S.A. with tools, rusted but still serviceable, with useful objects and with objects of quite spectacular uselessness. (Mind you, if I’d been a skilled watchsmith I might have done something with that chronometer, in spite of the years of immersion in sea water …)




And still they came, and still the pile on the beach grew. For Curley Green this was Christmas morning.




Every time that we struggled ashore with new addition; we could see him gloating. To him that heap of junk was the wealth of Croesus.




At last there was a pause in the operation. The last o] the porpoises had headed out to sea again. We slumped or the sand, breathless, exhausted. Green stood over us; obviously on the point of telling us to begin the heavy work of lugging the materials up the cliff, then though better of it. He just scowled and then resumed his restless prowling around the heap, looking at this marking and that, picking up and examining tools. He extracted i pair of prismatic binoculars from their soggy leathej case, put them to his eyes to scan the horizon, threw then down with disgust.




I didn’t like to see instruments maltreated. “Don‘t] throw them around like that,” I admonished. “I may be able to do something with them when they’re driec out …”




“If you have the muckin’ time, Petey boy,” he snarlec Shading his eyes with his hand he was still staring to sea ward.




And then we saw them—the broken water at first, a before, then the leaping bodies. This time their approac was slower. We had been waiting thigh-deep in the se; for some minutes—ordered there by the impatient Curie; Green—before we could see what it was that they wer bringing.




Sheets of steel, it was, torn and ragged. (The water waj stained by the blood from gashed bodies and mouths. The four of us—Bible Bill wasn’t of much assistance^ tended merely to hover on the outskirts of any activity —managed to get our hands on one of them. It wasn’t all that heavy—not while its weight was waterborne, that is —but it was awkward. I tore my right thumb painfull) on a sharp edge, and another projection caught Sally’s sari. She made a futile attempt to save the garment, aban-




Inning  it when the steel sheet, deprived of her support, sagged dangerously. She muttered, “If he expects us to work like horses we might as well dress like them …”




Somehow, her nudity didn’t register. We were all of us too busy to worry about it. One by one we lugged the sheets ashore, stacking them more or less neatly. I noticed that they were grey painted, that there were Japanese ideograms on some of them. Not that it was of great importance. It wouldn’t have mattered if they’d been the wreckage of a crashed flying saucer from Rigil Kentaurus VII—they were steel, and its origin was of no concern.




And then the big porpoise, the leader, appeared. He came driving in like a torpedo, pulled up sharply in the shallows, rearing with his great head well clear of the




water.




“Gurley!” he called in his thick, unhuman voice.




“Gurley!”




“Yair?” Curley Green put down the wrench with which he had been fiddling, strolled to the edge of the > i. “What d’yer want now?” “What do you want? We have brought you …




enough?”




“Can’t rightly say, as yet. Have ter check this muckin’ lot. Let yer know, anyhow. Just keep the tucker comin’ in, that’s all.” “We want … results.”




“You’ll get ‘em, you fish-faced old bastard. You’ll get “cm. Don’t blow a muckin’ gasket.” “I do not … understand your words.” “Just a technical term,” said Curley airily. I got up from the sand and waded out from the beach. My thumb was painful, and, with a vague idea that sea water was antiseptic, I wanted to wash the cut well. Sally came with me. She whispered, “Peter, I’m scared.” “So am I,” I said. “I’ve been scared ever since those




bloody whales made kindling of the poor little Sue Darling.”




- “But this is an immediate danger,” she said sharply.




“What is?”




“One of those cases that they brought, in the first wave It was about the only work that Bible Bill did, to lug i ashore … It’s under all the others now.”




“What was in it?” I asked, wincing at the sting of th< salt water on my gashed thumb.




“Whisky,” she told me. “Perhaps the old man has th< same idea as you had, that when Curley is drunk he car be disarmed and deposed …”




“I still think that it’s a possibility,” I said.




“Any bloody thing Is possible!” she flared. “But th probable results aren’t likely to be so pleasant!”




“Don’t blow a gasket,” I told her, grasping her arn with my uninjured hand. And then a slight movemen of the sea threw us together-^-and, abruptly, I wa conscious of her nakedness, and she was, too. I heard thi gasp of her indrawn breath, felt her breasts pressing against my chest.




Roughly I broke away from her—so roughly that she lost her balance and tripped, floundering in a flurry ol spray.” From the beach came Green’s raucous bellow “Break it up, you two! Break it up! Unless you want me tc come an’ give yer a hand, Petey!”




Flushing, I put out my hand again to help her to hei feet—and was knocked off my own balance by a sudden surge of sleek, muscular bodies. Surfacing, I heard Sally scream, saw her rolled over and down. I plunged into the melee, was knocked off balance again. But a flailing arm struck something soft, my hand closed on at ankle and, towing the struggling girl, I staggered toward the beach.




Faintly I heard shouting—shouting, and a chorus o snorts and whistles.. Dimly I was aware that Sally and




i re alone, that she was struggling to extricate her ankle from my grasp. Letting her go, I turned to look at her. she was sitting there in the shallow water, bedraggled, pale, badly frightened. From seaward I heard the receding sound of whistling and snorting. I swung my head, saw a mob of porpoises being chased by another mob.




No, not a mob—the pursuers were maintaining a tight, quasi-military formation.




John and Mary stood at the water’s edge, fear and concern on their dark faces. A little back from them stood Bible Bill, his expression vindictive and scornful. Sming at the base of his pile of stores was Curley Green, holding his sides as he laughed uncontrollably, the tears streaming down his stubbled cheeks.




“You’ll be the death of me yet,” he gasped. “You’ll be the muckin’ death o’ me, you two! To see a smoochin’  session broken up like that! But what ever have yer done to’em, Lady Clara Vere-de-Vere, that they should take such a muckin’ dislike to yer?”




She whispered, for my ears only, “But it’s not dislike. That’s the trouble …”




“Come on, Petey boy. Out o’ that muckin’ water. you’re the seaman. Figger out some way o’ gettin’ this Junk up the cliff!”




The task of getting the junk up the cliff face wasn’t too




heavy—once the preliminaries were over. There were three heavy wooden beams among the salvage. I don’t know what sort of timber they were; they obviously weren’t buoyant, but that may have been due to the fact that they were waterlogged. But they still looked strong enough, and they weren’t eaten away by marine worms.




We got them up the cliff face somehow, one by one, John and Mary, Bible Bill and myself. (It gave me an unkind pleasure to see the old man sweating.) Sally was ‘exempt from the heavy work. Curley Green allowed her to go back up to the camp for another sheet, thern insisted that she stay with him as a guarantee of our good behaviour.




Curley Green had to come up then, to unlock his storeroom. There were a couple of coils of one inch line in there, in quite fair condition, and one of those small, useful purchases known as a handy billy. Some of the line I utilised to lash the ends of the three beams together and to use as stays, the rest was rove off through the blocks.




Then there was the rolling of heavy stones to anchor the three legs of the tripod, after rough pits had been dug for their reception with a crowbar. The contraption had to be raised then. One block of the handy billy was made fast to the top of the sheerlegs—where it would remain—and the other to the top of a convenient tree which John was able to climb. I hoped that the tree would! stand the weight that we were going to put on it. I hoped, too, that the apex of the sheerlegs would hang just clean of the cliff edge—as was my intention—so that the tackle] would plumb the beach unimpeded.




When all was ready we tailed on to the hauling part and walked away with it. The thing lifted easily. Looking back over my shoulder, I saw that the two cliffside legs were remaining in their pits as they turned, that the third leg was sliding towards the pit that had been prepared for it.




“Watch it, Curley!” I shouted. “I can’t be everywhere at once!”




He grunted surly acknowledgment.




Then, “Yer can stop pullin’.”




“Avast heaving,” I ordered. “But keep the weight on it,”




I relinquished my own grip on the line, went to inspect the sheerlegs. Curley Green kept well away from me as I approached. (He had to have enough room to draw and to aim his pistol, should it be necessary.) Everything seemed to have turned out as planned. I told John to make the hauling part of the tackle fast to the base of the tree, losing no slack. It would serve as a stay until we had the proper stays rigged, until we rolled the rocks into place.




And then, these tasks completed, the sheerlegs was ready for use.




‘I’ime we had a meal break,” I said to Green.




he complained, “I want all that muckin’ lot up here In before dark. If you hadn’t mucked around playin’ at




sailors we’d’a got it carried up by now.”




The sheerlegs will stand,” I said. “What time we’ve lost now, we shall save on future occasions.”




I suppose yer right,” he admitted grudgingly. “All rightt, all of yer. Stuff yer guts—an’ make it snappy.”




As we munched our cold beans Sally and I sat a little apart from the others.




What did you mean,” I asked, “about the porpoises not disliking you?”




She smiled wrily. “I’d have thought it would have been obvious—especially after the second attack … Don’t forget that this last time I was sexually excited …”




“But … But they couldn’t possibly … After all, ‘different species …”




“Don’t forget,” she said, “that human beings, both male and female, have been capable of intercourse with members of other species …”




“But the sea’s full of females of their own kind …”




“Yes. But …” She paused, then went on. “Some time ngo, when there was a lot of press publicity on the America when scientists studying the intelligence of the cetacea, we commissioned a marine biologist, a Dr. Ogilvy, to write us an article …”




“I’ve heard of him,” I said.




“It doesn’t matter a damn whether you’ve heard of him or not. He impressed me, when he came into the office^ as being something of a dirty old man. And, in his article, he did seem to be more concerned with sex than intelligence.




“Anyhow, it seems that the female porpoise is on heat only twice a year—whereas the male is potent all the year round. Ogilvy reckoned that the well-known playfulness of the porpoise is the way in which he works off his frustration … And now that they’re intelligent they’re capable of … of … What would you call it? Miscegenation?”




“I don’t think intelligence has anything to do with it,” I said. “We had a torn cat once who tried to rape the next-door dog. Bitch, rather—he wasn’t queer …”




“Cut the bleedin’ cackle!” Curley was bawling. “You’ve all had yer tucker—now back ter muckin’ work!”




Chapter 20




□ Rather to my surprise we were finished before dark.




Of course, once we got into the rhythm of it the work went smoothly. On the beach were John, Mary and Bible Bill, making up slings and then—they had the hauling part of the tackle—heaving them up to the cliff top. Sally and I received them there. Curley Green acted as hatch-man—that way he could keep an eye on everything that was going on.




Sally nudged me when we saw that there were only two cases left in the pile—two cases that would be coming u|> with the nest lift. “It,” she whispered, “is one  ofthem …”




“It?” I queried.




“The whisky, you clod!”




“Oh.”




As a ship’s officer, I had been obliged to handle a few drunken men in my time, and it was never a job that I relished. Even so, I had no doubt of my ability to handle i drunken Curley Green. But Curley Green with a loaded pistol … ? The more I thought about it, the more I realised the wisdom of Sally’s objections to my scheme.




Well, I thought, we’ve got all this lot to the cliff top without dropping anything. Surely we’re allowed one breakage … A fall of thirty odd feet should do for those bottles …




“Heave away,” Curley Green was shouting. “Heave iway, there!”




The three on the beach heaved. Slowly, jerkily, the two cases moved upwards. I looked at Sally, she looked it me. I nodded slightly. She flickered a smile in my ilirection. We knew what had to be done.




“Hold it!” bellowed the engineer.




The sling was swinging just clear of the cliff edge. I reached out to grasp the parts of the tackle, to swing the weight in. The cases were not very well slung. A little carelessness on my part would send them crashing lown. John and Mary, I saw, were practically underneath them. Could they get clear in time if I shouted?




While I hesitated I heard Sally gasp, turned to see that he had been pushed roughly to one side by Curley Green. 1 Fe swung on me, the pistol dull-gleaming in his right hand. “Back, Petey boy,” he ordered genially. “Back. I know what you was thinkin’, an’ I’m muckin’ surprised at a man o’ your standin’ thinkin’ o’ pilferin’ cargo. Back!”




I stepped back, stood beside Sally. Keeping us covered,




he grasped the tackle -with his left hand, swung it inshore, at the same time shouting, “Let go!”




It was a drop of only a few inches to the ground and, in any case, the whisky was on top of the other box. Only a wild optimist would have expected any breakages— and I was losing my optimism.




Stooping, still keeping us covered, Green managed to get his arm round the previous case. He walked backwards slowly and carefully, towards his shed. “This,’ he told us, “is one thing that I am keepin’ safe. So you needn’t go sniffin’ around for it …”




I shrugged. Sally shrugged. Then we sent the tackle down again for the first of the steel plates.




There was one more task before the evening meal, anc that was to see whether or not my charcoal burning had been successful. Frankly, I wasn’t happy about it—with all the things that we had been doing during the day it had slipped my memory. Luckily, before retiring the previous night, I had reduced the size of the upper vents, almost blocking them off. Under the outer casing of turi —now baked brick-hard—I found that affairs had gone better than I had a right to expect. I picked up a handful of black lumps, still hot, and looked at them curiously. Sally peered over my shoulder. ■ “So I am a bona fide charcoal burner after all,” I said.




“And you’re hoping that the fairy stories are true?”




“Frankly, yes. Of course, there are a few irksome preliminaries, legal formalities …”




“Yes. Frank told me something about your … your marital status.”




“As long as you know,” I said.




“We’re assuming, of course, that we get away fron here …”




“And if we don’t …”




“With Curley disposed of,” she said cold-bloodedly, life could be quite tolerable. You could take over the tigineering side, if you had to. And you know it.” “After a fashion,” I said.




“Hey, Lady Clara Vere-de-Vere,” came Green’s bellow. “Rustle up some grub, willya? An’ you, Petey— how’s my charcoal?”




I walked to the door of the shed, still with my hand-full of black lumps. He allowed me to approach him, although he’d pulled the gun and had it aimed at my midriff. He said, “If yer try throwin’ that muck in my face, yer know what to expect.”




“For the love of God grow up,” I told him. “We aren’t little boys playing at gangsters.”




“I just ain’t takin’ chances, Petey boy,” he said. He held “lit his left hand for the charcoal. I gave it to him. He milled it around on his palm, sniffed it, crumbled a piece between his thick fingers. He grunted. “Looks as though you’ve got yerself a permanent job, Petey …”He sniffed i he black lumps again. And I sniffed—a little too audibly.




Green chuckled to himself. He said, “There’s no use sniffin’, Petey boy. I haven’t touched it yet. An’ I shan’t, either, until the job’s well under way. Once there’s somethin’ callin’ for a celebration—then I celebrate …” He made a down-sweeping gesture. “Sit down.” I sat down.




“Now,” he said, “termorrer we start work properly. There’s just about all the tools we shall need among the junk, an’ we start usin’ ‘em. There’ll be canvas sewin’ for the women—you’ll have ter show ‘em how to get ‘em started—the straps an’ such. For the rest of yer there’ll be cuttin’ lengths of platin’ off the size I want ‘em. There’s hammers an’ cold chisels, an’ a hacksaw. Some o’ i he things was packed in grease, so they ain’t in bad nick.”





 


I don’t think it,” he said. “I’m muckin’ sure of it . .




he started chewing on a splinter. “I wish those fish-faced




bastard’d bring us some cigarettes,” he complained.




So do I,” I agreed. “But I’m afraid that you get the sealed, waterproof tins only in big ships’stores …”




“There must be some in that Jap sub,” he said. Then, after a longer pause, “When you’ve a few smokes, you find it easier to keep awake …”




“What do you want to keep awake for, Curley? With1 your gun, behind your locked door …”




“I just might want to unlock the door and come out,”: he said. “With the gun …”




“Why?” I asked.




He looked at the figures grouped around the fire upon which Sally was cooking the evening meal. He glared at the tall, skinny form of Bible Bill. “It’s that psalm singin’ old bastard, Petey. You bunk with him. Does he leave the hut at night?”




“I don’t know,” I said. “I sleep very soundly.”




I returned his gaze unflinchingly. I don’t think that he suspected me of lying.




He said abruptly, “I’ll find out. That’s all.”




I rejoined the others.




That night there was the usual feigning of sleep by] both Bible Bill and myself. Then, as on the other occasions, his simulated snoring ceased and he crept silently out of the hut. The moon was barely risen, but there was enough light for me to see his white form flitting over the stones.




This time I did not follow as soon as he was over the cliff edge. It was just as well that I did not. After an interval I heard the clicking and scraping of key in pad-1 lock, the creaking of hinges. I saw the door of the shed




so you think you’ll be able to give them what they want i said








open saw Curley Green slip out. Him I eventually followed.




As before, I could eavesdrop from the top of the cliff. The old man was standing thigh-deep in the sea, the big porpoise was floating just before him. I shifted my regard—there, at the cliff base, was a gleaming pale circle —Curley Green’s bald head. I thought, I could drop a rock . . . Then, inconsiderately, the engineer moved so that he was shielded by a slight overhang I listened to the whistled, coded conversation. (I was getting better at it now. “Noah, you must help me …” ” We cannot. We are grateful to you, the opener of the way …” And why can’t the bastards talk? I asked myself. I can read it, but it’s slow, slow … “But this other man, this engineer, can give us what we want …” “He is an evil man …” “If he serves us well, no matter.” “Bible Bill!” bellowed Green. Startled, the old man turned.




“Blabbin’ to this fish-faced bastard behind me bleedin’ back …”




“I shall talk with whom I am sent to talk,” cried the old man defiantly.




“Will yer? Come outa the muckin’ water!” “When I have finished what I have been sent to do,” replied the ancient fanatic. “Come outa the water, or …” “I refuse.”




Startling in the stillness, shocking, came the report of i lie heavy pistol. Bible Bill staggered, fell, crumpled. It ccmed then that the great porpoise helped him to his feet, although I may have been mistaken. Anyhow, he was erect, wading unsteadily through the shallow water. I could see in the moonlight that the front of his robe was darkly sodden




Back” Green was shouting wildly. “Back!”




He fired again, and again, six shots in all, and still that scarecrow figure kept coming, arms and clawlike hands outstretched.




The old man made it to the dry sand, then fell for the second and last time, sprawled there in an attitude of crucifixion. I was dimly aware that the others were with me, watching—and then they were gone from me. I heard the clatter of falling stones as they ran down the cliff path. When I commenced my own descent, Sally and Mary were already kneeling by the body.




And they’ve spoiled everything, I thought. It’s obvious that the old man is dead—with a forty five slug through? the chest he must be. As long as Curley was down there, by himself, we had a chance of going for him too. But now he’s got his hostages—as usual.




I tried to remember how many shots had been fired,j made a mental tally, making the answer seven. So the. odds were that the gun was empty now. Unless Green was carrying a spare clip of cartridges and had reloaded ] from it.




That empty clip drew itself to my attention as I trod j on it on my way to the others.




Curley - Green, keeping his distance, his gun ready, was trying to clear himself. “But it was his own fault,’”; he was saying. “It was his own muckin’ fault. He was plot- ! tin’ against me …”




A deep, unhuman voice spoke from the sea. “Man, you man called Gurley. You are a killer. You have killed j the Servant, the Messenger …”




“Shuddup, you dirty great lump o’ stinkin’ cats’ fod-j der!” shouted Green. “Shuddup, or I’ll give yer the same as I gave him!” He turned on us. “An’ you stay here, all of yer, until I says yer can come up. Have a bleedin’ Irish wake if yer wants ter …” He backed to the path, then ran up it.




“His first killing came as a shock to him,” I said slowly, “but he’ll get over it. The next one will be easier …”




Sally was clinging to me. “Peter,” she said. “That poor old man …”




“Poor old man be buggered,” I said. “He was a bad




old bastard, as bad in his way as Curley Green is in his. It‘s fairly obvious that he committed a few murders himself …”




“But there must be a funeral …” John was saying slowly.




“I suppose so,” I said. I didn’t relish the prospect of lugging the corpse up the cliff face, and I am not one “of those who unthinkingly assume that death automatically ennobles the victim.




Noah was speaking again. “Man, give us the body. The bones of our teacher shall be preserved and reverenced …”




“We shall do as he says,” I stated.




And I whistled softly in broken rhythm—“Noah, can you help us?”




“How?”




“Curley. You have seen that he is an evil man . .




“We shall talk again,” whistled the porpoise.




And then, as we carried the remains of the old man into the water, his legions were around us, but strangely subdued, not boisterous. Gently they took the body from us, vanished with it beneath the surface.




And I regretted not having dropped that rock while I had the chance, especially now that I knew that Curley Green was capable of using the gun.




Chapter 21




[ ] We saw the bobbing boat lantern at the edge of the cliff, the top of the path, heard his voice, strangely-subdued. “You can come up …”




“Do you suppose it’s safe?” asked Sally doubtfully.




“Yes,” I assured her. “He’s a badly frightened man.”




“And they can be the most dangerous,” she said sharply.




“Sometimes. But not always. And I don’t propose to stay on this beach all night.”




“It is cold,” contributed John.




“Yes. It is cold,” I agreed.




I led the way back up the path. Curley Green, holding his lantern high as I approached, backed away from me, retreated to the doorway of his shed. The gun gleamed wickedly in his right hand.




He demanded, “Is that all of yer?” then lowered the lantern. “Keep yer distance,” he ordered. “An’ listen. Get this straight. If we ever get off this bleedin’ island, you all keep muckin’ quiet about what happened tonight.”




“If we are taken off,” I said, “we shall have to make a full report to the authorities.”




“It was self-defense,” he muttered.




“Self-defense?” I queried. “An old, unarmed man against a man with a gun?”




“But he was a murderer himself,” cried Green. “He told me. The boongs who built these huts, who were here before we came, they wouldn’t do as he said, so he shot two of them, and the others got away on a raft … An’ what about puttin’ the porpoises up ter this stunt o’ usin’ whales to sink ships? An’ what about all the people




who got drowned?”




“Two blacks don’t make a white,” I said with unpardonable smugness.




“But they do, Petey, they do! Can’t yer see? I saved the hangman a job. I was just the executioner …”




“And that’s a job that I’d as lief not have,” I told him. “But if it makes you any happier, you can look at it that way.”




For a moment I thought that he was going to dash the lantern to the ground. “I’m sick o’ the muckin’ lot o’ yer!” he swore. “You’re all muckin’ near as bad as he




was!”




He went inside, slammed the door of the shed. We heard the click and grate of the key in the padlock. I tiptoed closer, listening intently, and heard other sounds -the gurgle of fluid being poured from one container to another, the clink of a bottle being set back on the table. So he was drinking to drown his conscience. What would the outcome be? Would he soak himself into torpor, or would he burst out fighting mad and shooting? One thing was certain—he would start shooting if we tried to break in.




I went back to the others.




“Well?” asked Sally.




“Maybe, maybe not,” I said.




“What the hell do you mean?”




“He’s on the turps,” I told her.




“On the turps? Oh, I get you.”




“Do you think it is safe to … to sleep?” asked John.




“As safe as it ever is,” I said.




The two Samoans drifted off—but not, I was sure, to sleep. Not at once, anyway. I hoped that somebody on the island knew something about obstetrics—and hoped, even more fervently, that we should be rescued before the lapse of nine months.



 


goodnight,” said Sally.




“I think,” I said, “that I should sleep in your hut tonight.”




“What for?”




“Protection.”




“So he can shoot you first and rape me afterwards?”




“That’s one way of putting it.”




I saw her face in the light of the waning moon. She was smiling slightly. She said, “It’s very sweet of you, Peter, but …”




I said, “We aren’t living in Queen Victoria’s day, you know. And …”




“And what?”




“I feel somehow responsible for you,” I blurted.




“If you put it that way …”




“I put it that way. It happens to be true.”




” ‘Let me look after you, little girl, and take you away from all this …’” she murmured.




“I didn’t mean it that way,” I said stiffly.




She laughed. “I know you didn’t, but that’s the way it sounds … But I think you’re right. I think that it would be wiser if we slept in company—wisest of all if we all of us, all four of us, slept in the same hut. But I don’t think that John and Mary would come at that …”




“Neither do I,” I said. “In fact, I’m beginning to worry about them …”




“Why?” she asked, genuinely curious.




“Well, what’s going to happen in nine months’ time?”




“One day,” she said, “you might learn the art of crossing your bridges when you come to them. It saves a lot of needless worry …”




“But about tonight?”




“Yes. You can always slip back to your own shack at first light. There’s need for you to lug mattresses around, there’s a spare one in my hut.” She added, “Just as well.”




“Yes,” I agreed. “Just as well. We can’t afford to take




the same risk as they’re taking.”




“John and Mary? But perhaps it’s a risk that we shall want to take …” And then her flippant shell cracked and she was in my arms, holding me tightly. “Oh, Peter, Peter, I’ve seen a man die, and it could just as well have been you, and I’m afraid that if he finds out what’s between us it might be you next … But I’m frightened, so frightened. We might be on this island all our lives, and the atomic war that the old man was always raving about could happen … And … And …”




“I think I’m fairly safe,” I said. “I’m more useful to him than the old man was …”




“And I’m frightened,” she said. “Don’t go, Peter. Don’t leave me …” From the shed came a burst of drunken song: “The parson he will come, he will come, he will come …




The parson he will come, he will come,




The parson he will come, with his face so muckin’ glum




An’ he’ll talk o’ Kingdom Come




Damn his eyes …”




“Not quite at the hymn singing stage,” I said. “But not far from it …” “Do we have to listen to this?” she asked. “… The Sheriff he will come, he will come, The Sheriff and his crew, they’ve muck all else to do …”




She broke away from me, went hastily to her hut. I did not follow at once. I still wasn’t happy about Curley Green. The only accurate prediction that can be made about drunks is that they will behave unpredictably. But Curley seemed to be settled in for the night. With each succeeding verse of his song his voice was more slurred, more indistinct. Of course, I thought, he might just be




one of those infuriating drinkers found all too frequently aboard ship who, having ingested a skinful, take a childish delight in wandering through the accommodations waking their more sober shipmates. But such people




co so because they must have somebody with whom to drink and Curley Green, quite obviously, was a solitary drinker.




I went to Sally’s hut, tapped lightly on the door frame In response to her soft call I pulled the curtain to one side. I saw that she was already in bed, the sheet pullee to her chin. I didn’t trust myself to go near her—I was still worrying about the possible consequences of cohabitation—so took her spare mattress from the other side of the hut, spread it just inside the doorway, stretched out on it.




“Goodnight,” she said rather distantly.




“Goodnight,” I said.




I listened to Curley Green’s disjointed rendition of The Ball At Kerriemuir and then, it was preferable, to Sally’s even breathing. So she was asleep already. I envied her.




“Peter,” she said suddenly.




“Yes, Sally?”




“I’ve been thinking …”




“Oh.”




“John and Mary … In spite of the circumstances, ‘ they’re very happy …”




“It’s easy to be happy if you take no thought for the tomorrow,” I said.




“Isn’t that the best way, perhaps? In these circumstances?”




“In these circumstances,” I pointed out, “we are thousands of miles from the nearest chemist’s shop. And the nearest doctor. And the nearest midwife.”




She said, “There are still ways and means … And an intelligent woman . .




“It will still be risky …”




“And what the hell is life but one long risk—from the moment they drag you squalling into the world to the moment you’re mashed by a bus crossing a busy street . . She added maliciously, “Curley Green wouldn’t mind the risk.”




“That’s because he has no sense of responsibility,” I said.




“Some people,” she said, “have too much.”




I shifted to lie on my side, turned towards her. Her eyes, in that faint light, seemed enormous, luminous almost. The sheet had fallen from her shoulders, revealing one breast, and I remembered how those breasts had felt pressed against the bare skin of my chest.




She said, “We may be here for years, or for only a matter of days. We don’t know. We may have long lives ahead of us, we may die tomorrow. Either way, I think that we shouldn’t wait …”




I got off the mattress, went to sit beside her. That way (I told myself) we could talk more quietly, that way there would be less risk of our being overheard either by the Samoans or Curley Green.




“A rather dangerous philosophy,” I whispered.




“But I thought we’d covered that point, Peter; I thought that we’d agreed that all life was dangerous, from the cradle to the grave …”




She had propped herself on one elbow and her face was close to mine. I could smell the clean, yet earthy scent of her, a scent owing nothing to toilet soaps or perfumery. The sheet had fallen entirely away from her breasts. My tight swimming trunks had become extremely uncomfortable.




“There are some risks that are unavoidable,” I said. “And some that are avoidable …”




“As when Ulysses stopped the ears of his crew with wax and had himself lashed to the mast …”




But there was no mast here that 1 could have myself lashed to …




“At least,” I quipped, “he had the interests of his ship at heart.”




Her smooth shoulder was touching mine and her full lips (how had I ever thought of them as thin?) were very close to my mouth. The sheet was almost off her now, and I could see the full, lovely length of her, the warm shadow at the fissure of her thighs. (And was it my hand that had pushed aside her draperies, that was rediscovering the silken softness of a woman’s skin?)




“I think …” I began.




“Don’t think, you dear fool,” she murmured.




And then-her mouth was on mine, and mine on hers, and the few rags between us had been cast aside, and the accumulated tensions were released, stormily at first, chaotically, and then with a rhythm like that of the sea, like that of a long, heavy swell breaking rhythmically on some reef, breaking rhythmically yet abating, easing, until there was the seventh wave ‘of seven waves and all was lost in a crashing thunder of surf …




And then, such is the nature of Man, the slave to his own habits, I felt that I would sell my soul for a cigarette.




Chapter 22




□ There was the faintest pallor to the east when I left Sally’s hut, but it was light enough for me to find my way around; the moon had not yet set. I went, first of all, and cautiously, to the shed. Lamplight still showed through the crevices of the door. I could hear stertorous breath-
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ing, could smell the stale reek of spilled whisky. I could have tramped around in hobnailed boots, I thought, beating a drum, and Curley Green would not have awakened.




I went into my own hut and stretched out on the mattress. I had no intention of sleeping; there were so many things to think about, so many plans and evaluations to make. But, as soon as my head hit the rolled up sheet that I was using as a pillow, I was out like a light.




Seconds later (it seemed) I realised that somebody was shaking me. I opened my eyes, saw that it was Sally. “What time is it?” I asked stupidly.




“It’s late,” she said worriedly. “The sun’s well up. And he’s still snoring.”




“Let him snore.”




“We’ve tried to wake him . .




“Let sleeping dogs lie,” I said.




“But he’s got everything in there. The food …”




“So he has. But what’s wrong with fish? Grilled on a sheet of iron over the fire, and a few bananas baked with it …”




She said, “I’m frightened of having anything to do with them, and I don’t mind admitting it. And so’s Mary …”




“And John?”




“He’s frightened too—although not in the same way . 4 .”




I fumbled under my mattress for the magnifying glass —Curley Green had either forgotten or not bothered to ask for it back—under my mattress, gave it to her. “Here,” I said, “get the fire going. I’ll rustle up some fish.” I added, “I’m hungry.”




“I wonder why …” she said, a smile flickering on her mouth.




I said, getting up from the bed, “You’d be surprised.” I kissed her good morning and felt like falling back on the bed again, pulling her with me. But I put temptation behind me and went outside. As Sally had said, the sun was well up. It was a fine morning.




I went to the stream first and performed my sketchy toilet. Back at the camp I found an empty box—it had contained, of all things, a shipment of heavy dog collars consigned to Suva—and took it with me down to the beach, having first of all told the others to warn me, by whistling, if Curley Green put in an appearance.




Holding the box, I waded out into the sea. The porpoise sentries were alert, and I was barely knee-deep when two of them were nuzzling my legs, trying to persuade me to return to the shore. But I stood my ground and called softly, “Noah …” Then again, louder. Then I whistled the name in slow, careful Morse.




The two sentinels veered away from me. There was a disturbance in the smooth water and a great head broke surface, two little eyes regarded me steadily. But, I thought, this was not Noah. This one was smaller. And the hide, what I could see of it, was smoother, carried fewer scars.




“Man,” it grunted. “Man. Where is the man Gurley?”




“Busy,” I said.




“Man, what do you want?”




“Food,” I said. ‘




“Does the man Gurley say that you may feed?”




It was useless losing my temper. “He sent me here,” I lied.




“I would talk further with the man Gurley,” said the porpoise. “Not with his servants. I …”




And then his head went down, his tail came up and then descended, striking the water a resounding thwack, and he was gone.




,From seaward a disciplined school of the sea beasts was approaching. The giant in the lead, I thought, must be Noah. It was. Leaving his escort in deeper water he cruised slowly into the shallows, reared his head to confront me.




“Man,” he said in greeting. “Man Peter.”




“Noah,” I said.




“What do you wish, Peter?”




“Food,” I said.




“Has the workbegun?” he asked.




I gestured to the column of smoke that was rising from the cliff top. “Yes,” I said. (I hadn’t minded lying to the other brute, but I felt absurdly guilty lying to Noah.)




“You feed late …”




“There were jobs that we wanted to get in hand first,” I said.




The little eyes regarded me sceptically, but nothing more was said. Noah turned abruptly and with a flurry of water was gone. I heard his snorts and whistles as he gave orders to his followers. There must have been a shoal of fish close offshore; in minutes only there was a great commotion in the water, silvery shapes leaping desperately, larger, darker ones plunging among them, herding them towards the beach. I retreated to the dry sand, waited until a dozen or more of the terrified creatures had been driven clear of the water. I selected six of the biggest, put them in the box, carried them back up the cliff.




The fire was going nicely when I rejoined the others. They were standing around it, looking hungry. Their eyes brightened when they saw the fish. Then Sally wailed, “But we have no knife to gut them …”




I went back to my hut, lifted the mattress. Under it was an accumulation of the tops cut from cans. I had saved them with the vague idea of making weapons from them, although I doubted if they would be much use against a heavy automatic. But they had their uses.




We enjoyed a leisurely breakfast. We had just finished when the door of Green’s shed opened. He stood there, filthy, bleary eyed, surveying us sourly. He looked up at the sun, blinking. He looked at us again.




“Why the muckin’ hell didn’t some bastard call me?” he demanded.




“We tried,” I said. “Want some fish, Curley?”




“No,” he said with a shudder. Then, “You mighta got on with the bleedin’ work …”




“Doing what?” I asked.




“Burnin’ more muckin’ charcoal,” he said.




“We had to eat first,” I told him.




“You didn’t have ter eat. I’m the only one who tells yer what yer have ter do.”




“Then tell us,” I said, outstaring him.




He told us in detail, warming up as he went along. I’ll say this for him—he knew what he wanted, knew what he was doing. In a surprisingly short time the portable forge had been brought outside the shed, fueled and fired, and John and I had made a start at cutting a two inch strip off the edge of one of the broken plates. (Luckily it was only fairing and not pressure hull—the only tools we had were hammer, cold chisel and hacksaw.) Staggering under the weight of the heavy stones, Sally and Mary built a platform, packing it solidly with earth, on which was placed a thicker plate. I wondered what it was for, 1 then realised that it was to serve in lieu of an anvil. When the women had finished this they were told to unroll a bolt of canvas and then, under Green’s supervision (he wasn’t going to let that knife out of his sight, even though he had to make frequent sidewise glances at the tools that John and I were using) cut it into strips.




The sun was past its meridian when the Samoan and I had the first strip of steel ready. I suggested a break for lunch and was soundly cursed.




“So if you aren’t hungry,” I said, “nobody’s hun-




gry • •




“That’s the muckin’ way of it,” he said.




“We’re eating,” I said.




“Are yer, now? This says yer not.” He gestured with




the pistol. “The way I muckin’ feel, yer’d better not u , me too far. They can always bring me a few new hands.”




“You’ve got the gun,” I said, after a side glance at Sally’s pale, anxious face.




“I’ve got the gun,” he said.




So we worked on—John and I still worrying at that buckled plating with our inadequate tools, the women, after they had finished cutting the canvas, cranking the fan of the forge and generally assisting. And yet Curley Green raised no objections when we paused to watch him at work. Under his hammers—Mary was holding the tongs—that white-hot strip of steel took shape, took wicked, lethal shape, and became a sword before our eyes.




Chapter 23




□ The next few days were busy indeed.




When we weren’t cutting that far too tough plating into strips we were making more charcoal, and when the women weren’t helping Green at his forge they were sewing canvas. (They had picked up the art quickly after a couple of lessons from me.) The worst of it all was that Sally and I had so little time to ourselves. But Green was cunning—now that he was having to work himself, now that his gun hand was, most of the time, grasping the handle of a hammer rather than the butt of a pistol, he made sure that Sally and Mary were kept close to him so that, in the event of a mutiny staged by John or myself, the women would be the first to be injured. And a fourteen pound hammer can be as lethal as a point forty five slug.




We did, of course, meet at night, but uneasily, guiltily almost. After his first bout with the whisky bottle Green was abstemious and, also, was a light sleeper. He was liable to emerge from his shed at ail sorts of odd times. Once he did so just after I had returned from Sally’s hut. I saw his gross form in my doorway, silhouetted against the starry sky. “So yer here,” he mumbled. “I thought …”




I grunted, feigning an awakening from deep sleep. “Wassat?”




“Never mind, yer stupid bastard,” he growled, and was gone.




After a second or so I tiptoed to the door, suddenly afraid that he might have decided to visit Sally. But in the dim light I could just see him, saw that he was picking his way to the cliff edge, to the head of the path.




What was going on?




Would this be our chance to dispose of Green?




I couldn’t be sure if he had gone down the path or not, decided that it was worth taking a risk to find out. I didn’t think that he would be able to see me easily; my sun darkened skin would merge with the shadowy backdrop of the bush, whereas he had the sky as his background.




I left my’ hut, walked slowly and carefully over the stony ground. When I got to the cliff edge he was almost down the path. I stayed at the top, saw him moving over the pale sand to where a line of green luminescence marked the edge of the sea. I heard him calling softly, “Moby Dick! Moby Dick!”




What broke surface a few yards offshore was not a white whale. It was a porpoise. I heard the thick, unhuman voice say, “Man Gurley?”




“Yes. It’s Curley.”




The brute’s voice was familiar. I wouldn’t be sure, but I thought that it was the one with whom I had first talked when I went down to the beach for food.




“The work. How does it go?”




“Well. Very well.”




“Soon we shall start our war. Noah must hi killi ,1 “




“Yes. He’s too soft.”




“And the first arming?”




“Three days,” said Curley. “Three days from now. But I shall let you know.”




“It is well,” said Moby Dick.




“I bleedin’ well hope so,” said Curley Green.




“I do not understand.”




“It doesn’t matter,” Curley told him. Then—”You’ve got the whales organised?”




“Yes. They are stupid, but we need their strength. And they are … What is the word?”




“Expendable.”




“I must remember that.” Moby Dick repeated it two or three times. It came out as “eggsbendable”, but no matter.




And you’re expendable too, Curley, I thought. If I can find a convenient rock …




But finding a convenient rock isn’t all that easy in the dark—and neither, I reflected, is taking aim with one once it has been found. A pistol, with its seven rounds in the magazine, is a much handier weapon. Of course, I could waken the others—but, groggy and dazed with sleep, it would be some few minutes before they’d be of any use. Furthermore (I was thinking far too much, and thought it ever the inhibitor of action) some sort of civil war among the sea beasts might well be to our advantage. Divide et impera and all the rest of it.




Green was coming up the path now and I made my decision. I would spring on him when he reached the top, throwing him off balance. He might or might not survive the fall—but if he did it would be easy enough to disarm him. As for the civil war, divide et impera business  Icould get myself in good with Noah by telling him what I had overheard.




And then I heard Sally scream, heard her call, “Peter! Peter!”




Blast the wench!




Below me, half way up the path, Green froze. I thought that I saw the faint gleam of metal in his right hand.




“Peter!”




I ran to her hut. I saw her pale form in the corner, crouched, huddled, in an exaggerated September Morn posture.




“What’s wrong?” I shouted.




“Something big. With legs. It ran over me …”




A moving yellow radiance threw long, wavering shadows into the room. Sally screamed again, caught up the sheet from the mattress, wrapped it around herself. Curley Green stood in the doorway, panting slightly, the boat lantern swinging in his left hand.




“What’s all the shoutin’ about?” he asked, genially enough. “Of course, if yer want a man …”




Sally recovered her icy composure. “No thank you. But something crawled over me, awoke me …”




“A rat?” h’e asked.




“No. It wasn’t a rat. It was … worse …”




Green shifted his posture, throwing the light of the lantern into a hitherto dark corner. There was something there, something big, with too many legs, like a huge spider. It started to scuttle into the shadows. Casually, the engineer half lifted his right hand. In the confined space the report of the gun was deafening. The spidery thing spattered.




Green backed away from the doorway, holding the lantern high so that it illumined the dark, naked forms of John and Mary as they emerged from their hut. He said, with an obscene smirk, “Lady Clara Vere-de-Vere has crabs. Land crabs. If you boongs know anything about catching an’ cookin’ the bastards, I could do with a nice dish o’ crab …” He gestured with the pistol. “I made too much mess o’ that one in there …”




“Thank you,” said Sally coldly.




“An’ now,” he said, “I’m tired. Gettin’ woke up in the middle o’ the night with all this yellin’ an’ screamin’…”




He gestured with his right hand. John and Mary, not too reluctantly, retired to their hut. Sally, after a pause, returned to hers, coming outside again, after a few seconds, with the shattered remains of the crab on a sheet of cardboard. She started to say something to me, but Green growled at her, “Get yer muckin’ beauty sleep. If yer want somebody ter talk to in bed, yer know where I live.”




“Goodnight, Peter,” she said.




“Goodnight, Sally,” I said.




“An’ don’t ferget that I want me muckin’ sleep,” said Green.




Chapter 24




□ And then—we worked.




Hard, unremitting labour, from sunup to sundown, was the order of the next few days. Curley Green knew, now, just what he could do with the available materials and was determined to waste no time. He drove us hard, but he drove himself harder. He was artisan, foreman and warder. He could never afford to relax his vigilance for a second; he knew, as well as we did, that the tools that we were using—even the sail needles with which the women were sewing the canvas harnesses—could be



 


weapons, as dangerous at close quarters as the automatic pistol.




For myself, I wasn’t so much concerned with the chances of jumping Green as with the difficulty of warning Noah of the plot against him. On the occasions that I could get down to the beach he was not there. I worked it out that the other porpoise, the one whom Curley had addressed as Moby Dick, was his second in command—and Moby Dick, these days, was always in charge of the food bringing parties and of the continual patrol around the island.




But the way that things were going—or had gone— was sickening.




Mind you, I did not place much credence in the late Bible Bill’s ideas, his give-the-ants-a-chance philosophy. I did not believe that Man, for all his nuclear knowhow, was about to wipe himself off the face of the Earth. We were living through dangerous times—but that was nothing new in the history of homo sapiens. And I did believe that it might be possible for ourselves, as a race, to live in symbiosis with the intelligent porpoises and had thought that they, for all their apparent ruthless-ness, might exhibit more decency than we, as a people, have ever done.




But now, already, they were tracing out the old, familiar pattern—palace revolutions, military coups and all the rest of it. Noah, as I understood it, wanted to use his armies and weapons only against the real enemies of his people, the killer whales, the giant squids and the like—but Moby Dick, if he gained control, would embark with Curley Green on a career of piracy.




And as far as we humans were concerned, Moby Dick and Curley Green had the whip hand. The porpoise controlled our food supply, the man held the only firearm. John and myself did manage to do a little exploring on the occasions that we collected more fuel for the charcoal burning, but the island had little to offer. There were a few straggly bananas—enough to make an occasional supplement to our diet, but no more. There were the land crabs—but apart from them there seemed to be no land animals. There were the birds—and I supposed that we could, if pressed, devise some means of trapping them. But John and Mary were almost as much the products of an urban civilisation as Sally and myself. With purloined knives and boat axes we might be able to hack our way through the bush—but to what? Curley Green would be a fool (and he was no fool) if he gave chase; all that he would have to do would be to sit tight on the food supplies, gun in hand, until starvation drove us back, our tails between our legs.




The only being who could possibly help us was Noah. Surely he would be grateful when we told him of the plot, against him. Surely it would be possible to make some sort of treaty with him. (One night Sally and I worked out in detail such a treaty—the porpoises, in exchange for weapons, would maintain a continuous and efficient shark patrol off the Australian beaches …) But Noah was not available. He was away on some business of his own—the organisation of yet other tribes of mutants, perhaps, or the search for more wrecks with their supplies of useful material, or something too wildly alien for us to envisage … But this last, we decided, was fantasy. The machinations of Moby Dick had shown us that the cetaceans were all too human.




So we worked, and worked, driven by the hateful Green. Strip after strip was hacked and battered off the plating of the submarine, strip after strip was beaten by the engineer into a slim, rapier-like blade. The smoke from the charcoal burning hung heavily over the encampment, mingling with the dirty steam from the tempering of the swords. And each day, at about noon, Green would go down to the beach to talk with his porpoise confederate, taking one of the women with him as hostage but making sure that she kept her distance, out of earshot, during the conversation. Sally reported, after one such session, that by straining her ears she had been able to hear Moby Dick ask, “… be ready when he returns?” and Green reply, “Yes.”




There was one good result, but only one, of all the tiring activity. Curley Green slept well, secure behind his padlocked and barricaded door, so that I was able to visit Sally, as soon as I heard his snoring start, without fear of discovery. I was able to get down to the beach, too. I tried it once—by myself, luckily.




The night was dark, the last of the moon not yet risen, a thin overcast veiling the stars. A wavering line of green luminescence marked the edge of the sea, and phosphorescent streaks offshore indicated that the patrol was on duty. I stood with the water just lapping my feet and whistled softly.




“Dash dot, dash dash dash, dot dash, dot dot dot dot.”




“Noah.”




Something large broke surface in a spatter of cold fire.




“Man, what do you want?”




The voice held the peculiar rasp that I had identified with Moby Dick.




“Nothing,” I said.




“You will find it here,” came the reply.




A humorist, I thought. Put you in a tank on the stage of the Tivoli, and you’ll pack ‘em in the aisles …




“Man, this no place for you.”




I didn’t bother to reply, just climbed back up the path, back to my hut.




The next day, after his conference with Moby Dick, Curley Green tackled me.




“What the hell were you doin’ down on the beach last night, Petey boy?”




“I felt like a swim. I couldn’t sleep.”




“You weren’t thinkin’ of muckin’ well escapin’, were yer?”




“Of course I was,” I said. “I should be able to swim from here to Apia easily enough.”




“A muckin’ humorist,” he snarled. “Put you on the stage of the muckin’ Tiv, an’ you’ll pack ‘em in the aisles. But just keep off the beach in future, see? An’ get crackin’ on makin’ some more muckin’ charcoal.”




And then, on noon of the day that Noah was supposed to be returning, there were twelve of the swords ready. All of us could not help but admire the skill and the thought that had gone into their manufacture. Each one was six feet in length, and each one, instead of a hilt, had a gently curved plate on top. of which it was mounted, like an extended spine. And this part of the blade had rings worked into it, as did the edges of the curved plate. It was obvious that the straps of the harness were to pass through these rings, and that the plate was designed to fit smoothly on top of the wearer’s head. As for the fastenings of the harness—that case of heavy dog collars had been useful. Each leather strap had been cut in two, and the halves had been sewn to the canvas straps, so that each harness could be buckled on securely.




So the porpoises, I thought, were even more dependent upon us than I had at first thought. Human beings had made the weapons, and human beings would have to buckle them on to the wearers. Risky, I thought, for the porpoises …




But it had been risky, too, for the armoured knights of old, who had been utterly dependent upon their dressers and upon the serfs who had to hoist them up on to the backs of their horses with a crane—but it had been the longbowmen who had put paid to their account, not the menials, many of whom must have hated their guts.




And we were menials.




Chapter 25




□ It was late afternoon when he returned, driving in from the far horizon, attended by the disciplined squadrons of his own guard. Like a reef far out to sea they seemed, a line of breakers, but a strangely straight and regular line, like a line of breakers that was sweeping shoreward at a rate of knots. And just offshore there was more activity, and a great snorting and whistling from Moby Dick who, leaping and plunging, marshalled his own forces into a semblance of order, who ranged them into two flanking bodies between which Noah must pass.




We were all of us down on the beach to watch—Green, with his pistol drawn and ready, Sally and Mary, each carrying a bundle of the assembled swords and harnesses, John and I, empty handed, standing, at Green’s orders, well away from the women so that we should not be tempted to snatch weapons and attack him.




Into the shallows swam the great porpoise, his retinue bringing up the rear. When it seemed that he must surely ground he stopped, floating there with his big head well clear of the water.




“Gurley!” he called. “Gurley!”




“I am here,” replied Curley Green.




I started to whistle then, softly, trying to incorporate the Morse symbols into some sort of tune. The Surrey With The Fringe On Top from Oklahoma it was; the rather staccato melody was suitable for the purpose. But I did not get far.




“Shut up, you!” snarled Green. “You aren’t a muckin’ canary.”




But I tried again, and got tangled up, so that the result was neither recognisable Morse nor a recognisable melody. Noah, I saw, was looking at me, and it seemed to me that there was curiosity in the little eyes. I would have continued, but I did not doubt that Green would use his pistol if pushed, as much for its effect on the cetacea as upon myself. (But the effects upon myself would be more than merely psychological.)




“Drop the swords,” ordered Green. The women did so. “Now stand well back,” he snapped.




Carefully, keeping us covered all the time, he went to the nearest pile of weapons. From it he selected one that was more ornate than the others. A design had been hammered into the headplate and the straps of the harness had been coated with scarlet paint. It was more than a weapon. It was a badge of rank, of kingship.




Green, watching us all warily, called to Mary. He handed her the sword, point first. Had she attempted to snatch it and use it (but she was a docile creature) he could have run her through. Leaving her holding it, he backed away from her, said to her and Sally, “You two! Inter the water, an’ get his fish-faced highness inter this lot!”




They obeyed him, wading out to where the porpoise was waiting. He submitted to their ministrations with a good grace, rolling over when required, twisting his big, scarred body to make their work easier. The sight should have been shocking—the two women there in the water, body servants to a member of a once inferior race—but somehow it was not. There was a natural dignity about Noah, a quality of leadership that was evident in spite of his form. Surely, I was thinking, it will be possible for our two peoples to live in mutually advantageous harmony …




They adjusted the last strap and buckle, stepped back.




Cautiously, adjusting to the shift of his centre of grav




ity, trying to get the feel of the blade, Noah turned until he was facing out to seaward, started to swim away from us, slowly at first and then building up to his normal speed. He turned again, then leapt high into the air, the blade flashing in the sunlight, the scarlet harness a brave splash of colour against the sea. Like a fantastic sea-war- horse he came charging in to the beach, pulled up short in the shallow water, the blade uplifted like a lance.




“Good,” he said thickly. “It is good.”




“Of course it’s muckin’ good,” said Green modesdy. “Next, please.”




The next was Moby Dick. He was given the only other painted harness; the straps of this one were picked out in white enamel. He was not as patient during his fitting as Noah had been. But was it impatience? I did not like the way that he was nuzzling Sally’s thigh. And neither did she. Her face at first expressed irritation—and then there were the beginnings of fear.




“Green,” I protested, “can’t you see what he’s doing?”




“Time somebody had some fun with that frozen bitch,” he grunted. But he said harshly, “Lay off it, Moby Dick! Otherwise we never get this muckin’ job finished!”




One by one the porpoises were armed—twelve of them, counting the two leaders. I cannot say with any certainty how the remaining ten were selected; it seemed to me that some of them were from the guard escorting Noah and some of them from Moby Dick’s patrol. But, I thought, in any case Moby Dick was doing the selecting. I did not know what was about to happen, but I could guess. Again it seemed imperative that I give Noah some sort of warning, but he was far offshore now, and the other armed porpoises were between him and the beach.




Curley Green was surveying the outcome of his handiwork with pride. “Like cavalry …” he muttered, half to himself, watching the bravely flashing swords. “Like …Like …” He grinned as inspiration came to him. “Like the bleedin’ horse marines!”




Moby Dick, his white harness distinctive, was cruising just off the beach. He turned to face Green, lifting his head well clear of the water. “Now?” he demanded. “Now, Gurley?”




“Yes, now! Go fer yer bleedin’ life, yer fish-faced bastard!”




Moby Dick whistled loudly. Like a bugle call, it was. Three of his adherents fell in on either side of him, the remaining four swam in his wake as he sped out to where Noah was still leaping, plunging and turning, still working out for himself the limits that his armament had placed upon his maneuverability.




Noah sensed the danger, turned to face it. And he whistled, and a few—but only a few—of the unarmed porpoises ranged themselves around their leader, and of that few, fully half deserted in the face of the onrush-ing blades. Those who did not desert stood firm—and then the swords were into them. We heard them scream, ;aw the red stain that suddenly spread on the sea, saw the sword bearers leap and wheel, their blades held high. It may have been the ruddy light of the setting sun that made them seem that colour—surely the blood would have been washed off them at the moment of withdrawal. Not that it mattered. They were bloodied again—and then the last of Noah’s supporters took flight.




And there were Noah and Moby Dick, fighting it out between themselves in the wide circle kept clear by Moby Dick’s guards. For a long time—it seemed—they circled each other warily, dorsal fins barely breaking the surface, only an occasional gleam of brightly painted harness and metal identifying them to those of us watching from the beach. There was the occasional feint but, so far, neither thrust nor parry. The swordfish uses his weapon instinctively. The porpoises, like men, had to learn how to use theirs. The initial slaughter—steel blades skewering unarmed opponents—had been easy enough; this first meeting of equally armed adversaries was different.




“What are yer waitin’ for?” Curley Green was muttering. “What are yer scared about? Go on, yer stupid bastard, finish him!”




And that, I thought, won’t be so easy. Noah is older, more experienced. He’s been in more fights. And when Moby Dick is finished I doubt if his pals will carry on the fight …




“Get a bleedin’ move on, Moby Dick!” Green shouted. “Don’t let him bluff yer!”




And as his words broke the silence there was a sudden clamour from the sea people, an outburst of snorting and whistling, a few snatches of Morse, a few almost unintelligible words.




And then it was quiet again, save for the sighing of the almost calm sea along the shoreline, save for that other sighing that was the breathing of the sea beasts.




I looked out and saw the flash of scarlet harness. Noah was closing in. I saw the flash of white trappings as Moby Dick wheeled to face him, swinging his unar-moured flank out of the way of the probing blade. I saw the gleam of steel as Noah thrust, as Moby Dick parried.




And I heard Noah scream as the other’s blade went home.




He leapt high out of the water, the wound in his side streaming blood. But it was not that deep gash that held the attention, it was the oddly naked appearance of his head. Momentarily I was puzzled, then saw that although the helmet-like plate was still in place, although the scarlet harness was secure, the blade itself was missing.




Curley Green was chuckling. “I bet that gave the fish-faced old bastard a shock,” he grunted.




Again Noah propelled himself clear of the surface




scant inches, it seemed, above the tip of Moby Dick’s blade. This time he fell squarely a-top his enemy with what must have been stunning impact. With what should have been stunning impact … For the white harnessed Moby Dick was still fully mobile, was wheeling smartly to bring his blade to bear once more. And the other armed porpoises were closing in, and there was no doubt as to with whom their allegiance lay.




Noah whistled—a surprisingly soft sound, a forlorn sound. There were bugles in it—bugles calling Retreat. He broke through the circle of his enemies—but perhaps they made way for him, perhaps only Moby Dick would take up arms against the leader—and swam out to sea. In spite of his wound he was making good speed; without the blade to hamper him, better speed than his armed pursuers.




He might survive; he probably would survive, but alone, without followers. And without followers he would find it impossible to repeat his past performance, his past near miracle of organisation, the sinking of ships ind the conscription of human hands to work for the (landless sea people, the setting up of an armaments factory.




But there were followers—a scant twenty or so …




Followers—or pursuers?




Followers—for Moby Dick’s armed guard attacked them viciously, killing two of them, possibly three.




And then the survivors, unhampered by the weight and awkwardness of sword and harness, had vanished seawards in the wake of the deposed leader.




Chapter 26




□ We had eaten our evening meal and were sitting glumly around the fire when Curley Green came out of his hut. He had been drinking. He was falsely jovial and the reek of whisky was on his breath.




He stood there, looking at us, swaying slightly. The light of his boat lantern was at his back, but the flickering firelight played on the rather stupid grin on his bearded face. There was something gleaming in his right hand. I thought at first that it was the pistol, but it was not. It was a bottle.




He said, “I suppose that yer’ve worked reasonably well, all things considered. I can be generous, when I feel like it. An’ I feel like it. I’ve shown tho§e fish-faced bastards what I can do, an’ I’ve got that Moby Dick eatin’ outa my muckin’ hand. As for that stupid old mucker Noah …”-He spat. “He was out ter get me, after what I did to his psalm-singin’ pal. So I got him first—me an’ Moby Dick. Though at one time he had me worried. That blade shouda broken while he was cavortin’ around out there. Anyhow—now we get some real co-operation. An’ tonight—just fer ternight, mind yer—work is the curse of the drinkin’ classes. So we drink …”




Maintaining his balance with a certain amount of difficulty he put the whisky bottle carefully on the ground, backed away from it. I saw, then, that he had two more bottles with him—one in each pocket of his shorts.




He said, “There’s yer ration—one bottle atween four o’ yer. An’ that’s all yer gettin’. An’ you needn’t think o’ gettin’ more from the shed after I’m gone, ‘cause I’m lockin’ up, see?”




He suited the action to the words.




“Say somethin’,” he cried then. “Are you all muckin’ well dumb? Weren’t yer brought up ter say ‘thank you’?”




“Thank you,” I said.




“That’s the spirit, Petey boy. Always the little gent. An’ what about you, Lady Clara Vere de Vere?”




“Thank you,” she said coldly.




“I haven’t heard from the boongs yet,” he complained.




“We were taught,” said Mary, “to avoid the Demon Rum.”




“This ain’t rum. It’s whisky. Scotch at that. So you aren’t havin’ any?”




“No,” she said firmly, the contempt almost invariably felt by the wowser for the drunk in her voice.




For a long second Green looked sullen, and I saw that the gun was again in his hand. Then his face cleared. He announced, “I have ter take one o’ you two bitches down ter the beach with me just in case you others get any bright ideas—and it might as well be you. I’m havin’ a few drinks with me muckin’ friends—see?—an’ if yer off the bleedin’ turps it means all the more for those who like it …” He gestured with the pistol. “Up!”




She got up slowly.




“Shake the lead outa yer pants. Get goin’. Down the




path.”




“Drinking with your friends?” I asked, frankly curious.




“Sure. Why not? Plenty o’ animals do drink, an’ like it. An’ since these animals is well on the way to bein’ civilised, I’m bringin’ ‘em one o’ the main blessings o’ civilisation.” He leered cunningly. “An’ they’ll know what ter look for in the wrecks now.”




I couldn’t help seeing the funny side of it. “If they




acquire the taste,” I told him, “they’ll drink it all before bringing any to you.”




“Be yer muckin’ age, Petey boy,” he laughed, after a dubious, thoughtful pause. “They must have me ter open the bottles for ‘em …” He picked up the lantern, which he had brought out of the shed before he locked it. “An’ that’s the way of it. You have your party, I’ll have mine.”




We watched the yellow light bobbing along the path to the cliff top, reflected from Mary’s white bedsheet-cum-sari, throwing Green’s stocky form into silhouette. We watched the light and the two figures vanish over the cliff edge.




“He might fall and break his neck,” I said.




“There’s a Providence,” she said, “that looks after drunken men, &c. &c. And why didn’t you make this Providence work really hard for its living, Peter? Why didn’t you attack him while he was drunk? I seem to remember that you were airing that idea some time ago.”




“He’s not drunk enough,” I said. “Or he is drunk enough—drunk enough to have lost any inhibitions about using the gun …”




“It’s Mary that I’m worried about,” she said.




“She is sober,” said Mary’s husband. “He is drunk. She is safe. Besides …”




I realised that he was eying the whisky bottle thirstily.




“And what are your views on the Demon Rum, John?” I asked gently.




He grinned, his teeth startlingly white in his dark, bearded face. He said, “They are the same as Mary’s— when Mary is around.”




“I don’t suppose that a drink will kill us,” said Sally.




“I don’t suppose that a small one will,” I said, reaching for the bottle, using my thumbnail to break the metal foil around the screw cap. While I was so doing, Sally found three of the scoured food cans that we were using




for drinking mugs, a fourth one used to dip water from the bucket.




It occurred to me that we should be feeling some concern for the safety of Mary—but John, her husband, was obviously unconcerned, was concerned more with his chances of snatching a few drinks before her return. Too, I recalled earlier conversations on the subject of Curley Green and sex, and how it had been pointed out that a man making love to a woman is so very vulnerable, how we had come to the conclusion that Curley Green could never let himself be caught with his pants down.




I unscrewed the top of the bottle. Sally passed me the makeshift mugs. By the unsteady firelight it was hard to judge the amount of a decent tot; if anything I erred on the side of generosity. Sally and I topped our drinks up with water. The Samoan preferred to take his straight.




I looked at Sally over the rim of my drinking can, she looked at me over the rim of hers. I said, “I’ve been looking forward to the time when we could have a drink together. I never thought that it would be on this blasted island.”




She said, “We had drinks together aboard the poor little Sue Darling …”




I said, “But it wasn’t the same …”




She said, “But we weren’t the same …”




John was making impatient noises. He succeeded in catching Sally’s eye, said firmly, “Down the hatch.”




“Down the hatch,” we repeated.




It was excellent whisky, and it was criminal to treat it the way that we treated the first tot. (It was criminal, anyhow, to drink it from battered tins.) But we had been abstemious for a long time, for too long a time, and the first mug was taken more for effect than flavour.




“Here’s mud in your eye,” toasted Sally, when the mugs had been recharged.




“And in yourn,” I replied.




John eyed us rather resentfully as we sipped genteelly and then, remembering his party manners, followed suit. All of us were suddenly silent. The others were doubtless recalling, as I was recalling, other drinks in other places, at other times. From the beach drifted up a raucous voice raised in song. After a little while it was not a single voice, it was a chorus. The porpoises, I decided, were more tuneful (or less tuneless) than their mentor.




“Caviar comes from the virgin sturgeon, The virgin sturgeon’s a very fine fish. The virgin sturgeon needs no urgin’— That’s why caviar is my dish …”




“I wonder what he’s doing …” murmured Sally. And then, with a note of concern in her voice, “Don’t forget that he has Mary with him.”




“She can look after herself,” said Mary’s husband, slurring his words a little. He upended his empty mug, looked at it and then at me suggestively.




“I’ll go and see,” I told Sally. “If he spots me peering over the cliff edge he’s liable to sling a forty five slug at me, but I doubt that his night vision’s all that good …”




And neither was mine, I realised, as I made my cautious way to the head of the path. The drinks had taken effect, too much effect. But I got there without major mishap, subsided so that I lay comfortably prone and peered over the cliff edge. The lantern was on the beach, a foot or so above the waterline, and Mary was standing by it. Out in the water was Curley Green, a dimly seen figure but thrown into silhouette now and again by the phosphorescent spray flung up by the plunging porpoises. They were all around him, playing about him like huge dogs playing about their master. A trick of light show me me something gleaming in his hand, the bottle, showed me the white-harnessed brute into whose open mouth’ it was being upended. And Curley Green, I reflected, would be lucky if he escaped being spitted by one of the blades of his own manufacture, wading out in the near-darkness among a mob of drunken, armed porpoises …




I returned to the others.




“What the hell’s going on down there?” demanded Sally.




“He’s getting plastered,” I said. “With his cobbers.”




“And Mary?” she asked, a faint concern in her voice.




“Yesh, Mary,” said John. “Ish she getting plashtered too?”




“No,” I told him.




“Pity,” he said.




“There’s a fair chance,” I said to Sally, “that something unpleasant is going to happen to friend Curley. He’s out there in the water, with those drunken brutes cavorting all round him. And it’s the ones with the swords who seem to have been getting most of the whisky …”




“But if anything does happen to him,” she said regretfully, “where does that get us? If Noah were still in charge we could come to some sort of an understanding with him. But this Moby Dick …”




“A treacherous bastard,” I agreed. “But, damn it all, are we going to let ourselves be outmaneuvered by … by …” I remembered the term of abuse that Curley Green had once used. “By a hunk of peripatetic cats’ fodder?”




“For all we know,” said Sally cheerfully, “Moby Dick may be a military genius of such calibre as to make Napoleon seem like a little boy playing with lead soldiers.”




“Balls,” I said. “Don’t forget that Napoleon had cannon




at his disposal—that’s how he made his name, by the first really intelligent use of artillery. All that Moby Dick has is such weapons as we can make him.”




“He can press the whales into service,” she said. “As well we know. What if he can conscript the giant squids and the electric rays and eels?”




“What an imagination,” I said admiringly. “Are you sure that you’re sober?




“Very unsure,” she admitted. “But this drink is doing us good, Peter. It’s good to be able to feel really relaxed at last, to talk the way we used to talk at a party back home, playing around with all sorts of wild ideas …”




I recharged the mugs.




John, as he took his, was singing softly:




“Our drink is water pure, water pure, water pure, Our drink is water pure— From the crystal stream …”




Like hell it is, I thought sardonically.




And then I heard Mary scream.




Chapter 27




□ Shocked, I scrambled hastily and clumsily to my feet, realising—too late—that the drinks that I had taken had destroyed my muscular coordination. With the others, I tried to run to the cliff edge. I was in the lead at first, but not for long. Even in a state of strict sobriety it would have been impossible to run over that rock-strewn course in almost pitch darkness, with the flickering firelight a hindrance rather than a help. I tripped



 


and fell heavily and lay there groaning, conscious only of the pain in my toes and my skinned knees and my ribs.




“Peter!” Sally was calling urgently. “Peter!”




Her sharp voice penetrated the painful fog that obscured my mind, jerked me back to a sense of urgency and responsibility. And her hands were on my shoulders, under my arms as she helped me up.




We made what speed we could to the path, staggering over the rough ground. On our way we found John. He, too, had fallen heavily and was just recovering. Roughly rather than gently we got him up, dragged him along with us. And as we covered the last few yards I was starting to wonder why Mary had not screamed again.




We paused at the cliff edge, looked down. In the light of the boat lantern we could see what was happening— at the sight John cried out dreadfully, screamed—but it was the scream of a jungle predator rather than of some timid, frightened animal. Curley Green and Mary were struggling by the water’s edge. He had stripped her garment from her, and his own dark, shaggy nakedness was shockingly obscene against the luminous ivory of her skin. He was trying to hold her down on the sand, trying to force her legs open, and she was fighting back with a desperate viciousness.




John screamed again, started down the path in suicidal leaps. Sally and I followed him, but more carefully. We shouldn’t be of any use to anybody if we arrived at the bottom with broken necks. And, down on the beach, Mary broke free from her assailant, tried to run for the cliff. But with amazing agility he bounced to his feet to head her off, clutching hands extended at the ends of his long, simian arms. She evaded him, spinning on her heel, ran for the water.




She splashed out—ankle deep, knee deep, thigh deep —the green phosphorescence playing about her like floodlit spray around a statue in a fountain. She stood there uncertainly, peering inland, while on the sand Curley Green, like a huge, evil spider, scuttled backwards and forwards on his hands and knees looking for his gun, while John, who had fallen the last few feet of the descent, crawled painfully towards him.




“They …” Sally was gasping. “They . . . They’re drunk, they’re dangerous …”




“Mary!” I shouted. “Mary, come in!”




I saw her turn to look at us, saw her raise an arm in acknowledgment. And I saw, too, the dark shapes that were already cruising about her, saw the lamplight reflected from long, gleaming blades, from white-painted harness. And I felt relief. Moby Dick, for all his faults, would not wish to see his labour force reduced.




Then Mary screamed again. She was down in a smother of luminous foam in which her pale limbs and body were almost invisible, against which the dark shapes of the porpoises showed in sharp silhouette. I find it hard to decide, now, how much we actually saw and how much was imagination—but it seemed that two of the brutes had hold of her arms and that two more had fastened their teeth upon her ankles, were holding her, spread-eagled, just below the surface. And above her, clearly recognisable by’his white harness, was Moby Dick.




And then the phosphorescent spray rose in a great smother in which only a dark, plunging shape was visible.




John was on his feet now and staggering to the water. Sally and I were down on the beach and were running after him. Green, oblivious to what was happening, was still searching for his precious pistol.




I found it when I stubbed my toe on it.




I stooped and scooped it up hastily, wasted a round by working the slide to make sure that it was cocked and that the action was not clogged. John was in the sea now, splashing out clumsily. Sally was following him. I caught her arm, pulled her back roughly, gasped, “You stay out of it!” When she protested I pushed her, hard, so that she fell back on to the sand.




John was yelling again as he plunged into the melee about his wife. One of the armed porpoises was coming for him, its head raised, the blade just clear of the water. The Samoan staggered, slipped to one side, and as the sword slid by him seized it, wrenched and twisted. Noah had not been the only one to be given a flawed weapon— but it must have been, in this case, accidental rather than intentional. But in any case, the blade snapped.




John, the broken sword in his hand, intent only on what was happening ahead of him, plunged on. On his right I saw two more of Moby Dick’s guards making for him, slicing through the water like torpedoes. I lifted the gun, fired. The recoil almost broke my wrist. But I fired again, forgetting all that I had ever been taught about pistol shooting—the proper stance, firing on the down-sweep and all the rest of it. Luckily my hand was against my body so that my belly muscles took the recoil.




And again I fired.




The two swordbearers were gone. I may have hit them, I may only have frightened them; I don’t know. But another of the brutes was driving in from John’s left. Him I did hit. I heard the muffled clang as the heavy slug crashed against the steel plate over his head, heard the whistling scream that burst from him before he vanished.




Then John was into that welter of broken water, stabbing furiously with the shortened sword. There was a dreadful screaming, human and unhuman. There was the smell of blood. There were the dark-gleaming compact bodies and the fragile human limbs, inextricably intermingled. There were the long blades flashing in the yellow light of the boat lantern.




The body of Mary was flung clear, fell with a splash not far from where I was standing. I thrust the pistol intothe waistband of my trunks, clutched at her with both hands before she sank. Her flesh, as I touched it, although still warm was lifeless. I saw, then, that there was a ragged stump where one hand should have been, that blood was still flowing from wounds on her lower body and from a deep gash in her throat.




Sickened, retching, I looked away from her, and was in time to see John seize Moby Dick by the tail. With superhuman strength—or with a madman’s strength—he lifted the huge brute clear of the water, staggered in a circle swinging the great body and let go. Foolishly, I drew the pistol and snapped a shot at the porpoise leader as he fell —and then, with deliberately calm desperation a more carefully aimed one as, with lightning recovery, he twisted and turned, came lunging in for the Samoan.




It hit him, of that I am sure.




I heard the chunk of the bullet as it struck, heard his surprised and outraged squeal. And heard the whine of the ricochet; he had been saved by the base-plate of his sword. I strove to maintain my self-imposed calm, took careful, steady aim.




And all that I heard when I pressed the trigger was a sharp click.




Bellowing hate and defiance, the fisherman was crouched in wrestler’s posture to meet his enemy. He had lost his blade. He may, for all I know, have wrestled in happier times. I read somewhere, once, that a wrestler can best any other fighter if he is allowed to come to grips.




But John was not allowed to come to grips—that six foot long rapier saw to that.




Then he was down, screaming, and the sea beasts, armed and unarmed, were all over him, slashing with their blades, tearing with their teeth. I realised that I was still holding the useless pistol, reversed it in my hand to make a club of it, started to wade out to the fight.
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I swung around the pistol upraised and ready for use when something tugged at my left arm.




It was Sally, her face white and shocked.




“Come back,” she was saying. “Come back. There’s nothing you can do …”




I tried to shake her off—then realised that the fight was over. John’s mutilated body was being thrown into the air, and each time that it fell the armed porpoises were lunging at it with their blades. A few feet away another bunch of them was worrying at something pale just below the surface.




They were ignoring us—but I felt that it would not be for long. They had killed, and had enjoyed it, and they had raped. And there was Sally with me, out in the water, exposed to their attack.




It was high time that we were out of it.




I gripped Sally’s shoulders, turned her round, gave her a push towards the beach where the lantern was still burning. I stumbled after her. I heard her whimper as the dark shapes slid into the path of yellow light, cutting us off from the beach. I pushed ahead of her, pointed the pistol threateningly. (Even if they could count they wouldn’t know how many shots were supposed to be in a magazine …) The bluff seemed to be working. They gave ground, but slowly, reluctantly. Soon they would find the courage to call my bluff.




Behind me, Sally screamed.




Around her surged the sea beasts, one of them waving, like a flag, the tattered garment that he had torn from her, others butting at her legs, trying to overset her. But there were too many of them and there was no concerted action, and I was able to get among them to strike out with the clubbed pistol, to drive them away, to gain a foot or so in our shoreward struggle before the swordbearers could take a hand.




But they had tired of their sport with the dead bodies






and now came driving in towards the beach—and behind them, out on the dark sea, I saw the line of phosphorescent breakers that was driving in too, that was driving in fast, faster, even, than our attackers.




And I heard the grunts and snorts and whistling screams, and a staccato, coded whistle that was calling my name, over and over.




Noah had returned.




Chapter 28




□ He had returned, with his allies from distant waters, and he had timed his attack well—he must have had spies among Moby Dick’s people—but not quite well enough. (I still like to think that our rescue was his main motivation.) He and his new army were unarmed, of course, but they had the advantages of surprise and sobriety. And, after all, only Moby Dick and nine of his supporters had swords.




The battle was short but vicious.




Sally and I retreated hastily to the beach, well away from the melee in the water, from charge and counter charge, out of reach of snapping jaws and flailing tails. We stood there in wonderment, watching, until we were made aware of a fresh danger, until a stone twice the size of my head thudded to the sand beside us. Green had made his way back up the cliff, and was making sure that we did not follow him. He had lost his gun and knew that now it was a case of kill or be killed.




And he wanted to be the killer.




I grabbed Sally and we ran for the shelter of the overhang of the cliff. Another stone crashed down and hit







the lamp. For a few seconds there was a bright flare before the thirsty sand sucked up the last of the blazing colza oil, then there was darkness. That smashing of the lantern must have been accidental. It hampered Green more than it did us.




We crouched there, under the overhang, hard by the foot of the path. If Green came down we should hear him before we saw him, would be able to grab his legs and bring him floundering to the sand, unable to use the knife or hammer or axe that he was sure to have picked up as a weapon. We tried to keep alert for the sound of his descent, but it was hard not to watch what was happening offshore.




With the lantern gone, no longer could we make out the scarlet harness of Noah, the white trappings of Moby Dick. All we could see was the welter of phosphorescent foam with the flurries of spray that marked the minor, individual fights on its outskirts. We could hear the grunts and whistles and, now and again, the screams of the mortally wounded.




And then there was the voice of Moby Dick: “Gurley, Gurley! Help me!”




“Help your muckin’ self!” came the answering shout from the cliff top.




The battle was almost over now. The great patch of luminescent water drifted out from the beach, to seawards, broke into a thousand particles of cold fire, into streaks of phosphorescence that scattered over the darkness. And there was Noah’s voice calling, “Beter! Beter!”




“Use Morse,” I whistled.




Inshore drifted the sharp, clear notes, the staccato rhythm of the code. “Boat. Take you away.”




“There!” said Sally, clutching my arm and pointing with her free hand. “There!”




I could see it then, the white shape that became more distinct as it slowly approached. Would there be men in the boat, rescuers? I strained my ears for the sound of a motor, for the creaking of oars in crutches. But the boat came in silently—silently, that is, save for the occasional snort and whistle of the porpoises around it. Right up to the beach it came, then grounded with a crunch of keel on sand.




“Run for it!” I snapped to Sally.




We tensed ourselves, sprang out from the shelter of the overhang. We sprinted across the sand. From the cliff top I heard Curley Green yell wordlessly, heard the thud of a heavy stone as it fell well clear of us. Then Sally was scrambling over the gunwales of the boat and I had my shoulder against the bows of it, was pushing and straining, trying to get it off the beach. Once Sally was aft, once her weight had got the stern down in the water, it came off easily enough—so easily that I lost my balance and fell face down into the sea. A heavy stone, flung with accuracy by Green, crashed against the planking where I would have been had I not fallen.




I scrambled up, splashed after the retreating boat, caught the gunwale and tried to hoist myself aboard. Sally got her hands under my arms, pulled. I tumbled inboard and together we sprawled on the bottom boards. We felt the boat lift and scend to the swell, heard the gurgle of water along the sides.




Helping each other, we got shakily to our feet, looked astern.




The island was no more than a blob of greater darkness against the darkness, a black, ragged silhouette against the stars relieved by one ruddy spark, the embers of our dying fire.




Chapter 29




□ Compared with the work dinghy of the Sue Darling, this boat was a luxury liner in miniature. It was a proper lifeboat, of course, which made all the difference. There were the usual tanks containing fresh water and food-stuffs, watertight containers with pyrotechnic signals and a first aid outfit, a suit of sails, and oars, buckets and bailers and all the rest of it. And it hadn’t been long adrift; the gear showed few signs of exposure to the weather and there was only a little water in the bottom.




But all this we discovered in daylight, when we were well clear of the island. But we never did discover where the boat was from. There were Japanese characters on stem and stern, on items of equipment. Was the boat from a trawler, a whaler or a small merchantman? We never found out. And Noah either could not or would not tell us; all that he would say was that the boat had been found by his people, drifting. But this, as I have said, was a matter for the daylight hours. For the remaining hours of darkness we lay huddled together on the bottom boards, the lugs’l that I had taken from its canvas cover a mattress of sorts, the jib a protection against the cold and the dew. And, in spite of all that had happened, in spite of the shocking deaths of John and Mary, still too vivid in our memories, we slept.




It was well after sunrise when we were awakened.




I realised sleepily that the boat was stopped, was rolling easily in the low swell. And, “Beter!” the thick voice of Noah came booming into my uneasy dreams. “Beter!”




Gently I disentangled myself from Sally, trying not to awaken her. But she did wake up, drowsily protesting. We got shakily to our feet, hampered by the stiff canvas of the jib, looked outboard. The boat was stopped. The porpoises who had borne it over the watery miles were basking lazily on the sea surface, too tired to play. And Noah was there, his scarlet harness brave in the morning light but with the steel headplate already badly rusted.




“Beter,” he said.




“Yes, Noah?”




“I … I saved you. I am sorry that I was not in time to save the others …”




I was somehow touched by the note of apology in his voice. “You did your best,” I said.




“I did my best, but it was not good enough. The one called Moby Dick escaped. And he still has followers. You must help me.”




“But I am no artisan,” I told him honestly. “I cannot make weapons for you, as Curley Green did.”




“You would not make weapons that break, leaving me defenseless before my enemies.”




“I could not make weapons. Period.”




“But there are many artisans among your people. And … soldiers. And warships. And weapons far better than these swords. Weapons that we cannot use. Your people can help us.”




“Why should they?” I asked bluntly.




“We will pay.” Noah was right alongside the boat now, his little eyes, deep in the creased skin, staring at me earnestly. “We will pay,” he said again. “But you must tell me how. There is so much that the Servant, the Teacher, never taught us. And there is so much that he did tell us that I am beginning to doubt. Tell me—were all his words true?”




I said, “I do not think so.”




“Will the world of the land people be destroyed by




fire? And are we, the sea people, the new elect, the new chosen people of Jehovah?”




“I do not think so,” I said again.




Noah was silent for a while, then said slowly, “If his words were not true, or even if they were true, it is better that we live together. It is better that we learn to live together. You, with your mastery of metals and fire, we, with our mastery of the sea. You can help us, and we can help you. It is simple.”




“Shark patrols,” Sally was whispering. “Salvage … Coastal survey …”




And already I, in my skimpy swimming trunks, my shaggy hair and beard, was beginning to envisage myself as an ambassador—the first ambassador from the human race to the sea people. Perhaps by the time that our boat was picked up or brought to land we should already have the details of a treaty thrashed out. After all, Sally and I had already played with the idea, had already, half seriously, discussed it. We were well aware of the advantages that could accrue from such a relationship. It was hard to see how anything but good could come of it. And (self interest dies hard) I was in on the ground floor.




And then, while I was still considering the implications of it all, Noah expressed concern for our welfare. He said suddenly, “I am sorry. You have not yet eaten. I shall order that fish be caught for you.”




“Thank you,” I told him, “but I think that there is food in this boat.” (We had yet to make a proper examination of the tanks but they appeared to be intact, their caps screwed hard home.) “If the voyage will not be too long, we can manage. How long will it be?”




“Four days,” promised the porpoise. “Four days. No more.”’




“Then we shall be all right—I think. Where are you taking us?”




“To a harbour,” he replied. “To a port. I do not know




its name. It is not large, but there are ships there, and people. And there you can make contact with your rulers . .




To my annoyance, Sally was seized with a fit of laughter.




“Shut up!” I snapped. Then, “What’s the big joke?”




“I’m sorry,” she gasped, “but I just can’t see Pig Iron Bob with the imagination to handle thisP’




“Big Iron Bob?” asked Noah.




“One of our rulers,” I said. “A man singularly lacking in imagination.” Then, to Sally, “Perhaps U.N. would be better.-“




She said, “I don’t think that we should pass it to U.N. I think that the treaty should be made between Australia only and Noah’s people. After all—let’s face it—we’re far from being a powerful nation, and an army of submarine allies might well mean the difference between survival and non-survival.”




“But this is of world importance,” I said. “This is no time for petty nationalism.”




“If we are to survive, it is just that,” she flared. “I’ve no desire to see Australia either overrun by Asiatics or declared the Fifty First State of the Union!”




“We treat with Noah,” I told her, “as human beings, not as Australians. In any case, I’m still English.”




“I thought as much,” she sneered. “You still think and behave like a typical Pom.”




“Yes, I am a Pommie and I see no reason to be ashamed of it. And England, I am sure, is far better qualified to handle negotiations than Australia.”




“I thought you wanted things handled on an international basis?”




“I do, but …”




“Then what the hell are you waving the Union Jack for?”




I started to laugh then. It was so utterly absurd, the




pair of us in the open boat, she naked and myself almost so, arguing world politics. So absurd—and so typical. Somebody once said that this Earth is no more than a huge spaceship in orbit around the Sun, a huge spaceship with a closed economy. All of us, regardless of race or sex or creed, are in the same boat—just as Sally and I were in the same boat. But at least we weren’t coming to blows; at least we could laugh. For she, after glaring at me for a couple of seconds, was laughing too.




And Noah, alongside the boat, was snorting anxiously. We peered over the side at him.




“You … You were fighting?” he asked anxiously.




“No,” I told him. “Just arguing. We have agreed that there will have to be a treaty between your people and ours, but there is still a certain lack of agreement as to the best way to go about it.”




He grunted dubiously. But he must have known already that the human race is quarrelsome; there had been the events on the island and, furthermore, his earlier talk of weapons indicated that he, or others of his kind, had witnessed naval actions—off Korea or Formosa? —as well as, in all probability, the use of harpoon guns against whales. I started to feel slightly ashamed of humanity—then told myself that Moby Dick’s treachery had demonstrated that already the porpoises were a long way from being simple, innocent, unspoiled children of Nature themselves.




It was all very complicated, but complications have a way of ironing themselves out in the end. I said as much to Noah, and then busied myself with the key to the food tank, unscrewing the cap. I felt the boat lurch and shudder as the sea beasts closed in around her once more, heard a snorted command and knew that we were under way again.




Neither of us was sorry. With every mile the hot bath, the cold drink, the good meal were that much closer.




Meanwhile, we broke our fast on tepid water, hard biscuits and malted milk tablets. But they were better than raw fish.




Chapter 30




□ It was on the morning of the second day that Curley Green caught up with us.




The previous night I had set watches—not because I feared pursuit but so that a continuous look-out could be maintained for passing ships. We had the means wherewith to make distress signals—the boat’s electric torch, the fireworks, the heliograph. It was not that we doubted Noah’s word, his stated intention to bring us to a place of safety. It was that the weather was deteriorating, and if the signs were to be believed the boat would be, at the best, extremely uncomfortable and, at the worst, dangerous. Noah agreed with me, but told me that his party was not large enough for him to be able to send out patrols to scout for passing vessels. During a rest period he told me much more. There were a large number of the mutant porpoises, some of whom had owed allegiance to Noah and some of whom, before and immediately after his coup, to Moby Dick. But, after the fight off the island, there had been defections from both sides. The majority now wanted to have nothing whatsoever to do with Man. Their attitude towards the two leaders was simple—”a plague on both your houses”. This I, had already suspected. When we had been brought from the wreck of Sue Darling there had been no stops en route; there must have been relays of swimmers to keep the boat under way continuously. This time, however, there had been frequent stops while the porpoises rested.




Well before dark the swell had started to rise, although there was as yet no wind. The sky had not been sufficiently overcast to obscure the sun, but overcast it had been, a thin, leaden layer of greasy cloud, merging at the horizon with the leaden, lumpy sea. And the air had been humid, stifling, the slightest effort resulting in heavy perspiration. During the night the overcast had become heavier, finally blotting out even the brightest stars. And the dawn had been ominously lurid, as though some great and dreadful conflagration raged just below the Eastern horizon.




And with the dawn I handed over the watch to Sally. I was dog-tired, and the sight of her slim, naked body standing on the thwart, balancing to the lift and scend of the boat, did nothing to or for me. I growled, “Keep a good hold on that mast!” and composed myself, not too uncomfortably, on the wadded sail on the bottom boards.




It seemed that I had been asleep for less than five seconds—it could not have been for more than an hour— when she shook me to reluctant wakefulness. “Peter, the fireworks!” she was babbling. “A ship! A ship!”




I reached for the watertight case, which was handy in the sternsheets, undipped the fastenings of the lid. I pulled out a Roman candle, a so-called “hand rocket”. It was the type with which I was familiar—a screw cap over the business end, a firing pin, spring loaded, at the other. With the thing ready for use in my hand I climbed to the thwart that Sally had vacated.




“Where away?” I demanded.




“Right astern!” she replied.




If she’s on an opposite course, I thought, I may be wasting the Roman candle … (It is only in wartime that the average watch officer keeps a really good look-out astern.)




And then, both craft lifted by swells simultaneously, I saw Sally’s “ship”.




She was close, and she was on the. same course as ourselves, and she was not a ship. She was only a boat, not




so large as our own. I could see just one figure standing up in her, but around her was the broken water indicative of a school of porpoises travelling at speed. And even though the man in the boat was still too distant for me to be able to make out his features, I knew who it was.




I hoped that he had not been able to lay his hands on another firearm.




I got down from the thwart.




“Why didn’t you fire the rocket?” asked Sally.




“Because there was no need to,” I said tiredly.




She looked at me in suddenly anxious puzzlement. “Why not?”




“That boat,” I said, “is following us. There is only one man in it …”




“Curley Green,” she stated rather than asked.




“Yes.” I went to the side of our boat, shouted, “Noah!”




The swimmers surrounding us stopped work; the boat was losing way even as the big porpoise surfaced alongside. “Don’t let them stop!” I yelled. “Tell them to keep going—as hard as they bloody well can!”




Noah grunted harshly and we started to make way through the water again, slowly at first and then gathering speed, although in the heavy swell it was hard going. And Noah asked, “Beter, what is wrong?”




“Curley Green,” I said. “And Moby Dick, and his gang …”




“Did you … Did you see the swords?”




“No,” I told him. “But I expect that they will still have them.”




“And how many?” he asked. “How many has Moby Dick with him?”




“I don’t know,” I replied. “But I thought that you had the advantage of numbers.”




“I did,” he said. “I did. But …”




Sally, back on the thwart, clinging to the mast, called down, “They’re gaining!”




I said to Noah, “Can’t you get a little more speed out of your people?”




He answered sullenly, “They are tired.”




And too tired to fight, I thought. And outnumbered. And unarmed. And eight or nine of Moby Dick’s crowd will have those blasted swords, and Curley will have some sort of weapon with him. Not that he’ll need it, once this boat is stove in or overturned …




A faint shout drifted over the water. “Petey boy, heave to! Heave to, an’ you an’ Lady Clara Vere de Vere won’t get hurt!”




“Don’t!” said Sally sharply. Her face was white and strained.




I said, “I stopped believing in Santa Claus a long time ago, my dear.”




“Petey boy!” came the shout—and was it a little louder already? “Heave to! Heave to!” Then, as he realised that the figure standing by the mast was female, “Don’t be afraid, ducky. We shan’t hurt yer!”




Noah was still swimming alongside. “What do you intend to do?” I asked him.




He grunted, “I am … responsible …”




Responsible or not, there wasn’t much that he could do against those swords, especially now that he no longer had the weight of numbers on his side. But Sally and I would be able to fight for ourselves—I hoped. There were the two boat axes. There was the boathook, and there were the oars; they would be clumsy, inefficient weapons, but better than nothing. Meanwhile, there was still the chance that Noah might be able to urge his swimmers to squeeze out that extra fraction of a knot—after all, they were not hampered by the swords as Moby Dick and some of his people were. (On the other hand, Curley Green was in a smaller, lighter boat.)




And then I heard a sound that shattered all my faint hopes. I thought at first that it was a sub-machine gun and grabbed Sally’s ankle, brought her tumbling down from her perch on top of me, her weight knocking me sprawling to the bottom boards. She cursed me viciously. But no bullets whistled overhead and, I realised, when I was able to get cautiously to my feet, no slugs were throwing up fountains of spray from the sullen water on either side of us. And yet I could see a cloud of blue smoke hanging in the air directly over Curley Green’s craft. Then the staccato explosions merged into a steady, throbbing roar and I knew that the engineer had got his motor started —and that Moby Dick was now able to throw all his forces at Noah and his exhausted followers.




I said to the old leader, “He’ll catch us now.”




Sally, now standing beside me, asked, “What do we do?”




“Fight!” I said.




I picked up the boathook, thrust it into her hands. She nodded, smiling grimly. I picked up an oar, almost overbalanced when the boat lurched heavily. Now that she was no longer making way through the water she was at the mercy of the swell. “Fight!” I had said. Fight? It would be a full time job merely for us to keep our balance.




Astern of us was the broken water, and in it the briefly glimpsed dorsal fins, the fluked tails, the sleek leaping and plunging bodies. And there were the blades —rusty now, but long and slim still, still deadly. I could afford no more than a glance then gave my attention to Green who, in his little boat, was coming up fast on our starboard beam.




It may have been his intention to ram, but at the last moment he thought better of it. He may have realised that the wrecking of both boats would do him no good whatsoever; it may have been the sight of us standing there, weapons in hand and obviously prepared to use them. The boathook had a long reach, the oar a longer one. He was not to know with what difficulty we were keeping our balance.




He stood there in the stern sheets of his boat, his left hand on the tiller, his right hand gripping a hammer. He put the helm over so that he surged past us at a distance of about twenty feet. He bawled, “Have some muckin’ sense, yer stupid bastards! Noah’s had it, an’ you’ll have it too if yer don’t play ball! Come back to the island, an’ everything’ll be all right!”




“Like hell we will!” I shouted.




“Don’t say I’m not givin’ yer a fair chance!” was his reply.




Sally and I turned carefully to face him while he circled the boat. And, as we turned, the fight between the porpoises came once more into my field of view, held my attention. Moby Dick didn’t seem to be getting everything his own way. Those swords, rusty now, were like the stings of the honey bee, weapons to be used once only. Once inserted they could not be withdrawn. And the swordbearers, their blades useless, their mobility destroyed by the bodies, still struggling, impaled upon those blades, were falling easy prey to Noah’s fighters.




“Face facts, Petey boy!” Green was yelling.




“I am facing ‘em,” I whispered to Sally. “Keep an eye on the bastard, will you?”




There was a dark, glistening stain spreading over the leaden water, purple rather than red in the sick, grey light. And from nowhere had come the birds, a fluttering, screaming tumult above the commotion in the sea, its individual members swooping to snatch gobbets of flesh from the outskirts of the disturbance. As the fight was lifted high on an oily swell I could see Noah’s scarlet harness, Moby Dick’s white trappings, Moby Dick’s blade. So he had seen, in time, what had happened to the others, had been too cunning to use his weapon.




And then, in the distance, I saw the black dorsal fins cutting the surface, driving towards us. Reinforcements —but whose?




Sally screamed and I tried to swing around hastily, dropping the oar when it almost threw me off balance. Green was nearly alongside. It was obvious what had happened—the girl had tried to jab him with the boathook and he had evaded the point, had grabbed hold of the shaft. And she had been too stubborn to let go.




Her body bridged the gap between the boats. Luckily Curley Green was having trouble in getting his engine out of neutral gear; he had only one hand to work with, his left. With his right he was trying to drag Sally into his own craft.




I caught her about the waist, threw myself backwards. My hands slipped on her sweaty skin and I fell heavily, bruising my back against the thwart. I scrambled up again, yelled to Sally, “Let go, you silly bitch!”




“I … I can’t …” she muttered.




And then I could see why she couldn’t. It was not only the haft of the boathook that Green was gripping; his big hand was also around her right wrist.




I snatched up one of the boat axes and then, standing unsteadily on the heaving bottom boards, took hasty aim and threw it. It-found its mark—but it was the handle that struck Green on the forehead, not the sharp of the blade. He cursed, let go abruptly. Sally’s head and shoulders disappeared into the water with a splash. She hung there precariously, only her legs inside the boat.




I grabbed her again—this time with a grip that must have been painful in the extreme. As I stooped I heard and felt something whistle over my head. I never discovered what the missile was—a hammer, possibly, or some other heavy or sharp tool. But it missed.




And as I struggled with the girl I saw the dorsal fin sweeping towards her. It was big, too big, and the sight of it filled me with unreasoning terror. My hands slid forward from the curve of her hips, got a purchase on her upper body just above the breasts. I felt and heard muscles and sinews crack as I heaved back and up. She came clear of the water suddenly—and where her head had been a split second before I saw the great jaws slam shut on emptiness, saw the huge, vicious teeth.




Sally could scream again now, and scream she did, while Curley Green and I stared at the most dangerous and vicious brute in the seas, the killer whale that was hanging hesitantly between our two boats, uncertain which one to attack first.




Chapter 31




□ And there were the other killer whales, the ones that had routed or destroyed Noah and Moby Dick and their forces. They were milling about in a roughly circular area strewn with ragged fragments of flesh, and above them the birds wheeled and screamed. They had eaten, but the orca kills for pleasure as much as for food. Soon they would slaughter us, for the sport of it.




In his boat Green was struggling with the controls of his motor. I could guess what was passing through his mind. He would not attack us now; with his allies gone we were two to his one. He could not afford to let us return to civilisation to tell the tale of his murders—but the killer whales would dispose of us, as they would dispose of him unless he got out, and fast.




But that piece of stubborn machinery was our only hope, too. The boats had drifted apart again, and the boathook was gone, and the presence of the killer whales would make suicide of the attempt to swim even the short distance—but we had the oars …




Rapidly I shipped a pair of-crutches, one on either side,




and then, somehow, got a pair of oars ready for use. I rowed in a manner that a seaman would consider wildly unorthodox, yet one that is used by boatmen on inland waters. I stood up, facing the bows, with the looms of the oars crossed in front of me. That way I could see where I was going, and I could see what Green was doing. That way I could drop the oars a second before contact and make a running jump from one boat to the other. And Sally, who was crouching behind me, the remaining axe in her hand, would follow suit.




Green did not look up. I think that there was more to it than fear, than the urge to flight, as soon and as far and as fast as possible. I think that he had become lost in the mechanical problem, that the desire to bring the recalcitrant machine to heel outweighed all else. Too—it had probably never occurred to him that we should use the oars.




Rowing the way that I was doing is easy enough on smooth water. In a heavy swell it is practically impossible. I don’t know how I was able to keep going as long as I did. But each time that Green’s boat was lifted into full sight it was just that few inches closer, and that was encouragement. I don’t know how I contrived to keep my balance, the contortions required would not have seemed out of place if performed by an apprentice slack wire walker. But I kept more or less upright somehow, and I worked the sweeps after a fashion, and as I brought the boat round to her new heading she was rolling less although pitching much more heavily. Not that it was pitching the way that one, safe and secure aboard a big ship, experiences it. It was like trying to row up the slope of a watery hill in the hope that the downhill toboggan would more than compensate for any distance lost.




Green looked up when there were only a couple of yards to go. His boat was wallowing in the trough and we were sliding down towards him. He cursed loudly, dropped whatever it was that he was handling, snatched up a hammer. He stood there crouched in his boat, prepared to receive boarders. His choice of weapons did not worry me. An oar would have a far longer reach.




And then the oar was snatched from my right hand and, at the same time, something struck the starboard side of the boat a violent blow, causing it to heel so that the sea slopped over the port gunwale. I fell heavily to port, and had it not been for Sally would have gone into the water. As we sprawled on the bottom boards I looked up and saw the great, dark shape hanging there in the green translucence, actually above us, the oar, already splintered, held in its vicious jaws as a bone is held by a dog. And there was intelligence, I swear, in the red gleaming eyes that stared down at us.




Again came the blow on the starboard side, but mistimed, catching us as we rolled to starboard, checking the dip of the starboard gunwale. But every timber complained and something parted with a sharp crack. More blows like this and the boat would be matchwood.




From a long way off, it seemed, came the noise of the restarting of Curley Green’s engine, then the steady thudding of it. It receded. It would soon be a long way off in actuality as well as in imagination.




Something was under our boat. Something was pushing her from below, trying to overset her. She would have gone, too, had it not been for the swell, which supplied a fortuitous righting lever.




I disentangled myself from Sally, got up on to my knees, clung to a thwart. All around were the great dorsal fins, more sinister than those of any shark. The shark (they say) is a timorous brute, the killer whale is not. All around us the huge, dreadful heads were breaking surface, the massive, vicious jaws yawning hungrily. And again there was the grinding shock from beneath and again the boat heeled dangerously.




Something hard rolled against my knee. It was the Roman candle that I had taken out of its box—how long ago?—to signal to the passing ship. I snatched it up, unscrewed the cap, readied the ring that, when pulled, would release the firing pin. I held it in my right hand, my left index finger hooked into the ring. I may have been wrong, but it seemed to me that the brute who had snatched my oar was the leader. After his first aggressive action he bad done nothing except cruise in the close vicinity of the boat, looking at us with … Anticipation? Perhaps I am giving the killer whales credit for an intelligence that they did not possess; after our past experiences this was easy enough to do.




But there were so many of them, too many of them, and there had to be one whom I could regard as The Enemy. And he deserved the label as well as any of them. He hung there, just outside our fragile shell of wood, insolent in his immunity, willing to wait until the two struggling morsels—ourselves—were tipped into his waiting jaws. And I still think that his ever open mouth was a deliberate gesture, one designed to strike fear into our hearts, one intended to give us a preview of the horrid death awaiting us.




I gave the ring a sharp tug, felt and heard the click as the firing pin drove home. A faint jet of flame flickered from the open end of the tube, a wisp of blue smoke. The thing hissed almost inaudibly and stank of burning cordite.




I held it steady against the slight recoil, the motion of the boat. Suddenly it jerked in my hand and the first of the blazing flares shot out, straight into the open mouth. The monster screamed hoarsely, leapt high into the air. As he crashed back to the surface the second flare was expelled and—I take no credit for a lucky shot—struck his right eye squarely and clung there. He went mad then, threshing in agony, throwing up great fountains of spray all around his writhing form. And our luck, at last, was in; his aimless struggles were carrying him away from the boat.




The last of the flares—the rest had been shot at other killer whales without scoring a hit—popped out of the burnt out firework. I threw the smouldering cylinder overboard, snatched a fresh one out of the case. I looked wildly around for a target, realised that all the killer whales had deserted us, were clustered around their leader. Their leader—or their next meal? I was amazed at how much distance there was between us and them, then realised that the wind had arisen, a cold wind that was already whipping spray from the wave crests. And the boat, in spite of the seas she had shipped, was riding high out of the water, was driving broadside before the wind.




And from the black sky came the rain, threshing the bare skin of our bodies, driving us below the gunwales for shelter, to huddle under the stiff canvas of the sails.




We should have to start baling soon, I told myself, or we should have to get the semi-rotary pump going. After minutes only the bottom of the boat was awash. I knew what would have to be done, but it was a long time before I was able to do it, before I could muster the will to crawl out from under the shelter, inadequate as it was, before I could drag myself away from the soft warmth of Sally’s body.




Chapter 32




□ There was so much to do if we were to stand a chance of survival—and somehow, when the shock had worn off, we did it. But this was better, we felt, than all our past fights. We were not threatened with the malignancy of Man or the viciousness of other intelligent beings. It was just Nature with whom we had to deal—Nature in a bad
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mood, perhaps, but predictable. As a seaman I knew what should be done and what could be done and, after a minute or so, found myself enjoying the impersonal fight.




First of all we baled, hampered by the items of gear that were floating unsecured in the boat, and worked the handle of the semi-rotary pump until our arms ached. With, the interior water level reduced I was able to see where things were. I broke out the sea anchor, and the oil bag, and found the gallon can of vegetable oil. I managed to saturate the oakum-filled oil bag without spilling too much of it and then made it fast inside the hooped cone of canvas. A huge sea crashed down on me as I was trying to get it over the bows, smashing me down into the boat, stunning me, so that I let go the line. Dimly, almost without interest, I watched the tail end of it vanishing over the gunwale. And then two slender arms flashed into my field of view and I realised that Sally was sprawled on top of me, could feel the tenseness of her body as she fought to maintain her grip on the anchor line.




Carefully, carefully, fearful that she would lose her hold, I slid and squirmed from under her and then, kneeling unsteadily by her side, pressed against her in the cramped space, I got my own hands on to the wet rope. Together we were able to pull in some slack and then, cursing the stubborn cordage, to work the bight to one side so that it was no longer chafing on the sharp edge of the gunwale but resting in the fairlead. Sally belayed it then to the large cleat designed and fitted for that purpose.




We huddled there in the bows, heavy water breaking over us, the wind snatching the words from our mouths every time that we tried to speak. We huddled there, waiting for the big sea that would completely swamp the boat, or overturn her, or smash her to kindling. And then —but slowly, slowly—the boat came round, sagging to leeward, fetching up with her bows to wind and sea, the line stretching forward in a long catenary. And the waves, frightening as they were, were no longer breaking; we could see the greasy glisten of the film of linseed oil that, although only a few molecules thick, held the breakers in check. And we could see, too, when the rain abruptly ceased, the terrifying mountains of water to which, miraculously it seemed, we lifted, dragged uphill by the weight of the anchor line, sliding sickeningly downhill into each trough.




But we were relatively dry now. Only the occasional small dollop of water slopped inboard and the rain, as I have said, had ceased. We were dry—and, so long as the anchor line held, we were safe. There was a long drift on it, so it had the elasticity to take any shocks, and I had no fears that it would carry away at the drogue end. But I was beginning to worry about the other end, the end in the boat. The more I looked at that cleat the flimsier it seemed and the less I trusted it. But to try to make the line fast elsewhere would be to risk losing it altogether. And I did not like the way that it was starting to chafe, even though it was led through the fairlead. I took off my trunks—they were the only soft, pliable cloth at our disposal—and managed to get them under and around the line as chafing gear. And then I bent the end of the painter to the bight of the anchor line with a double clove hitch and, with Sally’s help, got a little weight on it and backed it to the forward thwart. I was able, then, to make a better job of parcelling the line in way of the fairlead. And if that cleat should carry away, the painter would be an excellent preventer.




I looked around for other things to do. There were the oars and other pieces of gear to lash. There was more water to be pumped out. But that, so far as I could see, was all. I was beginning to feel almost happy.




Working in silence we did what had to be done. (In any case, the shrieking wind, the crashing thunder, inhibited conversation.) Working together, with no need for words, we made all secure. And then (we had not yet broken our fast) we realised that we were hungry and thirsty and, as we sat huddled in the bottom of the boat, I broke out water and provisions. After all that had happened, after all that we had done, it should have been a good, hot meal with something alcoholic to wash it down. But we were grateful for the biscuits and the malted milk tablets and the barley sugar …




We could talk now, sheltered as we were from the wind. It was almost cosy in the bottom of the boat, under the shelter of the sail that I had lashed over the thwarts.




She asked, “What time do you suppose it is?”




I said, “I don’t know. But it’s getting dark …”




“So much has happened since this morning,” she said.




“Too much,” I said. “And Curley Green’s had it. And his pal, Moby Dick … And Noah …”




She said softly, “I’m sorry about Noah …”




“And I,” I agreed. “He did his best—and what better can one say of any intelligent being, man or porpoise?”




We were silent for a while, listening to the wind, the thunder. It seemed to me that the wind was less violent, the thunder less frequent. Wishful thinking, I told myself.




“Do you think we shall make it?” she asked.




“Yes,” I said with a conviction that I almost felt myself. “We’ve provisions, and the mast and sails, and the compass …”




“We’ve been lucky,” she said 9oftly. “More so than the others.”




“And you have your story …” I said.




To my surprise she flared up at me. “Damn the story! This is all so much more important than a seven day wonder in the blasted rag! That partnership that we were discussing—or alliance, or symbiosis, or whatever you like to call it … I didn’t think that I was patriotic— but, can’t you see? this is our chance to make Australia a great power …”




Suddenly I was very tired, very despondent.




“Was our chance …” I said.




“What do you mean?” she asked sharply.




“Noah’s dead. And Moby Dick’s dead. And the others, as Noah told us, want nothing to do with Man. They’ve all the seas to hide away in. They need never show themselves …”




She started to laugh, softly at first and then more loudly. I gripped her arm firmly, started to shake her.




“No, Peter, I’m not hysterical,” she gasped. “And this isn’t really funny—although it is, in its way. Think of it, after all that’s happened, no treaty, no alliance, no story, even … With no proof we shall never be believed …”




“And so,” I murmured, “we have … nothing …”




She was laughing again, softly, and she was very close to me, and the confined space under the canvas was filled with the scent of her, and I was achingly aware of her body, and the nipples of her breasts as she pressed against me were like points of flame.




She turned her head to evade my mouth, but only so that she could say, “But we have each other …”




And the motion of the boat and the crash of the thunder were part of it all, and when it was over we slept soundly.




Chapter 33




□ It was the heavy vibration that awakened us, the vibration and a peculiarly regular thudding under our keel. The killer whales … I thought, and the last mists of sleep were driven from my brain by a sense of dreadful urgency. And then we wasted precious minutes in a ludicrous scuffle under the canvas, each of us trying to find the torch, each of us trying to break free of the other.




When at last I broke out of the sailcloth cocoon I stared aghast at the great white shapes, ghostly in the wan light of the half dawn, that were driving past us with lordly unconcern. And in my ears was the thunder—loud, close (too close) and continuous. Yet there was no lightning. And the white shapes roared by, in endless procession, like a stampede of pale horses …




Sea horses.




And one of them broke heavily over the bows, flooding the boat, hurling me back against Sally. We floundered there, gasping and choking, and then I got somehow to my feet, jerked Sally to hers. With a hand on the mast to steady myself I managed to stand erect, to look around.




Ahead of us, to seaward, were the breakers, building up on the shelving beach and then sweeping shoreward. And astern, a turbulence of luminescent broken water on dark sand, was the shore, distant still and with its distance undiminished as I watched.




What had happened was obvious, but it took some time for me to work it out. The sea anchor or its line had fouled some underwater projection and was holding us. That, in itself, was no great tragedy—but, especially now that the swamped boat was low in the water, we were being held in no great depth, were being battered against a hard bottom.




But we should still be able to make a landing through surf in the approved manner. All that needed to be done was to veer away on the sea anchor line, keeping the boat’s head to the sea until she grounded properly. I stumbled forward again, found the axe that I had lashed inside the gunwale. Ignoring the water that broke over me I worked with calm deliberation, letting go the painter from the thwart and then catching a couple of turns with it around the forward lowering hook and then, with the axe, cutting the sea anchor line just forward of the cleat, around which it was now tightly jammed. Hoping that the hitch with which I had made the painter fast to the anchor line would hold, I started to surge. The painter ran easily, and now that the boat was not held her own motion was easier; she was striking the bottom less frequently.




And then, suddenly, the line went slack; it had parted or, possibly, torn adrift from the sea anchor. The boat lurched and staggered, swung broadside on to the sea. There was no time to get an oar out; there would not have been much that the two of us could have done if there had been time. We just hung on to the weather gunwale, maintaining our grip in spite of the heavy water that was breaking over us, hung on, while the boat rolled viciously, pounded heavily. The mast snapped and whipped overside, barely missing us. I could hear the crunch and crack of shattering timbers.




She went over then, flinging us clear, flinging us shoreward in a welter of floating debris. The blade of an oar missed my face by the fraction of an inch, the loom of another one struck me heavily in the back. There was light enough for me to see Sally, floating limply on the surface, not moving. I struck out for her, realising dimly that the blow had almost crippled me.




I reached her somehow, although all that I could manage was a slow, painful breast stroke. I reached her and succeeded in flopping over on my back, with her body in front of me, my hands cupped under her chin. I struck out with my legs, almost crying out as the strain came on my bruised back muscles. But surely we weren’t far from the shore now …




And a breaker caught us, tore her from my grip, sent me tumbling over and over in a roaring chaos of white water. I was slammed down hard on the hard sand and sprawled there gasping …




But it was air that I was gasping.




And she was there, huddled only a few inches from me. I saw her move feebly, saw her legs twitch, an arm extend itself.




So she was alive.




And beyond her was a boat drawn up on to the beach, a small boat, seemingly intact, a motor boat. I could see the propeller, a dark trefoil against the white paint of the stern …




And there was a pair of bare feet by the stern of the boat, a pair of thick, muscular legs, a pair of ragged, filthy shorts …




“Quite a muckin’ coincidence, Petey boy, ain’t it?” remarked a hated voice. “But I suppose this is one o’ them places where the current sets everything ashore …”




He was grinning evilly and playing with the knife that he held in his right hand. He was walking slowly towards us.




I tried to get up, then fell back to the sand with a groan. I wondered vaguely what damage had been done by that heavy blow on the back, then decided wrily that it didn’t much matter, anyhow. Not now.




But there was Sally. I managed to crawl to her, to put out a hand to clutch and shake her shoulder. “Wake up!” I gasped. “Wake up! Run!”




A groan was her only reply.




“Don’t spoil things, Petey boy,” chuckled Green. “I want you to watch while I …”




He gave a gurgling scream, clutched at his throat. There was a shaft protruding from it. Somehow he tore it out, and there was a great gush of blood and he crumpled to the sand.




I turned to look at the edge of the jungle.




There was something there, something hunched and shaggy, something that came shambling cautiously out to the beach. It held a bow in its hand. But it was not human. I was reminded of that line of Kipling’s—the bear that ‘walks like a man …




Then, from along the beach, a shot rang out. And another, and another.




I watched the men running towards us—the European in his khaki shorts and shirt, the natives in their loincloths. The white man made for us, his companions cautiously approached the edge of the jungle. One of them fired a round or two from his rifle into the trees.




The white man was talking to us. I could not understand what he was saying. Then, as Sally groaned and stirred, levering herself to a sitting posture, he was all solicitude, stripping off his shirt, draping it about her shoulders. I caught the word mademoiselle.




“We’re English,” I said.




“Australian,” corrected Sally. She had sufficiently recovered to be able to glare at me.




“And you are—what is the word?—shipwrecked,” said the white man. “Alas that I was too late to save your brave companion from …”




I did not catch his final words.




“From whom?” I asked. “Or what?”




“I do not know, M’sieur. We call them les nouveaux. The new ones—although it is sense to suppose that they have been here for many years. Perhaps, at one time, they moved only by night, and in secret. Now they are becoming bold.”




“Are they … men?”




The Frenchman spread his hands in a gesture of bafflement. “But I do not know. Never have we been able to take one …”




And I thought of genetic instability, and of the supposed bearlike ancestor of the cetaceans, and wondered how soon it would be before the new ones in the sea made contact with their cousins in the jungle.




Perhaps they had already done so.
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