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I had been at sea eight years. As a boy, innate love of romance
and Marryat's novels had sent me there. Otherwise, there was no
particular necessity for such a step. My father held the living of
Compton-on-Tor in South Devon, and was rich enough to have given me
a choice of professions. Nor in all those eight years did I once
encounter the romance I had fondly imagined was the inevitable lot
of the seafarer—the romance of incident. Indeed, a more
humdrum, matter-of-fact life could scarcely be conceived, with its
inevitable recurrence of headwinds and fair, gales and calms, long
passages and short. Actually, so far as my memory serves me,
throughout those years the most exciting matter that happened was
the carrying away of an upper foretopsail-yard. Still, if I was not
altogether satisfied with the regular routine of the hard
monotonous profession I had so wilfully chosen, I loved the sea
itself beyond anything, and was never tired of studying its myriad
moods, and attempting to interpret the language of many tongues
with which it spoke to the wanderers upon its mighty breast.

Although 'a passed master,' I had not yet been lucky enough to
get a much better billet than a second mate's. Ships,
comparatively, were few, and officers as plentiful as blackberries
in a good season; and I was considered fortunate when a berth as
second mate, and £5 per month, was offered on board the
Antelope, a 1000 ton ship bound from London to Freemantle in
Western Australia. I hardly took the same view of things, and had
quite made up my mind, as it was rather late in the day for
choosing another path in life, to do as so many others were doing,
and 'change into steam.'

Five-and-twenty shillings per week, after eight years' servitude
given to the mastering of an arduous and fatiguing profession, and
one in which the disparity between remuneration and responsibility
was so vast, appeared, even to my mind, to leave something to be
desired. As for romance, that had all been pretty well knocked out
of me, and I had ceased to look for or expect anything of the kind.
The ocean, clearly, had altered, and been modernised to suit the
times—brought, so to speak, sternly 'up to date,' and had,
save for a few rare outbreaks, taught itself to recognise that
fact, and behave as an everyday, commonplace piece of water should.
This, at least, is what I thought whilst I paced the
Antelope's deck as she went roaring down the Channel with a
fair wind behind her, her Plimsoll mark just awash, and the three
lower topgallant-sails standing out against the clear sky like
concaves of sculptured marble. About the ship and my shipmates
there was nothing more particularly noticeable than there had been
in half-a-dozen similar ships and ships' companies I had sailed
with. Of course, in detail, they varied; but, take them full and
by, skipper, officers, crew, routine, rig, and provisions, there
was the usual family likeness. Merchant captains commanding vessels
like the Antelope are as often as not, in these modern
times, gentlemen. Captain Craigie was one; and the chief mate, Mr
Thomas, was another. Both were scientific and skilful navigators,
and both officers in the Royal Naval Reserve. The ship herself was
a flying clipper, steel built; crew mixed; provisions fairly good;
every prospect of the usual dull and eventless voyage to 'Down
Under' and back again. It was my last at any rate, and it has given
me quite enough to talk about for the rest of my life, and
especially when any one happens to remark in mine or my wife's
hearing that there is no romance in the sea nowadays.

I am not going to say anything more about the Antelope
just now, because this story doesn't concern her very much, and
after I left her so suddenly, Captain Craigie and three of her men
were the only recognisable members I ever saw of the ship's
company.

And now, having cleared the way a little, I will heave ahead
with my yarn, by reading which you will see that, even in the
present prosaic age, curious things may happen to those who do
business in great waters; and may also realise that Mother Ocean
has lost nothing of her old-time power, when she chooses to exert
it, of staging romantic scenes, and incidents grotesque and tragic
and mysterious.

* * * * * *

We had called at Capetown, after a fairly quick run from the
Lizard, to land a few passengers and take in a little cargo; and,
in place of keeping away to the southward, the captain stood away
along the 26th parallel. In doing this he ran a risk of meeting
with light and unfavourable winds. But that was purely his
business. We were just now in that sort of No Man's Water between
the Indian and South Atlantic Oceans shunned by sailors, and used
only by a few steamers. Our position at noon had been 45° 15'
east longitude, 36° 13' south latitude, or about 1300 miles
from Capetown. The night was dark and squally when I came on deck
to keep the middle watch, and as I stumped the poop, listening to
the wind, that seemed every now and then to shrill with a deeper
note in the roar of it aloft among the canvas, there came a cry of
'Light on the lee bow, sir!' from the man on the forecastle-head,
an ordinary seaman. But peer as I might, I could see no light. So,
descending the poop-ladder, I walked along the main-deck, and
jumped on to the rail just before the fore-rigging, and leaned
out-board in order to get a better view. The seaman stood on the
break of the forecastle, a dark figure rising and falling with the
vessel's head against the patchy sky. 'Where away, my lad?' I
asked. 'There, sir,' answered he, pointing.

I was only holding on, carelessly enough, to some of the running
gear—jib-halyards probably, and not to the standing rigging,
as I should have done. I stared and leaned over further still. 'A
star, you mutton-head!' I exclaimed, as my eye caught what he was
after—the yellow glint of Antares, just on the extreme rim of
the horizon. The words were scarce out of my mouth when I felt
something 'give' aloft, and in a second I was in the boiling,
foaming backwash of surge alongside.

As, gasping and choking, I came to the surface again, the first
thought that flashed across my brain was that the ship was still
reeling off her thirteen knots, and that I, Martin Vallance, was no
better than a dead man. Swimming with one hand I squeezed the brine
out of my eyes with the other, but so dazed and stunned was I by
the amazing suddenness of the affair that I could see nothing,
looking, possibly, in quite the wrong direction. There was a nasty,
short, choppy sea on, too, and I found it took me all my time to
keep afloat. Then I raised my head and shouted, but with poor
heart. I knew so well the almost utter uselessness of it. What
merchant seaman under like conditions ever gets picked up? And I
mentally followed the course of events on board. The
lookout—a lad on his first voyage—after a minute's
gasping astonishment, roars, 'Man overboard!' The watch on deck,
skulking in snug corners, rush sleepy-eyed to the rail and stare.
In my case as officer of the watch, it was worse than any one
else's. Most likely the mate would have to be called before any
measures were taken. Certainly the fellow at the wheel might put it
hard over, but that would do no good. And by this time the ship
would be a full three miles away. Probably after some twenty
minutes' hard work with covers and gripes, a boat would be lowered,
pull about aimlessly for an hour, and then get aboard again. In the
morning the log-book would show my epitaph: 'On such-and-such a
date, longitude and latitude so-and-so, a gloom was cast over the
ship,' &c.

All this worked in my mind as, turning my back to wind and sea,
I swam slowly and mechanically along, thinking whether it might not
be as well to throw up my hands at once and go down instead of
lingering. But I was young and strong; and, heavens! how
passionately the love of life runs in such a body when there seems
to be a chance of losing it! And surely, I thought, there must be a
buoy or two somewhere. So I kept on. Fortunately I had only light
shoes in place of sea-boots, but my peajacket felt as if it were
made of sheet-lead. The first sudden shock and surprise over, my
thoughts turned to, and worked collectedly enough, even to the
extent of arguing, pro and con, whether or not it was worth while
to go to the trouble of taking my coat off, as I could have done,
for I was at home in the water. Presently, standing up, I strained
my eyes in another long look around. But I could hear nothing
except the moaning of the wind, see nothing except the white tops
of the short waves as they came, snarling and hissing around me;
these, and, overhead, the vast concavity of ragged darkness, lit
here and there by a few stars. I stared in the direction I now knew
the ship should be. But there was no sign. A man's vision in a
tumble of a sea has not time to settle itself to reach very far.
Still, I thought I might have seen a light had they shown one. As I
turned, with a short prayer on my lips, determined that I should
swim till I should sink from pure exhaustion, I heard something
come down on the wind like the cry of a child—'Ma-ma-ma a-a!'
changing into a long querulous bleat that seemed very familiar.
Staring intently in the direction, after a while I made out some
dark object, now looming as big as a boat on the crest of a wave,
now hidden altogether in a water-valley. A few minutes more and I
was alongside it, clutching the wet and slippery sides, whilst from
its interior proceeded a volley of plaintive callings. I recognised
the thing now; and as I caught hold of one of its stumpy legs and
dragged myself on top, and lay at full length, panting and nearly
spent, I blessed the sailor-man who had made such good use of his
opportunity.

Whilst in Capetown the captain, who was ailing, had been
prescribed a diet of goat's milk and rum, or, at least, frequent
doses of the mixture. The rum we had plenty of aboard; and the
skipper soon got a fine goat, newly kidded from one of the farms
round about. He also bought from an Indian trader, then in harbor,
a four-legged massive animal-pen, iron-barred, strong as a house,
and almost big enough for a man to live in. This structure, its
supports 'razzed' by our carpenter, and at first placed aft, was
presently, because of Nanny's wailings when, every night, her kid
was taken from her, shifted forward and lashed on the pigpens close
to the door of the topgallant forecastle, in which the sailors
lived. Now what annoyed us aft annoyed Jack forward just as much,
and there were consequently growls, deep and long, from the watch
below. And I saw what had happened as clearly as if I had been
there. In the rush and hurry consequent upon my tumble things had
been thrown overboard at random; and a sailor seeing his chance,
slashed through the lashings of Nan's pen, waited for a weather
roll, and with a push, gave it a free passage. Flush with the rail,
as it was, its own weight almost would have taken it over. Thus in
one act did the ship lose an officer from aft and a nuisance from
forward. And even whilst lying across the bars that formed the
front of the cage or pen, dripping like a wet swab on to Nan, who,
silent now, was trying to nibble my toes, I could well picture the
skipper's rage when he missed his goat. Of course he would be sorry
for me too. We had always been good friends. But then I would be
replaced at once (there were in the Antelope at least three
mates before, the mast), the goat not at all.

Luckily for Nan and myself, too, the pen had fallen on its back,
and rode face to the sky, so high and dry except for a swish of
spray now and again, that I had no need to loose the canvas
curtains which were made to fasten over the bars in bad weather.
Putting my hand down, I felt her skin, warm through the wet hair,
and you wouldn't believe how grateful that touch was to my chilled
and sodden body; ay, and how comforting, also, in my heart, just
now so utterly devoid of hope, was the sense of that dumb
companionship. And though I knew that, barring something very like
a miracle, my hours were numbered; still, compared with my
condition so lately, here was at least a reprieve. I have already
said that the Antelope, in place of stretching away to the
southward for a westerly wind, as most vessels would have done, had
kept well up towards the Indian Ocean, making in fact, a nearly
straight line for her port. This was in one way a gain for me, in
another a distinct loss—the former by assuring me of warm and
most likely fairly fine weather; the latter by taking me quite out
of the track of outward or homeward bound shipping. Had I gone
overboard amongst the huge, ice-cold combers of the South Atlantic
in forty-five degrees or thereabout, I should have been food for
the fishes long ere now. All these matters I turned over in my mind
as I lay at full length, with room to spare, and gave Nanny a hand
to suck, and heartily longed for daylight.

As the night slowly passed, the jump of a sea that had been
shaking the soul out of me went down perceptibly; the wind, too,
blew warmer and more lightly. Of seeing the Antelope any
more I had no hopes. By the stars I could tell I was drifting to
the northwards, and quite away from her course. Still, the captain
might stand by through the night, and a lookout at the royal
mast-head might possibly sight me. A forlorn chance! And, indeed,
when at last the sun rose gorgeous out of a great bank of opal and
purple, and balancing myself like a circus man, I stood up and took
in the horizon, and the sea that ran to it, foot by foot with my
smarting eyes, I could see nothing. Nanny and I were alone on the
wide and empty ocean, and evidently travelling in the set of some
current. And it was owing to this, probably, that I was not sighted
in the morning; for the ship had actually shortened sail and stood
by the whole night through, tacking at intervals, so as to keep as
near the spot as possible. So they told me afterwards. It was more
than many a captain would have done, goat or no goat. And I was the
better pleased on a certain very momentous occasion, of which you
will hear in due course, to be able to make my acknowledgements to
my old captain and thank him for his humanity; also to help him a
little in his own time of need, in a different fashion. However
this last is an affair that concerns not the story.

Of Nan, previously, I had never taken much notice. Now, as I
looked down, I saw that she was a great strapping lump of an
animal, in fine condition, with a well-bred, good-tempered head,
bearing a short, sharp pair of horns; and a queer squab of a tail
that she carried in a jaunty sort of curve over her backbone. She
was mostly black in colour, with a big white patch here and there,
and she kept her legs straddled to the heave of the sea like an old
sailor, and stared up at me, with a pair of big, black, bewildered
eyes as who should say: "Where's my child? And what's become
of the steward? And what's this row all about?' And, sad and sore
as I was, I couldn't for the life of me help grinning as I looked
at my shipmate. All at once, under-neath her, I caught sight of
three circular brown objects; and suddenly I felt hungry. All day
long the skipper used to stuff Nan with white cabin bread, lumps of
sugar, fancy biscuits and such like, for she'd eat anything. And at
times the men, perhaps by way of contrast, would throw her a bad
biscuit out of their own barge. At the present moment there were
three of these under Nan's feet. I stretched an arm down, but could
not reach them by a full six inches. Nor could I open the door,
forming as it did half of the front of the pen, without the risk of
Nan jumping out. At last, after many vain efforts to finger them,
taking the kerchief off my neck, I tore it into strips, joined
them, and bending my knife to the end, managed to harpoon one. It
was soft; and sodden with sea water, and full of dead weevils; but
it tasted delicious. I offered a bit to the goat, but she only
studied at it and stamped her foot, snorting indignantly.

'All right, my lady,' I said; 'perhaps your stomach won't be so
proud as time passes!' And I secured the others in the same
fashion, and stowed them carefully away in my pocket.

It was a real comfort to have something to talk to, although it
could only answer me with impatient coughings and cryings as it
scuttled to and fro, standing up now and then to nibble and pull at
my clothes through the bars. Even that took away the dismal sense
of loneliness and desolation induced by the look of an empty ocean
all round running to an empty sky.

CHAPTER II.

THE CUTTER.


Table of Contents



And now the weather took a thoroughly settled sort of
look—blue sea, blue sky, and the sun just hot enough to be
grateful. A light but steady breeze blew from the southwest; and in
place of the short choppy waves of the previous night was a long,
oily, unbroken swell, over which we rode fairly dry, and showing
two feet of a side, with, clear of the surface, a couple of stumpy
outriggers, where the carpenter had cut down the tall legs of the
pen when it came on board the Antelope. The two lower ones
were of course, under water.

Since meeting with Nanny I had felt quite hopeful, almost
cheerful, indeed. Twenty-four, strong as a young horse, sound as a
new bell, with eye of a gull and digestion of an ostrich, doesn't
stop in the dumps very long under any circumstances; and I sat in
the sun, and stared round the horizon, and talked to Nan, whilst
our ungainly craft tubbed about, yawning, and slueing, and
lolloping over the regular seas. Still, the salt biscuit had made
me thirsty, and my throat was like an overboiled potato, when,
towards midday, clouds began to rise in the west, slowly at first,
then with such rapidity that all the sky in that quarter soon
became as black as an ink-pot. I had just taken a dip overboard,
and was munching a finger's-breadth of biscuit to still the inward
grinding, when, as I glared thirstily at the huge darkness that was
creeping gradually over all, black and dense, as if it meant to
blot out sea and sky for evermore, my eye caught a glimpse, on the
edge of the storm curtain, of something showing white against the
gloomy background. Standing up, I saw it more plainly. It looked
like a ship's royal or a boat's sail. That it was no flicker of sea
bird's wing or breaking crest of a wave I was certain; although
even as I told myself so, it was gone—engulfed in that
profound blackness, beginning now to enfold me and spread to the
farther horizon, whilst streaks of vivid lightning and low
mutterings of thunder heralded the approaching storm.

The wind had died entirely away, and the gloom was so thick that
I could hardly see to cast adrift the curtains of the pen and fix
them snugly over the bars. But for these things—made to
protect Nan from the spray on the Antelope in heavy
weather—we should have been done, for I was certain that
enough water was going to fall in the next few minutes to sink the
cage. As it was, I felt nervous about the result. I had thought
there was no wind in the storm. But I was wrong, for presently a
low, white mound showed itself advancing from the edge of the
horizon, quite discernible with the play of the lightning upon it,
and travelling swiftly towards me, roaring with a mighty noise of
wind and water as it came. Thunder pealed and crashed as if the
foundations of the ocean were breaking up, whilst the heavens
glowed with such continuous flames of electricity as made the eye
wither to look upon. I had never in all my experience seen anything
like this. And I pretty well gave myself up for lost—feeling
in that moment neither hunger nor thirst—as the wall of
wind-swept water roared upon us and took the pen up and threw it in
the air, and whirled it round and round, and hither and thither in
a cloud of spume and hissing pelting foam, till, as I lay, my hands
gripping the legs of the pen and my toes stuck through the canvas
cover, I grew sick and dizzy with the motion and turmoil, and
expected each minute to feel the cage capsize, fill, and go down.
But with that first great wave the worst was over, and Nan and I
were still rightside up.

And now, at last, down came the rain, not in drops, but in solid
sheets as fairly bore me flat, beating the breath out of me as I
stretched face downwards and listened to the water pouring off me
like a cataract. But I was glad, for I knew the fall would quiet
that venomously hissing sea that seethed and raged so close to my
soaked and battered body. As the first weight passed I opened a
corner of the tarpaulin and peered at Nan. She was crouching in one
corner, and there was far more water washing about than I fancied
the look of, considering I had nothing I could use as a bailer.
Also, the pen had sunk appreciably under the added weight of fresh
water and salt.

In an hour the storm had gone, the sun shone out, and a nasty
tumble of a sea got up, one of these criss-cross seas that seem to
come from all quarters at once—a sea that speedily made a
half-tide rock of my refuge, and threatened to fill it completely
in another hour or two more. As to wind, there was none to bother
much about; and I was getting the benefit of the released sea, held
so long under by its iron hand. Presently, to avoid being swept
off, I had to change my position, and now I stood on the bottom leg
up to my waist in water, and hung on to the top one—a
precarious business, to say nothing of sharks, Every few minutes a
couple of chopping seas would make a rendezvous of the pen, and,
meeting, would break clean over it, half smothering me, and, as I
could plainly feel, each time putting more water inside. At this
rate of going, I considered that less than an hour would finish
matters, unless the wretchedly wild sea went down.

I had been straining my gaze to the horizon, when, gradually
bringing it round, I saw something over my shoulder that made me
actually yell with the surprise and delight of it. There, not two
hundred yards away, nodding and dancing to the chop, was a fine big
lump of a cutter-rigged boat, her foresail hauled down and partly
hanging in the water over her bows, the mainsail and gaff heaped
along the boom. Over the latter spar leaned a couple of men clad in
blue cotton dungaree, looking straight at me but giving no sign.
Their features were dark, and as their arms hung over the sail the
sunshine glittered on some bright objects, apparently held in their
grasp. Climbing on to the pen, I shouted at the top of my voice and
waved my arms. But they never stirred, and I thought I could make
out, even at that distance, a sneering expression on their livid
faces. Again I yelled; ay, and cursed them, and shook my fist at
them, for the boat was passing me, blown along before the
wind—passing me at right angles, a beautiful model of a
craft, her white side with its narrow gold beading, glistening wet
to each heave of the straight stern. A regular dandy of a boat,
never built, it struck me even at that moment, to be carried on
shipboard. My God, how swiftly she was getting away from me!
Evidently there was only one thing to be done, but I hesitated. The
stolid cruelty of those dark faces scared me. Would not such
villains be apt to take pleasure in repulsing a drowning man who
has come to them for rescue? Then I laughed aloud.

What could it matter how the end came, when come it must if I
stayed where I was? And without further thought I stripped,
plunged, in and swam for the boat. I was weaker than I thought; and
the cross sea took a lot of getting through. Also, the boat was
further away than I supposed her to be, and had it not been for the
sail acting in great measure as a drag, I doubt whether I should
ever have done the swim. As it was, when at last I grasped the
sodden canvas, all I could do was to hang on to it, panting
convulsively, and not knowing when boathook or hand-spike might
descend on my head. A minute or so's rest, and then, painfully
crawling over the bows mother naked as I was, I staggered aft. The
pair still stood in the same position, close to each other, staring
steadfastly seaward, their backs towards me, in the natural, easy
posture of men resting. Were they drunk, or blind, or deaf and
dumb? I wondered as I stood there, on the break of the little half
deck, staring down at them. And then, my eyes travelling along
their bodies, a great hot sweat broke out, tingling like prickly
heat all over me, and I reeled back in dismay as I saw that from
the hips downwards, they were the color of saplings charred by a
bush fire!

Black as ink, without a stitch of clothing, ran four straddling,
shapeless stumps that had once been thighs and legs—black as
ink they ran into the foul rain water that washed between them in
the boat's bottom. A truly desperate and awful sight, and one that
made me feel sick and ill as I gazed alternately at the burnt
supports and the fleshy trunks above them. The horrible spectacle
took all the stomach out of me, perhaps because that organ was so
miserably empty just at the moment. Anyhow, it was some minutes
before I mustered courage to step across and face that grisly pair.
God only knows what colour their skin had originally been, but now
it was a horrid purplish blue. They had stiff, scrubby black hair
and beards, and were so much alike they might have been
brothers.

In more than one place on breast and arm I caught sight, through
the slashed dungaree, of scarce-healed wounds, telling of wild work
not long since. On each hip lay, in its curved sheath, a
murderous-looking knife; and from a steel cuff on each of their
wrists hung a small chain—some of the links fused and melted
as if in a furnace. These were the bright objects I had noticed.
And they doubtless formed a key to the tragedy, or at least to part
of it. Snugging their boat in the terrible storm of the morning,
the pair had been struck by lightning and instantly shattered and
withered as I now beheld them. But before that? I could not give a
guess even—mutineers, pirates, convicts? Well, here was
romance at last, of a sort, good measure, heaped up, more than
enough to satisfy me for those humdrum years that had passed! The
boat was larger than I imagined. Decked better than half way her
length, giving her a cabin with handsome doors, facing a space
aft—a sort of well, wherein was a small binnacle, and around
which ran lockers—I should have taken her for a pleasure
boat, built for use and rough weather; or one belonging to some
Government official who had to run out to sea, or down a harbor to
meet ships. Certainly no sort of vessel that I was acquainted with
carried such a craft on her deck. But, wherever she hailed from,
she looked a sound, fast, wholesome boat, and more than a handful
for any one man to manage; also, decidedly not the property of
those two silent ones. All these thoughts passed through my brain
in less time than it takes me to put them down. Indeed, whilst
thinking, I was busy hauling the foresail on deck, not without, I
must confess, more than one or two nervous glances over my
shoulder. Then stepping gingerly aft, I looked around for the pen,
having no idea of deserting a shipmate in distress. For some
minutes I could not see it; and when at length I picked it up, I
was astonished to find what a distance away it was, and what a mere
speck it appeared on the sea. Taking its bearings by the compass, I
paused, reluctant with disgust, at the next job on hand. But it had
to be done. I wanted that mainsail, and yet I hated to touch those
forbidding figures gazing silently over the sea with lowering,
hideous faces.

Easing off the mainsheet, I thrust the boom to leeward. But they
were not to be got rid of in that fashion, and they hung on with a
terrible tenacity that dismayed me. As I stood watching, in
half-hearted fashion, the boat gave a sudden swerve, bringing the
boom back again, and causing the bodies to hit the side of the
cutter violently; and, to my horror, the lower parts of each of
them snapped short off carrot-wise, whilst the trunks swayed to and
fro like pendulums on the spar. This sort of thing was not to be
borne, and, with desperate energy, I picked up the
halves—they were as light as corks—and hove them
overboard. Then, grasping the body nearest me, I dragged at it,
having to exert all my strength to make it let go its hold, and
served it the same way, the belt and sheath slipping over the
exposed hip bones, as I did so. Tackling the other one, I pulled
too hard, and it came away with a swing, and, turning, flew to me
resting on my bare breast.

Shaking myself free with a shout of terror, I pitched it
overboard. I was trembling all over and the sweat ran down my body
in streams Never, in my worst nightmare, could I have imagined such
a gruesome contract as the one I had just finished. With a feverish
eagerness to be gone, I cast the gaskets loose, hoisted the
mainsail, rattled the foresail up, got the cutter before the wind,
and kept away for Nan and the pen—bearing a good couple of
miles ahead.

She steered like a clock; and though the breeze had dwindled to
a mere light air, she slipped through the easing tumble at a rate
that soon brought me alongside my first refuge. 'Hurrah, Nan, old
woman!' I shouted, whilst I quickly got into my clothes; 'here we
are again; never say die; for neither of us were born to be
drowned!' 'Ma-a-a-a,' bleated poor Nan as I rolled back the
tarpaulins and, with some trouble threw open the big barred door.
On my calling her she was out on the top of the cage in a second,
and after just one sailor-like stare around, watching her chance,
she hopped into the boat as clean as a whistle, although it stood
full four feet above the cage, and bad footing both ways. A rather
dilapidated-looking goat she was, too, with chafing sores on hips
and shoulders, and her coat all brine-roughened and matted. But
there were lots of life in her still, and she made the deck rattle
as she scampered fore and aft, bleating at the top of her
voice.

Dowsing the sails, I made fast to the pen for a time whilst I
did a little exploring with a view to food and drink, which, Heaven
knows, we both needed badly.

First, with a bucket, I baled the water out, not liking the feel
of the greasy splashing between my legs, any more than the
suggestive dark color of it. Then, opening the door of the little
cabin, I crouched in, closely followed by Nan. The interior was
low, and dimly lit by a couple of glass bull's-eyes in the deck.
There were no bunks, but all around ran a cushioned seat, covering,
as I soon found, lockers full of odds and ends. On the floor were
some rugs and blankets; an empty demijohn, smelling of rum; some
tin pannikins and plates; mats of Indian manufacture; long black
Trichinopoli cigars; woven bags of grass, containing betelnut and
withered areca leaves for chewing, together with many more signs of
dirty native occupation. But everything was scattered about in the
wildest confusion. A handsome little lamp swung from a bracket, and
lighting it with a match from a big tin boxful in one of the
lockers, I was enabled to see more clearly. And now I noticed
ominous black patches on the brown leather of the cushions, and the
floor was simply piebald with them. Also, I picked up a couple of
great sheath knives covered with rusty-brown stains from haft to
point. Undoubtedly there had been murderous work done in that
little sea-room. Opening some of the lockers, I found preserved
meats, a few bottles of rum, a great bag of cabin biscuits, a lump
of cold salt junk on a tin dish, a jar of some sort of wine,
another of molasses, more cigars, a whole cheese, a string of
onions, and one locker was nearly full of sweet potatoes, at which
Nan sniffed approvingly. Perhaps what pleased me most of all was,
lashed right in the eyes, a big cask of water, which, on sounding,
I found over half full.

Carrying an armful of provisions, I went out, glad to breathe
the fresh air after that of the cabin, which smelled stifling with
an odour of rum, stale cigar-smoke, murder, and sudden death.

But Nan seemed uneasy, and in place of eating the potatoes and
biscuit covered with molasses (one of her special weaknesses) she
started to butt me and sing out complainingly. At last, losing
patience, I was about to tie her up, when my eye fell on her
udders, swollen near to bursting: and, sailor though I was, I felt
that something wanted easing. So, taking a basin, I set to work,
awkwardly enough I dare say, but effectually; and Nan, relieved,
presently made great play with her food.

And what a meal that was! Never have I eaten one like it since!
Nor, I suppose, shall I ever eat such another—I mean with the
same, relish and appetite. For twenty-four hours nothing had passed
my lips but a nugget or two of brine sodden, weevily biscuit. And
now, cold junk, potted ox-tongue, while Peak and Frean's best
ship's bread, raw onions, and cheese, all washed down by copious
draught's of Nan's milk, mixed with a little rum! I had never drunk
such a brew before, but I argued that what was good for the skipper
couldn't very well hurt a second mate. And very capital tack, too,
I found it. After stowing, tier upon tier, such a feed as one never
gets the chance of eating in the same style in a lifetime, I
cleared away the things; moored afresh on a bight, ready to let go
at a moment's notice; and fetching the cleanest cushion I could
find out of the cabin, and placing it on a grating close to the
tiller, I lay down, first drawing the mainsail over the boom, to
form a sort of awning. But for a while, tired as I was, I couldn't
sleep. I was young and thoughtless, and, like most seamen, although
far from irreligious, still extraordinarily shy of making any show
of devotion, openly or otherwise.

As I lay there, however, and there passed through my mind the
wonderful series of what one might almost fairly call miracles by
which I had been preserved and brought to my present hopeful and
comfortable position, when destruction seemed so inevitable, and so
near, I all at once felt impelled to get up on my knees and thank
God heartily in as suitable words as I could muster, for the
mercies I had experienced at His hands since plunging overboard in
that dark middle watch. I am sorry to say that, notwithstanding the
stock I came of, it was an unwonted exercise. But I felt all the
better for it, and lying down again, went off at once into a sound
but not altogether dreamless sleep.

CHAPTER III.

BIG GAME IN MID-OCEAN.
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I had slept long indeed, for when I awoke, mightily refreshed,
the stars were paling before the approach of a new dawn creeping up
the eastern sky. A cool and gentle breeze was blowing from the
south, and I put on my coat and vest that I had hung up to dry.
After attending to Nan I had a biscuit and a cupful of warm milk,
which ever since, by the way, I have infinitely preferred to cow's.
As yet I was undecided what to do, although now with a good boat
under my feet. Southward lay the ships. But there, also, lay the
bitter weather and the high seas, necessitating such constant
vigilance as, with so scant a crew, must end in mishap dire and
complete unless very speedily some vessel were sighted. The boat,
too, was rather large for one man to manage with comfort in
anything like a sea-way; and the lighter the wind and warmer the
weather, the better, I judged, would be the chance of eventual
escape.

Of my position I was, of course, uncertain; nor, though I
overhauled the cabin again more carefully, could I find an
instrument that might enable me to take an observation. My one
chance, it seemed to me, was to get far enough north so as to cross
the track of Australian steamers. I would have given my little
finger for a sextant. But the boat evidently had carried a purely
native crew, wherever they had come from, and I must think myself
lucky to have a compass even. And in any case, I could hardly keep
going night and day; so, actually, as long as I made lots of
northing, it mattered little about a degree of drift one way or the
other.

As the sun rose I cast off my moorings and made sail on the
boat, waving my cap to the pen, heaving gently on the swell, a
black spot in the red pathway of the orb, never doubting I should
see it no more. It had served me well, and I felt like parting from
an old friend as we headed away nearly due north, with a flowing
sheet, the cutter leaning over to it like a dog to a bone, and Nan
standing under the foot of the foresail—a fine figure of a
goat, now with filled-out sides and glossy hair, chewing her cud
and keeping a sharp lookout to windward. Without a doubt I owed my
life to her, as but for the sound of her calling to me from the sea
I had never seen the pen, swimming away from it as I was, and
nearly at my last gasp. Once, when the water began to come in so
rapidly, just after the storm, the thought had crossed my mind of
how much lighter the pen would float if Nan were out of it. But the
notion was no sooner conceived than put aside, with the conviction
that no good fortune could ever attend such a miserably ungrateful
action, either in this world or the next.

In my rummaging I had come across a couple of short clay pipes,
quite new, also a stick or two of ship's tobacco, far more to my
mind than the rank cigars. And now, as I sat at the tiller and
smoked, whilst the boat ripped through the blue water, I felt
pervade me a joyous sense of hope and exhilaration indescribable,
setting me to sing and whistle to the mere thrilling of it. Nor did
my imagination play me any tricks concerning those two grim and
blasted ones. If I had not, by any reason, been able to get rid of
them, it might have been otherwise. But, then yards away,
glistening wet with spray, was the boom to which the fiery bolt had
fastened them, the good Kauri pine of it buckling to the tug of the
sail, and all around the warm steady breeze and the blue sky, and
the water and the life in it. You see, I was young and healthy,
with a perfect digestion; and I had company, also good food and
drink. All the same, I shunned the darksome little den of a cabin,
close and vile smelling. Nor was there any need for its shelter,
the weather keeping gloriously fine; the wind through the day
steady but light, dying away at sundown, and giving place to soft
airs, which scarce rippled the water heaving gently to the dark
blue overhead studded with great constellations that glowed and
burned and palpitated with a nearness and brilliancy I had never
seen equalled.

What puzzled me was that, search as I might, I could find no
clue to ownership about the boat or her belongings. Nowhere aboard
of her was as much as a printed letter. On her stern she carried,
in place of a name, a gilded device of a rising sun and the same,
in smaller size, was on each bow. She was copper-fastened
throughout, and the tiller, of solid brass, was a fine piece of
work running in a graceful curve to a dolphin's head. The sails
were of light but very strong cotton; her spars of that grand wood,
the Kauri pine of New Zealand. From a few indications about her,
legible only to the eye of a seafarer, I judged her of French
build. And in that at least the sequel proved me right.

A week passed without my sighting anything, the weather fine,
but the winds growing perceptibly lighter, when one morning, taking
my customary look around before casting off, I spied a gleam of
canvas in the north-east. But I could make nothing more of it till
noon, by which time I had risen the object sufficiently to see that
it was a small painted-port brig under topgallant-sails, topsails,
and foresail; and judging from the way her head fell off and came
to, with a seeking sort of motion that reminded me of a dog nosing
after a lost scent, steering any way. And as I neared her I saw she
was as sailors say, 'all anyhow.' Only one small dingey hung at her
davits; no smoke poured from her galley funnel; no faces looked
over her high bulwarks. A pretty creature of a brig, too, of some
300 tons, with a yacht-like bow, and clean run aft to a square
stern; masts painted a buff colour tapering away up to gilded
trucks; lofty and squarely rigged—too much so for my
fancy—her copper glistening in the sun like a new kettle at
each lazy roll, and all about her, to a sailor's mind, a touching
air of loneliness and desertion, accentuated rather than relieved
by the outstretched arm of a white female figurehead.

'A derelict, for a dollar, Nanny,' said I, luffing up as we got
closer. 'Anyhow, I'll hail her;' and I shouted out, 'Brig
ahoy!'

Listening, I imagined I heard some sort of reply, sounding
muffled and dull.

'Brig ahoy!' I roared again. 'Is there anybody on board?' And as
I sat and stared, all at once, over the rail, for'ard of the
main-rigging, came a head and stared back at me—a great round
black-and-yellow head with eyes that glowed like balls of fire, and
a big, open, red cavern of a mouth, showing white teeth, long,
sharp, and cruel, and that answered my hail by such a deep savage
roar, as made me jump to my feet and exclaim, 'The devil, Nan! If
that's a specimen of her crew, I think we'll clear!' And Nan seemed
to be of the same opinion; for, meeting those fierce green eyes,
she gave a lamentable bleat and scuttled aft, and crouched between
my legs as I hurriedly put the helm up and, very slowly, for the
wind had nearly died away, drove astern. As I passed the brig's
quarter I observed a rope's-end towing overboard, and having some
desire to see more of this strange business, I caught hold, and
finding it came handsomely off the deck, veered away until brought
up, when I took a turn round the iron traveller of the foresail.
Jumping to let go the gaff-halyards, I was startled by a voice
overhead, and looking up, I saw a man's face poking out of one of
the two little stern windows—a furiously red, choleric face,
fringed with bristling white whiskers; a stiff grey moustache
sprang from under a big hooked nose; and from the shelter of shaggy
eyebrows gleamed a pair of deep-set, light blue eyes.

'Hi, hi, you, sir!' roared the voice. 'Confound it, are you
deaf? Why, by gad, he's got my boat! What are you doing with my
boat, eh, eh?'

Too much taken aback by this second surprise to answer at once,
all I did was to stare at the astonishing apparition, as it
returned the compliment with interest, framed like a picture in the
small port which it almost filled. Was the vessel bewitched? Tiger
amidships and madman aft; or both together? Or were they one and
the same being? I protest that something of this kind went to make
up the notions that floated through my brain at the moment, mingled
with memories of sea stories I had heard—strange weird
stories of haunted vessels wandering on unknown seas, manned by
evil spirits, able to change their shapes at will.

And I must have shown it in my face, too, for the other one
grinned as it shouted: 'Well, when you're done looking frightened,
perhaps you'll come aboard and let us out. How much longer are we
to be boxed up in this hole, eh, eh?'

'Can't say, I'm sure,' I retorted, finding my voice at last;
'you've got a deck passenger I don't much relish the cut of.'

'Why, confound it, sir! I crippled'—the face was
beginning, when suddenly, at the other window, appeared another
face—a girl's face, pale but beautiful, lit by great
dark-brown eyes; a perfect nose, lips arched like a Cupid's bow
over double rows of pearl, and a voice that rang sweet and firm and
true as she interrupted the other.

'No,' said she eagerly as I gaped in amazement, looking, I dare
say, foolish enough, 'don't come on board—at least not yet.
Tippoo is only lame. He'd hurt you—he's become so savage
since'—and here I saw her face blanch and a sort of shiver
pass over it as she continued, more hurriedly, seeing, I suppose,
the utter bewilderment impressed on my features as I stood holding
on to the forestay and gaping up at her: 'There's no one here
except my father—Major Fortescue—and myself. Our crew
left us in that very boat, after shutting us up in here, trying to
set fire to the brig, and letting Tippoo—that's the
tiger—loose. My father shot some of the men, and afterwards
smashed Tippoo's leg. But where,' she suddenly broke off, 'did you
come from?' eyeing Nan with a swift look of surprise as the animal
came and took up her place alongside me and bleated loudly at the
strange faces.

'I was second mate of a ship,' I replied shortly, for I was all
athirst to hear more; 'I fell overboard; and after drifting about
with Nan here, I found the boat and two dead men in her.'

'The infernal scoundrels!' shouted the other head from its
window; 'the murdering thieves!—There, there, Helen, you are
so impatient! Can't you let the man tell his story without
constantly interrupting him!—Yes, sir,' he went on, his face
turning so purple with rage at the remembrance of his troubles that
I thought he'd choke every minute—'yes, sir; nothing but
misfortunes since we left Colombo! First the captain died, then the
mate. Then I look charge (she's my own ship, sir, cargo and all).
Then the brutes of niggers mutinied' (I hardly wondered at it),
'and wanted to leave, saying the ship was doomed. I put two of
'em—the ringleaders—in irons with my own hands. Then,
sir, one night they locked us up here and got the boat overboard,
but not before I'd shot four or five of 'em. Gad, sir, if they
hadn't cleared I'd ha' potted the lot at short range! They tried to
set us afire, too. But it rained; and I kept 'em jumping with my
big express; so they didn't do much at the fire business. And they
let Tippoo loose—as quiet a cub as you ever saw—until,
well, he's a man-eater now, and I daresay you'd better kill him
before you come on board. No trouble; I broke his leg the other
day. I'm glad my boat's proved of service to you, sir; and, eh,
eh'—putting a glass to his eye— 'gad, yes, your goat
also.' All this he paid out as fast as he could reel it off,
bringing up with a sudden sort of a gasp, quite plain to hear.
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