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Although Australia was his adopted country and he is counted
as an Australian writer, John Arthur Barry was of British birth and
upbringing, and of good family in the Old Country. Orphaned of both
parents at an early age and with no other relations, by the time he
was fourteen he had made up his boyish mind that he must and would
"go to sea," and persuaded his guardian to expend his small
patrimony on outfit and apprenticeship to the Merchant Service. His
earlier sea experiences are faithfully described in his novel "A
Son of the Sea" which is indeed a warning to parents and guardians
against paying out money to send their boys to sea as so-called
"apprentices."

But Arthur Barry soon surmounted the disagreeables and
difficulties of the first steps in a profession to which he was
devoted by nature, learned all that he could at sea, and, finishing
his time with credit, he passed his examinations in due course as
second and as first mate. But his voyages took him to Australia (in
the 'seventies) and the gold diggings proved too attractive, so
that his sea life alternated with spells ashore, which finally led
to a permanent Bush life, first roving and then in settled
employment on sheep-stations in New South Wales. During this time
his natural gift of expression, and power of describing what he had
seen and experienced, showed itself first in letters to friends at
home, and then in contributions to local newspapers, followed by
some successes in London periodicals. "The Graphic" and
"Chambers Journal" first published his short stories and papers on
Bush life. In 1893 he came home for a holiday, bringing many
printed "cuttings" out of which a volume was made and published by
Messrs Remington as "Steve Brown's Bunyip." To this Rudyard Kipling
contributed some fine introductory verses ("The Sea-Wife") as a
friendly gift from a younger man then on the rising wave of
popularity to a rather older one whose early letters and adventures
he used to hear as a boy from mutual friends.

Although Arthur Barry had a happy six months in London and
might have got on in London journalistic and literary society he
had no liking for town and conventional life, and could not stand
the English winter, or try to get permanent work in the Old
Country. He returned to New South Wales, and for a time to the
sheep-station life, while he continued to write a number of
stories, which were printed in the "Strand", "Cornhill", and other
London magazines and papers. He intended to come back in a year or
two; but this was not to be.

His first novel, "The Luck of the Native Born", a
story of land and sea adventure, was published by Remington; then
came a collection of reprinted sea pieces brought out by Methuen as
"In the Great Deep", followed by the novel "A Son of the Sea"
(Duckworth), and "Red Lion and Blue Star", and "Against the Tides
of Fate", both reprints of short stories, and all favourably
received by Press and public.

By this time pastoral affairs in Australia were not over
prosperous, and Barry, giving up the Bush, found a permanent billet
on a Sydney paper. Unfortunately in these years his health and
eyesight were gradually failing, and though he produced some
stories now and then, his work came to be almost entirely confined
to his newspaper till the end, which came unexpectedly from
ptomaine poisoning in September, 1911, at the age of sixty.

Barry was of a singularly lovable character, and made friends
wherever he went. Though brave and adventurous, he was gentle and
kindly by nature, and no roughness of life and companionship ever
made him other than a gentleman in the best sense. He seemed to
have a gift for getting on with all sorts and conditions of men on
land and sea, and he sketches their various characters with
sympathy and insight, and no little sense of humour. Some of his
best work is descriptive. A devoted lover of wild nature, he gives
in few words a vivid picture of each scene, of sunlit plain, dry
bush, wild coast, or rugged harbour, or luxuriant southern island;
but most lovingly the world of the sailing-ships and all possible
effects in storm or calm to be encountered on that Sea of which he
was for ever the lover and the Son.

This present volume was left in MS. at his death, and is thus
his last memorial.
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CHAPTER I

"How many duffers does this make, Phil?" I asked, as my mate,
who had been carefully panning out the last of several buckets of
washdirt, suddenly flung the dish rattling to one side, where it
lay in the sunshine showing only a heavy deposit of black sand
smeared over its bottom.

"This is the half-dozen," replied Phil plaintively, "and I
really believe the gold's left this part of Australia for good. Six
shafts averaging forty feet each! That's equal to two hundred and
forty feet in a straight line, and through pretty stiff stuff! And
scarcely a colour! Rotten game this, isn't it? I tell you what,
Harry, let's make back to the briny again. Our luck's evidently
dead. Why, this bullocking for nothing's worse than 'Haul out to
leeward!' on a winter's night in the English Channel with a dirty
stocking round your neck, and a month's dead horse to work up!"

"Well, I'm rather full, too, I must say," I answered, "although
perhaps if we could afford to hang on a bit longer we might hit
something."

"Bed-rock," retorted Phil grimly. "Tucker, too, you know's
getting short. Also, it's seventy long miles into the nearest
station. And there they're living probably on beef and pigweed; and
as usual cursing the loading that's been six months on the road and
never seems to get any closer. Let's vamose this ranch, anyhow, and
take a trip to the islands, or along the coast, till we get our
ribs lined again. Jehosophat, Harry, think of the lumps of fresh
pork and mutton, and the baker's bread, and the big turnips and
cabbages we used to chuck overboard out of the Mary Jane,
that time we went up to the Richmond in her!"

And Phil gave the dish another kick, and smacked his lips, and
glared hungrily through the heat haze that overhung the
semi-tropical landscape.

"All right!" I replied, impressed by his eloquence. "Suppose we
toss? Heads one more shaft, tails back to the sea again?"

"A wager!" exclaimed Phil delightedly, feeling the pockets of
his red, ochre-stained moles. "But I forget," he continued, "we
haven't a jolly, solitary coin between us. Have to do as the kids
do, I suppose!" and picking up a flat, smooth pebble, he spat on
one side of it and flinging it high in the air, shouted, "Dry for
another duffer! Wet for full and plenty and the salt sea
breeze!"

The stone came down wet side uppermost, and without a word I
went to the tents for the bridles and halters, while Phil cut a
double-shuffle on the mound of earth around the windlass in token
of his delight that the long, weary months of hot, profitless,
wandering toil were over at last.

We had met first on that same old, crazy coasting brig, the
Mary Jane, bound from Sydney to the Richmond River for a
cargo of maize. Both about the same age—five-and-twenty; both
pretty well alone in the world—although Phil had some offside
relations here and there—and strong, healthy, and ready for
anything that might turn up, we had chummed together at once,
although I was second mate and Phil was before the mast—a
difference, however, of little moment in the Mary Jane.
Then, leaving her in Townsville, whither we brought a cargo of
hardwood after the Richmond trip, we had determined to try our
fortune on some new diggings that just then broke out in the
Queensland interior. And for six months we had been working for
scarcely tucker, until at last we crossed the boundary into the
Northern Territory of South Australia, and settled down to prospect
a likely-looking bit of country, which, however, had proved
fruitful only in the rankest "duffers"—or barren shafts.

We were both Australian-born, and both, for a wonder, had chosen
the sea as a profession—a rather uncommon one for native
youths to take to. But we loved it, and we had both passed "the
Board," Phil for chief and myself for master. But billets of the
kind were scarce, and we had to take what we could get. Bred in the
Bush, we were as much at home in it as on a vessel's deck. In
disposition we were the very reverse of each other, Phil being,
though generally cheery, genial, and sympathetic, at times seized
with sudden fits of discouragement which, though they never lasted
very long, seemed to quite break him up for the moment, and render
all things hopeless in his sight. On the other hand, mine was one
of those phlegmatic, equable tempers that take matters as they come
and strive to make the most of them for better or for worse.
Therefore we—Philip Scott and Harry Ward—somehow agreed
together wonderfully well.

Nor was I very sorry that the stone had come down "wet," for I,
too, was somewhat tired of such a run of ill-luck, and as I walked
along the banks of the wide creek-bed with its shallow water-holes
here and there, and passed the mounds of raw red clay, silent
witnesses of much wasted sweat and toil, I felt in my less
demonstrative way quite as pleased as Phil. Only, being tenacious,
I had somehow thought it right to hang out for that last shaft.

It took us a month to reach the railway terminus, and there
selling our horses, packs, etc., for about as much as sufficed to
pay our fares, we presently found ourselves in Brisbane. But to
find a ship proved altogether another matter. Seamen, it appeared,
were plentiful, and berths, either for'ard or abaft the mast,
scarce. Thus it did not take very long to reduce us to the same
condition financially as when we had tossed the stone at Yarra
Creek.

At last, however, our luck turned. One night we had slept in the
scrub out Eagle Farm way, and were lounging back to town, Phil in
the dumps, and both our belts tightened up to the last hole. At the
"Valley" we stopped for a spell, and a smoke of nearly vanished
tobacco. A large coasting steamer was coming down the river faster
than she ought to have done.

"That's the City of Brisbane," said Phil. "Wish I was on
her bound south. Wish we'd stopped up there at Yarra, Harry. After
all, there might have been something. It would be just like our
luck to clear out and leave it."

I made no answer, for I was watching a ship's boat pulled by a
couple of Kanakas, and steered by a white man right across the
steamer's track. Had all gone well they would have just had time to
get clear, but from some cause or other, probably the wash of the
City's bow-wave, one of the Kanakas caught a crab, and the
next minute nothing was visible but a few splinters and three heads
bobbing up and down in the steamer's wake.

There happened to be a boat lying tied to a little wharf close
to us, and a pair of sculls being luckily in her, Phil and I,
casting her loose, were very quickly on the scene. The people on
the steamer apparently had not noticed the accident for she kept on
her course, while the Kanakas were already halfway to the opposite
shore. But of the white man there was no sign.

All at once, as we were about to pull back again, he came to the
top, and before he could sink we had him in the boat. Fortunately
we both knew something of "first aid"; and thus, wasting no time,
presently had the satisfaction of seeing our patient recover enough
to swear feebly. He wanted whisky, too. There was a hotel about
half a mile away, but we had no money. Interpreting the look that
passed between us, our salvage grinned, and motioned with a
trembling hand towards his pocket. Extracting therefrom a
well-lined purse, I opened it as, sitting up, the man groaned
"Walker's best—six bob."

Giving Phil half a sovereign, he ran off and soon returned with
a bottle, a long pull from which seemed to completely restore our
new friend who, rising and shaking himself, cursed the steamer, her
men, officers, and owners, the Kanakas, the river water, and things
generally. And not until he had finished to his satisfaction did he
remember to thank us for saving his life.

"I'm obliged to you, young fellers," he said, offering us each a
hand. "If you hadn't been around I expect I'd be at the bottom o'
this stinkin' river now, an' driftin' gaily down half-way to the
Pile Light." Then, pulling out his purse again, he regarded us
rather doubtfully.

"No, thank you," said Phil, anticipating an evident intention;
"but if you can help us to get a ship we'll be obliged."

"Have another nip," replied the man, helping himself and passing
the bottle. "That Brisbane River water's rank poison. I can feel it
yet sort o' coilin' itself around my internal works."

He was a short, broad, powerfully built customer, middle-aged,
with grey streaks showing here and there among heavy black hair and
whiskers. His face was the colour of roast coffee, save where, on
the left side, a long white scar ran from the temple right across
one cheek; out from each side of a big nose, shaped like the beak
of a hornbill, peered two sharp, deep-set, black eyes that always
seemed to be attempting to catch a glimpse of each other over the
dividing range, while a great, good-tempered sort of mouth flashed
square white teeth through his moustache when he smiled. And he sat
on a rock in the hot sun, bare-headed and soaking, and quite
unconcernedly settled himself for a talk.

His name, he told us, was Cubitt; and he was master of a brig
lying a mile or two down the river. In a few days he was to sail
for the Solomon Islands with returned recruits from the
plantations, and if we cared for the trip, and would be at the
shipping office in the morning, we could sign the Taporina's
Articles there and then as foremast hands. Meanwhile, he'd be
pleased if we'd accept a loan of, say, three or four pounds each
towards our outfit. Knowing sailormen fairly well, he was pretty
certain that after a long spell ashore the notes were none too
plentiful.

This was the gist of his talk, and it suited us. Also the money
came most particularly in the nick of time.

"An' look here," concluded the skipper as, partly dry, he walked
with us up to the road and hailed an empty cab that happened to be
passing, "I can see you're decent chaps, a cut above the ordinary
run o' the fo'c'sle. An' that's full up, anyhow, with rather a
mixed lot. But there's a couple o' spare berths in the trade-house
aft that you can have. That's all right. So long! See you in the
mornin'!"

And the captain, telling the cabby to take him to a Queen Street
hotel, jumped in and drove off, while we followed in good heart,
little guessing what a queer return the Fates were about to make us
for interfering to save a man whose doom they had apparently
pronounced.
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The Taporina, we found, on joining her, to be a
smart-looking brig of some four hundred tons or so. She was painted
white, and with her clipper bow, elliptic stern, and lofty spars,
bade fair to be a "goer." All about the decks were the returning
"boys," each sitting close to his precious "bokkus," full of
treasures that he was taking home, and all of them agog with talk
and excitement at the prospect of seeing their friends once more.
The brig's 'tweendecks had been fitted up for them with tiers of
rough bunks, and here they swapped the contents of the "bokkusses"
with one another, and squabbled and fought and danced in a style
that suggested a very speedy relapse into savagery once their feet
touched their native beaches again.

Phil and I were comfortable enough in the tradehouse—a
very strong room built just before the break of the low poop, and
empty now, as the Taporina had a cargo of copra waiting for
her at Ambrym in the New Hebrides, directly she had done with her
present freight. The white crew lived for'ard in a house on deck,
and when we saw more of them we held ourselves lucky indeed to be
by ourselves. Besides the two Loyalty Islands men who had so coolly
left their skipper to sink or swim, there were four more natives
belonging to Guadalcanar. These all lived together in a den under
the topgallant fo'c'sle, and were employed mainly for boat work.
The eight whites in the deck-house were every one of them
foreigners—three Germans, two Italians, a Greek, and a couple
of Spaniards. The mate was an Irishman; the second hailed from
London; and the Government agent—who, before we had been
forty-eight hours at sea let it be known that he was heir to a
Scotch dukedom, and apparently drank up to his
expectations—with the two officers and the skipper, all lived
in berths opening out of the rather spacious cuddy right aft.

We had forty "returns" on board, some of whom had served two or
even more terms of three years each on the Queensland plantations.
And these were mostly "flash" fellows who put on a lot of side, and
were apt to be unpleasantly familiar if not quickly checked. And
the checking had to be done gently, or there would be trouble with
the agent. Under the new regulations the most stringent rules were
laid down for the treatment of recruits—indeed they were as
much pampered and petted now as aforetime they had been ill-used.
Nothing was easier than on a comparatively trivial complaint being
made for a vessel to lose her recruiting licence, and for her agent
and her captain to be heavily fined into the bargain. Completely
vanished were the days and doings of the Colleen Bawn, Queen of
the Isles, Carl, Nakulau, and other historical ships of
iniquity; and, of course, a very good thing too, Only the happy
medium had been passed, and the present Government, frightened into
the opposite extreme, had gone in for too much cossetting and
spoon-feeding.

And the natives knew it, and abused the knowledge.

The Taporina was, as she had seemed, a fast as well as a
comfortable vessel; and, carrying light but fair winds, we were
making a good passage across the Coral Sea. Phil and I were in the
mate's watch—thanks to the skipper's kindness. Cubitt also
took care that many an "extra" found its way to our table in the
trade-house; so that, altogether, we were having a very pleasant
time of it. The mates, too, were both decent fellows, and one or
other of them often used to look in for a yarn during our watch
below.

Mr Gordon, the agent, was also a visitor now and again; but he
was a bore, and a weak one, and his family tree became a nuisance.
Poor chap, if he only knew what an infliction we thought him as he
prosed away about the "lives" between himself and the castle,
estates and rent-roll of McGillicuddy! I can see him now as he used
to sit ticking off relations and probabilities on his long white
fingers, while his pale face would flush, and those moist,
liquorish, weak blue eyes of his attempt to sparkle under their
scanty light lashes.

Only a couple of days before we were expecting to sight the blue
loom of Mount Lammas, something happened. The Guadalcanar boys, no
less than thirty of whom were for neighbouring villages on the
island, were already getting their "bokkusses" packed, and arraying
themselves in their Sunday-go-to-meeting suits of cheap tweed,
flaring red and blue shirts, boxer hats, and outrageous
neckerchiefs and brummagem jewellery; scenting their wool with
perfumes, and smoking their best silver-mounted pipes. A crowd of
them had come on deck strutting about in full fig, and squatting
and lounging in our way as we hauled up and ranged the chain
cable.

In spite of repeated warnings, a big, powerful fellow called
"Caboolture Tommy" would not keep clear. So, presently, tempted by
the great bare feet in close proximity to him, one of the Spaniards
lifted the chain he was "lighting" along, and dropped the links
right across Tommy's toes.

With a howl of anguish the islander caught the sailor round the
neck and tried to strangle him. I saw the man striving fruitlessly
for a minute in the powerful grasp, his face turning black with the
pressure. Then, all of a sudden, the Kanaka's eyes rolled horribly,
and grunting, and throwing up his hands, he fell backwards, showing
the wooden handle of a sheath-knife sticking out over the waistband
of his new trousers, while a thin trickle of blood crawled along
the white deck. For the time a man might count ten there was an
utter silence, during which nobody moved. Then someone, stooping,
drew forth the knife, jumping aside as he did so to avoid the red
gush that followed it. But "Caboolture" only drummed faintly with
his heels. Evidently he was long past praying for.

And the sight of the blood seemed to awake the savage in his
comrades, for they came at us with anything they could lay their
hands on—belaying pins, capstan bars, bare fists. Had they
been fresh recruits we could without a doubt have mastered them;
for all islanders are cowards at heart, and hate a fair fight. But
these men had passed years, many of them, among Europeans, had
become accustomed to their ways, and felt little fear, especially
as we were unarmed.

Even against such odds, we, for a few minutes, held our own,
slashing at them with the long chainhooks and driving them for'ard,
while some of the crew used their knives freely, so freely that
already several black forms lay stretched out like "Caboolture" in
all their bravery of new attire. But the tide soon turned as the
balance of the islanders came swarming up the hatchway like angry
bees out of a hive, armed, too, with twelve-inch knives, tomahawks,
and revolvers. These last, of course, they had no business with, it
being a criminal offence to supply "returns" with such weapons. All
the same many possessed them. Rotten things, no doubt, cheap and
nasty, and "made in Germany"—effective enough, however, at
such short range.

Phil and I were fighting alongside each other amidships, and
striving with the mates to force a retreat aft through the
new-comers who had cut us off from the rest of the crew and hemmed
them in for'ard. A big nigger—one of our own boys—came
at me, flourishing a tomahawk in one hand, grinning and yelling
with anticipatory delight, and snapping a revolver he had forgotten
to re-load right in my face. By this time my chain-hook was bent
out of all shape—they are simply slender rods of iron with a
cross-piece for a grip at one end and a hook at the other—but
just as he was about to bring the long-handled "tommy" down on my
head, I darted the hook with all my force at his throat, in which
the sharp point catching, I dragged him to the deck, falling at the
same time myself, and underneath.

He was a powerful nigger; but I had kept a good hold of my hook,
and as he cursed and choked, and leant his weight on me, and felt
about for his dropped axe, I joggled the point in and upwards with
both hands till I felt it hit against his jawbone. Suddenly, as I
stared into his ugly face, his head fell in two halves, and I was
dragged to my feet, breathless and smothered in blood, but
otherwise unhurt.

Phil had picked up the tomahawk and split the nigger's skull
with it.

"A tight corner, Harry, old man!" he gasped. "Both mates are
shot. The skipper was here just now, but I've lost the run of him.
We must try and break through 'em if we can."

At a glance I saw what he meant. Between us and the poop was a
crowd of niggers dancing, yelling, flourishing axes, and digging
their knives into a couple of motionless forms. For'ard, right
against the windlass, was a confused mass of men chopping and
pounding at the deck-house where I guessed the survivors of the
crew had taken refuge. There was no more shooting. Having emptied
their pistols, many of the savages, confident in numbers, had
preferred using the weapons that they were accustomed to.

It takes some time, all this, to write about. Actually it could
not have been much more than five minutes since Pedro drove his
knife to the handle below "Caboolture's" ribs. I noticed the
Spaniard lying at my feet cut almost to pieces.

"We tried to charge through 'em," said Phil as we stuck close to
the stern of the longboat, "but they were too thick. I thought the
mates got through. They didn't, though. See, they're hacking at 'em
now. They'll come for us presently, and I expect it'll be a case.
Got a 'tommy'? That's right! We'll give a few of 'em gip before we
go under, anyhow. I'd run aloft, like the cook, there, but it would
be all the same in the end. Where's Gordon, I wonder?"

As we spoke, the agent came out of the trade-house carrying a
roll of paper in his hand, and obviously far from sober. Staggering
up to the group of natives, he seemed to be expostulating with
them, for we saw him turn over the pages of what was doubtless a
copy of the Regulations, at the same time shaking a warning finger
at them. All at once the niggers closed around him, we saw the
gleam of an uplifted tomahawk, and when the ring opened there lay
three bodies in place of two.

"I think we ought to make a dash for it," I said. "We'll have
those chaps from for'ard on to us directly." At present we were
screened from these by the end of the galley, and partially from
those aft by the longboat which lay right athwart the main hatch.
Still, I was sure that both parties knew well we were there, and
were only taking their own time before finishing us.

Our sole chance was to get aft and barricade ourselves in the
cabin. And a poor chance at that!

Perched aloft on the fore-topgallant yard, I could see the cook
staring down, his face like a lump of chalk. And even as I looked,
revolvers began to spit at him from the fo'c'sle-head, the bullets
holing the canvas sometimes of the royal above him, at others of
the topgallantsail, while he ducked and bobbed in an ecstasy of
fear.

"Ah, well," I thought, "better here than there, anyhow!"

It was a most beautiful day, full of sunshine, blue sky, and
bluer water, and so nearly a calm that the vessel had scarce
steering-way upon her, topsails and courses hanging limp and empty,
and the lighter canvas only filling at intervals to collapse again
almost at once. One of the Germans had been at the wheel when the
row commenced, but there was no one there now, and the brig came
slowly to and fell slowly off at her own sweet will.

"I think we'll rush 'em now we've got our wind, old man," said
Phil. And grasping our tomahawks—in reality
half-axes—we shook hands and were preparing to start when,
looking aft, I saw the captain suddenly rise out of the little
companion in front of the wheel and walk swiftly to the break of
the poop. He carried a rifle; and I noticed that his shirt was
hanging in blood-stained rags around his chest. The niggers were
still chattering and shouting over the three dead men, and the
skipper stepped along till he could almost touch them. Then,
kneeling down and leaning his rifle over the low rail, he commenced
to fire, dropping a man, and sometimes two, at each discharge,
deliberately aiming into the thick.

For a minute they paused, and one fellow flung a "tommy" and
missed, falling dead almost as soon as it left his hand. Then the
others broke and galloped for'ard, pursued by bullets. As they
passed one of them made a cut at Phil, who parried it and chopped
him across the back of the neck in return, dropping him. But the
rest never stopped; and leaving the shelter of the boat we ran aft,
singing out to the skipper to quit shooting.

"Six I am certain of," said he grimly, rising to his feet, his
eyes blazing, and his great nose all white and twitching. "If I
could but have found the cartridges sooner! Are you the only ones
left?"

"Except the cook, I think," answered Phil, staring aloft. But as
we followed his gaze we saw that the poor fellow had been shot from
the yard, and now hung doubled-up over the topmast-crosstrees, head
and arms hanging on one side, legs on the other, with a helpless,
relaxed look about them there was no mistaking the significance
of.

"We may do them yet," shouted Phil, "if you've got plenty of
ammunition, captain!"

"But I haven't," replied the other calmly, "scarcely another
filling—she's a sixteen shot. I knew there must be a lot
somewhere, because I ordered 'em this very trip. So, when I left
you that time, I nipped down the hatchway and along aft to a door
in the bulkhead I knew of, an' through it into the sail-locker an'
the cabin. An', by the holy Jingo, when I found the cartridges an'
undid 'em, they turned out all a size too large! What I've been
using are only a few I raked together about my berth. My good God,
what an awful mess we're in! Better clear below or we'll get hit."
And indeed it was time to make for shelter, as revolver bullets
were ping-pinging all around us.

Descending, we secured the doors looking aft, and the small
companion in front of the wheel; and then, while we drank a little
whisky and munched a few biscuits, we dressed each other's
wounds—none of them very dangerous. The skipper had been
slashed across the chest with a knife, Phil's arm was furrowed by a
bullet, while I, to my surprise, found that I was bleeding from a
cut in the shoulder.

"If we only had some more rifles and ammunition!" exclaimed
Phil, cautiously undoing one of the after doors and peeping
out.

"It's just a chance this one was here," replied the captain.
"More times I've had nothin' but a shotgun, an' some trips not even
that. Firearms ain't supposed to be wanted, although a few boats
still carry 'em. I only wish one of 'em may come across us. It's
glad I'd be to see her this minute! What are they doing now,
Scott?"

"Cooking," replied Phil. "And, by Jingo, there doesn't seem to
be more than half of them left. And there's lots of those badly cut
about. I could pop a few off now quite easily."

"No, no," replied the skipper, "we've just ten solitary
cartridges. We must keep them for the bad time comin'. Curse the
fools who sent this useless stuff on board!" And he pointed with a
despairing gesture to some brown-paper packets of Winchester
ammunition that lay torn open on the table. "Are you sure all our
poor chaps for'ard are gone?" he continued.

"Certain," replied Phil, closing the door as a bullet plopped
into the woodwork. "But I think they died hard. Even Dagoes 'll
fight when cornered, and I could hear enough to know that the
niggers weren't having altogether a picnic of it in the fo'c'sle
yonder. I say, Harry, I wish we were back again at Yarra, sinking
duffers and living hard. This sort of fun doesn't seem to agree
with my constitution. Fact is I'm in a blue funk."

"So'm I," I answered. "I feel worse than I did out on deck. This
waiting's rotten, and I wish something would happen."

Cubitt was tossing over the contents of a big seachest,
searching vainly for more cartridges, and he turned round and
grinned, saying: "Don't be in such a hurry, young fellers.
Somethin's sure to happen presently—bet your boots on that.
Years ago I was in a tight shop with the niggers at Santa
Cruz—just as bad as this one—an' only got out of it
with my cheek hangin' on my shoulder." And he pointed to the big
scar.

CHAPTER III
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By this time it was getting well on towards evening, and there
was hardly a breath of wind as I opened the door and looked along
the decks dotted with bodies lying in twos and threes, here and
there, from the big lot aft to right for'ard. One or two of the
islanders were showing signs of life, but the rest paid no
attention to them.

Where the skipper had done such execution the niggers lay as
they had fallen, quite hiding the three whites except for an arm
sticking up from the heap and still grasping a roll of paper. And
all around the capstan and the after-hatch was nothing but blood;
indeed the whole deck gleamed red as the western sky ahead. As I
gazed, I saw that our treacherous boys were busy rigging tackles
aloft with which to swing the longboat over the side. Others were
getting their boxes up and stowing them away in her, together with
such provisions as they had been able to cook. And all amidst much
wrangling and quarrelling. A couple even came to blows about a box,
giving and receiving nasty knife stabs. Then, suddenly, one of them
drew a revolver from his pocket and shot his opponent, who sunk
dying across the coveted article, which with a triumphant yell the
other snatched from under him.

But nobody took any notice; evidently there was no leader. And
they all talked at once, yelled, shouted, and swore—horrible
figures, with their torn and blood-stained finery lending them a
shocking suggestion of civilisation, accentuated here and there by
the speaking of very plain English, used to mock at and defy us.
But they attempted no open attack beyond now and again firing their
revolvers at the front of the poop-house. I counted twenty-two
still left, some of whom, however, moved very stiffly and in
evident pain.

It was quite dark ere they got the boat out; and we hoped, as a
lot of them tumbled into it, that they would soon be off. But we
might have known better. There were two more boats on skids aft,
together with a smaller one on the for'ard house. And on all these
we presently heard the sound of axes chopping.

"The black devils!" exclaimed Cubitt. "However, if they'll leave
us the brig we'll be satisfied. And it's too dark to shoot, even if
that'd do any good. Anyhow, there's one boat they know nothing
about. Now what's their next move, I wonder."

For a long time there was a silence, broken only by the creaking
of spars and timbers as the Taporina rolled to the
swell.

The three of us spoke in whispers, tremulous with excitement, as
we listened and peered now at one door now at the other, scarcely
able to believe in such a piece of luck.

"They've gone," muttered Phil. "I believe I heard the sound of
oars just then."

"Keep low yet a while," replied the captain; "likely enough
they're gammonin' so as to have us on the quiet."

So we waited. And presently the dark night seemed to grow
strangely light around the ship; and before we had time to realise
the desperate truth, a tongue of flame shot up amidships, followed
presently by another and a broader one, hailed with a savage chorus
of wild yells and barbarous cheering out there in the
blackness.

"Hell!" exclaimed the skipper as we rushed on deck, "I might ha'
known the brutes weren't meanin' to leave as simple as all that!
Steady now, lads, an' we'll maybe euchre 'em yet! Ward, take the
rifle, an' squat down, an' if you can see the boat shoot straight's
you can. Scott, come with me. There's a canvas dinghy in the spare
berth, sculls, mast, sail, an' all. She's only a ten-footer I was
takin' down to a missionary chap at Havannah, but she'll hold the
three of us easy."

I heard them rush away as Cubitt finished speaking, and thrust
the Winchester into my hand. And I crouched with one eye seaward
and the other along the deck, for I thought there might still be
some niggers left behind. But the glare was as bright as day
almost, and I could see nothing save the many motionless figures,
while the flames leapt up with ever-increasing fierceness, as they
caught the ship's timbers and crackled and roared through the open
hatchway. Suddenly, into the circle of light, flashed the longboat
with a score of dark forms standing up in her and yelling like
madmen. Resting my rifle on the rail, I fired three shots in quick
succession from the "lightning repeater" at the mark there was no
missing for one who had "plugged" many a kangaroo at more than
twice the distance. As amidst screams of pain, mingled with
splashings, the boat was pulled hurriedly back into the darkness, I
heard the skipper's voice calling from the opposite side.

I found they had the dinghy—a tiny thing of canvas
stretched over a wooden frame, and nearly as broad as she was
long—and were lowering her into the water. With the greatest
care we got into the cockleshell, and shipping a pair of sculls
pulled silently away, every minute expecting to hear the wild yell
that heralded discovery. But except for the crackling of the
flames, everything was very quiet.

The Taporina's sails and rigging had caught, the former
flaring out in burning shreds from the yards, the latter looking
like snakes in fiery torment as along tarred shrouds and stays and
backstays the flames crept and the hemp writhed and curled in
fantastic shapes, some dropping in great red-hot coils that fell
hissing into the sea, others swinging slowly to and fro with the
motion of the brig. Presently the fore-topgallantsail caught, and
by its light we could plainly see the bent figure in the crosstrees
with its arms extended towards the raging furnace beneath in the
attitude of one who dives. And all the time, as we pulled steadily
to the southward, came to us on the light air a horrible, rank
smell of roast flesh.

"Poor old brig!" muttered the skipper in hoarse tones, from
where he sat at the tiller. "Little did I think this was to be the
end of you, an' those other poor chaps a-fryin' yonder in their own
grease. Never sail with them Spanishers, an' Greeks, an'
Eyetalians, boys," he continued. "If that cussed Dago hadn't been
so smart with his knife this'd never ha' happened. A Dutchman
wouldn't ha' stuck 'Caboolture' the way Pedro did. However, it's no
use cryin' over lost milk, an' if those nigs catch us they'll give
us somethin' still more worth cryin' for. Step the mast as quietly
as you can, and up mainsail an' jib. Ha, there go the poor old
gal's sticks!"

And as he spoke, down crashed the Taporina's masts amidst
a soaring whirlwind of flame and sparks, while the hull burned more
fiercely than ever, making a great patch of sky glow so vividly red
overhead that we imagined it must be visible over all the South
Pacific.

Our little craft, meanwhile, was dancing and bobbing before a
light breeze with a rippling and tinkling of water-bells along her
frail canvas sides, and a swash of sparkling foam under her broad
bow. Neither I nor Phil had ever been in such a basket before, and
we were half afraid to move for fear of capsizing her when,
presently, the wind freshening a bit, she lay over to it with her
lee gunwale just awash. But Cubitt declared her a beauty, and fit
to go anywhere in.

"However," said he, "the chances are we'll sight somethin' in
the mornin'. Those niggers are travellin' dead away from us now.
They know where the island is, bless ye! We were only some eighty
miles off it when the row started, an' they'll think nothin' of
that for a pull. One comfort is that if they don't make a good
landfall, an' happen to get on Malaita or Florida instead of their
own beach, they'll all be killed an' eaten. But I'm afraid they
know too much for that sort of business, an' are too well armed.
That's poor Gordon's fault. It was his duty to see that they
brought no firearms on board. Ease off your sheet a bit, Scott, an'
she'll go all the easier. Great Moses, where should we ha' been
only for her!"

All we had in the boat was a compass, four tins of preserved
beef, and three bottles of beer. The meat rolled about as it
pleased, but we had to stow a precious bottle each inside our
shirts to prevent its being broken, while the skipper kept the
compass between his legs. At daylight it fell calm again, and
nothing was in sight. It was very hot, and we cowered under the
mainsail, spread over the sculls, awning-wise, and at intervals
took little sips of lukewarm beer to quench our thirst. If I had
owned all Bass's breweries just then, I would cheerfully have given
the whole box and dice of them for a quart of cold water!

Late in the afternoon—all three of us cramped, sore,
thirsty, and sick of homeopathic doses of beef and tepid
beer—Phil saw smoke to the eastward, and a few minutes'
anxious watching told us that the steamer was coming our way.

"Dutch," muttered the skipper, as we lay on our oars right in
her course. "Black, white, red. An' a man-o'-war. Umph! I don't
cotton to 'em over-much."

"German," corrected Phil as he noticed the colours.

"It's all the same," retorted the captain, as the big white
warship slowed down abreast of us, and we pulled alongside, "at
least the language is. Yah spells 'yes' with both of 'em.
They won't do nothin' for us. If she'd been English, now, they'd
ha' nipped after those niggers an' blowed 'em to Kingdom Come."

Another five minutes, and we were telling our story to the
captain of the Kaiserin, who, however, beyond a grunt,
manifested little interest until I happened to mention that three
of our crew had been Germans. At once there was a sensation, and
much guttural, vehement talk.

"That fetched 'em!" whispered the skipper. "Wish, now, you'd
said they was mostly Dutch. Damned if I don't think they mean
business after all!"

In his broken English the commander made inquiries as to courses
and distances; and soon the Kaiserin was steaming in the
direction from which we had come. And just at dark we passed the
Taporina burnt to the water's edge. A well-directed shot
from the cruiser, and the hull disappeared in a cloud of steam and
smoke. Half-speed during the night; and there in the dawn loomed
Guadalcanar, some eight or ten miles off. Then, as the sun rose
between us and it, could be seen through the glasses something like
a black centipede moving swiftly.

"That's them!" shouted Cubitt in his excitement. "More steam,
captain, or by the Lord they'll slip you yet! Mind, they butchered
thirteen o' your countrymen!"

But the captain only stared disapproval out of a cold,
spectacled, blue eye; and flung an order to a lieutenant that
sounded like a growl at a disobedient dog.

Boom! from a big gun for'ard came a report that shook the ship,
while just ahead of the centipede, in response to a sixty-four lb.
shell, there rose a great mound of water looking like blood in the
deep purple of the first sun-flush.

Boom! again; and you could see the same mound, pink now, spring
up, only amidst its glow, this time, were many things that looked
like the branches of a tree after a Bush fire has swept through it.
Also, the centipede was quite gone—vanished utterly.

And as the captain shut his glasses with a snap, he grunted
something into his beard—"Good practice!" perhaps—and
waved his hand, while bells chimed below, and with much splashing
of twin screws the Kaiserin slowly turned on her heel,
carrying us on to Wilhelmshafen, forlorn, penniless, but still,
now, not altogether dissatisfied.
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CHAPTER I

At one of the reunions of the League of Ancient Mariners,
discussion and argument ran high on the question as to whether a
sailor, after retiring from the sea and living ashore for many
years, ever becomes incapacitated, other than by old age or
physical infirmity, from again following his business in great
waters.

All those present were master mariners; and they now represented
many professions and trades. Among them were lawyers, doctors,
pastoralists, marine assessors, tradesmen, and merchants of every
description from a chemist to a miller; from a man who had done
well out of a patent window blind, to one who managed a big daily
newspaper. And at one time or another they had all held
command—mostly under canvas. The oldest of the company was
over ninety; the average was about sixty.

Opinions seemed about equally divided on the matter, so nearly,
indeed, that of the hundred present the party opposed to the
sea-going theory only numbered a majority of three.

"I'd go afloat to-morrow," shouted one old veteran, broad of
beam and bright of eye, "either fore or aft, as good a man as ever
I was. And I'll bet I'd be able to show some of these modern
sailor-men a few wrinkles in their work. And I'm sixty-five this
month."

"You couldn't," roared one of the minority. "It ain't to be
done. I'm only fifty-eight, but I'm too stiff to go aloft, and my
sight isn't what it was; and I'm a bit hard o' hearing. I've been
too long ashore. And what's more, I've got too much sense to leave
it. So've you, Cap'n Burns; only you ain't game to say so."

Laughter and cheers greeted the speaker; pipes were filled, the
nip freshened all round, and the argument was beginning afresh,
when up rose an ancient mariner and in a thunderous voice roared
for silence.

He was tall and somewhat bowed, but a fine crop of hair, which
the years had only succeeded in grizzling, crowned a massive, ruddy
face, clean-shaven except for a fringe of snow-white whisker that
ran from ear to ear under the chin. From beneath jet black brows
twinkled a pair of small, frosty blue eyes.

"I'm sixty-three," he announced; "and, as you all know, I'm
reckoned worth a goodish bit of money. Well, that's neither here
nor there; but I will say that running a steam laundry's a far more
paying game than running the finest packet that floats the sea.
Why, a pub, on a good stand, isn't to be compared with it."

Cheers and exclamations of emphatic assent met this statement.
"I left the sea just twenty years ago," continued the speaker. "I
was master of the Ballymena Castle, trading to
Calcutta—Parsee-built old frigate she was, comfortable as a
house, and quite fast enough. However, that's neither here nor
there. But I'm willing to lay a level couple o' hundred pounds that
me and others in this room to-night 'll go on board a ship and
leave her at the end of the voyage with A.B.'s discharges and
'V.G.' on every one of 'em. Anybody like a flutter?"

Almost at once, a small, stout, baldheaded man, one of the most
prominent of the oppositionists, jumped up and exclaimed, "I'll
take the wager, Cap'n Lord. An' I reckon that two hundred just as
good as if 'twere in my pocket this minute."

A very babel of protest and encouragement arose from the
assembled League as the taker of the bet, the proprietor of a large
and flourishing store in one of the suburbs of Capricorn,
laughingly resumed his seat, saying to the man next to him:

"Old stupid! I don't want his money. Just did it to knock some
of the conceit out of him and his lot. Only wish he would take it
up in earnest. You'd see some fun then."

"Well, Cap'n Black," remarked the other dryly, as a fresh burst
of cheering rang through the room, "I fancy you'll have your wish.
Listen to them calling you. And I ain't so dead certain you're
goin' to win either. There's some uncommonly hardy old birds among
us. And don't you forget it."

* * * * * *

"Harry," remarked my mate, Phil Scott, to me one day as we
leaned over the rail of the Zenobia, then lying out in the
stream in Port Capricorn, "did you ever come across a ship's
company of cheerful seaboys, all merry as grigs, singing and
larking, and cracking jokes by and large?"

"No," I replied, "I never did. Nor has anybody else ever done
so. What put the idea into your head, Phil?"

"Well," he replied, "I've just been reading a book about the
sea, by a modern writer, and you'd think that the whole show is one
of the funniest things imaginable. His characters are comic-opera
sailors; and they don't work; all they have to do is to get in and
out of impossible situations, mostly with extraordinary women."

"Well," I said, "all the merchant seamen I've come across are
the dullest, heaviest crowd you can well imagine. There's not an
ounce of comicality or fun to the shipload of 'em. He must indeed
be a genius who could get anything of the kind out of the British
sailorman."

"Umph," grunted Phil, "I like what's natural and true to life in
my yarns. And when I'm asked to believe in comic-opera sailors,
why, then I'm off the writer who tried to shove such stuff into me.
It may go down all right with the people ashore, but those who know
the life will laugh at, and not with, the man who tries to turn
Jack into a buffoon."

Phil and I, after a rather exciting sort of a trip among the
islands, had at last struck a calm spell in the Zenobia, an
old ship of fourteen hundred tons, owned in Auckland. We had come
across to Port Capricorn and loaded railway sleepers for South
Africa, and just as we'd got the hatches on there came a report of
a rich diggings that had broken out about three hundred miles up
country. And like magic the Port of Capricorn was left empty of
sailors. True, there was not much shipping in just then: and we
were about the only vessel ready for sea. All the same it was
awkward for the merchants.
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