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Author’s Foreword

THERE is, no doubt, a great deal wrong with this novel. But nothing of that is to be laid at the door of the expert and authoritative advice so generously given me everywhere I sought it. Especially I tender my grateful thanks to my good friend Chief Constable William Merrilees, of the Lothians and Peebles Constabulary, and his staff, who might almost come into the category of aiders and abettors; and to Captain Nicolson of the Forth Pilotage Authority and his staff, who could not have been more helpful. Also to all others who so innocently and patiently allowed me to pick their brains—and this applies, as ever, to the forbearing and most efficient staff of the Reference Room of Edinburgh Central Library, without whose continued help I would practically go out of business.

For the rest, this is fiction. I can only blame a run-away imagination. And yet—the pilot-cutter does wait off Fidra Island every day, fine or storm, for the big ships coming in from the seven seas; on the vacant lonely bar of Aberlady Bay, the tides do creep stealthily, just as described, and a more Godforsaken place on a winter’s night would be hard to imagine; moreover, if you cross the Timber Bridge and head out, heedfully, across the wide saltmarsh, you will find approximately all that I have here set down. Even, whisper it, if you know where to ask, and are sufficiently foolishly inclined, you can, I am told, purchase reefer cigarettes, at a price, in the douce town of Leith—as in most other seaports of this land, more’s the pity.

So, perhaps . . .?

NIGEL TRANTER

Aberlady, 1961.
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Chapter One

PHILIP HEPBURN, peering through the whirling disc of glass that kept a circle of the wheelhouse window clear of the streaming raindrops and drifting spray, pointed northwards into the windy blustering night.

“I’m sure of it, Tommy,” he declared. “It was a fishing-boat, I should say. Something about our own size. Completely without lights. Twice I saw it. No—it wasn’t one of the Fidra rocks. Well out from the line of them—eastwards. D’you think I don’t know a vessel from a rock, even on a night like this? She may have turned away, end-on to us now . . .”

“Och well, Master Phil—maybe you’re right,” the old pilot said, shrugging massive shoulders under his oilskins. “Maybe my eyes are no’ so sharp as once they were. But what would a fishing-boat be doing here, lights or none?”

“That’s what I’m wondering. Her electric lights could have failed on her, I suppose—but she should have been wearing emergency oil-lamps, then.” The younger man swung the wheel round a few points to port, correcting the drift in the opposite direction caused by the powerful gusting Force Six wind from the north-west.

“There’s no fish here, man. The things they’d be maist likely to catch would be bluidy seals!” Tom Wauchope had to shout, even in that confined space, to be heard above the whistling buffeting of the wind, the noise of the sea, and the creak of timbers. “They’d no’ be sheltering, either—anybody that could get in here, would run for North Berwick. Anyway, it’s no’ that much o’ a blow, for fishers.”

“No. But I saw it, I tell you. May not have been a fishing-boat, but she seemed like it, the glimpses I got. Some dam’ fool, anyway, out on a sea-way on a night like this, without lights. A menace . . . Oh—sorry, Tommy!”

A particularly violent rolling plunge of the pilot-boat had cannoned Hepburn against the older man’s stocky figure. The latter remained solid, unmovable, as though he grew on wide-planted feet out of the little wheelhouse floor, like some old tree that only sways slightly to the blast of the storm. He grinned, removing his pipe from his lips, to point its stem at his taller companion, mockingly.

“You losing your sea-legs, eh? Too much traipsing about in yon floating esplanade you call an aircraft-carrier, Master Phil?” Tom Wauchope had called Hepburn Master Phil ever since his boyhood days, although he was now a Lieutenant-Commander, Royal Navy.

“Looks like it, doesn’t it! I’ll have to work a shift somehow, to real sailoring again. A frigate, now, would just about suit me. Something smallish that a man could get friendly with.” He was staring out still, northwards, into the inky darkness, head lifting and sinking and canting to keep a moderately steady gaze through that spinning disc of clear glass. “I thought I just caught another glimpse of that craft, Tommy—a bit more to the east. But I’m not sure. I wouldn’t swear to it. If the beam of that lighthouse wasn’t so high . . .”

The Forth pilot-cutter Gala Law was lying, sturdy 66 horse-power diesels just turning over sufficiently to maintain her position, in the lee of the small and rocky inshore island of Fidra, at the wide mouth of the Firth of Forth. The islet was quite tall, with moderate cliffs, the lighthouse perched a-top, and since the cutter lay as close in as she dared, the four recurrent white beams that swept the streaming emptiness at 20 second intervals, did so away above their heads, doing practically nothing to light up the sea around them. Although the island to some extent broke the force of the north-westerly wind, and the short steep seas that it was raising, it provided only a very modified shelter, and the underlying long North Sea swell coming in from the east, had its own effect, so that the craft rolled and heaved and dipped with a curious corkscrew-like motion which would have played havoc with any but seasoned stomachs. The rain-squalls that blattered against the wheelhouse windows made it seem an even wilder night than in fact it was, so that the red glow of the veteran pilot’s pipe was a warm comforting thing in that tossing darkened box which appeared to be making so lonely a challenge to the elements.

Hepburn glanced at the luminous dial of his wrist-watch. “Nearly eleven,” he reported. “No sign of the Arab Emir yet?”

They both turned to peer eastwards, directly towards the open sea. The last radio message relayed from the tanker had given her estimated time of arrival at the pilot rendezvous as twenty-three fifteen, which, even with tonight’s poor visibility, ought to be bringing the ship’s lights into view by now. But all that was to be seen in the tossing spume-blown void to eastwards was the pale and intermittent gleam of another lighthouse, that on the towering Bass Rock guarding the entrance to the Forth six miles away.

“Och, what’s a wee small matter like half-an-hour to one o’ these foreign tanker masters?” the pilot shrugged. “They’re no’ just Navy-style, these boys, mind.”

“She’s a foreigner, then—this Arab Emir? Not one of the big oil companies’ own craft?”

“No’ her. She’s a Wog. One o’ the Hadji Assouff ships. Syrian owned, sailing under the Liberian flag. Four or five o’ them, there are. Och, we ken them fine, here in the Forth. Seldom have the same captains three trips running, that kind. Chartered by B.P. or Shell or one o’ the big combines to deliver their oil at the Grangemouth refineries up-river. Twelve thousand tons, Jap built. That’s the style o’ this one.”

“M’mmm. Well, it takes all kinds to make a world, doesn’t it!” the Navy commented generously. “Grangemouth,” Hepburn repeated. “A bit tricky that approach to Grangemouth, isn’t it? With big stuff like a tanker, and all those mudflats around? And the Forth narrowing up there, too.”

Old Wauchope grinned. “Och, it’s all right if you keep sober. Stick to tea, when you’re making for Grangemouth! Aye—and that’s well thought on. How about a mug o’ tea before the Arabs turn up? Put some warmth into that thin blood o’ yours, eh?”

He blew down the voice tube, and then spoke conversationally into it. “Aye, Dougal. How about a cuppa for the Commander and me? If you can tear yoursel’ away from your wee fire doon there?”

Philip Hepburn by no means refused the white pint mug of steaming hot tea, thick with condensed milk, which Dougal the steward brought up to them in only a matter of a minute or two—and, despite the boat’s crazy lurching, without spills or dribbles. After eleven months in tropical waters in the Far East, he felt the chill of even a mid-October night in the Forth more than he cared to admit. This was only the first week of his long-awaited leave at home.

They were just finishing the tea when the pilot tapped the younger man on the shoulder. “There she is,” he pointed out. “No’ that late, after all.”

It took his companion a few moments to pick out the faint wan glimmers of light, so much lower down and to the north of the high-set Bass Rock light. “Not much wrong with those ancient eyes of yours,” he commented. “Funny that you didn’t see the fishing-boat.”

“It is that,” the other agreed dryly. “Maybe I should consult an optic-merchant, laddie!”

Hepburn took the night-glasses, and steadying himself by wedging a shoulder into the corner of the wheelhouse, trained them eastwards. “Yes—it will be her. She’s a tanker, anyway, and fair-sized. Let’s go.”

All briskness now, he rang down to the motorman for engines.

The Lieutenant-Commander was in fact skippering the pilot-cutter tonight. The pilot was only by way of being a passenger, to be taken out and delivered on board the great ship coming nosing its way into the narrow dark waters of the Forth. All his life Philip Hepburn had been fascinated by the pilot-boats which made his little home-town of North Berwick on the East Lothian coast their base. His father, himself a retired naval man, had been a member of Trinity House and the Pilotage Authority, and while the cutters were not allowed to carry passengers there had been not a few occasions when regulations had been mildly waived—times when a schoolboy had sailed out on these exciting missions as assistant-steward or even assistant-motorman. Tonight, of course, was rather different. Now a naval officer and fully qualified navigator, he was standing in, and happily, for the relief skipper, who was at any moment anticipating an addition to his family, the regular master being ill. Some might have suggested that this was a strange way to spend leave from sea—but not anyone who knew Philip Hepburn.

As the Gala Law swung out in a wide arc east by north, the fact that the island of Fidra had indeed been sheltering them, was very swiftly made apparent. The wind struck them with abruptly increased violence, and even though it was almost full astern, made steerage immediately more difficult. This was enhanced by the steepness of the boiling white-veined seas that it was driving down the Firth in snarling succession, and which, in conjunction with the heavy ground-swell from the opposite direction, pitched even the sturdy 22-ton cutter about like a cork, her precipitous nose-diving frequently thrusting both screw and rudder high out of the water, in roaring vibrating protest, while the wheel swung slack. Water came streaming and foaming aft, and then streamed back forward—if a sudden cant to port or starboard did not send it cascading off sideways. The wheelhouse was enveloped in a continuous smother of spray, not only from their impact with the seas, but because the wind was whipping the crests off the waves, out here, and filling the air with spume.

“A bit of motion about,” Philip mentioned, but grinning happily. He had to shout in his companion’s ear, now.

“Och, no’ worth calling that,” Wauchope protested. “Just a bit jabble. But . . . no picnicking on Craigleith tonight, mind! I say, no picnicking on Craigleith tonight!”

That was an old joke, dating from the occasion when a schoolboy had piled up his sailing dinghy on the islet of Craigleith, and had to spend the night on the barren guano-covered rock in company with ten thousand highly odoriferous seabirds, to the marked alarm of most of North Berwick. It was not to be suggested that the pilot was reminding the Lieutenant-Commander that the said navigational hazard lay directly ahead of them now at something over a mile’s distance, and was not likely to be visible in all this splatter until about sixty seconds before they struck.

There was another islet, called the Lamb, still closer than Craigleith; and scattered reefs named the Law Rocks between that and the shore. That is the sort of coastline it was. The need for pilotage did not have to be underlined.

When the high Bass Rock light was suddenly obscured, and at the same time most of the lights of North Berwick, a mile or so to starboard, were hidden by something, like a dark curtain, Philip swung his wheel a few points to port, seawards. The first was caused by the loom of Craigleith ahead, and the other by the Lamb on their flank. The helmsman knew exactly where he was, therefore. Presently they could catch glimpses of the tanker’s lights again, which had been hidden also by the bulk of Craigleith. They seemed considerably higher above sea-level now, and therefore more frequently visible through the spray.

“Two miles?” Hepburn suggested. “About right.”

The other nodded.

The large vessel and the small approached each other quickly now. They seemed to have the entire wide estuary to themselves; even the prominent Isle of May lighthouse, which lay a bare ten miles to the north-east, was hidden in the thickness of the night. As they drew closer, Philip took the Aldis lamp, and flashed it towards the tanker’s lights, making the recognition signal. The other should have seen the red-and-white pilot’s mast-head lights by now, anyway.

Faintly, wierdly, sobbing unevenly against the bluster of the wind, they heard three wailing blasts of the big ship’s siren.

“I’d give her plenty room, and come in from astern,” Wauchope mentioned, almost apologetically in his companion’s ear. “These boys don’t give a damn. I’ve been near run down before now.”

The other nodded, and as soon as he could see the long dark outline of the tanker, as distinct from merely the pattern of its lights, began to swing round in a long curve to fetch up in her wake. As the cutter’s bows came about to face the west once more, suddenly the man’s grip tightened on the wheel.

“Confound it—see that!” he cried. “There he is again. Look! Against Fidra light . . .”

The brief watery illumination of the lighthouse’s beam swung away, leaving only more inky darkness—but this time the pilot had seen it. Nothing very clear, distinct or prominent—but enough to suggest the square wheelhouse and twin masts of a typical seine-net fishing-boat.

“Queer,” the older man said, rasping his chin with the bowl of his pipe. “Looks like he was trailing us, almost. A right strange thing that.”

“A right dangerous thing that!” Philip returned. “He’s a menace, as well as a fool, whatever he’s up to. Without lights, out here. He’d better watch out, or he’ll be run down!”

“Och, he can see that ship as well as we can,” the pilot pointed out. “And they’ll have him on the tanker’s radar screen.”

“Not when he’s as close up as that. Anyway, it’s dam’ stupid. And against the law . . .”

Philip had no more time further to bother his head about lightless small craft, just then. To bring his cutter alongside the big ship in this sort of weather, without mishap, was quite a test of seamanship. He approached the tanker from the southeast, to leeward, using its long massive bulk as a breakwater.

Soon the tall black sides of the great vessel were soaring up above them monstrously, and in contrast to this solid cliff of iron, the small boat seemed to be plunging and swaying more alarmingly than ever. Philip switched on their bow spot-light, and there, half-way along the rust-patched side, directly below the pale tower of the centre castle, the rope pilot’s-ladder dangled, frail and most inadequate-seeming, jerking and tossing. Two small dark-visaged figures could be seen peering over at the head of it.

Tom Wauchope pocketed his pipe, pulled on his sou’wester, and squeezed Philip’s shoulder. “See you the morn’s night, Master Phil. Stand you a drink if you dinna wet my feet!”

Nodding, Hepburn opened the starboard wheelhouse window—and an almost overpowering smell of crude oil blew in. The tanker was not stationary, creeping forward under steerage-way. Dougal Mackay the steward, in oilskins now, made a carefully-timed appearance, to push over the side two more fenders. Then he produced a boathook, ready to hook the ladder.

Philip made his run up the long side of the Arab Emir, throttled back to about five knots to the other’s three. He did not go too close before he must, for the cutter was rolling from side to side despite the sheltering effect of the ship—and the latter was rolling too, though slowly and with great dignity compared with the small boat. Even so, at times the great iron rampart seemed to be leaning right over the cutter, and their pennant-tipped mast threatening like a puny lance to stab the giant, now far below it, now almost up at rail-level.

Choosing his moment out of great concentration, seeking to balance roll against roll, backwash against swell, rudder against motor, as the cutter surged past the swinging rope-ladder, perhaps a score of feet out, Philip swung his wheel, and came slanting in to the ship, at the same time ringing down to the motorman to reduce speed. For a moment it seemed as though there was bound to be a collision as the Arab Emir rolled over towards the small craft. And then, as the wheel spun back again, and the tanker began its reverse roll, the cutter levelled off, its fender-guarded bows swinging within inches of the barrier of steel-plating—and there was the ladder hanging only a foot or two from where the pilot and steward stood outside the wheelhouse. The boathook caught it easily, and Tom Wauchope, reaching out, grabbed the rope. For a few seconds the two vessels moved forward at identical speeds, as the pilot waited for the next roll to begin, so that the ladder might hang clear for him. Then, with a thumbs-up sign and a grin, to Philip, he stepped over on to the rungs, and went expertly up the precarious and horribly-swaying contrivance, bulk, years, motion and flapping oilskins notwithstanding. The white foaming crest of a black sea seemed to chase him up—but as far as Philip could see did not quite reach the pilot’s climbing sea-boots. Even as the former watched, he was ringing for speed, and spinning the wheel to port.

A thin high-pitched liquid-sounding voice came down to them, shouting something which Hepburn could not make out. Frowning, he thrust his head out of the wheelhouse, and brought his helm round again some way, so as not to draw too quickly away.

“Eh? What’s that?” he yelled.

“Hey, Meester—you like ceegarettes, yes? Ceegarettes. Eenglish.”

“No thanks.”

“Hey—ver’ cheap. Eenglish ceegarettes.”

“No. No thanks, friend.”

“A watch, hey? Good watch. Ver’ cheap, Meester. Sweess watch . . .?”

“Sorry. No sale.”

“Ladies’ per-fume. Ver’ good. French ladies, yes? Ver’ nice. Ver’ leetle money . . .”

“Nothing at all, thanks. Keep it, chum.”

“French brandy? Cognac? French, Meester—no dam’ Spaneesh. Ver’ cheap.”

“No, I tell you,” Philip bawled. “No sale. Try them on the Customs bloke at Grangemouth! Goodnight!” Once again the Gala Law swung away.

A volley of abuse in mixed Arabic and pigeon-English came after them erratically on the wind gusts, full-blooded however liquid-toned. Seldom had the Lieutenant-Commander been thus addressed on the high seas.

At the wheelhouse door, Dougal Mackay grinned. “He has the cheapy-cheapy onion man fair outclassed, that one!” he said, in his musical Highland voice. “I’m thinking he didn’t like you that very much, sir.”

“I got that impression myself! D’you get much of this sort of thing, these days?”

“No. No—I’ve not known the like, before.”

“It seems crazy—on a night like this especially. Even if I felt like doing a bit of smuggling on the side—how the devil did he think it was to be done? I mean, get the stuff down to us, and the cash up to him? Did he expect Tom Wauchope to shin up and down that ladder, acting as go-between?”

“Aye. It was a daft-like ploy, that . . .”

The cutter was heading away landwards at a forty-five degree course to that of the tanker—which seemed to be slow in surging ahead again. It was the comparative tardiness of the big ship at picking up speed again, which set Philip Hepburn to glancing backward once or twice. And it was at the third such backward glance that he stiffened suddenly.

“Look! See there!” he shouted to the steward, who was just disappearing down his hatch again. “Dougal—look there. Astern of her. See it? It’s that confounded fishing-boat again!”

“Eh? What’s that, sir? A fishing-boat, d’you say? I don’t see . . .”

“See, man—a couple of hundred yards behind the ship. She’s not easily seen. She’s swinging away end on now, I think. No lights . . .”

Not easily seen was no exaggeration. It was only for a few seconds that Philip had glimpsed the same outline as before, possibly very slightly illuminated in the glow of the tanker’s lights. In the almost horizontally driving rain and spume, and the pitchy thickness of the night, the steward made no confirmatory sighting.

“We saw him before,” the helmsman shouted. “At least, I did. Off Fidra. And then again as we were coming out here. Looked as though he was following us, almost.” Philip was still peering back north by east. “Can’t pick him up again, now. But I saw him—no question of that. And what’s more, he was facing back up-Firth this time. The higher mast was to the east, seaward. This is a dam’ queer thing. Some fool cruising about out here without lights, in a thick night. A danger to himself and everybody else . . .”

On a sudden impulse, Hepburn altered course drastically, turning the cutter in as tight a circle as he might, almost back in her own wake. A point or two east of north he aligned her bows, and rang down for all the speed that the diesels would give him. Tom Wauchope was the last of three pilots to be ferried that night; they were only going home to bed, now. This blacked-out character ahead could do with a warning, whatever he was up to, for everyones’ sake—that was certain.

Philip switched on his bow spot-light again, when he calculated that he was facing in the right direction—and frowned at the result. The blaze of white light seemed merely to emphasise the obscurity, glistening and shimmering on the spears and droplets of rain and spray, creating a dazzlement before them rather than a lane of light. Promptly he switched off again. It was only destroying his own night vision.

Rolling more unpleasantly than ever, now that she was almost exactly broadside on to the wind and surface seas, the cutter churned her laborious way outwards. Dougal Mackay came into the wheelhouse with Philip, and together they peered into the blustering void. But without success.

“Eyes!” the naval man exclaimed, exasperatedly. “To have only our eyes, in this day and age! If we had radar. Or even hydrophones, to hear their engines . . .”

“Och well—this is not a battleship at all, mind,” Dougal pointed out reasonably. “Maybe if we were to be shutting off our own engines a wee whilie, we might hear the other man’s? Give us a bit line on him, just.”

Hepburn shook his head at this suggestion. “No good. If we heard anything at all, in this wind, it would be the tanker’s turbines. They’d outbeat anything small. It’s hopeless, I’m afraid. They can see us coming, with our lights, and can take avoiding action.”

“We could easy douse our own lights, Commander.”

“That would hardly give me much right to protest to them about not showing lights! And I’ve no authority, at the moment, to do more than make such a protest. No—I’m afraid it’s no go, Dougal.”

Reluctantly Philip accepted the inevitable, and turned his craft round to face for home once again. “As well look for a needle in a haystack,” he grumbled. “I wonder what it’s all about? Fisher skippers have too much sense, usually, to behave like this.”

“Aye. Right queer it is, yes. Mind you, though, I’ve seen a boat before, one time, without lights.”

“You have? Out here? Recently? The same kind of boat? A fishing craft?”

“Well, I reckoned it was a fisher, yes. Mind, I didn’t see it that very well, at all. But it looked that size. I pointed it out to Skipper Wilson, but och, he didn’t see it.”

“When was this?”

“It would be a month or six weeks ago. Maybe the beginning of September. It was a better night than this. But dark too, mind.”

“And you didn’t report it?”

“Why should I, sir? I thought no more of it, at all. And the skipper didn’t see it. Och, if it was anything at all, I reckoned it might be just a fisher crew drifting for salmon. Maybe illegally, just. Nobody would be wanting to spoil a bit sport, Commander . . .”

“No—of course not. But—is that possible? Out here? I don’t know much about salmon fishing in the sea. But are there any salmon out here? I thought it was only around the mouths of rivers?”

“Och, there must be salmon in it. There used to be salmon nets set at the bar of Aberlady Bay. Stake nets.”

“M’mmm. But isn’t it the law that anyone can fish for salmon beyond a mile out from low-water, in Scottish waters? No need to hide, without lights, out here.”

“Maybe not. Och, it was just a sort of notion I had.”

“Anyway, this craft tonight wasn’t fishing, I’ll swear. It might have been, off Fidra. But it must have come out after us as fast as we did. And now it’s off in the other direction. It would never do that, fishing.”

“If it was the same boat.”

“Lord—you mean that there might be more than one? That the Forth is littered with darkened craft, fishing for salmon! Out beyond the mile limit where it isn’t illegal anyway! I can hardly swallow that one, Dougal my friend!”

The other scratched his head under his sou’wester. “Aye, maybe. Och, it’s queer, right enough. You going to report it, Commander?”

Philip Hepburn shrugged. “I don’t suppose so. Nothing really to report, is there? Nothing to make any fuss about. And I certainly don’t want to seem officious—poking my nose into what’s no business of mine. Officially, I shouldn’t be in charge of this cutter at all, tonight. No—there’s nothing to be done about it, I’m afraid. But I’d be interested to know what it’s all about, just the same.”

“Aye. Well—time for another wee droppie tea before we reach North Berwick harbour . . .”


Chapter Two

ANOTHER night, the next indeed, in the wide and windy dark—though not quite so dark, nor nearly so windy, and the rain withholding. Very different circumstances, too—even although, as the mallard might fly, the location was not many miles from the pilot-cutter’s sheltering place in the lee of Fidra. Five miles, no more, up-Firth, Aberlady Bay yawned its wide mouth to the north, vacant, level, apparently limitless, yet somehow watchful, waiting. At least it seemed so to the man, lonely in the mud-coated black heart of it—always seemed as though it waited, just as the man himself waited. Though not, perhaps, for the same thing. If small boats in the wide estuary of Forth were Philip Hepburn’s first love, the flighting wildfowl of Aberlady Bay at dusk or dawn ran them a good second.

He shifted his stance heavily in the deep cloying mud, and turned his head a few degrees to the right, so that he might hear the better. It was extraordinary how great a difference that slight turn made, in listening for so faint and elusive a sound as the whistle of the pinions of flighting duck, on a windy night. The breeze, chill out of the north-west still, though reduced, had been blowing directly into his right ear, quite overwhelming such other faint sounds as the empty dark saltmarsh produced. Moreover, those ridiculous hairs which grew out of the man’s ears, had been playing him false again; the wind whistling through them had produced a sound absurdly like that of whistling wings. He must remember to cut them off before coming down to the Bay again. Why on earth did hairs grow out of one’s ears, anyway?

His new stance was better orally, undoubtedly. He could hear now, more than just the buffeting of the wind—the little plops as the rising tide dislodged the tiny sand cornices which fell into the Peffer Burn winding its way through these mud flats of the great Bay; the peep-peeping of redshanks fussing about the shallows; the mournful yittering of the curlews, like lost spirits of the night; the mussels breathing in the mussel-beds on which he was standing, which gave him all the scant cover and foothold which the mud flats had to offer. That was fine—he could now perhaps hear the occasional whistling pinions just that couple of seconds earlier, before the duck were overhead, which would give him a chance to locate them in the gloom, get his gun up, and possibly fire, before the faint shadow of swift movement, which was all that he would ever see, disappeared into the thicker darkness landwards. Flighting mallard fly at sixty miles an hour, and your wildfowler is left in no doubt of the fact.

Philip’s trouble now was that though hearing was improved, sight was not. Previously he had been looking into the faint wan, almost illusory memory of the dead and gone murky October sunset, which was all the apology for light that the night had to offer him—and which no-one other than a wildfowler would have recognised for light at all, or even perceived. Nevertheless, that mere echo of a former luminosity had provided a backcloth slightly less dark than the rest of the night, against which keen and practised eyes, when not blurred with tears from the sharpness of the wind, might just for a fleeting second, actually discern the exciting mandoline-shaped outlines of duck hurtling past. Now, without turning his head away and immediately putting his ears out of action again, the man looked only into the cold black void of the north, seaward. From which direction the duck would come, admittedly, on their nightly flight from resting on the open sea to their pastures on the inland stubbles—but what good was that if he could not see them?

Not for the first time Philip Hepburn asked himself why sane men went wildfowling?

He quickly became aware of yet another disadvantage of this new position. Every thirty seconds, north-by-west, the white eye of the lighthouse on the island of Inchkeith in mid-Forth, blinked at him coldly, impersonally, from dead ahead—and though some might have argued that this was a companionable thing, the only other evidence of man and his works in all that wide and windy darkness, the fowler did not see it thus. Last night, he had been glad of the lighthouses further down the Firth; tonight he saw this one as a recurrent white nuisance, registering on the retina of his eye, destroying his precious night vision, such as it was, and leaving behind little blue-green rings jigging about before him, guaranteed to obscure any momentary glimpse of duck.

He had been seeking, for some little time, to blink away these dancing irritations, when it occurred to him that not all of these stupid lights were, in fact, of the same colour and quality. Most were blue-green, yes—but some few had been palely yellow. And these, when he came to think of it, had been differently placed, away to the right, as though glimpsed out of the very corner of his eye.

He turned his head further round, to stare slightly east of north, so that the north-west wind blew now straight into his left ear, peering into the black emptiness where lay the long long sandbar of the Bay and then the restless sea. It was at that moment, of course, that he sensed rather than heard movement somewhere above him, swung round urgently, flung up his double-barrelled shot-gun, searching desperately with eyes and ears—and then exploded into a curse as the white eye of Inchkeith opened full on him in baleful mockery, and the faint beat and whistle of pinions faded away landward. At his feet the patient silent black Labrador retriever subsided again into its cold vigil in the mud.

Philip frowned to himself. It looked like one more nil return, one more empty bag to add to the long tally. The wind was in precisely the wrong airt for both the twilight and that confounded lighthouse. All possibility of shooting would be gone in another quarter-of-an-hour . . .

Definitely, undeniably, he glimpsed a flicker of light that had nothing to do with Inchkeith or with his eyes’ reflections. It came, as he had thought, from away to his right, north-eastwards, where lay only the bar and the sea. It was gone again now—but it had been there. He was sure of it—a yellowish light, small and not very bright.

What could cause that, out there? In clear weather, the lights of the little Fife towns on the other side of the Forth, a dozen miles away, gleamed and winked like strung diamonds. But not tonight. The lights of shipping, of course, passing up and down the Firth, could show white, red and green, fishing-boats from the neighbouring havens of Cockenzie, Port Seton and Fisherrow often sailing fairly close inshore; but these did not come and go, gleam one moment and disappear thereafter. Besides, it had seemed much closer than that, he thought—though it was hard to tell how far away a weak light might be on a dark night. He would have put it at the bar, or even nearer—although he could be wrong. But why should any light be shining out there?

The sudden stir of the dog at his feet, upraised head barely seen but perceived, produced immediate reaction from the man without conscious thought, jerking his head round. Yes—he heard them. Which ear was it, telling him? The right, yes. From seaward. Fast-beating wings. Where . . .?

He saw them—not duck but only movement—streaked across the loom of the night. His gun swung up in rhythm and line with that movement. Faster than the movement, outpacing the fading streak, the weapon swung, and just as motion dissolved into nothingness, his finger squeezed the trigger. The gun leapt against the man’s cheek and shoulder, a brief red flame stabbed the night, and the shattering report was carried away on the wind. As the ringing of it faded from his ears, the thud of something falling on the mud smacked to landward of him. Like a spring released the dog leapt forward into the darkness, in whimpering eagerness.

“Good boy, Lance—good boy,” Philip commended in a few moments, when, tail wagging slowly, the Labrador returned carrying with great dignity a large bird, the wings extended on either side of his head as on a Viking’s helmet. Even as he stooped, however, to collect the victim of his marksmanship, which the striking markings revealed even in the gloom to be a handsome mallard drake, the fowler’s eyes lifted.

Over there, the light was shining again, and this time remaining so, stationary.

Putting the duck in his gamebag and patting the dog’s head, the man reloaded, seeking to puzzle this thing out. What could anybody want with a light out at the bar—for that it was somewhere thereabouts seemed to be certain? Not that the bar itself was any very definable position, being indeed a great sandbank that stretched across the mouth of the Bay, uncovered when the tide was out, more than two miles in length and anything from half-a-mile to a mile in width at lowest water. There was nothing there, in all the lonely expanse of it, save some old wreckage half-buried in the sand, nothing that anybody could wish to inspect in the dark or in daylight either—certainly no place for casual walking at any time. Another wildfowler, then? Shore-shooters seldom used electric torches which would scare away the fowl. Moreover the bar was no place for a fowler, with no flight-lines and no cover.

What, then? The light was staying on longer this time. It couldn’t be trouble? Somebody wanting to attract attention? Needing help?

Like everybody else who had lived on that coast, Philip had heard tales of evil holes and quicksands out at the mouth of Aberlady Bay—pits reputedly scoured by the circular action of the tides and then filled in with soft blown sand, into which a man could sink and fail to extricate himself. Admittedly he had never seen anything of the sort—and he had quite often been out at the bar, stalking the pinkfoot geese in their season; but that was not to say that such pits did not exist.

It did not make for pleasant contemplation.

Now that this thought had entered his head, Philip Hepburn became restless. It was probably complete nonsense—both the idea of sinking sands, and that anyone was out there in need of assistance. On the other hand, if it was so, it was quite shocking for him to be standing there doing nothing about it. And the light, weak and only coming on at intervals, might represent someone’s desperate attempts to harbour and spin out a failing battery.

When the light came on again presently, pale and faltering, seeming indeed to wink and blink, the man could stand it no longer. The tide was coming in. Another hour or less would see a large part of the bar covered. He could not just stand there, watching. Anyway visibility, even for a fowler, was practically gone. The chances of getting another duck now were remote.

Unloading his gun, Philip tucked it under his arm, and calling to Lance, started off seawards.

It was heavy going, at first, tiring, plodding through the thick mud in his long rubber thigh-boots, even though he sought to walk with a sort of skating motion. But once clear of the mussel-beds which flanked the Peffer’s winding course through the flats, and which retained the top-soil brought down by the river in the form of this thick black gluey mud, he was on the firm sand floor of the Bay, ribbed with the tide and gleaming palely with surface-water.

How far from him that light had been, he did not know. It might be anything from one mile to two out to the sea’s edge, depending on how much of the bar was already covered by the making tide.

He strode out, his boots clumping hollowly, the dog’s paws splashing in the runnels. He tried to keep approximately to the line on which he thought the light had shone—but, needless to say, it was difficult, with nothing by which to check direction save the periodic beam of the lighthouse.

He was hurrying, now.

How far he had gone before he realised that the splatter that his boots set up was being caused by more than just the surface-water in the sand-runnels, left by the former tide, he did not know—the best part of a mile, probably. And there had been no further gleam of light. This was the new tide, undoubtedly, flooding in silently, almost imperceptibly, not over the bar but round it. He was walking in a couple of inches of water.

The man was not actually alarmed—at least, not for himself. The tide always came in thus, rounding the long sandbar away to the west, where the Peffer Burn had forced its channel through to the sea, and creeping in and fanning out over the slightly lower flats behind, to flood most of the thousand acres of the Bay whilst the higher parts of the bar were still uncovered. In a way it was treacherous, for while the uninitiated could listen to the breakers roaring impressively on the far side of the bar, and esteem the tide to be still a long way off, it was in fact flowing soundlessly in behind. But this silent menace was largely illusory too, for the height of the bar itself kept rising very slightly towards the east, and eventually it ran into a long spit of dry wind-blown sand which lost itself in the tall dunes of Gullane Point; so that anyone could walk along the bar eastward, without any need for serious hurry, to dry land, this being the last part of the entire Bay to be covered.

Philip’s anxiety, therefore, at the splash of flooding water at his feet, was wholly on account of whoever had been shining that light. If the party was, in fact, in some way trapped or held, whether in a hole or otherwise—and the light did not appear to him to have moved away from the one area throughout—then, unless he was on the highest part of the bar, the tide might already be swirling round him. There had been no blink of light for ten minutes at least, he reckoned.

Pausing, he raised a hand to his mouth, and called out, at the pitch of his lungs, loud and long. “Ahoy! A-a-ho-o-oy, there!”

No sound answered him, save the cheeping flapping alarm of some unseen parcel of waders nearby. The roar of the waves breaking on the other side of the bar was loud now, of course—quite sufficient to overwhelm his calling at any distance. And the wind, from the north-west, would carry his voice away behind him.

He called again, nevertheless, feeling something of a fool. Was he acting like an old woman?

He moved forward again, through the water, peering. This flat expanse, without landmarks or anything else to guide a man, was of all places the least rewarding to search in the darkness. It was indeed pretty hopeless, searching, unless the light came on again . . .

The sand beneath his boots seemed to be distinctly softer now. Probably it was only the effect of the two or three inches of swirling seeping water, stirring up the surface of it. But it made Philip think the more of those hypothetical pot-holes—a thing that had never worried him, or crossed his mind, when he had been out here after the geese. Yet, if he was really contemplating some stranger being possibly trapped, caught in some such hole, held fast by the sucking sand, here was himself walking blindly out into the same danger . . .!

More old-wifery!

Philip was undeniably thankful, nevertheless, when he realised that he was beginning to walk out of the thin moving sheet of water on to dry sand again. That meant that he was on the bar itself—or perhaps the higher central spine of it, higher by those few precious inches. The waves certainly sounded very near, now; he could hear the individual toss and crash of them, as distinct from the steady roar.

He turned and looked back. The lights of Aberlady village, at the head of the Bay, seemed a long way off. He shouted again—and recognised the futility of it as he did so. Those waves would blanket any voice.

The gun? If he fired a shot or two, surely, if there was anybody at all near at hand, they would flash their light? If they were still capable of doing so . . .

He reloaded, and pointing his gun into the air, fired one shot, paused, and fired the second barrel. Lance, mystified but loyal, whirled round in a series of stiff-legged jumps, sniffing the night, and then plunged off in no very certain direction, looking for the duck which his heroic master could not possibly have missed.

No light came on.

Philip frowned. Had he done all that there was any point in doing? In common sense, could he search further? Almost certainly not. And yet, if there was even the faintest possibility of someone in need out here—and it would be desperate need by now . . .?

He started to trudge, westward, not eastward toward safety.

Presently Lance was a black shadow at his heels again, whimpering softly in his throat—whether on account of not having been able to find a duck or because he felt the entire proceedings to be profitless and unwise, was a matter for debate.

How far Philip proceeded along that benighted spine of sand he never knew. Certainly it seemed a long way, with every further step taken with increased reluctance, every pace ranker folly, every minute grievously prolonged. No light encouraged him. No sound, other than the roar of the breakers, so ominously close on his right, met his ears. And all the while he was still more painfully aware of the silent creeping flood on his left.

He had not realised that he could be such a coward.

It was when he discovered that he was walking in water again, and not just for a few paces, that he came to a halt. It was smooth water, and might just conceivably be no more than a large tidal pool. Stooping, he peered down at it, to see if the water moved. Tearing a corner off a page of his diary, he dropped this on to the black surface. Quite quickly the white scrap of paper drifted away from him—and to his right, towards the sea.

That was enough for Philip Hepburn. It might not be as far as he could get. It might be that this was only a lower gap in the bar. The firm sand beyond might go on for a long way yet. But to have this water ever widening and deepening behind him, perhaps joining up with those ravening waves to the north, was no prospect to consider. And that thought led to another. If there was one such gap, there might be others. Further back. Between him and safety. The notion caught at his throat, rather.

He turned about.

It may have been a slight lull in the wind; probably it was the effect of having the wind sweep past his ears from behind instead of blowing into them: but as he turned, quite distinctly he heard the steady chug-chug of diesel engines muted but unmistakable.
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