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I. IN WHICH THE READER MAKES A GENTEEL ACQUAINTANCE

THE wayfarer on life’s highway who has reached that stage of this earthly pilgrimage which is graciously miscalled middle age–a period when the full-blooded green of summer begins to show certain sere and yellow adumbrations of approaching autumn; when the silvery frost of age has begun to gather on the temples and Time has written, in many a lined inscription, the epitaph of passions dead and gone, of sorrows buried and forgotten; if he should pause to look back and retrace in memory the stages of his journey, will surely let his eye roam fondly over the fairer scenes–the shady dells, the flower sprinkled meadows, the quiet streams by which he has rested in joy and peace–rather than the dismal wilderness through which he has struggled, despairing and dismayed.

And so, if he should take up the pen, to set down for the eye of others, those things that have befallen him by the way, it is needful that he should hold with a firm hand the reins of memory, lest, like a mere gossip, he should but talk for his own pleasure and so weary the reader. For, left to his own inclinations he will tend to let his thoughts turn back to the springtime of his life, when this old and outworn world was a thing newly discovered, its simplest and commonest pleasures as yet unstaled by custom, and its illusions unspoiled by disappointment; when the future loomed far ahead with the uncertain beauty of a mirage, and no weary journeys lay behind. For even when the wheels of life begin to run stiffly through the wear and rust of age, when pleasures have become dull and the future is but an empty coffer wide agape, still memory can raise the ghosts of dead-and-gone delights until they seem to live again and the world is once more young.

But I should seem a dull historian if I should fill these pages with an account of my childhood or even of my youth; which, to speak the truth, were as little eventful as those of other country-bred lads, so I shall pass over these early days and come to that period when my misfortunes and adventures began.

Yet it is necessary for me shortly to inform the reader as to my condition, that I may not come before him as a complete stranger; for otherwise would much of that which follows be barely intelligible.

My father, then, was a Kentish yeoman, or gentleman farmer as they say nowadays, of a good family though of slender means, and a very agreeable and cultivated man, as I have been told. But I have no clear recollection of him, for he died before I was yet five years old, and was followed a few months later by my mother; when, as my high relations would have none of me, I came to live with a kinsman of my mother, Mr Roger Leigh of Shorne, in Kent. And at Shorne I remained up to the time at which this history opens, finding in Mr Leigh and his wife the kindest and most indulgent of parents, and in their daughter Prudence, a loyal and affectionate sister.

At the time of the opening of this history I was just twenty years of age; indeed this chronicle commences with the day following my twentieth birthday, on which day it had been arranged that I should make a journey to London, partly as a sort of birthday treat and partly to transact some business for my uncle–as I called Mr Leigh–with the hop-merchants of Southwark. It was no uncommon thing for me to spend a day or so in London, for the town was but little more than twenty miles distant, and what with the stage-wagons and coaches from Rochester and the tilt-boats at Gravesend, there was no difficulty in making the journey; and my own custom was to walk up to town, and return by water, either in atilt-boat or on some hoy or other craft with whose master I was friendly. Yet, accustomed as I was to these journeys, and often as they had occurred, the incidents of this day are impressed on my memory with the most singular vividness; and the very aspect of the house, as I came down from my chamber in the grey dawn, rises before me now clear in every detail, although, God knows, I little suspected then that I was bidding a long farewell to the familiar scene.

I can see the old kitchen, wide and low-ceiled, and crossed by age-blackened beams, as it was revealed when I threw back the shutters and let in the wan morning light: the clean brick floor, the yawning fireplace with the great hook swinging above it, the polished pewter ware and blue china platters ranged above the dresser; the copper warming-pan glistening on the wall beside the painted bellows. With especial distinctness do I recall the old black-faced clock that hung in its sheltered corner solemnly counting out the seconds, while the little wooden smith on top of it hammered away with noiseless stroke at the red shoe on his anvil: and I remember finding something whimsically solemn in the thought that all through the dead hours of the night, when the silent house was wrapped in darkness and its inmates in slumber, the little tireless figure was thus pursuing his labours, unseen by mortal eye.

When I had breakfasted heartily and drunk a cup of ale, I thrust into my pocket the parcel of provisions that my aunt–as I called Mrs Leigh–had set ready for me, and let myself out, closing the door silently behind me. The sun was already up when I came out into the lane, and the world was waking to the beauty of a perfect summer’s day. A lark was carolling aloft in the blue sky, the voices of countless birds resounded from the shady woods on the hill and an unseen crow-boy was springing his rattle far away among the corn.

Along the footpath, between walls of fast-ripening wheat, all sprinkled with drowsy poppies and blue-eyed speedwell, I strode with a gay heart, singing aloud as I went, until I crossed the stile into the Dover road.

Early as it was, I was not the only person afoot. Near to the manor house of Parrock I overtook old Tom Staples with a cartload of grain that he was taking to the Gravesend mill, and when I passed the Prince of Orange Tavern the shutters were already open, and there was the landlord himself taking his morning draught at the open door. By the time I reached Northfleet the business of the day was in full swing; a couple of wagons stood outside the Leather Bottel and from the shipyard under the cliff came the din of beaten trunnles and the ring of the caulkers’ mallets.

I halted for a few minutes to gaze upon the ever new spectacle of the busy river. The tide was beginning to flow, and already the anchorage was studded with the white sails of vessels bound for London, while a pair of large line-of-battleships went sidling up Northfleet Hope, backing and filling their great topsails as they drove to and fro across the river.

When I had watched the two warships turn round into Fiddler’s Reach I resumed my journey, stepping out very briskly, for the morning was still cool and fresh; but although I loitered nowhere, the clock of St George’s Church was striking ten when I turned out of the Dover road into High Street, Southwark.

At first I was disposed to go and dispatch my business out of hand, that I might have the day free before me; but reflecting that the coaches and wagons would be presently arriving, I hastened to the George Inn by London Bridge to bespeak a bed, and to wash and brush off the white dust of the chalky Kentish road. When I had finished my ablutions I stepped out on to the gallery, and, leaning my elbows on the wooden parapet, fell to watching the scene of bustle and business in the inn-yard below, where the Guildford coach was preparing to start.

For some minutes I remained absorbed in idle contemplation of the departing travellers, when I was startled by feeling my hat twitched from my head, and, springing round, mighty fierce, as may be supposed, was not a little amazed to find the gallery empty and my hat lying on the floor. But as I gazed around in search of the cause of this phenomenon, my eye caught a loop of thin cord rapidly ascending in front of the gallery, and, on leaning out over the balustrade and looking up, I was confronted by a pair of grinning faces thrust over the rail of the gallery above, each as round, as red and as shining as a copper warming-pan. Almost instantly, however, the grin on one of them faded into an apologetic smirk and its owner hailed me in a voice like the below of a shorthorn bull.

“Save us Master Hawke, but who’d a thought to see you here in the old George! I ask your pardon, sir, for the liberty, but d’ ye see this here shipmate of mine, which is an unmannerly son of a gun, to go a skylarking with the quality–”

“What!” roars the other, “me a-skylarking! Fine talk this, shipmate, when you done it yourself. Look at him, master, with the spunyarn in his fist at this very moment, and trying to cast the blame on to a innocent man.”

The two faces suddenly vanished, and, immediately after, a pair of uncommonly massive legs appeared dangling over the balustrade, and the astonished people in the inn-yard were regaled with the sight of a square-built, pursy little man coming hand over hand with monkey-like agility down the pillar that supported the upper gallery. As he stepped lightly down from the rail of the balustrade he held out a square, tar-stained hand.

“And what might you be doing up in London, Master Robert?” he asked, as I grasped his great, rough paw. “I thought you were down among the cornfields and hop-gardens at Shorne.”

“So I was this morning,” I replied; and I then told him what had brought me to town.

“As to me, Master Robert,” said my friend, “perhaps you mightn’t think I’d come up to pay my respects to the Comptroller of Customs.”

“No, indeed,” I replied, with a laugh; for Toby Rooke was master of the cutter Tally Ho, the most bare-faced smuggler on the south coast.

At this moment Toby’s companion made his appearance, having condescended to walk down the stairs like an ordinary mortal, and stood a few paces away, grinning shyly and staring into his hat which he held in his hands, the very picture of embarrassment.

Toby proceeded to do the honours of introduction.

“This here swab what you sees before you,” said he, “is Bill Muffin. Billy, come and show yourself.”

Thereupon Bill Muffin advanced, hunched up his back, and gave a tug at his forelock, as though he were pulling a bell-rope.

“It’s all on account of Bill, here, that I came up to London,” said Toby. “You see, I heard that a Guineaman was fitting out in the Pool and that her master was on the look-out for a mate; and as Bill thought he would like to have a change from our trade and try his luck in deep water, I sent word to the captain that I knew the very man to suit him, so he sends me word back asking me as a favour to meet him here today at eight bells, and bring my mate with me; and here I am and here’s Bill.”

“The captain is mighty careful to take so much trouble in choosing a mate,” I remarked.

“So I was thinking myself,” replied Toby; “but it’s a queer trade, d’ye see, sir, is the Guinea trade. Gold dust and ivory are costly stuffs, and you want to know the men as is a-going to handle ‘em.”

Here our conversation was interrupted, for a stranger appeared at the head of the stairs and advanced along the gallery towards us, attracting our attention immediately by the oddity of his appearance. He was a somewhat tall man and immensely fat, not alone in his paunch–which was like a terrestrial globe–but in his face and limbs; yet notwithstanding his great size, he walked with a light, springy step, and as silently as a cat.

His aspect impressed me disagreeably at once, I could hardly say why, except that he was excessively uncomely. His large, puffy face was of a tallowy paleness with a long mouth stretched across it, of which the lips were so rolled in that it seemed but a great wrinkle under his nose. He had, moreover, what sailors call a swivel eye, so that one could not tell at what he was looking, and his grey wig fitted so ill that it listed over to one side exposing a tuft of red hair above his ear.

We drew up against the balustrade to let him pass, but when he came opposite to us he halted and bent his gaze upon Toby, or Bill Muffin, or both of them at once–for it was impossible to be certain upon the matter.

“I take you to be a mariner, friend,” said he.

“Right, master,” said Toby; “that is if you mean me,” he added hastily.

“I do,” replied the fat man sourly, “or I should not have addressed you.”

“No offence I hope, master, but I wasn’t certain, d’ye see,” said Toby.

“I came here,” pursued the stranger, ignoring the apology, “to seek one, Tobias Rooke.”

“Then you’ve made your port at the first cast,” said Toby, “for that’s my name; and I’ll make bold to say that I am talking to master Enoch Murking.”

“You are,” replied the stranger, “and I suppose one of these friends of yours is the mate you sent me word of.”

Here he fixed a cold grey eye upon me, and I lifted my hat and bowed; but as he paid no regard to my salutation, I concluded that the other eye was the one in use at the moment, and that it was directed at Bill Muffin, for that bold mariner had become suddenly covered with embarrassment and hung his head until his well-greased queue stuck out behind like a pump handle.

I thought this a good opportunity to make my escape, so I excused myself, observing that I must go to settle my business and leave them to theirs; but Toby would not be satisfied until I had promised to return anon and take a bite with him. Accordingly, when I had finished with the hop-merchants, I came back to the ‘George,’ and, having inquired of the drawer for Mr Rooke, was directed to the coffee-room, where I found Toby and the other two seated at a table awaiting my arrival. They had kept back the meal for me but they were not without refreshment, for a jug of pop-in–a liquor compounded of a quart of strong ale and a quartern of brandy–stood on the table three parts empty; and I could perceive by the complexions of my friends and the sprightliness of their talk that it had not been consumed in vain.

Under the influence of an excellent dinner and a further supply of liquor, even the austere Captain Murking relaxed somewhat and related many strange things concerning the countries that he had visited. For it seemed he commanded the ship Charity in which he had for many years traded to the Guinea Coast; a land that, he assured us, by no means merited its evil reputation; and he rounded up his encomiums upon this ill-omened coast by asking me, rather suddenly, if I should not like to see its wonders and beauties for myself.

“If it were only the matter of my own inclinations,” I replied, “I should be disposed to say yes; but as I have both means and occupation at home I have no excuse for roving.”

“Wisely spoken and like a godly youth,” said Captain Murking, smiling greasily and filling his glass afresh; “The call of duty is louder than that of pleasure to the righteous man. Still ‘tis a pleasant life in Guinea, where the summer never wanes, and where flowers bloom and fruit ripens all the year round. ‘Tis a profitable life too,” he added thoughtfully; “for nowhere in the world may a man grow rich so quickly as there, where the very dust of the earth and ooze of the river sparkles with the good red gold.”

The picture thus drawn by this strange unsailorlike shipmaster of the far-away African coasts, impressed me, I am free to confess, not a little; for I was but a mere country lad, and my imagination had already been set a-roving by the white sailed Argosies that stole into the river on every tide. Yet I could not but reflect that Captain Murking had, on his own showing, spent many years on the Guinea Coast, whence it should follow that he was either very rich or very unfortunate; and I was on the point of saying somewhat to that effect when the captain rose–the meal being now finished and all the liquor drunk–and hoisting a great globular copper watch out of his fob, declared that he must get on board his ship.

“Is Bill a-coming with you, master?” asked Toby.

“William Muffin had better come on board now,” replied Murking, “that I may show him his berth and give him directions about the cargo. And I trust,” he added, “That I shall find him, as you say, a careful seaman, and a God-fearing man who will set a profitable example to the crew.”

“You will find Bill Muffin as good a seaman as ever stepped a plank,” said Toby a little sulkily; “but as to t’other matter, why d’ye see we h’ant no call for it in our trade.”

“No,” assented Murking, “‘tis a godless traffic as you say. Howsoever, I wish you a good day Master Rooke, with many thanks for your good offices. And you also, young sir, I wish you God speed; and should you desire a sight of my craft before she sails, I am always to be heard of at the ‘Ship Aground’ in Redriff.”

I thanked him for his courtesy and accompanied him out into the yard, where Toby and I stood watching him as he took his way through the arch, followed by the reluctant Bill Muffin, the latter winking and grimacing at us over his shoulder as he went.

“There’s a hypocritical, psalm-singing old slush pot for you,” exclaimed Toby, as the two men turned into the High Street. “God-fearing, forsooth! Show me a pious shipmaster and I’ll show you a damned rascal.”

I laughed at Toby’s prejudice (though, to be sure, I was little prepossessed by the captain’s piety myself), and proposed that, now we were rid of Bill and the captain, we should cross the bridge and take a look at the town, as I was desirous of buying one or two little presents for Prudence and my aunt and uncle.

Accordingly we took our way towards the city across the bridge, stopping to lean over the parapet for a while and watch the watermen from the Pool shooting the rapids through the narrow arches, on the flood tide.

When I had made my purchases, we sauntered away westward, gazing about us with infinite relish at the novelties around, and mightily diverted by all the life and bustle of the town; and then, when we had gazed our fill at the crowded streets, the fine ladies and modishly dressed dandies, we must needs go to the play, where we were nearly stifled by the heat; and so at last back to our inn as tired and happy as a pair of children.

“How do you travel home tomorrow, Master Robert?” asked Toby, as we turned into the inn-yard. “Is it shank’s mare or the Rochester coach or the tilt boat?”

“I told my cousin that I should come down on board the Margate hoy,” I replied. “‘Tis more pleasant to sit on the hoy’s deck than to huddle amongst the straw in a tilt-boat, and I know the master of the Susan Solly, the hoy that sails tomorrow–a genial, honest man who will gladly give you a passage down, I have no doubt.”

“Then,” said Toby, “We may lie late tomorrow, for ‘twill not be high water until half-past ten. But we must not be too sluggardly, neither, since the hoy will haul out on the top of the tide, for certain. So pleasant dreams to you, Master Robert, and a fair wind home.”

With this he turned into the staircase (for he lay in a room on the upper gallery), and I betook myself to my chamber.

On the following morning, when we had breakfasted and paid the reckoning, we made our way over the bridge to the Wool Quay, near to the Custom House, where the Susan Solly was lying; and we were none too soon, for we had hardly stepped on to the deck when the bell at Billingsgate began to ring and we saw the tilt-boat push out from the quay, while the master of our own vessel began to cast off his shore ropes and get the square sail hoisted.

As the tilt-boat pulled past–for they had not yet hoisted the sail–I noticed Toby casting a very searching glance at her passengers, who were all in sight, the tilt being rolled up on the bails because of the heat; and on my asking him what he was regarding so earnestly, he pointed out three rather ill-looking fellows in the stern.

“I am wondering what has been a-doing at Gravesend,” said he; “for if those three rascals are not Bow Street runners, may I never land another keg.”

“They may not be going to Gravesend at all,” I said, looking at the men with a new interest nevertheless; “perhaps they are going to meet the Rochester tide-coach. There are plenty of doubtful characters about there and Chatham.”

“That’s true,” replied Toby, and as the tilt-boat vanished among the shipping in the Pool and the hoy moved out into the stream, the matter dropped.

The breeze blew light but steady from the west, to the great satisfaction of the captain; for these hoys are none of the speediest of craft, and a breeze setting fair over the taffrail suits them better than any other. With her big square sail set, and a three-cornered topsail above it, her main sheet trailing in a bight over the side, and her head sails blowing out like Cherubim’s cheeks, the Susan Solly shoved her way through the slack water in such style that she had fetched Limehouse Hole before the ebb began to overtake her.

Once clear of the crowded Pool, the company began to settle themselves for the voyage; and soon from the crowded deck arose a very babel of noise, as jests and laughter mingled with the crying of infants, the squeaking of a fiddle, the shouts of the sailors, and the drawing of corks. The Susan was a large hoy–near upon a hundred tons burthen–but the fifty or sixty passengers on her deck left mighty little room for walking about, and I was glad to find a seat upon an upturned barrel near the stern, where I could sit and listen to the sea gossip of Toby and the captain, or watch the seamen trimming the sails as the course was changed, and the white-capped, white-aproned cook bustling to and fro, now busy with preparations for dinner, and now stopping to coil down a rope or take a pull at a jib-sheet.

Most of the passengers were Londoners, and many of them had evidently never been afloat before, as appeared from the many odd and diverting questions they put to the sailors. They were all simple citizens–for the people of fashion travel down by the coach–and were full of high spirits and good humour, so that to watch them and listen to their talk was as good as being at a play; and I was so well entertained by them and by looking at the ships of all nations in the river and the moving panorama on the banks, that when we came to the end of Long Reach, and the Swanscombe marshes appeared just ahead, the familiar sights impressed me with surprise at the manner in which the time had slipped by.

We had just passed the village of Grays Thurrock and were heading down Northfleet Hope, when, from my perch in the stern, I observed a waterman’s towing-hook rise above the bulwark and lay hold of the lanyards of the main shrouds. Immediately afterwards the weather-beaten visage of old Simeon Speed, one of the Gravesend watermen, appeared above the rail and began peering amongst the passengers as though looking for someone. I hailed him by name, and as soon as he saw me he beckoned.

“Why Simeon,” said I, as I stepped across to the side, “what brings you aboard of the Margate hoy?”

The old man leaned inboard and said in a low voice.

“Miss Leigh, sir, is alongside, and she bid me ask you to please step into the boat with her; she has some matters of importance to tell you about.”

I looked over the side and saw my cousin Prudence sitting in the boat with her hood drawn nearly over her face; so with a few hurried words of explanation, I bid adieu to the captain and Toby Rooke, and, climbing over the high bulwark, let myself down into the boat.

“Well, Cousin Prue,” said I, sitting down by her side, while Simeon unhitched his hook, “what wonderful piece of news is this that would not keep till I reached home?”

“A piece of news, Robert,” she answered gravely, “more wonderful than pleasant. But I shall not tell it you now. I want you to land at the jetty here, and do exactly as I bid you. I shall go on shore at Grays and call at one or two shops; then I shall take the way to Chadwell, and I wish you to meet me on the road near to Grays; but if you see anyone coming along the road keep out of sight if you can.”

“This is all very mysterious,” said I, with a strong feeling of uneasiness.

“It will all be made clear when you meet me,” she replied; “and now go ashore and do as I have said.”

Simeon had brought the boat up alongside a little wooden stage, and he now steadied her with his hook as I mounted the slippery steps. Prudence waved her hand as the boat pushed off, and I turned away across the Chadwell marshes, disturbed no less by my cousin’s pale and anxious face than by the strange directions she had given me.

I strolled off at an easy pace across the marshes, for I knew that the boat would take some time pulling up to Grays against the strong tide that sets into the bight at the top of Northfleet Hope; indeed I could see her creeping slowly upstream, and could contrast her sluggish movement with the swift progress of the hoy, the bellying sails of which I could perceive over the low land, slipping down Gravesend Reach, borne forward by wind and tide. Presently I struck a small cart-road that crossed the marshes to the west of the hamlet of Little Thurrock, and proceeding along this, at length came out into the high road from Grays to Chadwell St Mary, within a couple of hundred yards of the former. In accordance with my cousin’s directions, I had kept a bright look-out, but had not encountered a single person upon the marshes. Here, however, on the high road, there were several foot passengers in sight, as well as a wagon; so in order to keep out of sight and yet maintain a watch for my cousin’s approach, I took my station behind a thin part of the hedge, at a bend in the road, where I could command, through the branches, a view right into the village, and sat down to wait.




II. IN WHICH I BECOME INVOLVED IN A TRAGEDY

I REMAINED sitting in my ambush on the bank under the hedge for near upon half an hour; and never in my life have I known time to pass with such wearisome slowness. For, as I sat, alternately peering down the road and round the fields, my mind seethed with a hundred wild and disturbing conjectures.

The few mysterious words that my cousin had uttered were, indeed, enough to fill me with uneasiness, and even alarm, and I continued to cudgel my brains for a clue to their meaning until I was nearly beside myself with impatience and bewilderment; but beyond the too-obvious fact that some serious mischance had befallen, I could conceive no explanation.

At length, as I was peering out for the fiftieth time, through the opening in the hedge, I saw Prudence coming quickly along the road with a little basket upon her arm; and, as there happened to be no other person approaching, I emerged from my hiding place and set out to meet her. She came up to me near to the cart-road by which I had come, and down this we turned and walked towards the marshes.

“I fear I have kept you waiting a long time,” she said, as I took her basket and drew her arm through mine, “though I made the best speed I could, knowing that you would be impatient to hear my news.”

“Truly, cousin,” I replied, “I am on tenter-hooks and pray you to end my suspense as quickly as you can.”

“Well, then,” said Prudence, “to begin with, I must tell you that a very dreadful thing has happened. Young Will Colville was found yesterday morning shot through the heart.”

“Good God!” I exclaimed, “This is terrible news indeed. Is it known who fired the shot?”

“I was going to tell you,” replied Prudence. “He was found lying among the corn beside the path that leads down to the stile by the Dover road. He was shot through the heart, as I said, and he had been shot from behind, for the ball had entered his back below the shoulder. A little way off the men who found him picked up a pistol–a small pistol with a silver lion’s head on the butt.”

“A lion’s head!” I exclaimed, starting. “Why, that is like the pistol I had from my Uncle James!”

My cousin laid both her hands on my arm.

“Robert,” says she, “it was your pistol; your name was on the plate.”

At this my heart seemed to stand still, and I halted, staring at her, speechless with horror. Then the full significance of her statement burst upon me, and I took her roughly by the arm.

“Prudence!” I exclaimed, “you think I murdered young Colville!”

“That I do not,” she replied, “or I should surely not be here. But I fear I am the only living soul who does not hold you to be guilty.”

“Do my uncle and aunt, then, think me a murderer?”

“Consider a moment before you blame them,” said Prudence, gently. “Here is a man who was not only your sworn enemy, but whom, no longer since than last week, you threatened, before several witnesses, to shoot. Now he is found, within an hour of your leaving the house, lying dead on the path you were known to have taken, shot with your own pistol. What marvel is it if folk name you as his murderer?”

“You put the case with most damnable clearness, cousin,” said I, gloomily, “and it only puzzles me to promises to set sail at once, if Toby will agree–which no doubt he will–and get off on the ebb tide. And now is because I know you as none of these others do. Because we have played together as little children, have rambled together hand in hand in the country as boy and girl, nesting in the woods or nutting in the lanes. Because as we have grown older, I have learned to look to you for a brother’s love, to find in you my faithful champion, always brave and chivalrous and true. And that is how I know that when Will Colville was shot in the back with your pistol, it was not your finger that drew the trigger.”

I was deeply affected by my cousin’s words, to which I could make no reply but to doff my hat and raise her hand to my lips. Her confidence in me was indeed quite unreasonable. But when the world of a sudden turns its back upon a man, and he feels himself the victim of false appearances, the unreasoning faith that springs up in a woman’s heart may seem more precious than the wisdom of judges or philosophers.

“I suppose,” said I, “the hue and cry is out by now?”

“Faith but it is, and your cousin shouting the loudest of all!”

“My cousin!” I exclaimed.

“Yes; I forgot to tell you, having such a budget of ill news, that a couple of hours after you left, your cousin Percival came to our house. I do not know what business had brought him to Shorne, but he had already heard of the murder, and was ready enough to believe it was your handiwork.”

“Yes, the blackguard,” I assented bitterly; “he always hated me. You see I stand between him and his miserable chance of becoming Sir Percival–which he would never be in any case. So he raised the hue and cry, did he?”

“That he did,” replied Prudence, flushing with anger at the recollection; “and what is more, he sent off a horseman to London for the Bow Street runners. No doubt they are at Gravesend by this time.”

“They are,” said I, “for I saw them start in the tilt-boat; and scurvy-looking knaves they are. Is there a warrant out, think you?”

“I know there is,” answered Prudence. “Old Colville is the justice of the district, and he issued a warrant out of hand directly he heard of the disaster.”

“Then,” I said, “I may take it that the instant I make my appearance on the other side of the water I shall be haled before the old man, and clapped into the cage at Gravesend.”

“You would be,” corrected Prudence, “if you were such a madman as to show yourself.”

“Show myself!” I exclaimed. “And what else could I do? You do not suppose that I, an innocent man, am going to skulk and hide myself as though I were indeed the murderer.”

“I suppose you are going to act like a man of some sense,” answered Prudence severely.

“And should I not do so by coming forward and boldly proclaiming my innocence?” I demanded.

“What folly you are talking!” exclaimed Prudence. “You know quite well that Mr Colville will send you for trial to Maidstone, where the assizes commence next week, and what chance would you have before a jury of strangers, think you, when even your dearest friends are convinced of your guilt? You would proclaim your innocence, you say, but what proof would you offer? What defence would you make?”

I had to admit that I had nothing but my bare statement to offer. “Still,” I said, “if the worst happens, I can at least meet my death like a gentleman, and leave posterity to do me justice.”

“And that you cannot,” replied Prudence, “for ‘tis a most ungentlemanly thing to be turned off from the gallows by the common hangman in company with a parcel of sheep-stealers and pickpockets; and as to posterity, it would do you the honour of setting you a-dangling from a gibbet by the Dover road.”

“But you would not have me run off at the first scent of danger?” I protested, a good deal shaken, nevertheless, by my cousin’s blunt statement of the case, of which I could not but recognise the truth. “You would not have me play the coward, Prue?”

“Fiddle-dee!” exclaimed Prudence impatiently. “A live dog, my dear cousin, is better than a dead lion, and either is better than an ass. You say you are an innocent man, which I have never doubted, then have no fear but the truth will come out if you but give it time; and meanwhile do you get away to some place of safety. I promise you no stone shall be left unturned, no effort spared to clear you during your absence, and I have little doubt but you will soon be able to return with your honour re-established. But meanwhile, as I say, you must look to your safety.”

I was mightily astonished to hear my cousin talk in this strain, for she was ordinarily the meekest and quietest of maids, and had been my humble follower and disciple from the time when we were children together; though always a sober-minded sensible girl. But her judgement and self possession in these critical circumstances filled me with admiration and made me a little ashamed of my own rashness.

“I will do whatever you bid me,” I said humbly.

“Then listen to me,” she replied, “for I have arranged everything. As soon as I heard of the trouble, and knew what it meant to you, I rode over to Cliffe Creek, where I learnt privately the Tally Ho was lying. Unfortunately, Toby Rooke was away at London–”

“I know. He came down with me on the hoy,” said I.

“If I had only known!” she exclaimed in a tone of vexation. “However, I saw Long Jack, who is now the mate, and made no bones of telling him the whole story, seeing that it is the talk of the countryside.”

“And what said my friend Jack?”

“He said a good deal that I need not repeat,” replied Prudence, smiling at the recollection of Long Jack’s discourse, “but the substance of it is this:

“It will be high water in the creek at a quarter-past ten o’clock tonight, when it is proposed to warp the vessel out into the river. It was Toby’s intention to anchor for the night and sail at daybreak, but Jack promises to set sail at once, if Toby will agree–which no doubt he will–and get off on the ebb-tide. And now as to picking you up. Jack promises that as soon as it is dusk he will put off in a boat, row down the Hope and pull back along the Essex shore to the little jetty at East Tilbury. As soon as the boat is made fast he will fall to whistling ‘Why should we quarrel for riches?’ so that you may know the boat is his. Then he will row you across and put you on board the Tally Ho, and may God speed you and carry you safely to St Malo.”

“Prue,” said I, after a pause, in which I meditated with renewed astonishment on the marvellous readiness and coolness with which my pretty cousin had dealt with this alarming crisis, “Prue, you are a wonder. You have forgotten nothing.”

“Nothing,” she answered with a smile; “not even your dinner. Look!”

She lifted the lid of her basket, which I was still carrying, revealing a solid-looking pie and a flagon of ale; at the sight whereof I suddenly became conscious of the fact that I had eaten nothing since my breakfast. So without more ado we sat down under a thorn bush at the side of a ditch and fell to upon the victuals, and being both prodigiously sharp-set, we ate for some time without speaking.

All this time I was as one in a dream, so suddenly had the blow fallen upon me in the midst of my careless gaiety. And though all my life was changed in a moment, everything seemed unaltered. Here I sat amidst the well-known scenes with my home almost in sight–for the blue shape of Shorne hill rose, distinctly visible, even to the mill on its crown, out of the level lands across the river. There was the old house by the side of the lane, there my little room in the end gable, with the clematis growing in at the window; there was my bed made ready for my home-coming, with my rod and gun on the wall above, my very clothes waiting for me to put them on. All the homely surroundings of my life were unchanged and near at hand, and yet they would know me no more. This very night would see me an outcast wanderer, borne on the dark sea towards an unknown shore.

And with the old life that was thus slipping from my grasp, went all whom I loved and all from whom I could bespeak love. All my friends and gay companions, the kind foster-parents who had dealt with me so tenderly from my early childhood, and, above all–far above all–Prudence herself. Even in the hurry and agitation of the moment, I dimly realised that this was the loss that really touched me. From my older kinsfolk I could, perhaps, part with the lightness of youth; and doubtless in new surroundings, new friends might easily replace the old ones. But Prudence held a place apart, which none other could fill; and, as I stole a glance at my companion and noted how trim and dainty she looked, as I reflected upon her resolute courage, her resourcefulness and her unswerving loyalty, I thought there was surely no one in the world like her. Yet who could say when, if ever, I should look upon her again?

It seemed that while I was meditating in this gloomy fashion, my cousin had been following out a somewhat similar train of thought, for, as she shook from her lap the crumbs of her frugal meal, she turned to me with a face that was very serious and wistful.

“How long, I wonder,” said she, “will it be before we take another meal together?”

“Long enough, I fear,” was my rather despondent reply. “But who can tell?” I added more cheerfully; “the mystery may be cleared up tomorrow, for the murderer is probably not far off.”

“He is most likely in the village,” said Prudence; “Colville had a good many enemies, and this thing does not look like the work of a casual stranger. By the way, can you account for the murderer having gained possession of your pistol?”

“I think I can,” I replied. “Last Saturday I went, as you know, to Rochester, and as it was raining when I started I put on my surtout. Knowing that I should be returning late by way of Gad’s Hill, I dropped the little pistol into the outside pocket. The evening, you may remember, was quite fine and very warm, so on my way back at night, I carried the surtout on my arm.

“As I turned out of the Dover road to come up the hill, I felt a sharp stone in my shoe and sat down on the grass by the roadside to shake it out, throwing my surtout down by my side; and when I had shaken out the stone I rose, and, catching the coat by the skirt, flung it over my arm. The pistol must have slipped out on to the grass as I picked up the coat, for when I sought it in the pocket next morning it was not there. I went at once to the place where I supposed I had lost it, but it was nowhere to be seen; and I have no doubt that some rascal had already picked it up.”

“And you never mentioned your loss to anyone I suppose?” asked Prudence.

“No,” I replied. “The thing was but a toy, although I was sorry enough to lose it; but it was gone, and there was an end of the matter.”

My cousin was silent for a space; then she suddenly rose to her feet, casting upon me a look of deep concern.

“Robert,” said she, “I fear it is time for me to go back, loath as I am to leave you. Old Simeon is waiting for me at his sister’s house and he will be growing impatient. Besides, you have to make your way to East Tilbury before dusk.”

I rose, and, catching up the empty basket, drew her arm through mine; and we set out to retrace our steps, slowly and reluctantly towards the road. But creep as we would, the short distance was covered all too quickly, and we found ourselves at the spot where the cart-track joined the high road.

Here Prudence halted, and, having peered cautiously up and down the road, which was now deserted, laid her hands on my shoulders.

“You must leave me now, dear,” she said, “and hasten to keep your tryst. May God go with you and make you brave and patient as you need be in this dreadful trouble.”

“Prue,” I replied, “you have held my life in your hands today; and I should beadull scholar indeed if I had learned no lesson of courage and patience from you, or of love and faithfulness either. Though, God knows ‘tis hard enough to sneak away like a thief, and harder still to say goodbye to my little cousin.”

“‘Tis hard for us both,” said she, “who have never parted since we were children; and what the house will be without you I dare not think. But it cannot be for long, for the truth will surely make itself manifest. Let us trust that it shall be as the Scripture says; ‘He that goeth forth and weepeth shall doubtless come again with rejoicing.’”

The sound of a horse’s hoofs upon the road now warned us to bring our interview to a close.

Setting down the basket, I took her hands in mine and kissed her; and so we stood for some seconds with hearts too full for speech. Suddenly she disengaged herself, and, catching up the basket without a word, hurried away down the road.

I watched her, from the shelter of the hedge, until the horseman had overtaken and passed her, when she turned and waved her hand. And I still watched as she grew small in the distance till the turn of the road into the village hid her from my sight. Then I emerged from my cover, and taking once more to the cart-track, strode off across the marshes.

It was by this time getting pretty late in the afternoon, and there lay before me a good five miles of very rough ground before I should reach the landing-stage below East Tilbury. It would not do for the boat to arrive before me, for the sailors might conclude that I did not intend to keep the appointment, and return without me; so I set forward at a brisk pace, and, finding that the cart-track seemed to lead towards the hamlet of Little Thurrock, I turned off from it across the meadows.

There were very few people in this part of the country, and often, as I walked along the top of the high banks that bordered the ditches, and surveyed the vast expanse of level land, there was not a soul in sight. Whenever a figure became visible in the distance I changed my course, if necessary, to avoid coming nearer than about a quarter of a mile, and so I accomplished my journey without being seen by anyone except at such a distance that recognition would be impossible.

As I come out upon the flats below East Tilbury I observed a boat approaching the landing-stage, which the rising tide had only just reached. In no little anxiety lest I should miss my rescuers after all, I set off at a run, but I presently perceived that this could not be the Tally Ho‘s boat, for not only was it much too early for the appointment–being scarcely half-past seven by my watch–but the boat was too large, rowing four oars, and having the appearance of a ship’s quarter-boat.

I now began to be assailed by fears of another kind. What if news of my escape from the hoy had reached Gravesend and this should turn out to be a boat from a government vessel sent to intercept me?

Some fifty yards from the jetty a clump of small thorn trees grew beside a ditch, forming the only cover in the whole dead level of the marsh. These trees I carefully kept between myself and the boat, and, by hurrying forward, I contrived to gain their shelter before the craft had reached the jetty. Of the latter I was then able to get a good view by peering between the branches, and as the boat came alongside and the man in the bow made fast the painter to an iron ring, I saw at once that my fears were groundless. The man in the stern was clearly no king’s officer, and the seamen were unmistakably merchant sailors.

Nevertheless, the presence of this boat might prove a source of danger to me, for the Tally Ho‘s people would hardly risk taking me off while these strangers were about, and what their business was or how long they were likely to stay, I could not guess. They would hardly be taking in stores from the village, with the town of Gravesend close aboard.

The mystery of their presence, however, was shortly resolved by the appearance of a cart, which came jolting down the rough track that led to the jetty; for when it drew up, the driver jumped down and began to hand out a number of wicker-covered demijohns, which I surmised were full of the famous Tilbury water. Doubtless the boat belonged to some passenger ship, bound for the Indies.

I watched the stowing of the demijohns in the boat with the keenest interest, and as the last one was lowered into the bows, I breathed a sigh of relief. But, to my deep mortification, the sailors, instead of putting off, sauntered away in a body towards the village, leaving the carter in charge of the boat.

My anxiety was now redoubled, for it was already past eight o’clock and the sailors had set off with an exasperatingly leisurely air.

Crouching in my hiding-place, I groaned and swore with impatience, peeping out continually through the branches in a vain search for the jolly-boat of the Tally Ho, and casting many a malevolent glance at the unconscious carter. At length, after a full half-hour had passed (although it seemed to me like several hours) the sailors reappeared in high spirits, but more slothful than ever; the carter mounted to his seat and drove off, the mariners, slowly and with much talk and merriment, took their places in the boat, and at last I had the satisfaction of seeing them cast off and pull away towards Gravesend.

They had scarcely rounded Coalhouse Point, when I observed, in the now gathering dusk, a small boat pulled by two men, creeping up the Hope, close in to the Essex shore. It was the only boat in sight (for the one that had just put off had by this time vanished behind the land) and I had no doubt that it was Toby’s boat, although I thought it wise still to keep out of sight. The men were paddling easily, but the boat, borne on the strong flood tide, came on at a good pace and was soon alongside the jetty, when one of the occupants, having secured the painter, stepped up on the stage and looked about on all sides. The figure of the man seemed familiar to me, but the light was now too feeble for recognition at that distance, and I determined to wait for the signal.

The seaman, having looked up the track and across the marshes in every direction, began to pace the jetty with an air of impatience. When he reached the end he sang out to his comrade in the boat. I could not hear what he said nor could I catch the reply, but immediately afterwards he stepped briskly to the foot of the jetty, and taking from his pocket what appeared to be a small flageolet, began to play, very skilfully and melodiously, the air of “Why should we quarrel for riches?”

On this I came forth from my ambush, and, running up to the jetty, found the minstrel to be, as I had thought, my old friend Long Jack.

“Well to be sure!” exclaimed he, in great astonishment at my sudden appearance, “ye’ve not been long a larnin’ your noo trade, Master Robert.”

“And what might that be, Jack?” I inquired.


“Why, a-makin’ yerself scarce,” he answered. “I’d a’ swore there warn’t a soul within half a mile, and here you comes, a-poppin’ up out o’ nowheres like one of these here Jack-in-the-boxes!”

The man in the boat appeared highly diverted by these observations. “He’s a pretty fellow, master, is Long Jack,” he chuckled, “to send on a job like this. Why, darned if he didn’t forget all about piping the chanty till I reminded him.”

I was glad that Jack had not come alone, and said so; and with that I jumped down into the boat and took my place in the stern, shipping the rudder while Jack cast off the rope.

There being a light breeze blowing from the south, we stepped the mast and hoisted a sail, with the aid of which, by steering diagonally across the tide, we were carried pretty rapidly towards the Kentish side of the river.

In spite of having to dodge one or two vessels which were beating up on the tide, I managed to hit off the entrance to Cliffe Creek pretty exactly, and, it being now about an hour before high tide, there was a good depth of water over the bar at its mouth. So we lowered the mast and sail and pulled into the creek, and in a few minutes came in sight of the Tally Ho lying alongside the quay.




III. IN WHICH I AM CAST AWAY

AS we drew near the cutter, I noticed signs of considerable bustle and activity on board, and presently observed the head of Toby craning over the bulwark.

“Oh! you are there, then, master Robert,” said he. “Thank God for that; I was fearing they might have missed you.”

He gave me a hand up the side, and, as I stepped on deck, said in a low voice: “This here’s a sad business for you, Master Robert; damned sad; and no one more sorry about it than Toby Rooke. Little we thought when we see them there rascals in the tilt-boat this morning, what their errand was.”

“No,” said I gloomily. “This morning I was a gentleman, a man of reputation. What am I now?”

“I hopes you’re a gentleman still,” replied Toby, with a grin; “and as to reputation, you’ve enough and to spare with two Bow Street runners attending on you and half the town criers in the country a-talking about you. But there,” he added, seeing that I received his jest somewhat dryly, “we has our ups and we has our downs. I’ve been in the jug twice myself and stand to be grabbed again any day. But it all comes right in the end. Have ye got the sails loosed, Tom?”

“Aye,” answered Tom, the acting mate during Long Jack’s absence, “they’re all ready for a-h’istin’.”

“Then,” said Toby, “you’d better cast off the shore ropes and carry a line out ahead. It’s time we began to move out into the river.”

Two of the men stepped on to the quay and unhitched the shore ropes from their posts; and while this was being done, the end of a long, thin warp was made fast to the bitts and the rest made up into a large coil which two of the seamen carried ashore and paid out, as they walked along the bank.

They had hardly gone a dozen yards from the cutter when Toby suddenly held up his hand.

“Listen!” said he. “What’s that?”

I turned my head and listened. For a few moments I could make out nothing beyond the bleating of the sheep out on the marshes; then there came down the wind, faintly but distinctly, the sound of galloping horses.

“Come back!” roared Toby. “Bring that line aboard again. There’s no time to warp out; we must sail out and risk it. Now lads, stand by to hoist.”

The crew, well trained to rapid manoeuvres, took their places at the mainsail halyards immediately and began to hoist with a will, while the two men, having thrown the warp on board, proceeded to run up the foresail and jib.

The shore ropes were already cast off, so Toby, to prevent the vessel from blowing over to the lee shore of the creek before her sails were set, now flung the bight of a rope over a post and belayed the ends to two cleats; and he stood with one end ready to cast off, gazing into the darkness over the stern and listening with one hand hollowed behind his ear. It will be readily believed that I took my place on the throat halyards and hauled with the best of them; and by slow–incredibly slow–degrees, with many a complaining creak of block or parrel or mast hoop, the great sail began to creep aloft. From my position I could see Toby standing motionless and alert, with the rope in his hand, and I listened intently for the sound of the approaching horsemen amidst the noises of the gear.

The mainsail was about two-thirds hoisted when the men paused for a moment to take breath; and in the silence, the clatter of hoofs on rough ground could be heard with ominous distinctness.

“Heave away, for God’s sake!” shouted Toby; and, as he spoke, I saw him cast off one end of the rope and haul it on board by the other.

The vessel was now free, but the light breeze, largely intercepted by the buildings beside the wharf, had so little effect on the partly hoisted sail that for some time she did not appear to move; but as the canvas rose higher and caught more of the wind, the cutter began to creep, inch by inch, away from the quay.

At last the mainsail was fully hoisted; and even as the men were belaying the peak halyards, the loud clatter of hoofs and scattering of gravel and stones changed to a thunderous stamping as the horses rushed out on to the planking of the quay.

“Down below!” exclaimed Toby; and pushing me towards the companion hatch, he ran forward to the bows, leaving Long Jack at the tiller.

I dropped hastily down the ladder but kept my head above the deck so that I could see and hear although concealed by the hood of the hatch; and I had but barely hidden myself, when four horsemen appeared at the edge of the quay standing black and gigantic against the dim sky. They looked as though they could have stepped on board, for the cutter had even now drawn away barely a dozen feet from the quay, and I shrank further down the hatchway for fear I should be seen.

“Tobias Rooke!” one of the horsemen called out in a loud authoritative voice, “I call upon you in the King’s name to bring your vessel to the quay.”

“What for?” inquired Toby, gruffly.

“You have on board one Robert Hawke, who is charged with murder, and for whose arrest we hold a warrant,” replied the other.

“You’re mistook, master,” said Toby. “There ain’t no such person aboard this craft.”

“I command you to come to the quay, that my officers may search your vessel,” exclaimed the horseman, sternly.

“And supposing I refuse?” suggested Toby.

“You do so at your peril,” replied the other. “My name is Colville, one of His Majesty’s justices of the peace, and I command you to bring your vessel to the quay that I may have the warrant executed. You know what is the penalty for assisting a murderer to escape.”

“No, I don’t,” said Toby; “and I tell you we haven’t got no murderers on board. We’re in ballast, we are.”

During this colloquy the cutter had been drawing slowly ahead, and she at length emerged from the shelter of the buildings, when her sails filled and she began to move more rapidly.

“Are you going to bring up?” shouted Mr Colville.

“No, I ain’t,” replied Toby. “Luff her up a bit, Jack. Steady. Look out for the bend. Now! Up hellum and round she goes, Steady!”

The horsemen trotted along the bank abreast of the cutter, and Mr Colville once more raised his voice.

“If you don’t bring up instantly, I shall fire into you.”

At this the crew, with one accord, flopped down under cover of the bulwarks, while Long Jack, falling flat on the deck, stuck his long legs up in the air and held on the tiller with his heels.

The few seconds’ silence that followed was suddenly broken by the explosion of a blunderbuss accompanied by a shower of slugs and buckshot, which rattled about the deck like a shovelful of gravel.

A chorus of groans and smothered laughter from the crew followed the discharge; and Toby, who had taken shelter behind the mast, called out:

“Look out, Jack! Starboard a little–steady–she’ll be out in a jiffy.”

“You infernal smuggling villain!” roared Mr Colville, “I’ll lay you by the heels yet. You shall pay dearly for this.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” replied Toby. “Now, Jack, bear away, we’re outside at last. Ease that boom over as she jibs.”

On hearing that we were out of the creek the men rose to their feet, and I ventured to creep up on to the deck and look round. We were fairly out in the river, and, as I looked back at the creek, I could see the group of horsemen standing by a beacon at the entrance; and even as I looked, they turned and galloped away.

“They’re off somewhere in a devil of a hurry,” remarked Toby, who had been watching them also. “I wonder what their game is.”

“It can’t matter much to us,” said I.

“Oh, can’t it?” answered Toby. “That’s where you mistake, my friend. We’re not out of the wood yet by a long way. The tide will be running up for another half hour and there’s hardly enough wind to carry us over it. No, I’ll feel safe when I see the Calais cliffs, and not much before.”

He walked away to give some orders to the seamen, leaving me, as may be imagined, not a little cast down. I hoped, indeed, that he was taking a needlessly gloomy view of our condition, but this much I could see for myself: that now we had our head pointed down, against the tide, we were hardly moving forward at all, as I could judge by watching an anchored vessel close by.

“Come, this won’t do,” exclaimed Toby. “We might as well have the anchor down for all the way we’re making. Get the squares’l set and the tops’l over it.” He took the tiller from Long Jack, who went forward to carry out his order, and very soon the great square-sail was bellying out in the breeze, and a three-cornered top-sail set from the yard to the topmast head. Under this spread of canvas, the cutter began to move perceptibly forward, although her pace was still uncommonly sedate.

When we were about half-way down the Hope and pretty close in to the Kentish shore, I observed a small vessel at anchor right ahead, and a large ship that was drifting up, backing and filling, left us so little room that we were obliged to pass within a few yards of the anchored craft. As we came near to the little vessel, Toby suddenly began to swear in the most alarming manner, and as I perceived a man on the stranger’s deck holding a lantern I retreated precipitately to the companion hatch.

“Fine night, Toby,” sang out a brassy penetrating voice. “You seem to be in a bit of a hurry.”

“I got my living to earn,” replied Toby, gruffly; “I ain’t a king’s officer.”

“True, true!” exclaimed the other. “Art is long, life is short, hey Toby?” He have a loud cackling laugh and then added: “When shall we see you again, my hearty?”

“Next time,” answered Toby sulkily.

“I knew it!” exclaimed the officer–as I judged him to be–with another cackle; “we’ll see you on the homeward trip then.”

“You’ll know me when you do see me,” growled Toby.

“Oh, yes, I shall know you. I never forget my friends.”

The voice and the bleating laugh that accompanied it, grew thin in the increasing distance, and I came up on to the deck again.

“There’s an accursed piece of luck for you,” exclaimed Toby, as I appeared. “That’s the Cormorant, revenue cutter, and that old jackdaw that you heard is her commander, Lieutenant Gimlet, the worst of the whole preventive gang.”

“Well,” said I, soothingly, “he knows you have nothing contraband on board now.”

“That’s all very well,” replied Toby, “but you see, there’s our friend Colville and his crew. The cutter’s at her regular moorings, and if Mr Colville knows she’s there, he may be hailing her from the shore at any moment. You saw the way they galloped off.”

“But could the cutter overtake us?” I asked, in considerable alarm.

“Depends on what start we got,” was the reply. “She’s bigger than the Tally Ho and carries more canvas. If she starts in our wake within the next hour we shall have all our work to get away.”

“But surely,” said I, “they would not be able to find us in the dark?”

“‘Taint’ such a particular dark night,” replied Toby, “and we shall be in narrow waters until we’re past the Nore. But let us hope old Colville don’t know she’s at her moorings.”

This hope I did most earnestly entertain, but still Toby’s suggestion was a highly uncomfortable one. However, there was one comfort; the ebb-tide was now setting in and we could soon see by the way in which we swept past vessels at anchor, that the Tally Ho was mending her pace considerably. As we turned into the sea reach the square-sail was lowered–for the wind was now brought full on our beam–and a large gaff-topsail hoisted; and with this, and the main sheet well in, the cutter was in her best sailing trim.

We sailed on for a couple of hours without any incident, for the wind remained steady, and the night, although moonless, was clear and light enough to enable us to avoid the numerous vessels which lay at anchor near the fairway. During this time Toby had kept a very bright look-out, not only ahead, but also astern, peering frequently into the darkness or probing its depths with a big wooden-barrelled nightglass. But nothing had overtaken us or hove into sight astern, and now, with the steady breeze and the swift tide, we were drawing near to the Nore–indeed the glimmer of the lantern on the new light-vessel was already visible at no great distance.

“As soon as we are past the Nore,” said Toby, who knew the ins and outs of the estuary better than any pilot, “I shall turn north-east across the Warp, run past the Ooze Sand, through the Knob Channel, round the Shingles and out through the Bullock Channel. No one will ever look for the Tally Ho out there.”

“Isn’t that your usual course?” I inquired, for these names were all Dutch to me.

“Lord bless you, no!” he answered. “We mostly crosses the Kentish flats and hugs the shore till we’re round the foreland. This other’s a deep-sea channel what the big ships use.”

“I’m sorry to put you about so much, Toby,” I said, “and most grateful to you for taking so much trouble on my account.”

“‘Tain’t nothing, sir, ‘tain’t nothing,” he answered quickly. “We’re used to dodging about. Now this here new floating light what you sees ahead”–he pointed to the light-ship, the big lantern of which threw a red glare across the water–“she’ll be wonderful useful to mariners.”

He was proceeding to enlarge on the advantages of this invention, when, glancing astern, he stopped suddenly, peered intently into the darkness and then ran to the companion hatch for the night-glass.

He stood for fully half a minute with the telescope pointed directly astern–in which direction I could now perceive a small faint smudge of darkness; then, taking the tiller from Long Jack, he silently handed him the glass.

“Well?” he asked as Jack, at length, lowered the instrument. “Looks like her,” said the latter, as he passed the telescope to me, and resumed his place at the tiller.

I pointed the glass at the dim, dark spot, which was immediately resolved into a fore and aft rigged vessel–apparently a cutter–dead end on in our wake.

“We’ll soon see what she is,” said Toby. “Get the squares’l and tops’l hoisted my lads and you, Jack bear away four points.”

He ran to slack off the main sheet as the helm was put up, and, as the cutter fell off on to her new course, he picked up the night-glass and fell to observing narrowly the vessel astern of us; and, before the square-sail was fairly set, he broke into a torrent of curses, and held the telescope out to me.

I pointed it at the shadowy object, and, as I caught the magnified image, my heart sank. The vessel–which I could now see was a cutter–had fallen off on to a course nearly parallel with ours, but slightly closing in, and already she had set a large square-sail with a high square top-sail over it.

“The game’s up, Master Robert,” said Toby, gloomily. “We’ll be cage-birds, will you and me, afore another couple of hours is gone.”

I was filled with consternation. To tell the truth, I had, up to now, given very little thought to the risk to which I was exposing Toby; and now it was too late.

“You have no doubt, I suppose?” I asked feebly.

“Not a morsel,” was the reply. “We knows the Cormorant as well as they knows us–and that’s saying something.”

I pondered awhile in the deepest dejection.

“How far are we from land?” I asked suddenly.

“Good five mile from either shore,” he replied.

“Five miles,” I repeated. “I wonder if I could swim it. I am a good swimmer.”

“No, you couldn’t,” replied Toby decidedly. “The tide’ll be running down for full four hours yet and you’d be carried right out to sea and drownded.”

“Well,” said I, “have you a spare spar or anything that I could keep afloat with?”

“Don’t you think of it, Master Robert,” urged Toby. “It ‘ud be just throwing your life away.”

“As to that,” I said, “you know what is likely to happen if I am taken.”

“Why yes,” he replied; “if you puts it that way, p’raps you’re right. Might as well be drownded as turned off the cart. And after all you may get picked up by some outward-bound craft.”

“Quite so,” said I. “And if I am to go overboard I had better go before our friends get near enough to see me.”

“And that’s true, too,” he agreed. “Well now let me think.”

He considered for a moment and then darted down below, returning almost immediately with two small tubs and a couple of fathoms of thin rope. The tubs were of the kind used by smugglers on horseback to attach to the saddle; being miniature casks, holding, perhaps, half a gallon, and each fitted with lashings of cord and a becket or loop to sling it by.

“Here’s the very thing,” said Toby, as he passed the rope through the beckets and knotted the ends together. “These two empty tubs would have to go overboard in any case, if we are going to be overhauled, and they’ll keep you afloat, and a dozen more like you if necessary. All you’ve got to do is to keep hold of the beckets, or you can lash yourself to the tubs with the rope, if you like. I shall keep on the same course for a mile or two so as to lead the Cormorant well away from the place where you’ll be drifting about; and I hopes you may have the luck to be picked up at daybreak by something bound foreign.”

He took up the glass and once more inspected the revenue cutter.

“She’s keeping on much the same course as us,” said he. “I shall run on through the Knob and round the Shingles, and that will take her right out of your neighbourhood, for I reckon she won’t pick us up until we’re into the Bullock Channel.”

I thanked him once more for all he had done for me, and, picking up the tubs which he had laid on the deck, shook him heartily by the hand. I then bade farewell to Long Jack and the seamen, who were gathered in the waist to see me launched, and catching one of the weather shrouds with my free hand climbed on to the bulwark and stepped down on to the channel.

Now that the moment had come I felt mighty nervous about making the plunge, and glanced down apprehensively at the dark water as it slopped against the vessel’s side. But it had to be done, so, while the hoarse voices wishing me good luck still sounded in my ears, I let go and jumped clear of the vessel.

I dropped into the water with a sounding splash and soused over head and ears; but instinctively drawing the tubs to my breast, I soon bobbed up, with my mouth full of sea-water and snorting like a grampus.

The Tally Ho loomed above me, shadowy and vast, and as I shook the water out of my ears, I heard her people singing out a rough but hearty farewell.

I kept my head low in the water as the cutter slipped past me, that I might not be visible to watchers on the pursuing vessel, and so I remained for several minutes, with the water washing into my ears and round my chin; by which time I considered that I must be well out of the area of observation and proceeded to make some arrangements for greater comfort.

The rope connecting the tubs was, as I have mentioned, about two fathoms, or twelve feet long, and being passed through the beckets and the ends knotted together, the tubs were joined by a double rope six feet long. This left them too far apart, as I had to hold on the beckets and the rope gave no support; so, without letting go the tubs, I managed to unfasten Toby’s knot, and, passing the ends of the rope once more through the beckets, I again knotted them together. The tubs were now joined by a fourfold rope about three feet long, and, by separating the four parts of the rope, I was able to make a kind of cat’s cradle in which I could sit quite comfortably with my head and shoulders out of water, and the tubs clasped on either side of my breast.

The wind being light and from the south, there was very little sea, and, although I bobbed up and down rather like an empty bottle, my head kept quite dry. Nor did it, at first, seem particularly cold, for the water was tepid with the heat of the sun through the long summer day, and had the immersion been merely temporary it would not have been unpleasant.

The Tally Ho soon disappeared, for, owing to my low position, my field of view was circumscribed by the summit of the nearest wave, and behind this horizon the dark shape of the cutter sank rapidly until it vanished.

Then I was alone–alone with the black unresting waters and the few stars that twinkled out through rifts in the cloudy sky; and very soon the loneliness of that vast, unseen expanse began to weigh upon my spirits and chill my heart, as the tepid water was beginning to chill my body. My situation was certainly not one to beget cheerful meditation. I was drifting, I knew, on the ebb-tide, out into the great estuary where, even by daylight, I should be but a speck on the wide surface; a thing for inquisitive seabirds to wheel round and scream over but not to attract the notice of a mariner unless thrown by chance right against his vessel. What, I speculated, was to be the end of this adventure, and how soon would that end come? And even as I meditated, I seemed to see a little group of people on a sandy shore at low tide, gathered round some object cast up by the fretting surf.

And then my thoughts turned to Prudence and I recalled with renewed wonder her bravery, her resource, her self-possession and her loyalty to her old playmate. She would be thinking of me as snugly berthed on the Tally Ho, speeding over the sea to exile and safety; or perhaps she had already heard of my escape and the pursuit, and was waiting in fear and trembling for the news of my arrest. Then I fell to cursing the coward who had thus treacherously cast upon me the burden of his vengeance; and so my mind flitted from one matter to another as my mood changed, now plunging me in bitter grief, now filling me with anger and thirst for revenge, and yet again leaving me with anger and thirst for revenge, and yet again leaving me in black despair and utter despondency. And so the time passed on, interminably as it seemed, and still the darkness hung over the sea with never a hint of dawn, and still I drifted on, with chattering teeth and limbs that ached with the cold, sick with bodily suffering and despair of heart.

On a sudden I became aware of a sound breaking through the dreadful silence of the sea, and so clear and distinct was it that I marvelled I had not noticed it before. It was most evidently the murmur of waves breaking upon a beach; and yet, as I listened, the thing seemed to me impossible; for was I not out in the midst of the estuary miles away from any land?
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