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Chapter 1



IT WAS PITCH DARK by now, with an increasing wind blowing through the strait from the Atlantic. A dirty night out at sea: water washed aboard, swilling over Vendetta’s turtle-decked bows as course was altered towards the coast of Spain on the signal from the flotilla leader, bringing wind and sea abeam. In accordance with orders issued back in Gibraltar, all the navigation lights went off as the five vessels of the Fourth Torpedo-Boat Destroyer Flotilla formed in line ahead behind Captain Watkiss and headed towards Point Calaburras to the south-west of Malaga. On Vendetta’s navigating bridge, last of the line as junior ship, Lieutenant St Vincent Halfhyde stood, bracing his tall, angular body against the wind, telescope lifted to watch the stern of his next ahead as the flotilla pushed on through the restless sea. At any moment now, the final orders should come from Captain Watkiss, by shaded signal lamp trained astern. The weather, dirty as it was, had proved kind to their as yet undisclosed mission: they should be nicely screened from the view of any hostile eyes along the Spanish coast.


St Vincent Halfhyde, still watching closely and ready to caution his officer of the watch should the gap between his ship and the next ahead narrow too much, thought fleetingly of the Great Armada that some three hundred years before had sailed out of Spanish waters against England. He thought of Nelson and his captains who in these very waters had fought the French and, again, the Spaniards. The ancient enemy! And enemy again, though Great Britain and Spain had been these many years at peace? It was inconceivable, surely; yet the urgency with which the TBD flotilla had been ordered out in secret from Gibraltar seemed scarcely to speak of peace. Halfhyde paced his narrow bridge, as restless as the sea itself, as he waited for the orders to come through.


Only the morning before there had been no thought of action movement, of a sudden dash to sea. Halfhyde, in tonight’s cold and wet, reflected upon yesterday’s awakening from a whore’s bed. The day had been fresh and bright, clean and invigorating before the sun was fully up, though there had been a promise of a Mediterranean scorcher to come. Halfhyde had stood bare-chested at the window of the square, white-walled house, breathing deeply to dispel the previous night’s fumes of whisky and tobacco, looking down on the harbour and the sparkling, sun-gilded blue waters of Gibraltar Bay—or Algeciras Bay as the Spaniards preferred it. High up to the north-west, beyond the isthmus that connected the Rock of Gibraltar to the Spanish mainland, stood upon its mountain eminence the old Martello Tower known as the Queen of Spain’s Chair. In this Queen Isabella had sworn to sit until the Spanish flag was hoisted over the fortress of Gibraltar, her release from this selfimposed vigil being chivalrously given by the action of the British garrison in hoisting the standard of Spain for long enough to allow a dignified descent … and Isabella’s chair still commanded a fine view of the small white town of La Linea and of the frowning, light-brown hills of North Africa across the strait. Below, in the harbour and the dockyard, the long day’s routine had already begun; the rousing bugles of the Royal Marine Light Infantry had already sounded throughout the mess decks and flats of the great battleships and cruisers of the Mediterranean Fleet and of the Channel Squadron assembled in the bay for the spring exercises and combined manoeuvres. Boats were crossing the harbour—duty steam picket-boats and boats under oars heading in towards the steps below the signal tower. Anchored separately from the rest of the warships lay the vessels of the Particular Service Squadron; from the flagship, Her Majesty’s battleship Revenge, flew the flag of the rear-admiral in command: a white flag with a red St George’s Cross, defaced in the quarters nearer the mast by two red balls.


Halfhyde sighed; fresh and clean the day, but for him and all his ship’s company it was to be spoiled: Her Majesty’s ship Vendetta, junior ship of the Fourth Torpedo-Boat Destroyer Flotilla, currently secured to a mooring buoy in the waters of the harbour, was under orders to shift at six bells in the morning watch to the North Mole for coaling, a filthy task. The previous day, when the rest of the flotilla had coaled ship, Vendetta had been ordered to sea to the assistance of a merchant vessel in distress; today she alone would fill her bunkers. Halfhyde turned from the window and his contemplation of natural and maritime beauty and surveyed the girl still asleep in the rumpled bed. Halfhyde, bent a little against the ceiling’s constriction, grimaced. In truth the girl, though passable enough, was less beautiful than she had appeared the night before; nevertheless the bedding of her had been satisfactory, and as Halfhyde looked down on her nakedness he felt desire stirring again, and urgently.


Getting back into bed beside her, he spoke her name. “Carla …” His touch, running down her body, caused her to open her eyes. They were deep brown, lazy and voluptuous. She welcomed the awakening, trembling a little with memory and anticipation; St Vincent Halfhyde had proved a capable lover, one who could respond to her passionate Spanish nature, a man of muscle and hard body and of no paunch or flab. Once again satisfied, Halfhyde rolled over and stood up. “Time to get back to my ship, Carla.”


“No. Please stay.”


“Impossible. Her Majesty is a hard taskmistress.”


The girl pouted through damp strands of black hair. “She is a terrible old woman, your Queen Victoria.”


Halfhyde sat on the bed, reached out and took the small, oval face in his hands. He said solemnly. “As a loyal officer I should thrash you for that.”


“But you will not?”


Halfhyde chuckled. He shifted his grip, rolled her over till her buttocks stared him in the face, and gave her a resounding smack. She cried out and squirmed away.


“English devil! Be a little late. Your Queen Victoria, she will never know.”


“Carla, I am not an ordinary seaman, I am the captain. There’s a difference.” Halfhyde got to his feet and went across to the wash-stand where he washed and shaved in cold water. As the razor scraped across his face efficiently he said, “I shall come ashore this afternoon. You’ll be here?”


“For you, my love, yes.”


“Good.” Shaved, Halfhyde dressed in his plain clothes, a suit of white sharkskin, and took his leave with a kiss planted lightly on the girl’s cheek: to do more might well have delayed him, and he was a punctilious commander, as punctilious as he expected his officers and men to be. Leaving the room he walked along a cool corridor, down a flight of stairs and out into a small square from which he descended into Waterport Street with its shops and stalls, bars and eating places, picking his way past the droppings of the goats from which the town and garrison of Gibraltar drew their milk, past small boys who even at such an unpropitious hour tagged along at his elbow with descriptions of their sisters’ bodily charms until driven away by a roar of impatience. “Away with you, niños! Sell your sisters to the soldiers, who are here for longer than sailors and will produce more profit in the end.”


Halfhyde strode on, swinging a silver-topped cane. He walked past the naval picket-house, returning the salute of the sentry, on past the small cemetery where lay so many of the heroes of Trafalgar, their bodies landed in honour from the old wooden ships that had brought victory to Lord Nelson, on down the hill to the Ragged Staff Gate and through the dockyard to the Tower steps where his boat should be awaiting him. And was, he noted with a captain’s satisfaction as he cast a critical eye over the turn-out of the ratings manning it. Seeing his approach, a barefoot leading-seaman, wearing three blue goodconduct badges on the left sleeve of his white uniform, climbed nimbly from the stern-sheets and stood at the salute.


“Good morning, Parslow.”


“Good mornin’, sir. A fine day, sir.”


“Shortly to be sullied. Is the ship ready to shift berth, Parslow?”


“Yessir, I think so, sir. I’d not speak for the first lieutenant, sir.”


“Quite right, indeed.” Halfhyde, about to descend the steps, paused and looked across the harbour. A galley was approaching; in the stern-sheets sat a rotund officer with a red face beneath a blue-puggareed white helmet. From the face, fire reflected: the morning sun, caught by a monocle. Halfhyde said, “Captain Watkiss is coming ashore, I see.”


“Yessir.”


“I’ll wait.” This was a wise decision; even as he made it, a hail came from the approaching galley and an arm was waved vigorously.


“Mr Halfhyde!”


“Sir?”


“May I ask where you’re going?”


“Back to my ship, sir.”


“No you aren’t.” The galley swept up to the steps, and the senior officer of the flotilla disembarked, telescope in hand. Captain Watkiss mounted the steps and returned Halfhyde’s salute. The sun reflected in golden glory from the four stripes on either shoulder, from the shining brass buttons of his white uniform. Pompously Watkiss cleared his throat and said: “I’ve been bidden to wait upon the rear-admiral commanding the Particular Service Squadron, who is currently conferring with the captain-in-charge ashore.”


“An early summons, sir.”


“Quite. Something in the air—must be!” Captain Watkiss, nose raised suspiciously, moved closer. “Where did you spend last night, Mr Halfhyde, may I ask?”


Halfhyde shrugged. “Quietly, sir.”


“Very quietly! In a barrel of whisky by the smell of your breath.” Watkiss flourished his telescope. “You appear sober, however—”


“Very sober, sir—”


“Which is fortunate for you, since I don’t like drinking officers. I—”


“Sir, I dislike having my movements questioned in front of lower-deck ratings—”


“Then you must get accustomed to it, Mr Halfhyde,” Captain Watkiss said energetically. “I am a post captain and your senior officer, you are merely a lieutenant-in-command, are you not? And you’ll not answer back, d’you hear me? Now, I wished words with you, which was why I hailed you.” Watkiss lifted the telescope and waved it in front of Halfhyde’s face. “Be ready—have your ship ready—for anything that may happen. Admirals do not hold conferences before breakfast without good cause.”


He turned his back and walked away in a curious bouncing motion, his sword clutched in his left hand clear of the dockyard stone. Halfhyde, grimly furious but impotent, swung on his heel and went down the steps to his boat. Captain Watkiss was not a comfortable senior officer under whom to serve, and the relationship, since Halfhyde had been temporarily appointed to the command of the Vendetta by the vice-admiral commanding the Inshore Squadron at Malta, had been largely a sour one. No one had been more astonished than Halfhyde when, following upon the successful cutting-out of the sailing ship Falls of Dochart from under the noses of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol, his appointment had been made permanent by the Admiralty. Someone, somewhere, must obviously have overcome the diplomatic storm that had threatened as a result of his, Halfhyde’s, actions on that occasion; and equally as astonishing as the confirmation of his appointment had been the comparative meekness with which Captain Watkiss had received the news of it. But there were many sides to Captain Watkiss, Halfhyde reflected as, still seething, he came alongside his ship and was piped aboard. Captain Watkiss could be both a chameleon and an overblown balloon, and like any overblown balloon was mightily susceptible to the prick of a pin …


Reaching his quarterdeck, Halfhyde returned the salutes of the gangway staff and received his first lieutenant’s report: “Ship ready to shift alongside the coaling berth, sir. Buoy-jumper standing by and starboard anchor ready to let go.”


“So I noticed, Mr Prebble. Thank you.” Halfhyde paused. “I am advised by Captain Watkiss to stand by for possible orders, but have not been told what those orders might be. In the meantime, pipe the hands to stations, if you please.”


“Aye, aye, sir.” The first lieutenant motioned to the bosun’s mate and the pipe began shrilling its message through the ship. Halfhyde went below to change, and when properly dressed in white uniform proceeded to his bridge. Shortly after, Vendetta cast off from the buoy, got under way and made across the harbour to secure alongside the coaling berth. All hands were piped to shift into coaling gear, and emerged from the mess decks looking like tramps and vagabonds. The officers were no less sensibly attired. With all ports and non-working hatchways closed tightly against the clouds of coal-dust to come, the operation started. Up the brows from the wharf came a constant stream of Spanish dockyard workmen supported by ratings of all branches—deck, engine-room, cooks, stewards and supply ratings—bearing bags of coal for tipping down the chutes into the bunkers. Almost within minutes, everything and everyone in sight was black. Sweat poured, tempers flamed, language grew foul and then fouler. A light breeze coming through the strait from the Atlantic only made matters worse, blowing the dust into every nook and cranny, laying it against the canvasshrouded six-pounder guns and against the covered torpedotubes. The bridge took on the aspect of a pit-head housing, and Halfhyde longed to hear the wash-deck hoses in glorious cleansing action. To get away from this appalling filth, the recurrent hell of a seaman’s life since sail had vanished from the seas, would be close to heaven. Halfhyde’s mind wandered towards the girl of the night before: more bliss awaited him, but the clock moved only slowly.


Some eighty minutes after coaling had started, Captain Watkiss was seen coming off in his galley, in which a certain confusion appeared to be taking place: a canvas dodger was being rigged alongside the senior officer, who rapidly became invisible behind it as the galley came within coal-dust range. Fifteen minutes later the expected happened: aboard the flotilla leader a signal lamp began winking out Vendetta’s pennants and was read by a blackened duty signalman and reported to Halfhyde.


“From Venomous, sir. Do not make so much dust.”


“Thank you.”


The signalman coughed into a hand, discreetly. “Reply, sir?”


“Any reply would be unwise.”


“Yessir.” Grinning, the signalman turned away. Halfhyde glared towards the leader, his long jaw out-thrust. All post captains in Her Majesty’s Fleet had their idiosyncrasies, and must be allowed them, but Captain Watkiss had many more than most. Halfhyde sat firmly upon insubordinate thoughts and ten minutes later another signal, this time general to all commanding officers, was received from the leader: You are to report aboard immediately.


Halfhyde swung round upon his first lieutenant. “Mr Prebble, I am bidden aboard Venomous— immediately. Call away my galley, if you please.” He paused and lifted an eyebrow. “What are you staring at, Mr Prebble?”


“I beg your pardon, sir. Something tells me you have it in mind not to clean first.”


“You are told right, Mr Prebble. The signal says immediately. Captain Watkiss is a stickler for obedience to orders. Now, my galley, if you please.”


“You are insolent, Mr Halfhyde, in good keeping with your reputation.” Captain Watkiss flapped at his immaculate uniform, its whiteness now sullied by coal-dust shaken from his visitor. “Damn it all, man, no other commanding officer has seen fit to attend upon me in such a state!”


“No other commanding officer is coaling ship, sir.”


“Don’t argue, Mr Halfhyde,” Watkiss said in a distant tone. “I have a mind to order the hoses turned upon you. However, time is short and I must put up with you. I have received orders from the rear-admiral commanding the Particular Service Squadron, gentlemen.” Captain Watkiss, seated at the head of the ward-room table with his commanding officers placed to right and left, drummed his fingers on the wood. “I am entrusted with a most important mission—a mission that is to remain a close secret, known only to such persons as must of necessity know, both now and after it has been successfully carried out. I am permitted to tell you little. Indeed I am permitted to tell you only our destination at this stage. Further orders will be passed later, as and when it becomes necessary.” The voice became almost reverent. “I can add only this: much is at stake, gentlemen. The honour and safety of the realm is involved, and there is to be a need for diplomacy—” Watkiss broke off, staring haughtily at Halfhyde, and angrily too. “You seem anxious to speak, Mr Halfhyde. What, for God’s sake, is it now?”


“With great respect, sir, you have added— to use your word uttered—without any indication as to the original proposition.”


“What the devil are you talking about, Mr Halfhyde?” The senior officer bounced in his chair, his face reddening. “Kindly do not talk to me in damn riddles!”


“Our destination, sir. You said—”


“Yes, I know what I said, thank you. You will not be impertinent—”


“Sir, I—”


“Hold your tongue, sir!” Captain Watkiss seized his telescope and flourished it. “Now where was I? Oh yes. Our destination.” He paused, screwing his monocle into his eye the better to stare importantly round the table. “Gentlemen, the Fourth Torpedo-Boat Destroyer Flotilla under my command has been temporarily attached for duty with the Particular Service Squadron. I am ordered to proceed to sea with my flotilla independently, leaving the capital ships here in Gibraltar. I am to proceed immediately Vendetta has finished taking coal. Mr Halfhyde?”


Halfhyde sighed inwardly: the girl would feel slighted, but might, perhaps, understand the call of duty. He said politely, “Sir?”


Watkiss drummed his fingers on the table. “At what time will that be?”


“At noon, sir.”


“Very well, noon. Course will be set to clear Europa Point easterly and this course will be followed until the flotilla is out of sight from the coast of Spain. Once out of sight I am ordered to heave-to and wait for darkness. At dark I am ordered to close and lie off Point Calaburras, steaming without navigation lights.” Watkiss sat back at full arms’ stretch and stared at each officer in turn, weightily. “Do your duty well. For now that is all I have to say, gentlemen. Go back to your ships and make ready, and await the signal to weigh.” His voice became even more solemnly portentous as he added: “Remember that England and Her Majesty put their trust in each of you.”





Chapter 2



AHEAD NOW, Point Calaburras loomed: behind it, as Halfhyde knew from peaceful journeys into Spain in past years, ran the rough road, little more than a track, that served as the main highway between Granada and Malaga and Gibraltar itself, by way of the motley collection of buildings that formed the frontier township of La Linea. Away to the north-west of the headland lay Malaga, and in between lay great sandy beaches washed, gently for the most part, by the warm waters of the Mediterranean. Halfhyde looked ahead through his telescope; but they were still some distance off and he could pick nothing out.


“Leader’s calling, sir.”


The voice of the yeoman of signals, dropping into a virtual silence, for the engines had been ordered to dead slow by now, was almost startling. Halfhyde swung round as the yeoman read off the leader’s message, addressed as a general signal to all ships: the two letters, FD, meaning Stop Engines.


Halfhyde spoke to his officer of the watch. “Make it so, Mr Sawbridge.”


“Aye, aye, sir.” Sawbridge passed the order to a seaman boy who manipulated the telegraph to the engine-room. Bells rang below and a couple of seconds later were repeated on the bridge. “Engines repeated stopped, sir,” Sawbridge reported.


Halfhyde nodded and once again brought up his telescope. The vessels drifted, inching on under what was left of the now stationary propellers’ thrust. They wallowed a little in a slight swell; the wind had left them by now, cut off by Point Calaburras itself, and the sea was smooth apart from the gentle lift of the swell. The darkness was intense, could almost be felt, the lowslung stars of the Mediterranean sky obscured by a heavy overcast. The ships ahead were no more than deeper shadows in the blackness, could almost not have been there at all had it not been for the hint left behind of the stench of funnel smoke. Then Captain Watkiss manifested his presence once again: the leader’s shaded blue signal lamp flashed astern down the line, to be read off by Halfhyde’s yeoman.


“General from Venomous, sir. You are to repair aboard immediately.”


“Mr Prebble.”


The first lieutenant materialized at his elbow. “Sir?” “Sea-boat’s crew and lowerers.”


“Aye, aye, sir—”


“And Mr Prebble—pass the order by word of mouth. The bosun’s call might carry too far.”


“Aye, aye, sir.” In the darkness Prebble saluted and hurried away down the ladder. In double-quick time he was back to report the sea-boat swung out and lowered on the falls to the upper-deck level: for which intelligence he received a rebuke.


“Mr Prebble, I am not an invalid nor of advanced years either. I shall go down the falls. Lower to the waterline, if you please, and be ready to slip the moment I’m aboard.”


“Aye, aye, sir.”


Prebble clattered down the bridge ladder to pass the order and Halfhyde, a few moments later, followed him aft to the seaboat’s davits. “I trust I’ll not be long, Mr Prebble,” he said, and without ceremony grasped the rope falls, swung himself out, and slid down into the boat. As soon as he was seated the order came to slip, and the disengaging gear was knocked away. With a jerk and a splash the sea-boat took the water and was borne off the ship’s side plating by the boathooks. The oars went out and Halfhyde was pulled strongly ahead towards the leader, in the wake of the other commanding officers also bound for their orders.


Stepping aboard Venomous, Halfhyde was struck by the strange quiet of a warship hove-to on the ocean’s bosom: there was a total lack of engine sound, and only the gentle movement to the swell, and the creak of woodwork as a side-boy led the way below to the ward-room, gave any clue to their being at sea. Once again Captain Watkiss was seated at the head of the table, with a look of import about him, and this time with a gold half-hunter watch held ostentatiously in his hand.


“Ah, Mr Halfhyde! Mr Halfhyde at last! Wonders will never cease, I suppose.” Watkiss waved a hand around the table, indicating the other captains of his flotilla. “Mr Halfhyde, as junior ship you should have reached me first, so as not to keep your betters waiting. You are aware of that, I take it?”


“I am, sir.”


“Then what is your excuse, may I ask?”


“I had further to come, sir. Or should my betters have delayed their own arrival, lying off so that I could arrive first and thus not keep them—”


“Oh, hold your tongue, sir! Damn your impertinence! Sit down.” Captain Watkiss’s words were as strong as ever, but his tone was mild; he appeared preoccupied with other matters and was in fact undergoing one of his chameleon-like changes. “You’re here, that’s the main thing. And as it happens you’re to be the chief actor in this affair.”


Halfhyde lifted an eyebrow. “I am, sir?”


“Yes.” Watkiss pulled at a black silk toggle and his monocle rose from his ample stomach. He fixed it in position. “However, I’ll come to you in a moment. You could pass well enough for a damn Spaniard,” he added, staring Halfhyde up and down through the monocle. “Long face, long chin, sallow, dark hair, skinny. Now then.” Watkiss looked around impatiently. “The shore maps. Where’s my damn clerk? Oh, there you are,” he added as a nervous-looking young officer approached, bespectacled and wearing a white cloth stripe below his single gold one. Watkiss drummed his fingers on the table in long-suffering fashion while the clerk laid a map before him with fumbling hands. “Now, pay attention, all of you, particularly Mr Halfhyde.” Watkiss jabbed with a pencil; the sleeve of his uniform tunic rose up his forearm and the tail of a highly coloured tattooed snake became visible. “There’s Gibraltar, there’s Point Calaburras, and there’s my flotilla. Now—follow me round the coast. D’you see? Fuengirola, Torremolinos, Malaga. Malaga’s a fair-sized town and port, the other two are no more than fishing villages and tiny at that. A hut, a bar, a boat, two men and a cat. I understand you’re aware of all this, Halfhyde, my dear fellow?”


“I am, sir.”


“Which is why you’re the number one man as it were— except for our principal, of course, but I assume that’s obvious.”


“Principal, sir?”


“Yes.” Once more Watkiss looked around. “Where’s my damn clerk again? Coffee. See to it.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Not yes, sir—aye, aye, sir. What I said was an order.”


“Aye, aye, sir.”


“Well, don’t waste time, get on with it.” Captain Watkiss turned back to his commanding officers. “Our principal, now. Colonel Stanley, late the Royal Horse Guards—the Blues, don’t you know. A good regiment. I know him myself, as a matter of fact—rides to hounds.”


“As far as Spain, sir?” Halfhyde asked with his tongue in his cheek.


“What?” Captain Watkiss reddened dangerously. “I dislike your humour, Mr Halfhyde, dislike it intensely, so be pleased to hold your tongue.” He paused, lips compressed. “Colonel Stanley is a Queen’s Messenger, and he has met trouble with the damn dagoes, they’re a shifty lot, wouldn’t trust ‘em with my grandmother’s honour. Colonel Stanley is by way of being persona non grata currently with the blasted King of Spain, what’s his name, er—”


“No name, sir,” Halfhyde said.


“Oh, don’t be impertinent, he must have a name!”


“No, sir, since he does not exist. King Alfonso—”


“Alfonso!” Captain Watkiss interrupted scathingly. “There’s a name for you! Nancy-boys the lot of them!”


“King Alfonso XII died in 1885, sir. Since then there has been a regency, which will last until Alfonso XIII is of age, and the Regent is Alfonso’s widow, Maria Cristina, originally of Austria—”


“All right, all right, I was about to say all that myself until you were rude enough to contradict me, Mr Halfhyde. Do let us keep to the point, shall we?” Captain Watkiss replaced his monocle, which had dropped out under stress, and glared round the ward-room table. “Colonel Stanley, at present in disguise, is coming south from Madrid with the Spanish police upon his heels. I am not precisely so informed but I assume he has with him his diplomatic bag. Ponder upon the importance of that, gentlemen! The diplomatic bag! Why, there could be all manner of secrets in the diplomatic bag, important concerns that are to be known only to Her Majesty and Whitehall.” Captain Watkiss thrust his jaw forward pugnaciously, as though about to attack the Queen’s enemies personally with fire and sword. “I am ordered by the rear-admiral commanding the Particular Service Squadron to land a boat and bring off Colonel Stanley before those buggers get their hands upon him.” He studied the intent faces and interpreted correctly the anxious expression upon one of them. “Yes, Mr Beauchamp, you look as though you have something to say. Say it.”


“Yes, sir.” Beauchamp, a senior lieutenant bearing a thin gold stripe between the two thicker ones, was Watkiss’s first lieutenant and wore the harassed air that might have been expected of the holder of such an appointment. “The diplomatic bag, sir. It has Foreign Office protection, as you know, of course—”


“Yes, I do. I dislike unnecessary words, Mr Beauchamp, they are verbal diarrhoea, and it is verbal diarrhoea to tell me what I already know. The diplomatic bag’s supposed to be internationally honoured, but do you imagine for one moment that a set of damn dago pimps will take the slightest notice of that? Come to that—any blasted foreigners? They’re all tarred with the same brush, they’re not British. No, Mr Beauchamp, it’s up to me to get my hands upon it, then it’ll be safe for Her Majesty.”


“But—”


“No, Mr Beauchamp, not but. The diplomatic bag’s in peril and with it its secrets and given half a chance the scoundrels will rip it open; that’s fact—I said it. Mr Halfhyde?”


“Sir?”


“Ten minutes after all the commanding officers have returned to their ships, I intend to move the flotilla in towards the land— not far, but far enough. When I make the signal to heave-to, you will embark in a boat under oars and be pulled inshore. Muffled rowlocks, no lights, no talking, slow strokes so as not to cast up spray. You will be landed and your boat will return promptly to your ship.”


“Where shall I land, sir?”


“Here.” A finger was jabbed down upon the Spanish coastline a little way inward from Point Calaburras. “From there you will make your way into Torremolinos, where Colonel Stanley should be awaiting you.”


“And if he is not?”


Watkiss rustled irritably. “I’ve said he will be—”


“Your pardon, sir. You said should be.”


“Don’t play with words, Mr Halfhyde, you know very well what I meant. Argument will get us nowhere, and could be dangerous for your career if you persist. Colonel Stanley will be there.”


“And his whereabouts, sir?”


“How the devil should I know?” Watkiss stared blankly, light blue eyes wide.


“A rendezvous, sir. I must know where to meet him.”


“There is no precise rendezvous so far as I know, Mr


Halfhyde. I’ve already said, haven’t I, Torremolinos is small enough. You should have no difficulty at all in making contact.” Halfhyde inclined his head ironically. “I take your point, sir. A Colonel of the Blues, a Queen’s Messenger with a diplomatic bag, will contrast strongly enough with the hombres of Torremolinos and the donkeys—”


“Hold your tongue, Mr Halfhyde,” Watkiss broke in peremptorily. “Colonel Stanley will be acting the role of a visitor from England, so much I have been told.” He added with distaste, “I understand they call them tourists, a dreadful word to be sure. He’ll be known as Smith, plain Mister. John Smith.”


“And the diplomatic bag, sir? Has that also been put into disguise? The royal cypher will surely—”


“Yes, Mr Halfhyde, that has been taken care of, you may be sure. Colonel Stanley is not a fool.” Watkiss paused. “Now what is it?”


Halfhyde said, “It’s true I know this part of the coast well, sir, but my Spanish is sketchy, mere kitchen-Spanish picked up from the hombres. It’ll not pass, although you made the point that my person would. I see a discrepancy, sir.”


“Well, I don’t. My earlier remark was a mere observation, not an instruction. The admiral feels, and so do I, that cloakand-dagger pretences are all balls and bang-me-arse, Mr Halfhyde. Too many pitfalls in trying to assume an unnatural nationality. No, you’ll go in as a British seaman, a merchant seaman who has swum for the shore after his ship went down eastward of the strait. The steamship Ellabank— an explosion in her boiler-room. Your name is Albert Thompson, able-seaman. Your story will be supported as to this sinking—word will have been leaked through La Linea. You should,” Captain Watkiss added with complacent pomposity, “have no difficulty.”


“I trust not, indeed, sir.”


“But, as always, Her Majesty’s Service holds its dangers, as we all know, and you must take great care. Now then. Just in case Colonel Stanley’s not yet there—delays can occur—you’ll wait until he is. When you make contact with him, you’ll escort him to the point at which you landed and if it’s still dark you’ll signal direct to your own ship by means of a flare—you’ll take a tarred rope’s-end with you, and some spunyarn, and lucifers wrapped in oiled silk. You’ll be picked up the moment the signal’s seen, and after that I shall take my flotilla to sea and enter Gibraltar. You may ask why Colonel Stanley cannot enter Gibraltar through the land frontier. The answer is, I think, quite clear: it is in that precise area that the dago police will be waiting to cut him off. Are there any questions, gentlemen?”


“One, sir.” This was from the captain of Venus. “If Mr Halfhyde’s delayed and has to wait, what will be the orders for the flotilla?”


“A proper question, Mr Cholmondeley-Ross. I shall go to sea, and heave-to out of sight of the land, returning nightly until one hour before dawn to await Mr Halfhyde’s flare. Take a note of that, Mr Halfhyde, if you please.”


“That is noted, sir. But if I may make the point—or rather two points—are we not a somewhat large and visible task for a small purpose?”


“Our purpose is far from small, Mr Halfhyde,” Watkiss said coldly. “This is a most serious matter, as I have been at some pains to indicate. Our size reflects the great concern of the rearadmiral and of Her Majesty’s government. The Spaniards may well take the risk—for instance—of deploying their navy to prevent Colonel Stanley’s escape.” He waved a deprecating hand and went on slightingly, “The Spanish Fleet’s a piddling enough affair, of course, but it carries guns, and we are here to oppose those guns if necessary. Nevertheless you have raised a vital point, my dear fellow. You must have a care. Whitehall has no wish—no wish at all—to provoke a state of war. If it comes it will be met—but woe betide the officer who brings it about by an act of omission or commission that could have been avoided. I think you will understand.”


“Only too well, sir.”


“Quite.” Watkiss drummed his fingers. “I think you spoke of two points, Halfhyde, did you not?”


“Yes, sir. The second is this: if you are to return nightly, do you expect to meet favourable conditions of overcast upon each and every appearance?”


Captain Watkiss blew out his cheeks. “I shall leave that in God’s hands, Mr Halfhyde. He is disposed to look favourably upon the British Fleet. You may all go back to your ships.”


Halfhyde, sitting deplorably dressed in the stern-sheets of the sea-boat as later he was pulled by muffled oars from his ship towards the land, ground his teeth in sheer impotent fury. Once again he was to be used as, in a sense, a cat’s-paw. When a mere lieutenant thrust his fingers into the fire and burned them, the burn was for himself alone; his seniors and betters stood protected by another’s pain. It was safer to sacrifice a lieutenant than to provoke a war, and that lieutenant’s actions could always be blamed for any subsequent mishaps. To some extent, though a limited one, Captain Watkiss was at risk as well, or might be; but he had rid himself of most of that risk the moment Halfhyde had left his ship to act upon his own initiative, and was thus no longer under direct command. Such were the ways of authority; and they had to be accepted with as good a grace as possible.
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