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Act 1 — Split Labour
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By the second morning after the seizure, the outpost had ceased to look like a prize and begun to look like work.

The battery above the anchorage still bore the marks of hurried fighting and rough possession. A gun-carriage near the eastern platform had one wheel split through the rim. The parapet there had fallen away in a low bite where shot had struck and loosened the packed earth. Below it, nearer the store sheds, a wall of the inner magazine court stood blackened where sparks had caught in the dry timber lining and been beaten out only after a scramble with sand and brine. The flagstaff remained standing, though the halyard had parted and the yard lay half-canted, leaving the place with the air of something taken but not yet held.

The men had worked without order on the first day because there had been too many urgent things and no settled rule for choosing among them. A hull needed patching before the tide and sun opened her seams further. Shore doors had to be rehung and barred. Powder had to be shifted. Prisoners had to be counted again after dark because one of them had been found where he had no business to be, trying a loose plank in the rear of the old signal room. Water casks had to be rolled up from the landing. Two dead men had to be buried before the heat made delay into its own trouble.

By the end of that first day half the labour had been done twice and the other half not at all.

Now, in the flatter morning light, the disorder showed itself plainly.

Rooke stood outside the old command room with a slate on a packing chest and watched the yard fill by pieces. Men came from the beach with shoulders already dark from wet rope and surf work. Others came out from the barrack rooms buckling belts, slower in the step because they had been on the late watch. A pair from the captured garrison, still under guard, carried a broken shutter between them and set it down beside the wall without waiting to be told where it belonged. Beyond them, along the inward side of the parapet, three pirates were trying to drag a carriage trail clear with a line round the axle, and each pull shifted it no more than an inch before the wheel dug again into the earth.

Vane came up from the landing with his hat in his hand and salt on his coat to the waist.

“The carpenter says the sloop cannot wait another full day,” he said. “Not if we mean her to float out clean. He wants twelve hands at once, and the best of them.”

“He always wants the best of them.”

“He says the shore can stand a day worse than the hull.”

Rooke looked past him to the anchorage. The sloop lay with her head canted slightly in the thin swell, too easy in the water for a sound vessel. Men were already aboard her, stripped to the shirt, moving planks and buckets from rail to rail. Further out, the heavier prize sat better, but she too had lost spars and needed work before anyone would trust her in weather.

From the upper battery Black Tom Sayer shouted for more hands to lift a gun clear and re-seat it on the track. The shout came again almost at once, harsher now, and was followed by the ring of iron striking stone.

Rooke did not turn his head. “And the battery says much the same, I suppose.”

Vane gave a short breath that was not laughter. “The battery says if we leave it another day as it stands, the first stranger that noses in here may count our weakness from the water.”

At the far end of the yard one of the prisoners stumbled under a barrel and drew a curse from the guard set over him. The barrel rolled from his grip and struck another, starting it off its chock. Two men leapt to stop it before it broke a hoop. The guard cuffed the prisoner behind the ear and shouted for him to lift straight.

Rooke watched that too. Store handling, then. Another mouth in the count.

He bent over the slate and drew five short headings in a rough column: ships, battery, inside works, stores, prison.

The chalk paused in his fingers. A sixth might as well have been written beneath them: watch. Without it the whole place was only a blind heap on an island. With it, some part of the labour must remain idle to every other demand.

Crowther came limping across from the magazine court, still stiff from the cut in his thigh he had taken during the storming. He carried a ring of keys taken from the old ordnance keeper and dropped them beside the slate with a clatter.

“The lock on the north store is split,” he said. “You can shut it, but you cannot swear to it. The powder room door wants a new strap. And the gentlemen in the prison room have found that one of the window bars shifts if a man has patience enough.”

“Did they?”

“One of ours found out for them. He had a cousin’s cleverness at first light and tried the thing himself.”

“Where is he now?”

“Tied in the shed until you decide whether to flog him.”

Rooke rubbed the chalk against the board and left a pale streak without making a mark. “Later.”

Crowther glanced at the headings and grunted. “That many?”

“That few.”

The older man read them again. “You’ve left out eating and sleeping.”

“They will do themselves if the rest does.”

“They never do.”

Above them another shout went up from the battery. At the same moment a boy from the beach came running with the carpenter’s mate behind him. The boy stopped short when he saw the officers together. The mate did not.

“We need more men now,” he said. “Not presently. Not after noon. Now. The outer seam is opening under the plugs. If we do not get another row over it by the next turn, all yesterday’s labour goes with the tide.”

“And if the guns stay where they sit,” Vane said, “all yesterday’s labour goes with the first sail.”

“The sail is not here.”

“The sea is.”

The mate spread his hands, half with anger, half with disbelief that argument was still being made while wood and water waited for no man. “If she settles lower, you may have guns aplenty and nothing to put out from this harbour with.”

Crowther stooped, took up the keys again, and looked toward the prison side of the yard. “And if the bars come free, or the stores are dipped from underneath us, we shall have mended ships and loaded guns for someone else’s convenience.”

The mate swore softly and turned away a step, then checked himself. He knew better than to take the quarrel where the common hands could see it plain.

Rooke set the chalk down.

Until now they had been living on the easy lie that all urgent work belonged to one body and might be attacked as it presented itself. That had lasted because the first landing and the first scramble after it had hidden the true shape of the place. But the outpost was not one piece of labour. It was five or six, each of them real, each of them hungry, and all drawing from the same thin stock of fit men.

He looked over the yard again, taking them not as a crowd now but as a count. Men able with tools. Men steady enough for guard. Men sound enough for lifting. Men who could be trusted near stores. Men who could pull an oar at short notice. Men who looked serviceable until one saw how they moved after the previous night’s duty. The number did not grow by staring at it.

“Call the heads of each party,” he said.

Vane sent the order out at once. The carpenter’s mate remained, hard-faced and silent. Sayer came down from the battery with dirt on his hands and one sleeve torn through. Fen Hobb arrived from the store sheds carrying a tally stick and smelling of damp meal. Mercer brought in the prison guard detail, his expression already sour because he knew what would follow: less for him, whichever way the count went. Two of the quartermasters came up from the landing, one still chewing. Within a few minutes the chest and slate had become the centre of the yard.

Rooke spoke without raising his voice, which made the men nearest lean in and those at the edges fall quiet to hear.

“We have been working as if every task belonged to the same day and the same hands,” he said. “It does not. From this hour the labour is divided. Ship work, shore repair, stores, confinement, and watch will be kept as separate duties. A man assigned to one is not to be dragged off by the first louder voice from another.”

Sayer opened his mouth.

“You will have your turn,” Rooke said, and Sayer shut it again.

He marked the groups on the slate and began calling numbers. Sixteen to the sloop and main hull work under the carpenter. Ten to the upper battery and parapet repair, with only four of them fit for the heavier lifts, so Sayer must use the prisoners under guard for dead drag and earth-moving. Four to the magazine court and damaged doors. Three trusted store hands under Hobb, with two more to rolling and check work whenever the landing parties came up. Six on confinement and inner guard, day rotation only, to be relieved by night watch men once the sun fell.

A separate harbour watch, smaller than any man there wanted, but not nothing: two at the point above the channel, two by the eastern gun line, one always at the landing, and a relief man held back for running messages.

Mercer spoke first. “Six for the prison and inner guard will not hold if they grow lively.”

“They are not to grow lively.”

“They did not ask us.”

Rooke turned to him. “If they do, you have arms, bars, and walls. What you do not have is leave to pull men from the battery or the hulls because you dislike your number.”

“And if the hull opens?”

The carpenter’s mate had asked it, unable to keep still. Rooke answered without looking at him. “Then you work faster with the men allotted.”

“That is no answer.”

“It is the only one there is.”

A low stir went through the gathered men, not mutinous, not yet even resentful, but full of the sound people make when they hear that some hoped-for softness will not be offered. Vane stepped slightly to one side so he could see the whole crowd at once.

Sayer jabbed a thumb upslope toward the battery. “Ten is too few. The traverse has to be rebuilt where it gave way. We need earth shifted, timber set, and one carriage re-pinned. If I spend half my strength minding prisoners with shovels, the gun sits where it sits.”

“And if I lose the tide on the sloop,” said the mate, “you may pin the carriage in heaven for all the use it does us.”

The argument might have swollen from there into the usual ruin of such councils, each man proving his own necessity until all order dissolved again into noise. Rooke cut across it by taking the slate in both hands and holding it up.

“There are not enough men for every priority to be first,” he said. “So hear the rule and keep it. The labour is split. It stays split. Ship work and shore work are no longer one programme. Stores and confinement are no longer a spare duty to be thrown to whoever is nearest. If a task fails, it fails within its own allotment unless I alter it.”

No one answered for a moment.

The words had done more than arrange the morning. They had taken away the ease by which every officer and petty leader had been able to borrow, plead, or shout his way into a few extra bodies whenever the need looked sharp enough. That freedom had been the hidden comfort of the first two days. So long as all labour was one pool, no one had yet had to admit that choosing one repair meant abandoning another.

Now it was admitted before all.

Crowther, who understood such things as well as any man there, gave the smallest nod. He had heard the turn in it.

Vane said, “You heard him. Take your numbers and make them answer.”

The groups began to break apart. Not quickly. Not willingly. But they moved. The carpenter’s mate counted his men off at once and drove them toward the landing with the ferocity of a man who expects the sea to cheat him if he grants it an extra minute. Sayer took his ten and three prisoners uphill, cursing already about axle weight and lazy backs. Hobb went toward the stores with his tally stick striking his palm at each step, his face dark because stricter division meant stricter blame when barrels came up short. Mercer chose his six for the prison from men he trusted and one he plainly did not, perhaps because mistrust can sometimes be made useful under close command.

Within a quarter of an hour the yard was emptier. The outpost looked less busy than before, because confusion always looks like abundance. Here were the men on the hulls; there the gun party, the inner guard, and the store detail. Each group was smaller than the work before it and visibly unable to help the others without breaking the rule just laid down.

Rooke remained by the chest and slate, listening to the sounds divide as the labour divided. Hammering from the beach. The groan of a gun-carriage line from above. The scrape of barrels. A shouted order from the prison side. A bell struck once at the point to mark the change of the watch there. Separate noises now, each belonging to its own system, no longer disguised inside one general tumult.

By noon the first consequences had appeared.

A man came from the landing to say one of the shipwright hands had cut deep into his palm with an adze and could not hold the tool. The carpenter wanted a replacement. Rooke sent word back that none would be had until the afternoon count. Soon after, Sayer came down in person, sweating through his shirt, to report that one prisoner had fainted under the drag line and another had begun shamming the same weakness. He wanted two more sound men rather than “that cargo in breeches.” He got neither. Hobb reported that the reduced store team had left two casks standing in the sun because there were not shoulders enough to shift them at once.

Mercer sent notice that one of the officers among the prisoners was asking for writing materials and speaking in the tone of a man who presumed he still had standing enough to ask rather than beg.

Each message told the same thing in a different dress. The separated duties were real. Their wants would not cease because a chalk heading had been written. But neither could they all be satisfied.

When the sun stood highest, Vane came back from the beach with the heat on his face and salt crust whitening at his collar.

“The seam is held for now,” he said. “Barely.”

“And the battery?”

“Still ugly.”

“And the prison?”

“Still locked.”

Vane looked at the slate again, at the names of the labour lines and the numbers under each. The chalk had begun to smear under sweat and thumb marks, but the divisions remained readable.

“We have done it, then,” he said.

Rooke shook his head. “We have only said it aloud.”

He looked over the outpost once more. The captured walls. The half-mended battery. The ships waiting on plank and caulking. The guarded room where the prisoners sat. The store sheds whose contents would diminish whether watched or not. The thin ring of men on whom all of it depended.

Order had been made possible. Ease had not. Every improvement would come by allowing some other want to stand unanswered.

By late afternoon the first complaints had already hardened into routine. Men sent to the hulls no longer turned instinctively at shouts from the battery. Store hands refused to leave their barrels for drag work without direct order. Mercer had one prisoner moved because the guard line could not watch both the window and the door from the same stance. Sayer, denied extra bodies, began cutting his own gun programme down to the pieces that mattered most. Each party had started, almost at once, to think within its own boundary.

When evening came, Rooke erased the old casual marks from the slate and wrote the five headings again, clearer this time, leaving space beneath each for the next day’s count. The chalk bit harder now because the board had dried.

Ship works. Shore works. Stores. Confinement. Watch.

Behind him, from the upper battery, a hammer rang three steady blows into iron. From the prison room a voice rose and was cut off. Down by the landing, men were still rolling the late casks up before full dark. The outpost continued under strain, but not under illusion.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Act 2 — Priority Boards
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On the third day the work itself began to ask for judgement.

The division of labour held, if holding meant only that no party now mistook another man’s burden for his own. The hull gangs went down to the beach at dawn and stayed there. The battery men climbed early and came back black with dust and sweat. Hobb’s store hands moved between sheds and magazine court with the tight look of men who knew every barrel lifted under another’s eye would later be counted against them. Mercer kept the prison guard in a narrow inward circuit and no longer lent them to any task beyond it. The harbour watch remained the thinnest line of all, visible chiefly when a relief man was late and some other duty had to wait while a musket was passed and a post retaken.

But as soon as each branch began working within its own fence, the injury remained. Every repaired plank on the sloop meant a carriage left split another day. Every brace timber cut for the parapet was one not used to shore the collapsed roof over the west shed. Every iron strap carried uphill to the gun line was one not fixed to the powder-room door. The outpost had ceased to be a scramble and become an argument measured in wood, iron, cordage, and hours.

By breakfast the first formal complaints were laid before Rooke.

The carpenter brought them himself, carrying under one arm a warped plank and in his other hand two lengths of iron fastening, one clean and one bent. He set both on the chest outside the command room as if exhibiting proof in a court.

“If I have the good iron,” he said, touching the straight piece, “I can make the sloop answer. If I must work with what the battery has thrown back to me, I shall spend the day forcing old metal into new timber and at sunset she will still drink.”

Rooke picked up the bent length. It had been wrenched from some earlier fitting and hammered partly flat, but the middle still held a twist that would fight the nail holes all the way down.

“And if the battery keeps the good iron?”

“Then they keep it. But they do not also keep my promise.”

“You had no promise to give.”

The carpenter’s mouth tightened. He was a useful man because he cared more for the truth of wood than for obedience when the two came into conflict. Such men were always nearest mutiny without ever quite arriving there, for the same stubbornness that made them difficult also made them too proud of the work to leave it undone.

Sayer came down from the upper line before Rooke had finished examining the strap. He had a short board in his hand marked with chalk columns, rough but legible. He did not wait for leave to speak.

“I have put it plain,” he said, thrusting the board forward. “Gun one: carriage wants one new wheel and pin. Gun two: traversing bed lifted and reset. East face: parapet packed again where it slumped. Lower platform: vent cover and water barrel. If I do not have timber and iron first, then all I am doing is sweeping dirt round the weakness.”

He jabbed the top line with a blackened finger.

“You may patch ships for another week and still have no place fit to keep them under.”

The carpenter let out a breath through his nose. “And you may sit behind your splendid guns while the only vessel that can pass the channel goes soft as cheese in the tide.”

“That vessel is anchored under the battery, last I saw.”

“She will not remain there forever.”

“She had better, if she means to float.”

The two men glared at one another over the chest. Neither had enough rank to make this anything but a nuisance, which meant it must rise until someone above them gave it the weight of command. Behind them the yard had slowed. Men within earshot had found reasons to carry, coil, or sort objects near enough to hear the outcome. Nothing teaches a force the true order of things faster than seeing which repair is called necessary and which is merely lamented.

Rooke took the board from Sayer and read through the list. It was better arranged than he had expected. Sayer was a violent man in action and a surprisingly exact one where timber, powder, and line were concerned. The carpenter’s claim was just as exact in its own sphere. That was the difficulty. None of these priorities were false. Each merely denied room to the rest.

Vane stepped out from the command room fastening his coat as he came. He took in the scene without asking for explanation.

“So,” he said. “We have arrived at first place.”

Neither man answered, which was answer enough.

Crowther emerged after him with the morning issue sheet in hand. “The west shed roof has opened further in the night,” he said, speaking not to either claimant but to Rooke. “If rain comes before it is braced, the biscuit there goes from diminishing to spoiled.”

Hobb, who had followed at a more careful pace, added, “And the cooper wants two bands and half a day if he is to save the cracked water butts from worsening. I told him to wait.”

“You told him?” Sayer said.

“I did.”

“Since when do store men decide which repairs wait?”

“Since everyone else is taking the best of the iron.”

The carpenter laughed once without humour. “Then the casks may petition the battery.”

The men nearest grinned despite themselves. Hobb flushed darkly and opened his mouth, then checked it. He was too sensible to spend anger when arithmetic would do more damage.

“This morning’s count is already off yesterday’s expectation,” he said. “If the main issue line loses another two serviceable casks, the allowance falls before your guns or hulls are finished either one.”

It was the first thing said without vanity, and for that reason it bit deepest.

Rooke laid both the carpenter’s iron and Sayer’s board on the chest and stood silent a moment. He looked across the yard, not at the officers now but at the work itself. The west shed roof did sag lower than yesterday. A pair of men near the magazine were sorting hinges and straps into piles that seemed plentiful until one imagined each piece already promised elsewhere. At the landing the sloop’s side still showed the pale scar where fresh plank had been driven in, but above that the rail wanted tightening and aft the sternpost work remained unfinished.

Up at the battery the eastern parapet was patched in colour rather than in strength; one could see where new-packed earth sat against older compaction and had not yet married to it. Everywhere one looked, there was something already begun that demanded to be finished before another beginning could be justified.

The danger was not merely shortage. It was breadth. Too many unfinished necessities made all work look equally urgent, and equal urgency is only another name for drift.

“Bring me a clean board,” he said.

Vane sent a boy for one. While they waited, the yard resumed its half-heard motion, though no man had yet truly returned to work. They understood that a rule was being born and did not wish to miss its shape.

When the new board came, Rooke set it on the chest and drew four columns with deliberate strokes.

Immediate
Necessary
Deferrable
Denied
The carpenter and Sayer both leaned in. So did Hobb, despite himself.

“We are past the stage where a man may call a thing urgent and thereby expect it done,” Rooke said. “From now on the principal repairs are to be listed openly and placed in order. Not by shouting. By declared priority. If a task is marked immediate, it is supplied before all others in its material. If it is necessary, it waits behind the immediate works but is preserved for the next issue. If deferrable, it receives nothing until the board changes. If denied, it is not argued again that day.”

Sayer’s brows drew together. “And who marks the board?”

“I do. Or Mr Vane, in my absence.”

The carpenter said, “Then at least a man knows whether he is being starved honestly.”

“That is the intent.”

Crowther gave a short nod. “Better an anger named than ten angers half-fed.”

Rooke began with the iron. Good iron straps and pins: immediate to the sloop’s outer seam and sternpost fastenings until the vessel could be trusted not to settle or open under strain. Next issue of iron: one wheel band and pin set for gun one at the upper battery. Third place: powder-room strap and hinge replacements. The remainder, if any, to cooperage bands only after noon count.

Sayer started to object, checked himself, then asked instead, “And timber?”

“Timber,” said Rooke, writing as he spoke, “immediate to parapet bracing on the east face and to the west shed roof support only so far as weatherproofing requires. Necessary to the traversing bed repair. Necessary to interior door strengthening. Deferrable to all non-critical platform improvements.”

The carpenter said, “And plank width?”

“You will state exactly what width you require on the board before dinner. Not in abuse. In measure.”

A few of the listening men smiled at that.

He went on: tool allocation, sailcloth, cordage, spikes, labour by specialist skill. Each category exposed some new wound. The cooper could not have both bands and men. The gun crews wanted wedges that the shipwrights also needed. The beach gangs had been quietly taking the best mallets for themselves and returning the split-handled ones only when another party came hunting. Even the matter of lantern oil had become a hidden priority, because the prison watch, the store rooms, and the battery each wanted night light for different reasons and none of those reasons yielded politely to the others.

By the time the first board was full, the entire outpost seemed to have arranged itself around the fact of it.

Sayer read the headings again and said, “Denied is a hard word.”

“Yes.”

“It will make enemies.”

“No doubt.”

The carpenter folded his arms. “Deferrable makes liars of us in a softer tone.”

“That depends whether you return to it when you said you would.”

Rooke handed the chalk to Vane. “Set the day mark above it.”

Vane wrote the date and hung the board by two loops from the wall outside the command room, where every officer, petty head, and grumbling hand might see it as he passed. The effect was immediate and not entirely welcome. What had previously been suffered as bad luck or blamed on some absent confusion was now made explicit. A man could point to the board and say not merely that his work lacked material, but that another man’s work had been declared to stand before it.

That clarity saved time and cost peace in the same instant.

Before noon Mercer arrived from the prison side and demanded that two additional hasps for the inner room be raised from necessary to immediate because one of the naval prisoners had begun testing the lower fastening with a spoon handle. Rooke heard him out, then moved the hasps no higher than necessary. Mercer left with the expression of a man who obeys because force still compels him, not because wisdom has persuaded him. Half an hour later Hobb came with a broken tally and word that one of the reduced water casks had opened further at the seam.

Rooke moved cooper’s bands from deferrable to necessary but did not displace the gun-wheel band already promised Sayer. Hobb went away muttering under his breath that a half-full cask was no respecter of boards.

The carpenter returned once to point out that the iron he had been allotted would only hold if he also had the last two sound augers from the store of tools. Rooke granted him one and left the other with the battery detail because the carriage pin work could not be done by knife and oath alone.

Every decision took something from two men to satisfy a third. That was the true office of the board.

By the hottest part of the day the yard had changed in manner. Men no longer came merely to complain. They came to see. The board drew them the way a water list draws thirsty men. They studied the columns with narrowed eyes, tracing with thumb or dirty fingernail where their labour stood in relation to others’. A task written under immediate acquired a kind of authority before it had even been begun. One written under deferrable seemed already to carry the smell of neglect. Denied had the sharpest life of all. It offended even when just.

Rooke noticed something else as well. Because the decisions were made plain, men began adjusting themselves to them without waiting to be driven. Sayer stopped asking for full bed work on the second gun and concentrated his crew upon the one carriage already favoured. The carpenter ceased trying to save every length of damaged plank and cut straight from the sound stock assigned him. Hobb, seeing his cooperage still lower than he desired, doubled the checking of the remaining casks instead of spending the morning in futile petition.

Even Mercer, though vexed, shifted one of his guards to a better angle on the prison room window rather than continuing to ask for iron he had not been given.

Open order had begun teaching economy.

In the afternoon a small rain passed over from inland, sudden and hard enough to test every weak roof and loose seam. The west shed held, though water still dripped through the rear corner. The upper battery’s fresh-packed earth slumped in one place but did not give way. On the beach the carpenter’s gang shouted for tarpaulins and got them too late, but the sloop rode the rain without showing the feared new seep along her outer seam.

When the shower passed, Sayer came down again, less angry now because he had something to show for the day’s ration of priority. He set the newly banded wheel upright by the chest.

“There,” he said. “If the board is to rule us, it has at least produced one honest thing.”

The carpenter, passing behind him with two men and a length of plank, did not stop walking but called over his shoulder, “And the sloop still floats, which is two.”

Even Sayer gave a brief, unwilling grunt that might almost have been agreement.

Toward evening the matter deepened. A boy from the lookouts brought word that the outer point signal lantern had a cracked pane and would want replacing before another windy night. Vane read the message, considered the board, and wrote beneath necessary: lantern glass, point watch. He did it without asking. Rooke let him. That too was part of what had changed. Priority was becoming a system rather than a chain of personal favours. The outpost could not be held by memory and temper alone.

At sunset the officers and work heads gathered once more by the chest. The board was read aloud and marked against the day’s actual accomplishment. Immediate items first: hull seam held, sternpost fastenings advanced, east parapet braced, west shed roof propped. Necessary items: gun-wheel band completed, powder-room strap not yet begun, cooperage delayed, prison hasps still waiting. Deferrable items remained mostly untouched, and denied had stayed denied except for one petty theft of nails from the battery scrap basket, which brought a cuffing and two hours on barrel rolling to the offender.

Sayer listened, arms folded. “We shall need another board tomorrow.”

“Yes,” said Rooke.

“And the day after.”

“Yes.”

The carpenter set down his plank and wiped his forearm across his brow. “Then make room at the top for ship and station separately. Men still speak of repairs as if one success feeds the other.”

Rooke looked at him. Splitting the labour had ended the pretence that all hands belonged to all work. The board now ended the belief that station and ship might still advance at the same pace if one argued skilfully enough.

They could not. Every visible gain in one had become a visible delay in the other.

He took up the chalk and, above the columns, wrote two headings before the date:

Station
Main Ship
Nothing more. But the men saw at once what had been admitted.

The battery, sheds, prison rooms, doors, stores, watch-posts, landing works—all of that belonged now to one side of the account. The sloop, the larger prize, the beach staging, the hull timbers, the seam work, the rigging kept from rot—all of that to the other. Each demanded materials from the same dwindling common stock. Each stood plainly against the other.

No man spoke for a moment.

The day’s labour had made the distinction impossible to evade. The board had only fixed it where all could see.

Vane said at last, “Then there will be no more pretending.”

“No,” Rooke said.

Mercer gave a sour half-smile. “There was some comfort in the pretence.”

“There is comfort in many useless things.”

That got a few tired laughs, and the tension eased by a degree.

When the gathering broke, the board remained hanging in the dusk, the chalk marks pale in the failing light. Men passed it on their way to ration and watch relief, glancing up as they went. Some did so with resentment, some with calculation, some merely to know what tomorrow would deny them before morning made the denial official. But all looked.

After dark, when the lantern was lit beside the command room door, the board showed differently. The words immediate and denied cast longer shadows than the others. Rooke stood a moment reading them once more after the yard had gone thin and the night posts were changed. From the beach came the hollow sound of a mallet still at work on the hull under shielded light. From the battery the relief sergeant called the watch and was answered by the point above the channel. Somewhere in the prison room one of the captured officers began speaking in a low even tone, perhaps to keep the others wakeful, perhaps to remind his guard line that rank can survive walls longer than men expect.

Rooke wiped the chalk dust from his fingers onto his coat.

The board had yielded useful work and stripped away another convenience. One task would go first whenever material was short. The other would wait and show the waiting in timber, iron, and exposure.

He turned in at last, leaving the board where the morning light would find it first.
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Act 3 — Counted Issue
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By the fourth day the stores had begun to speak more plainly than the officers.

Until then a man might still believe the outpost’s shortage belonged chiefly to labour and repair. That was how most of the force preferred to think of it. Timber could be seen. Split wheels, torn seams, loose hinges, and broken parapets could be walked up to and cursed with satisfaction. Even the division of labour and the priority board had about them a certain soldier’s honesty, because they dealt in visible burdens and visible refusals.

But stores were quieter. A barrel might look sound while already sinking toward want. A biscuit room might appear well provisioned until one noticed that full issue had become measured issue, and measured issue had become argument.

Hobb brought the first real proof before breakfast.

He had three tally sheets under one arm and a hoop fragment in his hand from one of the casks that had failed in the night. He laid the papers on the chest outside the command room with an air not of complaint but of completion, as if all the talking done around the repairs must now submit to arithmetic whether it wished to or not.

“One water butt gone entirely,” he said. “The seam opened from bottom to quarter and left us a dark patch on the floor where a day’s allowance ought to have been. Two biscuit barrels are found sour at the back, not wholly spoiled but not fit for long keeping. One keg of powder wants drying and re-coopering after damp got at the stopper. And the tool issue is already lying to me.”

Vane, who had just come out with the morning board in hand, stopped half a pace short. “How is the tool issue lying?”

“Because men return what is broken and describe it as worn. Or return nothing and say they had it never. A store may be defended against thieves, sir. It is harder to defend against convenience.”

Crowther gave a short grunt from the doorway behind them. “Convenience has emptied better magazines than this.”

Rooke looked down the tally sheets. Hobb’s hand was cramped and ugly but exact. Each line bore not only the article and quantity but the destination party: hull gang, upper battery, prison room, landing, night watch, inner repair, carpenter, cooper, sailmaker. The very precision of it was unsettling. Labour had been divided, then repairs. Now consumption itself appeared not as one common drain but as a set of separate mouths, each claiming necessity.

Hobb tapped the margin of the first page with the hoop fragment. “Yesterday’s full issue went out under the old allowance for men at hard work. If we continue that rate with this spoilage and this leakage, we spend reserve as if the place were a market town with more coming in by the next tide. It is not.”

Mercer approached from the prison side in time to hear the end of that. “Are you saying cut rations?”

“I am saying count them properly before they vanish under heroic assumptions.”

“Men on guard do not hold the same on a clerk’s diet.”

Hobb’s face remained expressionless. “Then let the guard drink the barrels you have in your own room, if you know of any.”

Mercer’s jaw moved but no answer came. The storemaster had rank over almost no one and a power over nearly all of them once the supplies thinned. It made him unpopular in exact proportion to his usefulness.

Rooke read further. Water. Biscuit. Salt beef. Powder. Shot. Lamp oil. Nails. Tar. Spare flints. Cordage lengths. Tool heads. All already entered not as plenty but as a reserve under pressure. The outpost had been taken with stores in it, and the captured stock had for a day or two encouraged a false ease. Men saw barrels and imagined duration. They forgot that every seized store begins diminishing the moment it is called captured rather than hoped-for.

“What do you propose?” he asked.

Hobb answered at once, because he had clearly been waiting to be asked on formal terms. “That issue cease to be general and become counted by work class. Water separate for labour gangs, guard, prisoners, and officers. Food likewise. Powder and shot by declared use only, not by habit. Tools signed out to a named party head and counted back by that same man. Nothing leaves store by custom.”

Sayer, arriving from the battery still fastening his belt, heard enough to say, “If gun crews must beg for powder as if they were children asking sugar, you will have a splendid account book and a dead post.”

“Gun crews have powder,” said Hobb. “They also spill it, leave horns open, and call it the cost of readiness.”

“The cost of unreadiness is worse.”

“Not if all your readiness is wasted in drill while the reserve rots.”

Sayer stepped forward, but Vane put the board between them like a barrier. “Enough. Hobb is not calling for disarmament. He is calling for count.”

The yard had begun slowing again around them. It was becoming a habit of the outpost that every new system had first to be born publicly, under irritation, with half the men pretending not to listen while listening to every word.

Rooke looked beyond the chest toward the store sheds. One door stood open while two men rolled out a cask and Hobb’s assistant bent with a marking iron to identify it before issue. Even from here the difference between plenty and management could be felt. What had once looked like abundance now looked like depth measured against rate. And rate, once seen, is a more alarming thing than bare quantity, because it turns every task into a debtor.

He said, “Bring a second board.”

Vane gave him a brief sideways glance, recognising the next turn before it was spoken. The first board had ordered repairs by priority. A second would now order consumption.

While the boy ran for it, Hobb spread the tally sheets more fully and pointed out the facts in sequence. The reduced number of sound water casks meant less secure carriage from landing to store and more loss through handling. Labour gangs at beach and battery drew the deepest because heat and lifting forced it from them. The prison line consumed more steadily than heavily, but every extra guard added there meant another mouth counted inside rather than working outside. Powder expenditure so far had not been ruinous, yet Sayer’s insistence on keeping the guns exercised and the harbour watch ready meant routine use was already creeping upward.

Food was the strangest line of all: not because the quantity had collapsed, but because spoilage and uneven access made the existing stock look larger on paper than it would prove in practice.

“Put another way,” Hobb said, “we can maintain the present full working allowance only by pretending spoilage, leakage, and breakage are accidents rather than part of ordinary life here. They are not. They are the ordinary life.”

Crowther folded his arms. “There is the sentence for the board.”

The second board arrived. Rooke placed it beside the first and drew columns narrower than before.

Article
Present Count
Daily Issue
Reserve at Current Rate
Reserve at Reduced Rate
Hobb’s expression altered for the first time all morning. Not softened, exactly, but steadied. The man had expected argument over whether the count should rule. He had not expected the rule to be given visible form so quickly.

Mercer saw it too and said, “That will cause trouble.”

“Yes,” said Rooke. “Better today than after want has chosen its own hour.”

They began with water. Hobb stated the sound count and estimated sound carriage capacity. The number was lower than some had imagined and higher than the most fearful had whispered. That made it worse, in its way. Extremity invites either bravery or panic; moderate shortage demands management. Present daily issue at full working allowance was entered. Then reduced rate. The board did the cruel work at once: under the current issue the reserve looked shallow; under reduced issue it extended materially farther. No rhetoric could improve or obscure that contrast.

Food followed. Biscuit, salt meat, a little rice, some molasses, local roots and fruit taken irregularly or bought by uncertain means. Here too the same law emerged. A full labouring allowance could be maintained only by consuming the captured depth as if replacement were reliable. It was not. The new water-and-timber runs already required escorts; even where local gathering remained possible, it had ceased to be ordinary movement and become protected movement. Every escort consumed labour to sustain supply. Every supply failure consumed labour more indirectly, by weakening the men already overtasked.

“Write that the prisoners receive by measure equal to common issue, no more,” Mercer said abruptly.

Hobb looked at him. “They already do.”

“Then write it.”

Rooke did so. It was not really the food Mercer cared about. It was the fact of equality made visible. Once deprivation enters a place, men begin watching not only what they themselves lose but what is lost by others. The prison room had not yet become a symbol, but it was ready to.

Sayer had been silent longer than usual. When powder was entered, he spoke. “I will not have the guns reduced to show pieces.”

“No one said so,” said Rooke.

“No. But the board may say it tomorrow in a fairer hand.”

Hobb replied before anyone else could. “The board will say the battery draws by declared need, not by appetite.”

Sayer gave him a look of such plain dislike that several nearby men found immediate business elsewhere. Yet he did not argue further, because the numbers themselves did not support extravagance. That was the peculiar discipline of counted issue. It shames bluster by making it compute.

They added tool lines next. Hammers, adzes, augers, shovels, picks, gun worms, ladles, handspikes, coopering tools, spare heads, nails, spike stock. Every entry revealed how widely the same few things crossed the whole system. An adze returned with a chipped edge was not merely a carpenter’s annoyance. It might slow the hull gang, which might delay a vessel, which might prolong exposure in harbour, which might in turn demand more from the battery and the watch. A broken shovel did not merely inconvenience earth-moving.

It might leave a parapet weak, forcing men to stand longer at a gun not properly covered. Stores were not static objects. They were time made material.

By midmorning the second board hung beside the first. Men passing now had two sources of grievance instead of one. On the left, repairs openly ranked. On the right, issue openly counted. What had previously been felt as general hardship was becoming structured, and structured hardship always appears harsher in the first instance because it strips luck of the power to disguise itself.

The first direct consequence came sooner than expected.

A labour hand from the beach gang arrived with a bucket half-drunk and demanded another fill before noon because the hull work under reflected glare had turned the planks into hot iron beneath the feet. Hobb refused. The man swore and said the beach parties would founder before the guns ever got their turn. Sayer, hearing that as he crossed the yard, said loudly that if the beach hands could not work on measured water then perhaps they should exchange places with battery men who at least knew discipline. The labour hand took a step toward him.

Vane stopped the matter before it grew by ordering both men apart and having the bucket measure demonstrated from the board itself.

The humiliation of the thing did more than punishment would have done. The whole exchange occurred in sight of thirty men, and they all saw that the new rule would not bend merely because heat made the plea understandable.

Later, a similar quarrel broke out over salt beef. One of
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