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Act 1 — Uneven Departure
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The smoke still lay over the station water in strips, thinning where the wind found room and thickening again under the lee of the shattered works. Boats moved through it as if through low ground mist, appearing by halves before the whole hull showed clear. Along the nearest wharf, men rolled casks that had not been meant to move that morning, passed bundles from hand to hand without count called aloud, and dragged shot sacks over planks already wet and splintered by the day’s work. Nothing about the embarkation held its intended order now. The old order had been broken on the landward side first, then in the yards, then in the water itself, and what remained was not sequence but urgency.

Charles Vane stood on the quarterdeck rail of the largest remaining vessel, one hand on a stay, and looked back across the anchorage with a glass that had already shown him enough. He lowered it without wiping the lens. The station was gone as a possession. That fact no longer required proof. What still remained uncertain was whether the body that had taken it could be pulled clear before the ruin behind them became direction for the men who would follow.

“Tell them again,” he said.

The mate at his shoulder did not ask which part. He leaned over the gangway and shouted toward the wharf below. “Powder first from the north shed. Water after. Keep the meal out of the boats carrying iron. Move.”

A knot of men at the foot of the gangway shifted, but not as one. One party hauled a barrel toward the ship. Another checked to lift a chest whose lid had sprung. Two more left a sling hanging halfway over the side while they argued about whether the next boat was for this ship or the brig beyond. The work was moving, but the movement no longer answered one command cleanly. It answered ten smaller needs at once.

Below, a cask slipped from its skids and burst a hoop against the stones. The iron ring spun off into the water. Two men caught the barrel before it rolled over the edge, but the pause cost six others their next lift. Vane watched them right it and saw the wasted effort in the shoulders before he saw it in the hands.

“Not that one,” he said.

The mate looked down. “Leave it. Take the next.”

The order passed late. Three men had already bent to it. They let the cask lie and went for another with a look that was not refusal and not obedience either, only the narrowed attention of men already too far inside the work to think about command except as interruption.

To starboard the smaller sloop had her foresail loose and flogging. She had cast off from the outer berth earlier than intended because her master had taken the first rise of confusion for the signal to go, then found himself unable to clear the line of boats crossing his bows. Now she sheered in short, useless movements, sail cracking overhead while a launch full of water casks tried to get beneath her quarter. Every time her helmsman put her off, he spoiled the boat’s approach; every time he checked her, he lost steerage and drifted nearer the hulk of a damaged prize that still lay half stripped by the southern pier.

“Get that sail in or get her gone,” Vane said.

A signalman had been waiting beside the mizzen shrouds with flags that no one below could spare the eye to read. Vane pointed instead. “Boat over. Verbal.”

The man ran.

This too was part of the loss. In the taking of the place there had been time enough for clean signs, repeated instructions, counted stores, crews detailed by station and return. In leaving, there was only enough authority left to choose which disorder must be answered first. Each correction made another interval somewhere else.

A gun from inland came across the harbour after a pause long enough to make it seem detached from any visible cause. The ball did not reach the anchorage. It struck masonry above the eastern battery and broke stone into white dust that showed briefly through the smoke. Heads turned. Hands stopped. Then the labour resumed, but it resumed altered. Men no longer loaded as if finishing business. They loaded as if every delay now belonged to someone behind them rather than to themselves.

Vane stepped down from the rail.

“Mr. Rooke,” he said to the sailing master, “how many can we carry on present trim?”

Rooke had a slate under one arm, though the figures on it had ceased to guide anything except his own temper. He looked not at the slate but over the side, judging by eye what the boats had already brought. “Too much, if the casks all come. Too little, if they don’t. She’ll swim, but not as you’d have her.”

“That is not the question.”

Rooke turned his head slightly. “Then on present trim, with those long guns still secured and the powder not all below, she carries enough to leave and too much to leave clean.”

Vane nodded once. “How much too much?”

Rooke’s mouth tightened. “Enough that if we have to warp her clear instead of wearing out under way, we’ll feel every barrel of it.”

That was answer enough.

Across the anchorage another boat shoved off from the quay before it had taken half its intended load. Men in the stern shouted back toward the stones. A bale came flying after them, missed the thwarts, and dropped short into the water. Two of the boat’s crew swore, shipped their oars, and hauled it in by the wrapping before it sank fully. The boat sagged to one side under the clumsy addition. It had not been loaded by list or by measure. It had been loaded by whichever hands had found it nearest.

One of Vane’s lieutenants came up from below with sweat blackened by powder at the temples.

“The lower hold’s taking mixed issue,” he said. “Meal, shot, spare cordage, small arms cases. No passage left clear between the after stack and the pumps unless we shift something.”

“Can you shift it?”

“With the men I have, yes. With the men you want still at the side, no.”

Vane looked down the deck. Muskets lay bundled by the mainmast waiting to be carried below. Beside them, carpenters’ tools had been thrown into two sailcloth rolls and tied badly enough that iron showed through. At the break of the quarterdeck sat three opened chests of surgeon’s stores, one lid torn off and left where it had fallen. Men crossing from the waist had already stepped on it twice.

“Clear the pumps,” Vane said. “Nothing else first.”

“The arms?”

“The pumps.”

The lieutenant went without argument. That too told its own thing. Men argued when options remained near one another. Once the space between them widened, orders ceased to sound controversial and became only expensive.

From the larboard side came a cry from the boat tier. A longboat had grounded itself under the weight of what had been pushed into her, her keel caught in mud at the edge of the slip where deeper water had been churned shallow by so much recent movement. A dozen men were on her at once, some heaving at the gunwale, some unloading items as they came to hand, none under one direction. A sack burst. Meal spread pale across wet boards and boots stamped through it while they saved the casks first.

Vane walked to the other side of the quarterdeck to see more clearly between the hanging smoke layers. Beyond the grounded boat lay the mouth of the harbour, still open. That mattered more than the station behind. But the opening would not stay a mere opening. Once a line of departure had been fixed by too many hurried choices, anyone competent at the recovered place would have enough. Not certainty perhaps, but enough.

“Send to the brig,” he said. “She goes before us if she’s ready.”

Rooke looked sharply at him. “That will leave us masked by her and fouled in her wash.”

“It will clear one burden from the mouth.”

“If she can stand clear,” Rooke said.

“If she cannot, she sinks her chance where we can see it.”

Rooke said nothing more.

A boat came under the ship’s side with four casks and two men too few to lift them. Lines were thrown down. One cask rose, struck the planking, and swung broadside. The rope above shrieked. The man tending the whip checked it late. The cask came aboard but hit hard enough to split one end stave. Water ran across the deck. Not much. Enough.

“Below with it,” someone shouted.

“No,” Rooke snapped from the rail. “That one to the scuppers. Use it first.”

The correction saved nothing large. It saved only the placing of bad weight in a space already losing sense. Yet these were now the units by which they might leave at all: not restoration, not order, only subtraction of the worst mistakes before they hardened into movement.

Another inland gun spoke. This one was answered from near the eastern wall, not by them but by whoever had already found use for the station’s pieces. Vane did not turn his head immediately. When he did, he saw a new smoke burst from the battery they had abandoned less than an hour before. That settled one more uncertainty. The place was not merely lost in prospect. It was in use against their leaving.

“Cut the remaining shore tackles,” he said.

Rooke stared at him a moment. “We still have two lighters due from the west store.”

“We have what is already moving,” Vane said. “Everything else counts as left.”

Rooke went to give it.

That order travelled differently. Men along the side looked up at once when they heard the word cut. Shore tackles meant intended return, intended balance, intended sequence. To cut them was to declare that the list governing transfer had ended and that whatever still lay ashore now belonged to time rather than to them. Knives came out. Ropes slapped free into the water. One lighter, not yet under way, drifted off from the stones before its crew were all aboard and had to be caught by boat hooks.

Below, the deck changed pitch underfoot as the ship settled to the load already taken. Not deeply. Enough that every man with sea sense felt it in his knees. Vane felt it too, then watched whether the ship answered the rudder still held amidships with the same delay as before. She did. He marked that and kept it to himself.

On the quay a cluster of men were trying to drag a fieldpiece toward the water. No order had been given for it. Some fool or zealot had decided that because it could not be left it must be carried. The wheels hit a crack between stones and stopped. Three men heaved the trail, two pushed the muzzle, one shouted for a boat too small to take the weight in any case.

“Stop them,” Vane said.

A marine officer near the gangway raised his voice. “Leave the piece! Leave it where it stands!”

The men below obeyed after a heartbeat’s hesitation that cost them the effort anyway. They did not roll it back. They simply stepped away from it, each man abandoning the grip as if it had burned him. One remained long enough to wrench the drag rope free for some other use.

Work begun under one calculation, broken off under another, and resumed elsewhere before the first labour had yielded anything but fatigue.

The brig by the harbour mouth began at last to move with intent. Her canvas filled unevenly, then steadied. She gathered sternway enough to cant clear of the nearest drift and put her head toward the opening. Boats scrambled out of her path. One was too slow. The brig’s quarter brushed its bow and spun it half round. Men cursed, recovered, rowed again. The brig continued. It was not pretty movement. It was movement.

Vane watched her angle out.

“If she grounds, we wear after her,” Rooke said, returning.

“If she clears?”

“We wear after her,” Rooke said. “Unless you prefer to sit here and become a mark.”

For the first time in some minutes Vane allowed the corner of his mouth to move. “No.”

The pumps sounded below, a steadier clank now that the passage to them had been cleared. Good. Necessary. Not sufficient. Around that sound the ship still held too many things in the wrong places, too many men in the wrong sequence, too much fatigue already spent before the sea work had properly begun.

A boy came up from the waist carrying a written tally on a board, then stopped because no tally could now mean what it would have meant when first begun. He stood waiting until someone noticed him. Vane took the board from his hand. Powder: incomplete. Water: incomplete. Salt meat: uncertain. Meal: uncertain. Spare sailcloth: present, damaged. Small arms: mixed. Medical stores: mixed. Gun tools: partial. The marks were neat. The truth they described no longer was.

He handed it back. “Keep it,” he said. “Continue if you can.”

The boy nodded and went, though what continuation meant in such circumstances neither of them could have said.

From the forecastle a cry came down that the cable was ready to be slipped. Rooke did not wait for permission. He bellowed to the helm, to the tops, to the men at the capstan bars. The deck answered in scattered sequence that slowly converged into something nearer shiphandling than loading. The transition was itself costly. Men who had spent the last hour bent over casks and slings now had to remember braces, sheets, purchases, stations. Some did it at once. Some arrived at the remembered motion half a beat late. The lag ran through the vessel like a weakness in a limb not yet gone dead but no longer fully trusted.

The cable splashed free.

For a moment the ship seemed merely heavier, not moving but considering whether movement still belonged to her. Then the foresail drew, the stern paid off, and the hull answered. Slowly, because of the weight. Unevenly, because of the stowage. Under command still, because enough of the old body remained for that much.

As they gathered way, the wharf slid past on the larboard side. What had been left there became visible in strips: broken bales, three casks with no boat to take them, the abandoned fieldpiece, a stack of timber, bodies under canvas not yet weighted for burial, two men running too late with a crate between them before some officer on shore shouted them back. The place diminished not by distance first but by decision. Every yard the ship made turned intended cargo into residue.

A shot from the battery passed wide over the water ahead. Another fell short to starboard. The range was poor. It would improve. Vane looked once toward the mouth, where the brig had already found a cleaner line. Then he looked aft, at the other vessels still trying to clear in the wake of their own interrupted loading, each carrying what chance and urgency had put aboard rather than what plan would have chosen.

One of the smaller craft had too many men crowded on deck and not enough below to balance her. Another trailed a boat it should have cut loose. A third had not yet got its mainsail properly drawing and was being carried sideways by the set. None of them were lost. None of them were in the order first intended.

The station receded. The anchorage widened behind them. Beyond the harbour mouth, men were already spent and the ships already unequal from the way they had been forced to leave.

Rooke came beside him again, eyes on the telltales, then on the line ahead. “We are clear enough,” he said.

Vane watched the outer water take the ship.

“No,” he said. “We are out.”
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Act 2 — Broken Command Water
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By the second hour beyond the harbour mouth the smoke of the lost station had sunk behind the horizon, but its disorder had not gone with it. It had only changed shape. What had been confusion at the wharves now showed itself in the spacing between hulls, in the wrong set of sails for the wind they had, in the time each vessel took to answer a signal, and in the labouring movement of ships loaded for departure by urgency rather than by rule.

The sea outside the roads ran in a long low motion from the east, enough to lift the bows and set the heavier craft working at their seams. The sky above it remained hard and white. No weather offered cover. Every vessel stood plain in the light, each fault as visible to its neighbours as to any eye that might later rise behind them.

Charles Vane remained on the quarterdeck with the glass under his arm and the signal halliards close by. Ahead and a little to larboard the brig held the best of the water because she had been first out and least fouled.

Astern, two smaller vessels had dropped into a looser line than intended, one because she could not keep her canvas drawing evenly under the burden aboard her, the other because three of her hands were still below trying to re-lash casks that had shifted as soon as the swell found her. Off the starboard quarter the sloop that had nearly spoiled the harbour exit was ranging too wide, then checking too sharply, never long enough on one course to let the rest judge what room she meant to keep.

Mr. Rooke had the slate back in his hand, though he had ceased to write on it.

“They’re sailing as they were loaded,” he said.

Vane looked across the line. “That is plain.”

“The brig can hold station. The sloop cannot. The ketch astern has too much by the stern and not enough men at the braces. The farther one has her foresail drawing against her topsail half the time because they’ve no settled hand at the halliards. And if that launch keeps towing behind the little schooner, she’ll either lose it or spend the day sparing it.”

Vane said, “Signal for close withdrawal line. Shorten the interval.”

Rooke glanced up at the masthead flags, then toward the scattered vessels. “They will try.”

“That is enough for the moment.”

The signalman ran the order up. Flags broke in the sunlight, clear enough from this deck. On the brig ahead a hand answered at once. Her helm shifted, her after canvas eased a touch, and she let the line behind compress toward her. On the sloop to starboard there was no response until a man climbed half the shrouds, looked, climbed down again, and began shouting to the deck. By the time her master understood the order, the schooner astern had already altered in anticipation of what she thought the sloop meant to do, and the water between them narrowed too fast.

“Too much,” Rooke said.

The sloop luffed abruptly. Her headsail shivered. Men ran to the sheets without order enough to move together. The schooner behind, finding the gap closing before her own helm had answered, bore off and dragged the longboat at her stern across the wake in a broad, slanting sweep. The towline went bar-taut. For a moment the longboat rode half sideways, water climbing its gunwale.

“Cut that boat free if they cannot govern it,” Rooke muttered.

Vane watched the movement spread through the group. One bad answer on the right pulled two others out of measure on the left. The brig ahead checked again to avoid widening too far. The ketch astern, seeing the brig ease, overstood her own correction and lost still more ground. No ship had yet broken away. No ship had collided. But the line they had meant to restore after departure had already become a line of separate recoveries.

“Haul the signal down,” Vane said.

The flag came down.

A lieutenant came up from below with a report no one wanted and everyone expected.

“The water casks taken late are not seated proper,” he said. “Three have shifted on the lower deck. We can settle them, but the men at it are the same men you need above.”

“How many above can you spare from sail work?” Vane asked.

“None cleanly. We have two boys at the braces where there should be four men, and one of the watch is still coughing from the smoke.”

Rooke said, “If the weight shifts again while we put her over, you’ll feel it in the rudder before you hear of it.”

Vane turned. “Settle the casks now. Leave one gun crew half-manned if you must. Not the helm. Not the pumps.”

The lieutenant nodded and went.

This too took men from one order of preservation to feed another. Every correction aboard his own ship made the fleet less governable for want of common timing. But if his own deck lost trim, command itself would become conjecture. There was no longer enough labour in the body to do every necessary thing at once.

A cry came from the starboard quarter. The sloop had at last steadied on the desired heading, but in doing so had come nearer than before to the vessel beside her. Both captains now shouted from near equal distance, each claiming room the other could not give without opening a fresh interval somewhere else. Their words did not carry clearly in the wind. Their meanings did. Each was arguing not principle but burden. Each wanted the easier water and the simpler duty, and each knew the other had reason to want it.

“Boat between them?” one of the mates asked.

“No boat,” Vane said. “Signal the sloop to take outside place. The schooner holds inner.”

The flags rose again. The answer took time. The sloop’s master looked twice before he obeyed, and when he did obey it was with the visible reluctance of a man who took the order not as arrangement but as rebuke. He bore farther out, found rougher lift, and within minutes his forecourse began slatting because his men could not keep the canvas properly set on that angle.

Rooke watched him. “He’ll say the station was forced on him.”

“He was forced,” Vane said. “That does not make it wrong.”

“No,” said Rooke. “Only remembered.”

Judgement now moved between captains who had left the harbour under unequal losses and unequal shame. Men who once took correction as part of one body now heard it as a measure of whose failure was being made public.

The brig ahead raised a signal of her own. She had sighted wreckage in the water—timber, loose spars, a hatch cover, a meal sack gone white and swollen from immersion. Things left from their own departure, already widening astern of them in a discernible strip. Vane watched the floating marks pass down the line of flight they had made.

“Keep them from drifting too far to larboard,” he said.

Rooke looked at him. “How?”

“By not wandering further ourselves than necessity requires.”

It was not a full answer, and both men knew it. The sea kept trace longer than men preferred when the weather stayed fair and the wind held. Every object that floated behind them, every vessel forced to check speed for a weaker neighbour, every correction made in daylight on open water—all of it wrote continuity into the surface.

The brig ahead gave another signal, asking whether she should maintain forward place or shorten sail for the slower craft. It was the proper question. It arrived at the wrong time. Half the vessels in sight could not yet have answered a more complicated instruction without worsening themselves.

“Answer: maintain but do not widen beyond gunshot sight,” Vane said.

The signalman hesitated over the exact flags. Rooke supplied them. They rose.

The brig obeyed neatly. The vessels behind did not, because obedience from the head did not solve the drag in the middle. The ketch that had been sagging by the stern fell another length back. Her master tried to recover by setting more canvas than his present trim would bear. The result was immediate. Her bow paid off too much, her lee rail dipped, and men were seen scrambling aft to shift something heavy that had broken loose or begun to.

“Fool,” one of the quartermasters said under his breath.

Vane heard and said nothing. The act had been foolish. It had also been intelligible. Each man in command now felt the pressure of being the vessel that caused all others to spare themselves. Some would accept that burden. Some would gamble against it. Gamble was quicker than patience and showed more like authority to the men watching.

From below came the drum of movement as the shifted casks were levered back into place. A moment later the ship answered the swell with a slightly truer motion. Not enough to change the line. Enough that Vane felt the deck return one part of its former steadiness.

The marine officer came aft.

“There’s grumbling on the waist,” he said.

“About?”

“About station, about who is being protected, about why the brig runs easier water while the smaller craft are made to labour. One of the sloop’s men passed the word that they were given the rough side because their captain spoke against delaying at the quay.”

Vane looked at him. “Passed the word where?”

“Across boats when they came near. Then upward as men talked.”

“Find the man.”

“If I find the first mouth, there’ll be three who heard before him.”

“Then stop the passing, not the first word.”

The officer nodded and moved off.

Authority in harbour had been a matter of decision backed by visible urgency. Authority at sea required rhythm: signal seen, order understood, movement repeated. That rhythm had already begun to fail because the ships had not come out as one prepared body. Some had more men than work. Some had more work than men. Some had captains who thought themselves judged. Some had crews who thought themselves sacrificed. The command remained his by form. Whether it could still remain his by tempo was becoming the question of the hour.

The sun climbed. Heat came down into the rigging and brought the smell of pitch, wet wood, bilge water, and the sharp sourness of men already working beyond the rest they should have had. On the leeward side of the deck one of the younger hands vomited over the rail and then went back to hauling on a line because no one had enough spare labour to excuse him.

A call came from the masthead.

“Sail astern!”

All eyes went back at once. The masthead man corrected almost immediately.

“Own sternmost vessel, sir—showing above the sea.”

The line relaxed by an inch in every chest, then tightened again for a different reason. Even the false alarm served. It reminded every captain in the body what their present disorder would look like to a real pursuer sighting them piecemeal against bright water.

Vane took the glass and looked along his own formation. The brig ahead: good order. The next vessel: tolerable. The outer sloop: too broad and resentful in her place. The ketch: still lagging. The schooner with the tow: obedient but burdened by a decision not yet reversed. Far astern, another small craft showing more mast than hull as she climbed the swell, proof of distance already become greater than he wanted.

He lowered the glass.

“Signal the sternmost to cut the tow and close.”

Rooke said, “They will hate it.”

“They may hate in motion.”

The signal went.

This answer came slow. Too slow. Men aboard the schooner looked first to their captain, then aft to the longboat. No knife was produced. No line was cut. Instead the boat was hauled closer, as if shortening the tow could satisfy the order without yielding to it fully. The result improved nothing. It only changed the angle at which the longboat dragged.

“He chooses compromise,” Rooke said.

“He chooses delay,” Vane answered.

“Will you send a boat now?”

Vane looked over the spread water between ships. To send a boat would cost time, men, and still more plain evidence of internal correction. It might cure one fault and expose the whole body’s weakness more fully than the fault itself.

“No,” he said. “Repeat the signal with penalty flag.”

Rooke gave him a sidelong look, brief and unreadable. The second hoist went up.

This time the response was immediate. A knife flashed. The towline snapped loose. The longboat fell away and was left wallowing broadside in the wake for two breaths before one man in her stern got an oar over and brought her round. Then she dropped astern, no longer the schooner’s concern.

The schooner gained a little.

But the price had been visible. Every master in sight had now watched another compelled under threat rather than kept in line by shared sequence. The order had succeeded in movement. It had failed in tone.

The marine officer returned. “The talk stops when checked,” he said, “but it starts again where men shift from one duty to another.”

“That is enough,” Vane said.

The officer waited, perhaps expecting names, punishments, seizure of offenders. None came. To punish now would consume men and attention he did not have. To ignore it entirely would let the complaint stand as the common language of the fleet. Neither answer restored command rhythm. They had gone beyond the point where one sharp act would cure the disorder. The failure was more distributed than that.

Midday found them still not in the line intended. They had become instead a dragged arrangement of the able moderating to the burdened and the burdened resenting the pace they made necessary. Orders could still pass. Signals could still be seen. But each vessel now translated the common command through its own shortage, injury, trim, and grievance before obeying. That translation took time. Time altered spacing. Spacing altered judgment. Judgment altered the next answer.

The first mate from below came up again.

“Casks are seated,” he said. “Powder dry so far. But if we are to keep altering for the others, we must re-lash the surgeon’s stores as well. They’re shifting against the bulkhead.”

“Do it,” Vane said.

“With whom?”

Vane looked once along the deck, where every visible man had already become part of some necessary action. “Take two from the larboard guns.”

Rooke said quietly, “Every cure takes a tooth.”

Vane did not answer.

By afternoon the sea had grown no rougher, but the fleet had grown more tired inside the same conditions. The ketch had not recovered the full distance. The sloop outside still carried her station like an accusation. The brig ahead remained the model of order, which only sharpened the contrast rather than healing it. Twice more signals were made to close intervals. Twice more the fleet answered in fragments. Nothing collapsed. Nothing restored.

At last Vane gave the order for a simpler arrangement: no finer tightening, no elegant withdrawal line, only prescribed bearing and rough relative place by which collision and total separation could both be avoided. It was inferior, fit for burden rather than for command, and the only arrangement the body could still execute without repeated visible failure.

The new signal went up.

This time the answer came more readily, because it demanded less. Each ship took the broader rule and fitted itself under it according to what men and motion it still possessed. The line that emerged was safer and uglier. It lacked the close, immediate rhythm by which one command could turn the whole body almost at once. Instead it depended on tolerated lag, accepted inequality, and wider intervals than Vane had meant to allow.

Rooke watched it settle.

“It will hold,” he said.

“For now,” Vane answered.

He looked again from bow to stern. The remnant was still together. No vessel had been abandoned. No mast had gone over. Yet the thing he had set out to restore after departure—a clean withdrawal formation, one body governed under one immediate pulse—had passed beyond recovery. Too many captains now sailed through their own burdens first. Too many crews answered through fatigue, resentment, or local necessity before they answered to the centre. They still accepted command. They did not accept it in one rhythm.

Far astern the water lay bright and empty to the eye.

Not empty enough.
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Act 3 — Trace On Open Water
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The day held too clear for any man’s comfort. What little haze had lain over the sea at morning burned away by degrees until the water stretched hard and bright in every quarter, each wake line visible far longer than Vane wanted and every interval between vessels written plainly where the hulls disturbed the surface. The remnant no longer looked like a single departure vanishing into uncertainty. It looked like a body that had come out badly, corrected itself badly, and continued under strain along a direction any competent eye could begin to trust.

Charles Vane stood with the glass open against the quarterdeck rail and watched not the horizon first but the water they had already crossed. The brig ahead kept a narrower wake because she was the cleanest ship in the group and least troubled by her load. The ketch astern wrote a broader mark, stern low, rudder biting heavier than it should. The outer sloop laid down a wandering trace because her helm had never fully settled in the rougher station forced on her. Between these lines floated smaller proofs of the same disorder: a broken spar end, a cask stave, meal whitening on the sea in a spreading fan where some late-loaded sack had opened along the stitching.

None of it by itself condemned them. Together it did.

Rooke came up beside him with no slate now, only the expression of a man who had abandoned figures because the ship itself had become the figure.

“The sea keeps all of it,” he said.

“For a time,” Vane answered.

“For long enough.”

The brig ahead altered two points to avoid a floating hatch cover. The movement was slight. It was also another mark anyone astern could read if they came upon the same object and found it newly turned in the water. The fleet’s own correction of its residue made fresh residue.

“Signal for refuse overboard to cease,” Vane said.

Rooke looked out at the line of vessels. “That should have been earlier.”

“It was not.”

The flags rose. Some ships obeyed at once because they had already thrown away what they could spare and meant to throw no more. Others obeyed slowly because men below were still trying to clear passageways and had taken overboard as the shortest cure for disorder left from harbour loading. On the schooner astern a sailcloth bundle was seen lifted to the rail, held there while someone on deck pointed at the signal, then dragged back again and dropped where it had first become trouble.

A mate from below came up sweating.

“The after passage is blocked again,” he said. “Not by weight now. By scraps. Broken cases, spoiled meal, surgeon’s packing, loose cordage ends. The men have been clearing and casting off to keep the walk open.”

“No more casting,” Vane said.

“Then where?”

“Anywhere that stays aboard.”

The mate gave the smallest pause before nodding and going back down. It was not reluctance so much as recognition that the order preserved one necessity by worsening another. The ship was now to keep its own rubbish because the sea had become witness.

At the masthead the lookout called down a report of nothing—no sail, no smoke, no mast above the line aft. Even that comfort came altered. It no longer meant safety. It meant only that the pursuer had not yet climbed high enough behind their trace to confirm what the trace already offered.

Vane raised the glass again and turned it not aft this time but along the ships under his charge. The brig held. The next vessel after her had begun to settle into the broader disposition ordered in the afternoon. The ketch still laboured and still had men on deck moving stores that should already have been at rest. The schooner, freed at last from the towed longboat, made somewhat better way. The outer sloop remained the worst to read, because she could not keep to one exact bearing long enough for her wake to lie true.

He shut the glass.

“Boat to the sloop,” he said.

Rooke asked, “To instruct or to warn?”

“To see whether she understands what she writes behind her.”

A cutter was lowered with four oars and a petty officer. The act cost time and visibility, but less than the continued wandering of the sloop. The boat dropped astern and out to starboard, rose on the swell, and went across under the eyes of every captain in company.

The marine lieutenant watched it go and said, “That will be seen as correction again.”

“It is correction,” Vane said.

“Yes.”

The boat reached the sloop after a delay made longer by the sea’s openness. The petty officer climbed aboard. For some minutes nothing altered. Then the sloop steadied modestly, her helm answered with less impatience, and her wake began at least to run straighter, though not cleaner.

“Better,” said Rooke.

“Not enough.”

What he wanted could not now be had by one order. He wanted a withdrawal so uncertain in its surface marks that any pursuer reaching open water from the recovered station would be forced to search broad sea rather than trust a line. That possibility had already been weakened in the harbour by uneven departure. It had worsened at sea when the fleet failed to regain one disciplined motion. Now the sea itself, fair and bright, had become the third witness, receiving and preserving every proof they made.

Toward noon one of the sternmost vessels fired a musket, then another. Heads turned. A small cask, half submerged and bumping in the swell, had come alongside and frightened one of the boys into thinking he had seen a head in the water. The shots struck nothing. The cask drifted astern with two ragged holes through the stave.

“Damn them,” Rooke said softly.

Vane did not answer at once. The smoke from the shots hung low a moment over the stern, then thinned. The cask rolled in the wake. More proof. More noise. More sign that the remnant was not moving as coldly or as far ahead of fear as it needed to be.

“Pass word,” he said at last. “Nothing is fired without officer command. Floating junk is to be left junk.”

The word passed. It would hold for a time. Then some fresh confusion elsewhere would create some fresh exception and the order would exist only as another thing remembered unevenly from ship to ship.

A signal rose from the brig. Water found in a cask split on deck; the contents spoiled by sea mix; request permission to throw the remains overboard to clear stowage and rot. The request was sensible. Under other circumstances it would have been granted at once.

“Denied,” Vane said.

Rooke looked at him. “Then the smell will travel with them.”

“The pieces will not.”

The answer was made. The brig acknowledged. Her captain would obey because he was the sort to obey even an order he disliked, but the dislike would join the others now collecting unseen through the fleet: this one thinks more of traces than of men, this one prizes a pursuer’s uncertainty above our own ease, this one corrects by distance and signal because he cannot come everywhere himself.

All of it might be true and still not matter if the fleet remained whole. But whole itself had become more costly each hour.

Near midday a faint line of cloud began to gather low in the west, too slight to promise concealment and too late to matter for what had already been written behind them. Vane watched it form and did not build hope on it. Even if the weather thickened by evening, a competent officer at the station—one who had seen the misloaded departure, the failed re-formation, the likely need for water, and now the direction preserved on open sea—would not require the whole trace to survive until dark. He would need only enough to turn broad speculation into probable chase.

A hand came up from below carrying a strip of torn sailcloth and a split meal sack.

“Found jammed aft of the ladder,” he said. “Spoiled. Wants throwing.”

Vane looked at the fabric, wet and clotted white.

“No.”

The hand hesitated, then shifted the burden and stood uncertain.

Rooke pointed with two fingers. “Stuff it under the carpenter’s bench. Out of the walk.”

The man went.

They kept their refuse aboard because the open water would display it. The clutter below was the price of leaving less trace astern.

The cutter returned from the sloop. The petty officer reported with cap in hand.

“Her master says he can hold the outer line cleaner now if he may have leave to shorten a little more sail than the others.”

“Can he?” Vane asked Rooke.

“For a while,” Rooke said. “It will cost him distance. Save him in trace, spend him in speed.”

The petty officer waited.

“No,” Vane said. “He holds the body
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