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Suddenly, a shadow leaped at the figure from across the room. There was a blue flash overhead and down. But where there had been a single figure in the shape and form of a man, there was now a larger mass spinning and lurching back and forth across the room.
Above and around the mass the knife the man held still flashed blue.
David got up from where he had crouched. He had heard the noise made by the hinge and had gotten out of bed to see what it was. He had seen the man standing there and had crouched by the bed. He was going to wait until the man got closer to spring.
It looked like he was too late.
David saw in front of him the mass of black shapes. He had seen the shadow come at the visitor from the right. That had to be Baryk. David wanted to help, but couldn’t see where he should come into the fray. He might just peg Baryk by mistake. That would not be helpful. He needed to see.
The candle was by Nathan’s bed.
“Nathan,” he cried, “the candle!”
There was a stirring to his left as Nathan fumbled for the matches and the candle.
The mass of shapes continued to move about the room. All of a sudden, David saw the blue flash up high and then low. He heard Baryk cry out and. There was the thud of fist landing on flesh and part of the shadowy mass broke off and slumped to the floor.
The rest of it leaped out the window and David could hear the sound of running feet across gravel. A few moments later, dogs began to bark somewhere in the near distance.
A pale light came up in the room some. By this light, David could see Baryk huddled over on the floor near the window. He cradled his left hand in his right.
David went over to him.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“He got away,” was the reply. “He got away.”
He shook his head.
“Are you hurt?”
“Just a scratch,” said Baryk and he held up his left hand for David to see.
Contrary to what Baryk had said, there was a deep gash that ran along the side of his thumb down to the fleshy part of the palm. It was bleeding and the blood dripped down onto the floor.
“What was that?” asked Nathan.
“We had a visitor,” said David. “I heard him open the window and slipped out of bed onto the floor. I waited for him and he came toward my bed. But it looks like Baryk got to him first.” He said this with a chuckle, though the chuckle was somewhat forced; David was concerned for his friend.
“You mean I didn’t save your life? You were ready for him?” said Baryk. He sounded disappointed.
“Ready for him? Oh, I don’t know. He had a knife; I had nothing. So I don’t know that I was any more ready than you were.
“Who knows what the outcome would have been?
“But it does look like you saved my thumb,” he said looking at Baryk’s.
“One life and one thumb; it just keeps piling up, brother.”
Baryk laughed. “It does look like it.”
“We need some water and something to bind up that wound,” David said to Nathan.
There was a pitcher of water on the table. And Nathan found some cloth. He brought them over to David.
David washed the cut and bound it carefully. Some pressure on it would keep it from bleeding more. It would need stitches but it was too late for that now; they would have to see to that in the morning.
While David was working on Baryk, Nathan paced back and forth across the floor. He had a look of pain on his face.
When David was finished he stood up. Baryk got up too and sat down on his bed. His was still shaking he head.
“I let him get away,” he said.
“He did have a knife,” said David trying to be helpful.
“That doesn’t matter. Knife, gun, sword, or anything else, I still shouldn’t have let him get away.” And he shook his head again.
Nathan came over to David.
“I am deeply ashamed,” he said. “I must make my apologies to you and then to your father when I return. Then I will resign my position.
“I am sorry, David. I am embarrassed to say that I slept through this and only was awakened when I heard you cry out.
“There is no excuse for this. None at all.”
David turned and faced Nathan squarely. He reached over, put a hand on his shoulder and said, “This is a reversal of roles for me, Nathan, and so I may not be all that good at it.
“I have been on the receiving end of your wisdom for lo these many years. But now you will pardon me if I say something on my own.
“You have served my father and his family well. I might even say heroically because you have done it at a great cost to yourself at times. You have anticipated our needs and worked to fill them as best you could. And you have done the same on behalf of the people.
“You have preserved us in your service as envoy to my father. There have been threats from abroad that became nothing more because of your good offices on behalf of my father and on behalf of our people.
“In the end, what you have done has always been the best that could be done.
“This has been appreciated by my father, by my mother, by my brothers and sister and, in case I haven’t said it before, by me.
“But,” and he looked Nathan in the eye as he said this, “you cannot be at your post all the time. You cannot be alert and on your guard at all the hours of the day. It just isn’t possible. No one can do it and no one expects you to do it, least of all, my father.
“It is good enough that some of us are alert some of the time. It was tonight.
“And maybe my father knew this. Maybe that is why he sent the two of you instead of only one. What happened tonight, I think, is what he had prepared for if something like this took place.
“So you can apologize if you want to. And you can resign if you want to--at least you can submit the paperwork. But I will tell you that my father will take that paperwork and click his tongue while he doesn’t read it. And he will tear it all up in front of you as he asks you for your perspective on the problems of the day.
“And that will be right.”
David smiled up at him.
Nathan looked at David, reached out his hand and touched his cheek. “You are your father’s son, my boy,” he said. “And I thank you.”
“You may thank me but it will be for nothing, I can tell you. What I said will surely be the case with my father-- as sure as anything.”
And David smiled at him again.
There was a knock at the outer door. The three of them threw on some clothes and went out into the drawing room.
Nathan opened the door. Mrs. Henried burst in.
“We heard someone cry out. Did it come from here?”
It did, they said. Nathan told her the whole story while Baryk and David piped up from time to time to fill in some of the details.
Mrs. Henried stood there with a look of shock on her face.
“In my tavern, in my inn? There has never been anything like this happen before.”
She crossed her arms.
“You men guaranteed me that you would do nothing that would be of a rowdy nature.” She stared at them fiercely. “It looks like you have violated your word.” They could hear a tapping of a foot and didn’t need to look to understand that it was Mrs. Henried’s.
“I can assure you, madam,” said Nathan, “that we have kept our word. We did nothing to provoke this attack. We have minded our business while we have been here.
“Have you had any complaints about us? Have you heard anything from us but requests for food and other things for which we have paid? And have we treated any of the employees with nothing but respect when they have come in?
“We have and that is what we intended to do.
“We do not know why this happened. We do not know who is behind it. We know nothing at this point other than that we have been exemplary clients in this establishment, an establishment, by the way, which has treated us well and with which we have had no complaints.”
Nathan bowed slightly to Mrs. Henried as he said this and smiled at her.
“Well, we try, sir, we try,” replied Mrs. Henried uncrossing her arms. She seemed to be more amenable after that. The explanation and the compliment—especially the compliment-- served to allay her fears quite a bit.
“So, it’s someone come in a window with a knife at night to menace my customers, is it?” She said this with a look on her face that would have struck fear in the hearts of any visitor in the nighttime come through a window to menace anybody. And she crossed her arms again.
“Looks like it,” said Baryk offhandedly.
“Come in for reasons we do not know,” said Nathan.
Two things bothered Nathan about this. One of them was how the visitor had known which window it was from the courtyard below. He could not have climbed through every one of them until he came upon the right one. He must have been aiming for their room and for them because he had passed up any number of other rooms as he made his way across the courtyard to theirs.
To come to their room straight meant it wasn’t theft.
Which brought up the second thing that bothered him. Baryk and David said that he was coming for the bed in the center of the room. Why the center bed? The center bed was the one David occupied. That was a telling point. If the visitor was out for money, why come for the middle bed? And why use a knife as he did it?
That was a second reason to believe it was not a theft. He was not out for money; he was out to kill, to kill David. It looked like that was it. He knew where he was and knew where he would strike and that bothered Nathan. Any attempt to kill his charge was unacceptable to him. But there was another matter: How could he have known?
“Mrs. Henried,” he said. “That visitor came directly to this room passing others to do so. I do not know why he did that; maybe he thought we had something of value with us that others did not have, I don’t know.
“But I think if you will examine some of the help, you will find that they may have been a bit too free with some information about us here.” Nathan was thinking of the girl who came in to examine the linen in their bedroom just before they went to bed. She would have known who was where by the bags on each bed.
David’s valise had his name on it.
“You can bet I will be doing just that,” said Mrs. Henried trying to fold arms that were already folded.
“And I won’t be waiting for the morning to do it either.
“Henry,” she said turning to the man who had come up and stood beside her. “Wake up the help. Someone has some explaining to do.”
She turned to leave. But Nathan stopped her.
Baryk needed someone to stitch his hand up. “Do you know of a doctor, Mrs. Henried? Our companion here has sustained a wound--”
“--Just a scratch, really,” interrupted Baryk apologetically. “It’ll heal over in no time--”
“--a wound,” repeated Nathan with an emphasis on the word “wound.” “He needs some stitches. I would do it but it's been awhile for me so he might not like the method—he might not sit still for it. I think we need a professional for this. We can wait for tomorrow but we will need the name of someone.”
“We’ll get Doc Stringer,” said Mrs. Henried. “He’s only a few blocks away. He’ll come at the call especially to hear tell this story that I am too mortified to tell him myself. But he’ll come—I’ll send for him.”
And with that she walked out.
“Look,” said Baryk to the others, “it isn’t much; it isn’t. No need to get anyone out of bed to come look at it or fix it. It’ll heal over by itself. There’s no need—really, there isn’t.”
David ignored him. Nathan did too and went over to the window, sat down in the same chair he had sat in the night before and thought.
This was troubling to him, deeply troubling to him.
Who was it and why had they come for David? And how did they know they were there in the city? Those were questions he mulled over sitting there looking out on the courtyard again.
Nathan was still sitting there a half an hour later when the doctor showed up.
“Well, there has been some excitement here, I take it?” said the doctor rubbing his hands together as he came in. “And who has been the lucky recipient of some special ministrations from a perfect stranger this fine eve?”
“It’s him,” said David pointing to Baryk. “And he will say it’s nothing serious and will tell you that it will heal over itself, ‘really it will.’ But you just ignore him—we have—and fix him up. Would you, please?”
The doctor said he would and went over to Baryk. He heard the protests and nodded his head in agreement and sympathy but worked on Baryk’s hand anyway.
Nathan and David heard a sharp intake of breath from time to time as the doctor worked on him. That was evidence that he was being fixed up good.
After about twenty minutes, the doctor pronounced himself finished.
“Keep it clean and it won’t fester,” he said to Baryk.
“Now,” said the doctor directing himself to anyone who would volunteer, “if someone will fill me in on the particulars, this will be on the house. Sounds like as good a story as has come along this whole year.” And he sat down rubbing his hands together again.
“Well, we will pay,” said Nathan, “But I think you could get your patient there to tell it to you. And to make sure you got it all down, I think he would probably tell it to you a second time.”
He smiled.
“Well,” said Baryk smiling himself, “someone’s got to tell it right, with all the proper emphasis. And that means me.
“Would you be surprised,” he began, “if I told you that I had a feeling that something would be happening this evening that would be, shall we say, untoward?”
The doctor shook his head no; the other two shook their heads yes.
“Well, I did, at least I felt something earlier that might be taken for the same thing, though I might have confused it somewhat with the pork ribs we had for dinner,” Baryk said laughing. “No matter…” And he began to tell the doctor what happened.
His story was much better than what had actually happened though the truth was in there somewhere. But forty-five minutes later, more than four times the time the event itself took, Baryk finished.
“Well,” said the doctor, sitting back and wiping his forehead with the back of his hand, “that is something. Nothing like that has happened, since…well…Come to think of it, nothing like that has ever happened around here. You hear about things like this in the Stens and Dunleavy—the worst parts of town. From those parts you hear stories; they say that those who live there would as soon slit your throat as say hello. I don’t know since I have never set foot in them.
“But you know how the stories go. Some truth to it, I think, though there is a large measure of exaggeration. Nothing though like this around here. This is a civilized place.”
He paused.
“Any idea why this happened?” he asked looking at each of them.
“Well,” responded Baryk, “I think…”
“No,” interrupted Nathan,” we have no idea why this happened.”
He looked at Baryk. There was no reason to say anything more than that. It wouldn’t have been useful to have everyone know what they were doing there. It might even cause more problems for them if word got out.
“Well,” said the doctor, “it is passing strange that they would cross the courtyard and climb up to the second floor to steal something, if that was what it was. That means they were going to steal something from you in particular and from no one else. They must have some information about you that makes them think there’s some money around--or something else of value.”
The doctor looked around to see what that something might be.
Nathan didn’t answer that. To answer meant admitting the possibility that there was no reason for them to come and steal something. That meant more explanations and that was not what he wanted.
“Your guess is as good as ours is, doctor,” he said. “We may find out something more in the morning. But for now, we would like to get what sleep there is left for us to get.”
“Yes, yes,” said the doctor getting up. “Sleep. But you will let me know if you find out anything more?
“This is a strange thing to have come among us, very strange.”
Baryk held the door open for the doctor.
“Tomorrow,” he said as he walked out. “And you, my good man, keep that clean.”
“I will,” said Baryk and he closed the door behind him.
“I was not going to say anything to the doctor that would let on about what we are doing here,” said Baryk bothered by Nathan’s interruption. He looked offended.
“I know, I know,” replied Nathan apologetically. “I am overly cautious. Forgive me, Baryk. It’s the court functionary in me—a reflex. To shape events by managing information is something that has become a second nature to me and it is hard to put that down at times. I am sorry for that.
This satisfied Baryk.
“But we do have to watch what we say, and I mean myself as much as anyone. We don’t want to create problems for ourselves by saying too much.”
“Do you have any idea why this happened?” asked Baryk, “Why that man came to David’s bed with a knife? He didn’t need to do that to steal something from us. He went straight to David’s bed and he had his knife raised as he went.”
That was the troubling thing for Nathan, troubling not only for the fact that it was directed at David, but troubling in that he didn’t know why. The only person to be affected by David’s coming was the present possessor of the pearl. But how could he or they know he was coming for it? Someone at court? There were only a few who knew about it there; David’s father, his mother, his sister and brothers, Nathan himself and Baryk. And Baryk had found out about it only at the last minute.
“You, of course, said nothing to anyone back at the palace about David and why he was going?” Nathan asked Baryk. It was more a statement of fact rather than a question.
“No one. I wouldn’t have; I had no right to. And I couldn’t have even if I had a mind to; there wasn’t much time between my getting there and my leaving with you both.
“Why, you think someone back there may have let it out?”
“I don’t think so if none of us did.”
David shook his head.
“Maybe your brother Stephen,” said Nathan, “though that would be a low thing for him and he hasn’t shown himself willing to do such a thing before.”
David nodded in agreement.
“That then leaves…”
“The post at the frontier,” said David.
“Imdrath,” said Baryk.
“I have the utmost confidence in Imdrath,” said Nathan. “But I think I will have some words with him about members of his staff when we go back through.
“Who was behind this and why,” he added, “I do not know, though.” And he didn’t. There were bits and pieces in his mind that might have assembled themselves together into a strong suspicion, but facts were facts and he didn’t have many.
“It looks like we should get whatever sleep we can get right now,” said Nathan. “Goodnight to you both--whatever there is left of it.” And he took off his clothes and climbed back into bed.
The other two did the same and within minutes there was the sound of regular breathing. They were asleep again.
Over across the room, the window the visitor had come through was closed and bolted shut.
-----
The next day the three of them were up and away early. The help was stirring when they left but they didn’t see Mrs. Henried on their way out. It was just as well; she might not want to be reminded of the events of the previous evening.
They wanted to see some of the sights of the city. But before they did, they called in on the stable to see if they could take Buttons with them.
Tembley met them and said that he couldn’t part with the boy that day.
“Works been pilin’ up and there an’t no one here to do it, when he’s gone, except Little Petey. There’s only so much Little Petey can do though I am always a encouragin’ him to do more.
“The pay’s good all right, gen’elmens, but you an’t goin’ to be here forever. And not taking care of what’s needin’ to be done around here is like eatin’ the seed corn of our business. So, no, sirs. He has his work to do today and he’s goin’ to be doin’ it.
“Now, I, on t’other hand am free this whole long day. If it’s a guide you be wantin’, I offer myself for the service. And I wouldn’t charge you for lunch. That’s a discount, sirs, anyway you look at it,” he said grinning.
“I offer myself to you as your guide for the day.”
When they heard this, there were a few clearings of the throat among the three companions and a cough or two. In fact, Baryk sounded as if he had swallowed something the wrong way whole. David slapped him on the back to help him clear it, whatever it was.
“No thank you,” said Nathan. ”We know that your supervision of this establishment is the difference between its success or its failure. To take you away with that in mind would be to do a disservice to you, to your business and to those who depend on you—and I think there are a number who do.”
The stable owner owned that Nathan spoke rightly, that he was the indispensable party in the business and that he was the difference between success and failure. And he admitted readily that he did have those who were dependent on him and that that created such cares from day to day that they, “you gen’elmen’s,” could hardly appreciate, such were the burdens a man such as he was carried. He noted how perceptive Nathan was, though, and said that he was right, that he would stay there and keep things running and hoped they would have a fine day.
“Especially you, sir,” he said to Nathan.
Now the extent of that fine, indispensable man’s work day consisted in making sure his breakfast was prepared to his liking and browbeating his wife if it was not. When that was over, around about mid-morning, he would repair to the stables to find out what those “good-for-nothin’” boys were doing and cuff them on the ear for good measure when he found them and found out. That took a few minutes only and, after that, he would retire to the room in the back to read the newspaper. He took most of the rest of the morning to do this which ended up exhausting him greatly—and made him hungry again. That meant he would go back to wait for his lunch which would be accompanied with “words” if it were late or not again to his liking.
In the afternoon, this worthy man spent his time in a prone position contemplating life, he would say to anyone who asked, which contemplation was accompanied by the sound of snoring. When he woke up later, he would find the boys again and give them an edifying cuff to the head which was for their instruction and profit.
That was the sum total of that man’s day; that was the sum total of every day for that fine and worthy man, that indispensible man.
The companions were disappointed in not being able to take Buttons with them. And David hoped that what Nathan had said to the owner would not make Button’s day worse by making Tembley think he needed to supervise the business more closely--meaning Buttons more closely, maybe even more hands on. He tried to think of something he could say that might lessen any impact on the boy but could come up with nothing.
They walked over to the door and the owner opened it up to let them out. The bell sounded when he did. David and Baryk were the first two through; Nathan was the last.
As he was leaving, Nathan turned to Tembley and said, “You and I are men of the world, Tembley, men of business. And we know things, you and I, that few, if any, other men, men who are not successful men of business, understand. One of these is that we don’t go using up the business seed corn, as you put it so precisely and so knowingly, my good man. We know, don’t we, that that seed corn is a precious thing to us, that if we use it up there will be no more business. And no more business will mean no more money, money that we need to meet our obligations as men of the world, as responsible men.
“And we, of all people--you and I-- know that a part of that seed corn is the people who work under us. If we use them up, we use up an important part of what it is that allows us to be successful and to make money. So we treat those people under our charge, those people who work for us in our business, as well as we can to make sure that that does not happen. Because, when that seed corn is gone, it is all gone; isn’t that right, Tembley?”
Tembley said that no truer principle of business or of the world, for that matter, had ever been spoken and that that was just what he did. And he thanked Nathan for the honor of conversing with another man of business who knew the burdens such men carried. And he shook Nathan’s hand warmly as he thanked him.
When Nathan was outside, David said, “Well, that was masterful.”
“You hear it? Asked Nathan.
“Yes. I thought he might get the idea to supervise Buttons a little more closely with that first piece of diplomacy of yours.”
“I was afraid of the same thing,” replied Nathan. “I think this might have gotten him thinking about it some, hopefully. It is a good thing the little lies didn’t stick in my throat, fortunately, for the boy’s sake.”
The other two agreed.
They walked down the sidewalk to get a cab.
-----
All the rest of that day and for a few days after that, Tembley kept his hands off Buttons. And he could be seen from time to time during those days peering around corners to steal a look at the boy. The fact was that that little talk from Nathan had had an affect on the man—it had spooked him. He made a calculation about the loss of Buttons to his business. That must have been revealing to him because not only did he check up on Buttons from time to time during the day but the fact was that Button’s food got better too, at least a little.
If only it had lasted for more than just a few days.
But after those few days had passed, all was forgotten and the stable owner, that bully of a man, went back to his old ways. And Buttons was left to his own devices as he had been for most of his life.
So much will a man’s character not down even in the face of the best of reasons, even in the face of heavy prodding, even in the face of stark self-interest. Eventually, inevitably, as inexorably as any law of nature, after a brief interlude caused by a realization of the facts, a man will revert back to his character once more.
So it was with Tembley.
-----
The day passed quickly for the companions. Nathan spent a part of it asking around the wharf and around as much of the town as he could get to about the Witch Maiden, her captain and her crew.
He found nothing that would cause any alarm. As a matter of fact, he found nothing at all. It was the first time that both the ship and that ship’s captain had been to this particular port, as far as he could find out. So there was nothing about them that he could pick up.
There were some old salts who had something to say about the ship and about the state of the crew and, by implication, the ship’s captain, from what they had seen of her. But that was no more than the same conclusion Nathan had already drawn himself. It was, from that perspective, nothing new though it was some more support for his own position. It was something, though, that they, all of the men he spoke to, had reached the same conclusion he had.
He found some of the crew at various places around town after some more looking. But when he asked them about the ship, they all clammed up and wouldn’t say anything.
He offered to pay some of them money for anything they might want to say. Some of these refused. Others accepted some and then told Nathan what he already knew, that they were bound for the West with freight they had picked up there at the port city. That was all they would volunteer even with Nathan’s money in the palms of their hands.
They thought it funny, of course, taking the money of the man that way. And they laughed at the joke they had played on the man looking for information.
In the end, though, none of them would answer Nathan anything he wanted to know about the ship or the ship’s captain.
That raised Nathan’s suspicions. In his experience, there was not a crew he had ever met that was not interested in talking about their ship or about their captain. It was their job, the job that they were skilled at and they would naturally want to talk about what they were good at. But what was more, it was their life; the ship and its captain, the officers and the rest of the crew were the boundaries that circumscribed the lives of these sailors for long stretches of time. So to talk about this was to talk about their life; to talk about life was to talk about this. And he had found other crews willing to talk about it.
Others, that is, except for the crew of the Witch Maiden.
That made him even more suspicious. That they wouldn’t talk made him all the more leery about sending David on that ship.
The problem, however, was that this only raised suspicions; it was not any kind of evidence he could take to David. It consisted of some vague misgivings that were not concrete enough--they would be dismissed out of hand. Nathan himself would dismiss them out of hand if someone came to him with the same information.
And that was what David did. Nathan decided that he would take these undefined suspicions to David anyway and make the best case he could for him to delay. But David dismissed them as nothing more than the doubts of a man concerned with his wellbeing.
“And I thank you for that,” he said with a pat on Nathan’s shoulder. But that was it. David would be going and he would take passage on that ship regardless of anything Nathan thought. That was the fact of it and there was nothing Nathan could do about it absent anything more substantial.
But, even so, Nathan didn’t let it alone. He hoped that something would come forward about that ship which would either allay his fears or give him something he could take to David, something concrete. But he had exhausted all possible avenues for information that he knew of so there was nothing else for him to do. It was possible someone might come up with more and he left word where he could be found if someone did. Absent that, however, it looked like David would be going and that he would be going on that ship, the Witch Maiden.
David and Baryk spent most of that day seeing the city. They were by themselves in the morning but were joined by Nathan soon after lunch. They saw more of the sights around with Nathan and in the late afternoon, they hired a porter and to carry David’s trunk to the ship.
When they got to there, a young boy showed them where David would stay. It was a cabin amidships; they had to go down some stairs in the bowels of the ship to get to it. It was small and it had two bunks and David wondered if he was going to have a shipmate for the voyage. No one he could find would say. If he did, he would make the best of it. As it was, he would have to be making the best of it with the quarters he was given anyway.
He was told that his lunch would be in the midshipman’s mess. That was down further towards the bow of the ship from where his cabin was. If measured from top to bottom, that mess would be near the midpoint of the ship but closer to the bow. It was a small room but it had a table that seated ten and it was clean, something that could not be said, strictly speaking, for other parts of that ship.
They were shown the other parts of the ship that would be important to David by the same young boy that had taken them to the cabin. He would answer their questions about what David was to do and where he could go but volunteered nothing more. When he was finished, he told them how to get back to the deck and off the ship. And then he disappeared.
None of this tour had allayed any of Nathan’s concerns about the ship. In fact, it had only served to make them more acute. He saw on that little tour other parts of the ship he had not seen before. And he didn’t like what he saw. But he kept it to himself.
The evening was spent away from the Crossed Arms at a tavern near the wharf. They sat near a window that was open and could hear the workers along the quay. There was a breeze that stirred the night and came in at the window. It was filled with the smells of the sea and that stirred memories for Nathan.
He spoke of some of them.
And they had a feast, the final meal the companions would have together for some time. There was a wistfulness about the evening that bordered on the morose, however. It was so much a part of the atmosphere that David finally said that he would only hear of cheery things because “I am only going on a purchasing trip but this is beginning to sound like a wake for the dead. Me.”
So they began to tell stories again to lighten the evening. Nathan went first with some of his other tales of the sea.
It was a delightful evening, in the end. It was one of those times that seem like it should be the standard for life, something that should be prolonged in some way and extended to the rest of a man’s life. But, alas, these moments always end.
And this one did. It got late and David needed to be ready early the next morning to board the ship. He had to be on board well before the tide went out.
So the three of them caught a cab and made their way back to the Crossed Arms and to bed.
The next morning, David was up early but not early enough to have beaten Nathan. In fact, Nathan had been awake for some time before David was up. When David came out to the drawing room, Nathan was there fully dressed seated beside the open window.
He was looking out.
David greeted him. Nathan returned that greeting.
“I have some things I need to tell you before you go,” said Nathan in a tone that was serious. David sat down in a chair opposite him to hear what he had to say.
“I have been given the task of conveying to you some final words of counsel from your father-- and some words of warning.
“First, your father sends his love along to you. I know you know this—you talked with him and he said the same things to you I am sure. But he wanted you to know it once more. He wants you to know of his love for you and of his fidelity to you. There is nothing more precious to him, there is nothing more dear to him than you, his son. His loyalty and his love are as solid and as enduring as Mount Genblass.”
“I can testify to this of myself. He has had you foremost in his thoughts when he has had other matters of state to think about. You are important to him, David. I have seen it.
“He wants you to know this.
“Be faithful to him. Do not get caught up in the affairs of the Bentheni. Their ways will have their appeal, but do not be taken in by that. Be faithful to your duty and you will be faithful to your father.
“Remember, David,” Nathan continued, “do not forget. Remember your charge; remember your father.
“Remember, David and come back to us.”
“I will,” said David. And he planned to do just that. But planning to do something in one's head is often different than doing something in the concrete here and now among an array of other matters that are appealing in their own right. Good intentions are just that, intentions set in calm that are difficult to hold onto when the wind comes up and the waves crash about or the crowd is roaring its praise and cheering you on. Or when something unexpected shows up that is more to be prized at that moment, it seems, than anything that has had value in the past. These are when good intentions become something that “I intended to do,” something that “I planned to do,” something “I really wanted to do, but, actually, circumstances have, uhh, changed.”
“Now,” continued Nathan, “that the pearl is in the possession of something referred to as the “serpent” is what we know. Whoever that serpent is or whatever it is will most likely be swayed by money. You will buy it back if you can.” He bent over and picked up a valise that was close to the chair. From it he pulled out a money pouch. He handed it to David.
It was heavy.
“There is enough there for you to live on and enough there to buy the pearl back at two or three times its value. That should be enough to get it under normal circumstances.” David couldn’t see how it would not be enough. Money was money among the Bentheni and no doubt that would be enough to buy it back.
“But if by chance there is any need for more, we will establish a way for you to get what you need. When you arrive, telegraph us and we will send you instructions about where to go and what to do.
“You will have other help if you need it. We will notify you about that also when you contact us. It will be there for you when the time comes--- if it comes.
“That is all I have.”
Nathan was finished.
David thanked him.
Baryk came in at that moment. He was fully dressed and, when he walked in, he said nothing. His face looked solemn.
“We should be going,” continued Nathan. “The captain intends to leave with the tide and that means we should get there soon. He will want everyone on board long before they are set to sail. So we should go and get you situated on board.
“Of course,” Baryk broke in, “you could stay here and wait for something better to come along. We could wait here with you…”
David looked at him with his lips pursed together but said nothing. His meaning was clear.
“I thought so,” said Baryk. “But I thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”
“We’ll take a bit of breakfast here,” said Nathan, “and then we’ll leave.” And he went out to get someone to bring them food.
When Nathan went out, Baryk walked over and sat across from David. “I would like to be coming with you, my brother, but it looks like this is yours to do alone. Be careful, will you? There are not all that many princes around so that we can afford to spare one.”
He smiled at this. His good humor could not be kept down for very long.
“My brothers would probably not agree with you about that,” said David laughing. “They think their elder brother was sent to them to task them and to heap up troubles on them.”
Baryk’s eyes narrowed some. “If you need any help, if you need anything, I stand ready to give it and to do what you need. I am your friend, with longstanding claims on you from that friendship. And though those claims are not on the same order as those of your father, your mother and your family, still they are not nothing.
“We have shared much and seen much and we are bound to each other by a history and by a camaraderie and fellow feeling long ago established.”
He paused, looked David in the eye closely and said, “It would be a tragedy to have that bond severed because you did not come back. So come back, my brother; make sure you come back to us.”
“I will, I will,” said David. “I will only be gone a short time just enough to buy back the pearl and then I will be back. There are adventures that await us, you and me; this will not be one of them, I have no doubt about that. I will be back in no time and then we will have other times to look forward to.”
Nathan came in with little Margaret trailing him. David expected to see Mrs. Henried come in third and stand with her arms folded as the table was set to her specifications. But there was no Mrs. Henried.
Nathan understood David’s look. “There is a full house today and only one Mrs. Henried. She is off making sure her other guests are taken care of. I told her we would be fine with the inestimable Margaret, here.”
Margaret smiled. She would have been hard pressed to word “inestimable” meant but it was easy to know when she was being made fun of and when she was not. By the genuineness of Nathan’s speaking and his plain manner with her, it was clear he was not. So she smiled and went to the table with a particular will that put everything precisely in its place and made sure it was clean and spotless.
When it was all done, she curtseyed to them and left the room as Nathan held the door.
They ate breakfast with not as much cheer as they had ended up eating dinner the previous night. They ate mostly in silence though Nathan would speak up from time to time to ask David if he had remembered a particular item or not. This happened a few times until David told Nathan that he was acting like a mother hen. At this, Nathan smiled and said that someone there had to make sure of such things. But he didn’t bring up anything more.
The plates were cleared by the same Margaret and David gathered his valise and his cloak and hat and they all went out to find a cab. It took them a few minutes but in no time they were on their way to the wharf—to the wharf and for David, the way West.
A half an hour later found them standing near the gangway of the Witch Maiden. The crew was moving about the deck of the ship under orders from the second mate. The captain could be seen at the stern near the wheel. He would say nothing very loud but communicated what he wanted to his second mate and that man, the second mate, called out the orders.
It looked like they were about ready to depart.
“The tide won’t be at full flow for another couple of hours yet,” said Nathan. “But they’ll want to get ready for that well before it happens.
“You should go.” He said this and then grabbed David by the shoulders. “Take care, my boy,” he said and his eyes glistened as he said it.
Seeing Nathan in that way was something new for David. Emotional was not on David’s list of descriptions of him. But he was close to the family and had always been close to David and so he was surprised by it but felt it was not out of place under the circumstances.
Baryk was next but he wasn’t as careful. He grabbed David and hugged him with some force. But he said nothing more though his eyes glistened as Nathan’s had.
“Sir,” said the voice of the second mate. He was standing near the side of the gangway up on deck looking down at them. “If you please. We are preparing to get underway and, if you are going with us, you had better come aboard now. We will be pulling up the gangway. So get aboard if you’re coming aboard.”
David did just that. He turned to his fellow companions, said a final “goodbye” and then walked up the gangway and onto the deck of the ship.
When he got there he turned and waved at his two companions. And they waved in return. If they had been able to see him closely, they might have seen that David’s eyes glistened as theirs had.
After a few more vigorous waves, the Nathan and Baryk turned and walked off back down the wharf. They did not want to prolong the goodbye, especially since they were having some trouble with their eyes. But David couldn’t help but feel a bit forlorn as he saw them walking away. They had been his companions for many days on this journey and for many days during his life before that. And now he was alone. It looked as if anything that was friendly or of any comfort to him was walking off with them.
But David took a deep breath and then turned and walked away to his cabin.
----
The first couple of weeks of the voyage were uneventful. Nothing much happened at all. David spent much of his time up on deck standing by the rail watching the waves and the horizon. After a few days of that, it occurred to him standing there that most of sea travel was comprised of expectation, expectation that something would happen or that something would be just over the horizon. But that expectation was hardly ever realized.
Nothing much ever happened. Every so often a fish would jump out of the blue and plash back in. That happened. And a couple of times, he saw what must have been a dolphin not far off from the ship—a dolphin or a shark, he wasn’t actually sure which it was. But the fin of whatever it was stuck out of the water and David watched it go off as the ship passed.
That happened too.
And he watched as the members of the crew went about their business which was a regular thing. Or he watched the play of the sails and feel the spray on his face as strong winds came up and filled the canvas and kicked the foam off the tops of the waves.
These were something that also happened.
And he ate. The food was not what he would have preferred; it tended more toward salt pork and fish, but it was edible and there was enough of it.
That was another thing that happened and it happened at regular intervals.
And he slept in his cabin. The bunk was comfortable enough and there weren’t any bedbugs which was a bonus. That at least let him sleep. But it was all rather spare; there was no luxury to it and not much comfort that was even intended with it. It was purely functional and in that it performed its duty though nothing more than that. David would probably have gotten a lot more if he had traveled by steamship or by schooner--he’d heard as much. But there on the Witch Maiden life was more Spartan than it was even in some of the worst inns he had stayed at.
But that didn’t bother David all that much. He would have taken a rowboat and scoffed at any inconvenience if that rowboat was the only thing going to the West and it left within a day or two. He had wanted to leave, he had wanted to get going, and he would have put up with anything to have done that.
It wasn’t the lack of comfort but the sameness of his routine that began to wear on him. He slept, he ate, he went up on deck and watched the waves or the ship and crew and then he ate and slept again. It was the same thing from one day to the next.
Early on he had hoped that his cabin mate might provide some company. On the first day out, David had gone back to his cabin and had found a member of the crew there. He was a lieutenant, a Mr. Collier—William was his first name though he didn’t volunteer that readily. As a matter of fact, he didn’t volunteer much of anything at all but was strictly to the purpose there in the cabin as he stowed his gear. David finally gave up trying to get him to talk or to get any information from him.
David thought that that was something he should expect. He wasn’t one of the crew and hadn’t paid his dues as one of them would have. So he wouldn’t be allowed into the circle and permitted to know anything on the inside or to associate with others of them. They would be like any other gathering of men; they would have their requirements for admittance into their association. Those requirements had to be met before one could be accepted by them even if he had been a member of the crew. But David, being a passenger, would not even be a candidate anyway. So he felt that he would have to put up with that aloofness from this Collier.
But though he expected it, he hardly liked it. He wanted to ask questions and get answers to them, questions about the ship and about that voyage in particular. He found that he didn’t much like being on the sea, traveling by sea. But he always made sure he knew something about what he was doing. You just never knew but that it might come in handy later.
Here however, no one would answer his questions. The rest of the crew was as closed as Collier was.
And the captain? The captain was unapproachable. David knew because he had tried it. Whenever he attempted to close to speak to him, the captain always asked his second mate or someone else to “see what that man wants.” That first mate or other person would then interpose himself between David and the captain to prevent him from getting to him.
That was not the way of someone trying to be helpful or even friendly, he thought.
And, in the end, the person standing between them would not answer his questions either.
David resolved to himself that if this went on, he would have a little talk with the captain in his cabin. If this continued, he would push past anyone sent to waylay him and would force his way to the captain. He was just bored enough to force his way through the whole ship’s crew to do it.
There had been one bright spot on that voyage, though--or a brighter spot, at least-- that he had found out about soon after they sailed. There were other passengers on board. There weren’t many of them but David met them all—or at least all of them who would be met.
There was Mrs. Stevenson with her son Timmy, a little boy of four. They were traveling to meet her husband in the West. He had gone there to find a life for them and had found it, she said. And he had sent for his wife and son to come join him. The Witch Maiden was all they could find that was leaving soon and they didn’t want to wait for anything else either.
And there was Dr. Richard Emerson, the surgeon. He was on a trip to a hospital in the West that, he said, had a new method of surgery. That was his specialty and he was interested in finding anything new related to it. He was going to learn all he could about it and then take what he learned back to his own country.
That made Dr. Emerson interesting. He was a middle-aged man; not young anymore. To think that he might travel somewhere far from where he lived—the travel was not easy-- to learn something new—well, that was a significant thing, David thought, a very significant thing.
There was also a man by the name of Smith, John Smith. That was a name that sounded as if it had been made up on the spot by someone with a reason to remain anonymous. And John Smith acted like he was that kind of man. He kept to himself away from most of the other passengers and would walk off when someone like David approached him. No one knew anything more about him other than that name and he could not be cornered by any of the other passengers to find out anything else. He was, though, often engaged in talking with members of the crew. They seemed to have no trouble approaching him and talking with him. But he would slip away at the first sign of someone else approaching him. Though David saw Smith and knew his name, he was the only one David had not actually met.
The other passengers on board were three. They were Mr. Jeffrey Montan, Mr. George Winston, and Mr. Frederick Hinson. Montan kept more to himself, too, though he was approachable when he was on deck. David had met him there a few times and the conversation had been about nothing much more than the day and the weather before he would excuse himself.
Not much of one for conversation.
The other two passengers were more apt to say hello when they passed by in the corridors or on deck. And David talked to them some.
They were nice enough. They were partners in business, so they said, and they had been off on a buying trip and were on their way home.
“It’s peanuts for us,” said George Winston. “We arranged for a shipment from the East—
“-- and it will bring us a tidy sum when it comes in and is sold back home,” said Frederick Stimson. “A good deal. Cheaper to buy them and send the load by boat than the price we’d get back home.”
“We had good contacts,” said George Winston smiling.
“That’s what we do. Hinson and Winston, Commodities Brokers,” said Stimson and he handed a card to David.
“That’s us,” he said pointing to the name.
“If it’s a commodity, we’re interested,” said George Winston with a broad smile.
“Interested, that is, if the price is right,” countered Frederick Hinson.
“True enough partner, true enough,” said Winston shaking his head. “Nothing like a partner with sense, you know, Mr. Theyden. And Frederick has it in spades.
“I, for myself, am a numbers man. I keep the books for the firm—“
“And keep them he does,” interrupted Hinson. “You haven’t seen books like this partner of mine is capable of. A real genius he is at them.
“Why that man there has been known to chase down an error when the books don’t balance by a mere couple of cents. And he’s spent all evening doing it. So not only are the books impeccable, but they speak to the doggedness of this man, the integrity of this man right here—this man who I call my partner.”
“Well,” said Mr. Winston, “I always say, ‘If you can’t trust the books, what can you trust?’”
“Well said, partner,” said Mr. Hinson. “Well, said.” And he put his hands together and clapped them softly.
Mr. Winston beamed at the approval expressed of him by his partner and ended up so overcome with the sentiment that he thrust his hand out and said, “Well, let’s shake on it, partner.” And Mr. Hinson and Mr. Winston both shook each other’s hands vigorously.
David had spoken to them some more but got bored with the talk of commodities. He liked the two men but the subject matter of their conversation did not interest him.
He finally excused himself. But as he walked away, he heard Mr. Winston say something complimentary about Mr. Hinson and he heard a hearty, “Well, let’s shake on it partner,” from Mr. Hinson. Turning back, he saw them shaking each other’s hands as vigorously as they had before.
This was the extent of the passengers on board. There weren’t many of them, not as many as could be carried on a ship of that size. And that made David wonder why all the trouble for him to get on in the first place and why the high price. If the owners were interested in making a profit, that profit would have been better secured by making certain there was the usual compliment of paying passengers on board.
But there might have been other reasons for it, David thought. These ships don’t fill themselves. It comes down to who needs to go and at what time. Maybe there weren’t enough people needing to go at the time the ship was set to go.
Still, a compliment of six passengers and one little boy on that ship seemed pretty meager even so.
David spent some of his time in conversation with Dr. Emerson or Mrs. Stevenson. They were the only ones who would talk about things that interested David. Hinson and Winston would talk too but the conversation tended to come back to commodities, too much so for David. David still liked the two men but found the company and conversation of the doctor and Mrs. Stevenson more to his liking.
There was not a lot more to do shipboard and there was a lot of time not to do it in. He had brought a couple of books to read but he found his cabin a bit too stuffy and the motion of the ship below deck affected him too much to be able to read there. And one could only read so much anyway. Any reading he did do was up on deck in the open air and he ended up doing not much of that there either. To stand at the ship’s rail and look off was something that held his attention. The water looked more or less the same on all sides and that was all there was, water. But even so it was still interesting to watch, for some reason.
And sometimes something exciting did happen, at least later on. One day, for instance, they came upon a school of flying fish—or the school of flying fish came upon them, it was hard to tell which it was; the ship itself was not all that fast-- probably four or five knots in the best of conditions-- so the fish could probably have beaten it in a race head to head. In any event, there they were one day flying out of the water close by the ship.
That caused a real stir among the passengers. There were shouts and laughing and pointing by all of them as they came on deck—all of them, that is, except for Mr. Smith. He was not to be seen.
But the flying fish caused hardly a ripple among the crew. They still did what they did in the same lazy way that David saw they usually did their work in.
On another day, they were surprised again but this time by a school of dolphins close in. David thought he had seen a couple of them earlier but he wasn’t sure.
These were curious creatures. They seemed to be playing with the ship. There they were arcing up out of the water and back in. This they did on all sides of the ship. At the bow, they leaped up out of the water ahead of the ship and diving back in to come up and do it all over again. They looked as if they were daring the ship to either beat them or run over them.
David saw this at the bow. He had gone forward to get a clearer view of them. Those glistening blue creatures leaped out of the water with a synchronized motion that looked as if they were staging a performance as they curved out over the blue and back in with hardly a splash. They were beautiful things and had an air of friendliness about them that must have come from that grin they had on their faces.
The arrival of the dolphins had been the main event of the voyage as far as the passengers were concerned. Everything after that was fixed in relation to that day; the time left onboard was calculated from that day, so exciting had it been to the passengers.
But again, among the crew, it hardly registered. They kept to themselves and though there was some laughing and pointing at the time, there was not much else to show that they had even seen the spectacle. And it was not even clear that they were laughing and pointing at the dolphins.
Maybe it was the way of men who have seen this sort of thing many times before, so many times that they would think nothing of one more. Maybe that was true, but David thought it abnormal and even unfriendly. He thought that it would have been more normal for a member of the crew to have come up and served as some sort of guide for the passengers to tell them something about the dolphins and about the flying fish before that. Someone, it would seem, should have been happy to have enlightened the passengers with their seafaring wisdom about the two events. At the very least, David thought, some member of the crew should have wanted to show off. But no one came forward. There was nothing like that at all.
And there was nothing from David’s cabin mate either. He was hardly around except for when he slept and this varied. And David thought that talking to him on those occasions was not the nice thing to do so he didn’t. The most he did was to say hello, which was returned—that was something—before he climbed into bed and slept.
That hello was hardly the friendliest.
One day, four days after the dolphins, David decided he had had enough of this. He decided he would make an attempt at getting Collier to talk. There were those things he wanted to know and Collier was the only one he was exposed to who might know something. And besides, he thought that it would be more pleasant to cut through the thick air that permeated the cabin when the two were there at the same time, a thickness David thought might come from not knowing each other. It was not certain that it was from that, but David thought it at least possible that it might be.
It was near evening when David made the attempt. He was in the cabin trying to rest some in his bunk when Collier opened the cabin door and walked in. David saw him, sat up and spoke.
“I don’t believe that I told you where I am from. I come from the lands to the east of the port city, the Fetenlen, as it is known.
“I don’t believe I know where you hail from, Mr. Collier.”
“You don’t know because I didn’t say,” said Collier in a stark statement of the fact.
This was going to be difficult, thought David.
“Well, then try me,” said David. “You must be a man of some reputation-- you don’t get to be an officer as an escaped convict or a parolee though crewmen might get away with that.” He did know a little something about sea life. Sometimes the jails were emptied to man the ships.
“You must have a place you come from and a family whose faces light up when they see you at the doorstep. You must have a place, unless, that is, you sprang fully formed from the depths of the sea.” David said this as pleasantly as he could but there was a point to it. Maybe not a sharp point but still one that was a bit barbed.
Collier looked at David and a little bit of a smile rose to his lips. “You mean like Athena from the head of Zeus?” The ice had broken a little.
“I see you know your Greek mythology,” said David.
“Isn’t every schoolboy’s head crammed with the learning of the Greeks in the hope that some of their genius might somehow rub off on the little tyke?” Collier said. “In my case, though, I did the cramming. I liked the myths and I liked the Greeks.”
Collier sat down on his bunk.
“I did too and still do,” said David. “So there’s something we have in common.”
He paused for a moment.
“You seem pleasant enough now. Why the aloofness and, I must say, the unfriendliness before?” asked David pointedly.
“Unfriendliness?” Collier looked surprised. “Aloof maybe, but unfriendly? If I was, I apologize. I didn’t mean to be.
“I was a late replacement. My own ship is in repairs and they needed another officer here. They were offering more pay for a single voyage, almost twice as much. It was on the way to where my family is so I jumped at the chance to earn a bit more and to spend some time back home. I wangled a leave from my own ship and came aboard here.”
He paused and looked at David as if he would say more but thought it might not be the right thing to do.
“There are a number of things on my mind right now and they have been there since the first part of the voyage. So, what you saw as unfriendliness was actually preoccupation. My mind has been occupied with other things. But I assure you I will make up for any unfriendliness you might have felt.
“You know my name, William Collier. My friends call me Will. So would you give me the honor of calling me Will also?
“I come from the lands of the West—from among the Bentheni, as you would say. I have a mother who dotes on me and a father who prides himself on a son who has taken to the sea. And I am engaged to a wonderful woman I have known for a long time. We are to be married as soon as I get there.
“I just hope that there is nothing here that would prevent my getting there.”
That statement was as the sound of a hammer blow. Collier said it but then looked as if he regretted saying it.
“You don’t have any reason to believe that we won’t get there, do you?”
“No, I don’t, not really.” He looked at David again and then decided himself.
“Look, Mr. Theyden—“
“David, call me David; my friends do.”
“David,” corrected Collier. “You look like someone I can confide in.
“There is some friction that comes from being the new man. I understand that and allow for it. It is a problem, but not the problem here. From the first I came aboard it seemed that something wasn’t right. Something isn’t right. I don’t know what it is exactly, the slack discipline or something else. I can’t put my finger on it exactly though I have been nosing around some. But it just seems that something is not right here on board.
“This isn’t anything solid though it weighs down on me for some inexplicable reason. It isn’t something tangible; it is nothing more than a feeling and that, an indistinct one. And I don’t know why I say this other than that it has begun to fill me with a sense of impending doom.”
That statement shook David. He had insisted on taking this ship to the West, insisted on it in the face of Nathan’s and Baryk’s feelings to the contrary. That it might have been a rash decision and that it could be the last such decision he made was something he hadn’t thought possible.
“But you don’t know anything of the kind do you, actually?”
“Know anything? No, I don’t have any evidence of anything that I can see. But it is as if someone took this world, this world that I know so well, took it apart and when they went to put it back together, some of it was put back wrong. It looks like the real thing; all the main parts are in place. But some of them are out of place. Some of it is just off. And you can feel it.”
“Maybe it’s just the lack of discipline,” said David. “I noticed that even with my non-expert eyes. There is not the kind of discipline that one would expect on a ship like this. Maybe that’s it?”
“That is some of it but not all of it, I’m afraid. I have been on lax ships before and this is certainly a lax ship. But there is something else about it.
“All I can say right now is that you should be careful. And you should make sure you know how to use the lifeboats.
“Do you know how to use them?”
“Is there anything other than how to row the things I need to know about?” asked David. He had done plenty of that before.
“There is. You have to get it down to the water. They are fixed to ropes on pulleys and these have to be manipulated to lower them down. It takes a little knowing to be able to do it.
“Come, I’ll show you. We’ll go up on the deck right now and I’ll show you how to do it.”
David would normally have objected that Collier—Will—had not had enough sleep and that he should get some before he went back on deck to show him; that under the circumstances there was no haste needed. But what Will had said alarmed him. It had alarmed him enough that he decided it would be prudent for him to find out right then.
David was a brave man; he was a courageous man. He would face down any kind of danger and had on a few occasions. But that was on land; that was on his own two legs on land. Here on the sea, a ship sinking would be another matter. To be out on the open sea without a lifeboat—well, let’s just say that that was something that David didn’t relish.
Under the circumstances, with Collier’s warning, a life boat was an important thing. It was aptly named. To have to swim for it was, in all likelihood, a death sentence. If the cold water didn’t kill you, fatigue would eventually. And there were other things out there, other things with their own minds, things that swam about looking for their next meal that would make short work of a man out there swimming on his own in the middle of the ocean.
That just didn’t bear any thinking about.
That made the lifeboat the only way to get off a ship in mid-ocean with a likelihood of surviving. That made it important. And that meant it was important to know something about how to use it. So David went with Collier to see how to use the lifeboat.
Collier and David went up to the deck and over to one of the lifeboats. The sun was lowering in the West and there were some crew working on deck. The first mate was on the bridge. The captain was nowhere to be seen.
Collier pointed out to David how the boat was secured, the lines at both the bow and stern ends of the boat. To be lowered, he said, both of the ropes had to be untied and the boat let down in such a way that it stayed level. If it didn’t, if it tipped in one direction or the other and ended up either stern or bow first in the water, that would swamp the lifeboat and sink it. And a swamped and sunk lifeboat would save no one.
While Collier was instructing David about the lifeboat, the second mate walked over to the rail on the bridge and looked over.
“Who left the knot rope and float loose in the water?” he yelled walking over to the front of the bridge.
A sailor stepped out.
“I, sir, took the readings a few minutes ago. I must have not have tied ‘er up good when I put ‘er back,” he said. He looked around at his fellow crew members with a grin on his face, a grin that suggested it was not a problem for him at all. And the grins on the faces of the other men in return suggested that it wasn’t a problem for any of them either.
“Well, see to it that you secure it better the next time!” ordered the first mate.
“Well,” said the sailor, “I don’t see what difference it makes one way or t’other, if you know what I mean.” And he laughed and turned his head to the right and left of him so that the others around him could join with him in the joke.
“What?!” thundered the first mate. “You don’t know what difference it makes! Who have you been talking to?
“Come up here, man! On the double!” yelled the first mate and his face was red with rage.
The laughing sailor obeyed and climbed the stairs to where the first mate was standing on the bridge. There were some angry looks and furious talk by the first mate complete with stabs at the sailor with a thick finger.
The recipient of this, the laughing sailor, said nothing but he was no longer laughing. As a matter of fact, he looked as if the air that had puffed him up earlier had come out of him all at once. By the time he came back down onto the deck, he was just a sack of a man. His face was white and the smile had been wiped off of it.
David and Will saw all of this.
“You see what I mean?” said Will. “Discipline is lax but there is something else afoot. All I can say right now is be careful and keep alert. If anything does happen, I will let you know—if I can. But nothing will be better than for you to be on the alert yourself.
“Now, I had better get back down and sleep. My watch comes pretty early.” He nodded to David and then left to go back down to the cabin and to sleep.
David stood there for a moment thinking. Any other place, he would have thought what Will had said were the ravings of someone who was cracked. But Will had experience and he wouldn’t have let on anything about this to someone he didn’t know who wasn’t a member of the crew unless he had some serious misgivings about it.
Will had said that David should be alert and he determined that he would be. But what he should look for he did not know.
David was tired of being in his cabin and the fresh air felt good right then. He walked off further along the deck toward the bow of the ship where he leaned on the rail and looked out on the sea.
He saw large swells and the ship rose and sank to meet them. The sky was clear and blue and that blueness was reflected in the water though it was of a darker shade. Every so often, he saw a fish leap out again. He wondered why they did this.
-----
“The sea’s a dangerous place, boy,” said a voice behind David. It was an unpleasant voice, a voice that hissed it’s esses as it spoke.
“It’s not a place for the fearful.”
David turned around and saw a man standing there. He was close behind him, too close for David’s comfort and he was grinning ear to ear.
That grin was not a pleasant thing to behold. What with the quality and shape of the teeth and the color and texture of the lips, it looked more like an ugly gash torn into the man’s face exposing what was not meant to see the light of day than it did anything resembling something close to humor.
He was a member of the crew; David knew that. He had seen him a couple of times but had never spoken to him and had never been spoken to by him—at least before that moment. He was shorter than David was by a number of inches and was skinny, wiry looking. His face was long and the features were lined and wrinkled. And the nose had a point on it that drooped down and seemed to be trying to pull the face along with it.
The skin of that face and the skin that was exposed on his hands and arms was stretched and parched by the sun and the salty sea. And, for some reason, it seemed to be almost translucent.
On the man’s head was a cap of the kind the rest of the crew wore. His looked as though it had never been washed. Poking out from underneath it, David could see some strands of red hair.
There was nothing about the man that was appealing and there was nothing about him that showed he cared all that much about how he looked—or smelled, for that matter. As a matter of fact, the man carried about him a pestilential air that offended David’s nostrils and he wondered how other members of the crew could put up with such a thing in close quarters.
But there was something else he carried about him that may have explained it. There was in the air around him something of menace that said this man was dangerous and that you turned your back on him at your peril. The grin on the man’s face was intended to mask this, to make him more acceptable. But it was hardly the thing to do that.
All in all, he was a disgusting little man but a disgusting man with an air of danger about him.
“Why do you say that?” asked David trying not to look at him.
“For many reasons, boy, many reasons. There’s things that happen on a voyage sech as this one, things that happen to people on a voyage sech as this. People gets lost for one reason or t’other and they never gets found again.”
The man grinned some more.
That sounded like a threat.
“Are you saying that that might happen to someone on this voyage?” asked David.
“Oh, you never know but it will.”
More grin.
“But that’s the more reason for a man to watch hisself, to watch what he thinks about things, to watch what his little head might get into it.”
That was it. It was a threat. He was being threatened by that skinny little freak of a man. And that skinny little freak of a man looked as if he would carry out that threat with the slightest of provocations.
“Well,” said David, “that means the sea is not for the fearful, as you say. There are risks to it. But it is important to understand that there are risks to anything we do. Those risks are often not apparent on the face of it but are understood only with some provocation.” And he emphasized the word.
Raising his hand and pointing a finger at the man’s face, David continued, “So it is better to be cautious in everything we may do, my good man, because you do not know but that you might unleash a fury upon your head that you cannot possibly contain—if you do something. That you can count on.
“Good day!”
David said this with a grin of his own, a more pleasant one on a much more pleasant and pleasing face than the one that gaped at him. But it was clear he was serious; deadly serious.
The grin on the man’s face disappeared. And where there had been confidence and arrogance, there now appeared some uncertainty and even doubt. But David didn’t wait around for anything else. Having said what he did, he walked away and went back to his cabin.
When he got there, Will was there. He was up—he couldn’t sleep but for a little, he said. And he listened closely to what David said about the man he met.
When David finished, Will said, “Well, then, that’s it. Something is going on here and someone wants to make sure that it is not found out; hence that little man and his threat.
“That sounds like the one they call ‘Hodges,’” continued Will, “I have seen him around but haven’t dealt that much with him. I would be very careful, though. Those who take to the sea are of different kinds. Some of them do it to find out about life and the world. Others do it to hide themselves from their former life and from the world. Their past was spent in the shadow of prison bars—or of the gallows-- as you said earlier. They have been desperate in the past and know what it takes to cover their tracks and they are willing and able to do whatever it is they need to do—whatever that is, David.
“This man will not have any pangs of conscience about doing anything he takes it in his head to do.”
“I don’t fear him,” said David. And he didn’t.
“You my not,” returned Will pausing for a moment to look at him. “I think you don’t. But you do not fear him in a fair and open fight, one on one, face to face. This man won’t fight that way. He won’t be open and he won’t be fair. This man operates, I am sure, when people’s backs are turned or with a long, thin knife in a thick crowd stabbing deep when the attention is somewhere else. Or around corners in dark places. He will give you no chance; there will be no opportunity to defend yourself if he has his way. So beware of that man, David. He is dangerous and he has his eye on you for some reason. So be careful.”
He finished, stood up and dressed. When he was ready, he went out to do some more prying to see what he could find out. His watch was close at hand so he told David that he wouldn’t be around more that day.
When he left, David sat on his bunk. What could it be? What could be the secret of this voyage and of this ship?
David pulled out his valise. He had kept it hidden on the other side of the bunk. His money was kept in it and it was still there. If anything did happen, traveling light would be a necessity and that meant his trunk would have to be expendable.
He opened the trunk up.
There, on top, was the royal signet. It was the one he wore at the dinner with Imdrath and his men. An old heirloom of the family, it had been presented to him when he came of age. The signet was an important item of state and he had brought it along in case he needed to do something officially. There might not be much cause for that where he was going, but you never knew what might happen and that signet was one thing that would establish his authority--his bona fides-- in a foreign land. It looked important enough to do that.
He would have to save that. He took it out and placed it in his valise.
Other things in the trunk he wouldn’t need. There were some books there which he hated to give up, but he wouldn’t be able to take them if there were problems.
His clothes were there also. There wasn’t a lot of space in his valise for much more. He would have to leave his clothes, at least most of them.
David took out a suit. That would be a change of clothes for him, in case…
David put the suit in his valise.
His cloak was there too and he thought he might need something like that against the weather if the worst happened. So he took that out and stuffed it in his valise. That made the sides bulge and he had some difficulty closing it. But he finally succeeded and set the valise close to the door. That was a place where it could be reached quickly if he needed it. But it was also too exposed. So he tossed a spare blanket over the top of it. That would keep it hidden from anything but a search of the cabin. That couldn’t be helped. He thought it better that he be able to reach it than that he keep it fully hidden where he couldn’t.
The rest of his things he would have to give up for any emergency that had him leaving the ship. It was just so much junk anyway compared to other more important things. The only belongings of his that gave him some pause were the books. He thought about them again and hated to think about leaving them. But they could be replaced easily when he got back home. The rest of the things in there could be replaced too.
David closed the lid of his trunk satisfied that he had what was most important.
When he was finished, he sat back on his bunk and started thinking. He would have to warn the doctor. No need to warn Mrs. Stevenson, at least not yet. There was nothing imminent as far as he knew, so there was no need to get her worrying especially with that young boy of hers she had in tow. David would make sure that he and the doctor kept an eye on her and the little boy. If anything happened, they would take care of them.
That was the best he could do at that point, he thought. Actually, that was the only thing he could do at that point. There was no telling who was involved in whatever it was. It might have even involved the captain though that seemed impossible to him. Why would a man risk his reputation and his sailing papers for anything no matter what that anything was? It didn’t make any sense that a captain would.
But the only thing David really knew about him was that he didn’t like him.
Maybe he should go to the captain and talk to him about what happened with Hodges and what the suspicions were? He could do that though he had had a hard time getting to him during the time he was shipboard. He could demand to see him, force his way in to see him and then…what? Fill him in on what? Vague suspicions supported by nothing other than a feeling? And what if he were involved in whatever it was going on with the ship? In the event he were involved in it, as unlikely as it seemed, going to him with anything about it would be useless. And since it remained a possibility, even if unlikely, to go to him would be dangerous not to him necessarily though that was a possibility too. But for Will. If the captain were in on it and knew that Will suspected something, he could be in danger.
But even if he weren’t involved, to go to him with any unsubstantiated claims would still not do much good. He would probably laugh at them. And even if he didn’t, he would have too much riding on the ship even if innocent to think that there might be a broad conspiracy to do…what?
That question again. And David had no more of an answer to it than he had earlier.
David got up from his bunk and went out to find Dr. Emerson. He found him on the deck looking out at the sea.
“It’s a fine thing, don’t you think?” asked the doctor.
“The sea? It is in its way,” said David.
“You mean, ‘in its ways’ don’t you David?” chuckled the doctor. “And there are many of them, kind of like moods, if you know what I mean.”
“I do doctor,” responded David.
The doctor looked at David. “You look distracted.”
“I am,” said David. “Forgive me”
He paused and looked at the doctor.
“I have something important I must tell you.”
“Well, then out with it, man,” said the doctor pleasantly. “If it is important, I must hear it. So speak, my good man, speak.” He was cheery even if David was not.
But the cheeriness was gone when David finished telling him what Collier had said and about that Hodges man. The doctor was quite serious then.
“That isn’t much, David,” he said. “Not really evidence of anything, except the fact that that man doesn’t like you very much.”
“I know that doctor,” David said apologetically, “and I normally wouldn’t have said anything to you about something like this. But” and he pointed out to the sea, “we are at the mercy of that and of this;” he pointed down to the ship. “We need this to survive that at all. If there is anything around that will put this in jeopardy, that will make it so we have to abandon this ship, and that would be something good to be prepared for, don’t you think?
“It may not happen, there may be nothing to Will’s feelings about it or to the threat from Hodges. There may be nothing to any of this. But if there is, if there is even a possibility that there is something to it that might require us to fend for ourselves, that is something we should be prepared for. Maybe we don’t hoard food and water and put a guard on a lifeboat, but we should, at least, take some steps to prepare for that possibility.”
“You are right of course,” said the doctor convinced at least to this extent. “What should we do?”
“I have prepared my valise with some clothes and other small things I need to salvage in case. It is available to me at a moment’s notice. That is the least we should do right now, doctor, the very least.”
David paused for a moment then spoke again. “I am concerned about Mrs. Stevenson and her little boy. They will need some help if something happens. If you could, would you make sure you are with her as much as is possible for the next few days? I will keep my eye on her and the boy when you can’t. That way we can make sure that someone is around to take care of her and the boy if anything happens.”
“What about any preparations on her part?”
“I don’t know what to do about that,” responded David. “To get her worked up about something that might not happen would not be all that useful, it seems to me. And to get her to do even some minimal preparation for any emergency would be to get her worked up.
“If you have any suggestions, I would be happy to hear them.”
“I don’t,” said the doctor, “But I do agree with you. Shouldn’t get her anxious like that. Might not be able to function when we need her too…if we need her to.”
The doctor thought for a minute and said, “I’ll go see her and see what I can do. Maybe I can make some suggestions innocently and get her to do something, I don’t know. But we’ll see.” He turned to leave but thinking better of it, turned back to David.
“Oh, and David, it might be a good thing to find out something more about what might be happening here, something we can found our thinking more on, something more substantial than we have.”
“I’ll try, doctor,” David said. “I’ll try.” And with that the doctor walked off to find Mrs. Stevenson.
David watched the doctor as he walked away. It dawned on him then that there were other passengers than they and that they might need to be informed.
But should they be? If he informed them of what he knew, they would think what?--that he had nothing but suspicions. And that might lead to inquiries with the crew and captain and that would end up where? He didn’t know but he was uncomfortable thinking that the crew might be alerted to his and Will’s suspicions.
No, he would wait to tell them, wait until he had something more…substantial. He would tell them when he had more, not before.
David walked off himself. He would go back to his cabin and rest. At least that is what he intended to do though he realized that he probably wouldn’t do much of that. He would think about the information he had. And he would think about how he could get more.
-----
Every day after that first encounter with him, David saw this man Hodges just about wherever he went. Wherever it was, there was that man standing looking at him.
But there was a difference about him even so. He was not the same as he had been when he first spoke to David. For one thing, he no longer wore the grin that had gaped at David at first. It was gone and on his face instead was a look of indecision. It was the same look that he had had when David threatened him.
The fact that Hodges was around him so much made any day an unpleasant one. But he could not avoid it, for try as he might to be somewhere different, a thing which he managed to accomplish for an hour or two on a couple of days because of the confines of the ship, he could not get away from Hodges. Wherever it was, try as he might, there was Hodges, standing there around a corner or behind a door or lingering some other place. There he would be looking at David.
But there was no grin in him. Hodges still had the same look on his face, a look of irresolution and of doubt.
Though David was not afraid of the man, he still did not want to court any trouble. So from that point on he was careful. He kept his eyes open for any danger and made sure he was not in a place that was away from people.
Will had come back to him a couple of days later with some new information. He had tried to get into the cargo hold of the ship but was prevented from doing it. An armed guard stood at the door and turned him away. When Will had asked why he could not go in, the reply was, “Orders of the captain. See him.”
Whatever was the secret of the ship, it looked like something was to be found out there in the cargo hold. But Will could not get in to find out what it was.
A number of days passed after Will had told him this and things were much the same for as they had been before. David found out nothing more and Will had nothing new to relate either.
But one day, the fourth day after Will had talked to him, something changed about the ship. There was more activity by the crew than there had been on any of the other days of the voyage. Crew members were all over the ship busy doing some work or other.
When David saw Will down in their cabin, he was told that the ship was a couple of days—three at most-- from land. They would be in port the morning after next or, at most, the morning after that. That was the reason for all of the activity.
For David, that meant that any threat was over. Whatever they had been hiding, whatever they had not wanted found out would stay that way. As a result, the need to maintain a vigil was also passed. They would reach port and disembark and this would be no more than an unpleasant memory for David. And that was a relief to him.
David wandered up on deck. He stood close to the rail and looked out in the direction the ship was headed. There was nothing to see yet, no darkened horizon that would mean land. There were only clouds and sea.
But there was one thing different. David could smell a change in the air. It was the smell of grass. The wind must have been seaward right then and it carried the smell of what was prairie grass out to sea.
That confirmed it for him. He was surprised that he could smell land before he saw it but there it was.
While he was standing there, he also noticed that the swells were larger than they had been and that the ship was pitching more than it had. Up in the sky, in the direction they had come from, David could see dark clouds.
Was that a storm coming? Would it overtake them before they got to port? If it did, he thought that it might not be pleasant.
David wandered around the deck but it was too busy up there for him to be leisurely about. He dodged crew members and put up with some words from them as he got in their way. To stay out of their way, he decided that he would go back to his cabin and make sure his belongings were packed away. He didn’t want to stay a minute more on that ship than he absolutely had to. Having everything ready would make it so he wouldn’t have to.
It was a relief to him. He would no longer have to worry about the ship and its fate. What he had to worry about now was what he had to worry about since he started the trip. That was what he was going to do once he arrived in the West. There were many unknowns in this and, trying to think them through, he had come up with question marks.
David knew the way to the cabin. He had taken it a number of times before so it became a kind of habit. But this time, he was caught up in thinking about what he faced with when he got to port and afterward. It was as he was thinking about that that, instead of turning right, he went straight.
That took him to a different part of the ship than he had been in before. And when he finally noticed that he was not where he was supposed to be, he ended up at the end of a hallway in front of a door.
He didn’t recognize this part of the ship. He didn’t recognize it because he hadn’t been in that part of the ship before. David wondered why that was but remembered that there had been some doors that had been locked when he had tried them. Those may have led to this part of the ship.
Now they seemed to be open and here he was.
David tried the door. It was unlocked. He pulled it open and walked in.
It was dark inside. There was little light there but with that he could see that he was on a raised platform of some kind, a platform that looked down on the…
Cargo hold! It was the cargo hold. David could just make out the boxes there when his eyes got adjusted some to the dark. This was where Will had tried to get in but was denied. David had gotten in, though, and stood there now. Why he had been able to and why there was no guard right then was a question. But there he was.
Maybe it had to do with how close the ship was to port. Maybe that was it.
David looked around. He must have been standing at the place from where the loading was supervised or from where the auditor stood to tally his records with the cargo. To his left, he saw a ladder that went down. He thought that that must go down to the deck of the hold but he was not sure since he could not see the bottom of it.
He couldn’t resist climbing down, though. Will had thought there might be something in he hold that would tell them what was going on. That he was there now and could possibly find out, made going down irresistible to David. So he went over to the ladder and began to climb down.
The last step landed him on the deck. David turned to see what were crates stacked high before him. He stood in the space between the cargo and the bulkhead—the cargo did not come all the way to the wall, at least where he was standing. Why that was he didn’t know.
Maybe inspections.
David walked to his right. That took him around the crates. There were burlap bags stacked close by too. He could see them there as he brushed by them. They were stacked but not as high as the crates were.
David walked on around some more of the crates. The numbers he saw stacked there were staggering. David didn’t know there could be so much cargo stowed in that ship, or any ship for that matter, but there it was before his him.
It was a large cargo hold with a large haul of cargo.
But that was as it should be. There was nothing to be skeptical about in that; there was nothing suspicious about that.
The cargo was secured with ropes and with webbing, at least most of it. When David went around one stack of crates, however, he saw that not every box was secured that way. On that side, the side he came upon, a rope had broken and one of the crates from the stack had fallen from the top to the deck floor below. The contents of that crate had spilled out onto the deck.
David looked at it. It shown lighter than the deck in the light he had.
He reached down to touch it to see what it was.
What he found was sand.
Sand? Sand?
David looked around for something he could use to pry the lid off another crate. He found some cargo hooks dangling from the bulkhead. He took one of them and levered up the lid of another crate from a stack a little further away, a stack that was not as high.
Again, he found sand.
David opened another one somewhat further on from where the other two were.
He found the same thing: sand.
All there was was sand!
Was this possible?
He went around to another stack of crates on the other side and pried open another one.
It was the same there as it had been with the others. The crate was filled with sand.
They had posted a guard to protect sand? All of this intrigue had been over nothing but sand? No stolen jewels? No gold taken by force? Or, what was worse, no opium shipment from the east to feed the opium eaters that could be found in any country.
No, it was none of these. A guard had been posted to protect sand. And David had been threatened to keep him from finding out that the cargo they were hauling was nothing but sand.
This was upside down. He could understand any of the other things, the jewels, the gold, even the opium. He wouldn’t agree with the theft or with the trafficking, but these were, at least, understandable. A cargo of contraband gold or of contraband diamonds or of opium had a value to someone. That was graspable; that was understandable.
Sand, on the other hand, had a value to no one.
Try as he might, David could not figure this one out. He would have to talk it over with Will to see what he could make of it.
David turned to leave. He would climb out the way he came and go find Will. He might be able to make some sense of this; David could not.
As he turned to go back, David heard something heavy hit the floor. The sound came from over on the other side of the crates he was standing next to.
He went around to investigate what it was and found the lid of a crate lying on the deck. It must have been an extra lid left up there on top and the pitching of the ship—it was pitching a lot more then than it had before David came down—must have knocked it loose.
David thought nothing more of it but made his way back to the ladder again. Climbing back up, he was out the door and to his own cabin in a few minutes.
He would wait there for Will to come back. Will would help him unravel this.
But Will didn’t come back. Though he waited and waited for him, and though it was Will’s time off his watch, the time he normally came back to the cabin to sleep, he did not come back.
Finally, after a couple of hours of waiting for Will, David decided to go looking for him.
He walked out of the cabin and up the stairs to the deck.
The sky was dark and the wind blew hard. The swells were much larger than they had been earlier and the ship was pitching much more in response to them. And added to the pitch of the ship, was a rolling from one side to the other and then back again.
The pitching and the rolling--and some sort of in-between combination of the two--made it difficult for David to stand.
Lightning streaked across the sky. David saw it as he stood there. The sound of thunder followed close by and rolled over the ship. Rain began to drizzle down and the spray from the tops of the swells blew over and onto the deck.
It was wet and cold.
Some of the crew were lowering some sails. The pump was manned and there was someone at the helm with an officer behind him. A few other crewmen were scattered around on the deck. But there weren’t all that many, not as many as there had been earlier.
Maybe they were gone to get out of the bad weather? That made sense to David. They had gone down to get out of the weather and only those with work that could not be dispensed with were up on the deck.
But what did he know? Not all that much of anything about ships in the end. This was his first voyage and the rest of his experience had been from books and from tales told by Nathan and by other men.
David walked along the rail towards the bow of the ship. He didn’t see Will anywhere on that side of the ship. He would try the other side.
The wind blew stronger across the deck and a wave crashed into the side of the ship. That took David’s attention as he turned toward the sound of it. He stopped and looked over the rail.
Down below, he saw the waves cresting white and spray blowing off the tops of them. It looked like it was going to be a significant storm.
Lightning flashed again and the boom of the thunder hit David in the chest. But that was followed, this time, by another sound, one that came from behind him.
David turned back to see what it was. It was a bucket that had been kicked and overturned by a man who was bending over at that moment to set it upright again. That man was one of five men who now faced David.
One of those five men was Hodges. The look of irresolution and doubt had disappeared from his face. In its place, was that old gash of a grin.
And in his hand he held a club.
The other men with Hodges had clubs too. And they came at David. Slowly, carefully, they came at him with their clubs upraised.
“I told you, boy,” said Hodges shaking his head. “I told you there was risks. And now you went and saw what was down below. Tsk, tsk,” he said and he waved his pointing finger in the air as he said it.
The men had fanned out in a way that forced David back to the rail. He could not go anywhere but overboard without passing one of them.
“So it was you down there,” said David remembering the sound in the cargo hold. But he spoke not for information but to draw their attention away. That might give him some room to maneuver.
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