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			FOREWORD

			Stories from Pulp Fiction’s Golden Age

			AND it was a golden age.

			The 1930s and 1940s were a vibrant, seminal time for a gigantic audience of eager readers, probably the largest per capita audience of readers in American history. The magazine racks were chock-full of publications with ragged trims, garish cover art, cheap brown pulp paper, low cover prices—and the most excitement you could hold in your hands. 

			“Pulp” magazines, named for their rough-cut, pulpwood paper, were a vehicle for more amazing tales than Scheherazade could have told in a million and one nights. Set apart from higher-class “slick” magazines, printed on fancy glossy paper with quality artwork and superior production values, the pulps were for the “rest of us,” adventure story after adventure story for people who liked to read. Pulp fiction authors were no-holds-barred entertainers—real storytellers. They were more interested in a thrilling plot twist, a horrific villain or a white-knuckle adventure than they were in lavish prose or convoluted metaphors. 

			The sheer volume of tales released during this wondrous golden age remains unmatched in any other period of literary history—hundreds of thousands of published stories in over nine hundred different magazines. Some titles lasted only an issue or two; many magazines succumbed to paper shortages during World War II, while others endured for decades yet. Pulp fiction remains as a treasure trove of stories you can read, stories you can love, stories you can remember. The stories were driven by plot and character, with grand heroes, terrible villains, beautiful damsels (often in distress), diabolical plots, amazing places, breathless romances. The readers wanted to be taken beyond the mundane, to live adventures far removed from their ordinary lives—and the pulps rarely failed to deliver. 

			In that regard, pulp fiction stands in the tradition of all memorable literature. For as history has shown, good stories are much more than fancy prose. William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens, Jules Verne, Alexandre Dumas—many of the greatest literary figures wrote their fiction for the readers, not simply literary colleagues and academic admirers. And writers for pulp magazines were no exception. These publications reached an audience that dwarfed the circulations of today’s short story magazines. Issues of the pulps were scooped up and read by over thirty million avid readers each month. 

			Because pulp fiction writers were often paid no more than a cent a word, they had to become prolific or starve. They also had to write aggressively. As Richard Kyle, publisher and editor of Argosy, the first and most long-lived of the pulps, so pointedly explained: “The pulp magazine writers, the best of them, worked for markets that did not write for critics or attempt to satisfy timid advertisers. Not having to answer to anyone other than their readers, they wrote about human beings on the edges of the unknown, in those new lands the future would explore. They wrote for what we would become, not for what we had already been.” 

			Some of the more lasting names that graced the pulps include H. P. Lovecraft, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Robert E. Howard, Max Brand, Louis L’Amour, Elmore Leonard, Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, Erle Stanley Gardner, John D. MacDonald, Ray Bradbury, Isaac Asimov, Robert Heinlein—and, of course, L. Ron Hubbard. 

			In a word, he was among the most prolific and popular writers of the era. He was also the most enduring—hence this series—and certainly among the most legendary. It all began only months after he first tried his hand at fiction, with L. Ron Hubbard tales appearing in Thrilling Adventures, Argosy, Five-Novels Monthly, Detective Fiction Weekly, Top-Notch, Texas Ranger, War Birds, Western Stories, even Romantic Range. He could write on any subject, in any genre, from jungle explorers to deep-sea divers, from G-men and gangsters, cowboys and flying aces to mountain climbers, hard-boiled detectives and spies. But he really began to shine when he turned his talent to science fiction and fantasy of which he authored nearly fifty novels or novelettes to forever change the shape of those genres. 

			Following in the tradition of such famed authors as Herman Melville, Mark Twain, Jack London and Ernest Hemingway, Ron Hubbard actually lived adventures that his own characters would have admired—as an ethnologist among primitive tribes, as prospector and engineer in hostile climes, as a captain of vessels on four oceans. He even wrote a series of articles for Argosy, called “Hell Job,” in which he lived and told of the most dangerous professions a man could put his hand to. 

			Finally, and just for good measure, he was also an accomplished photographer, artist, filmmaker, musician and educator. But he was first and foremost a writer, and that’s the L. Ron Hubbard we come to know through the pages of this volume. 

			This library of Stories from the Golden Age presents the best of L. Ron Hubbard’s fiction from the heyday of storytelling, the Golden Age of the pulp magazines. In these eighty volumes, readers are treated to a full banquet of 153 stories, a kaleidoscope of tales representing every imaginable genre: science fiction, fantasy, western, mystery, thriller, horror, even romance—action of all kinds and in all places. 

			Because the pulps themselves were printed on such inexpensive paper with high acid content, issues were not meant to endure. As the years go by, the original issues of every pulp from Argosy through Zeppelin Stories continue crumbling into brittle, brown dust. This library preserves the L. Ron Hubbard tales from that era, presented with a distinctive look that brings back the nostalgic flavor of those times. 

			L. Ron Hubbard’s Stories from the Golden Age has something for every taste, every reader. These tales will return you to a time when fiction was good clean entertainment and the most fun a kid could have on a rainy afternoon or the best thing an adult could enjoy after a long day at work. 

			Pick up a volume, and remember what reading is supposed to be all about. Remember curling up with a great story. 

			—Kevin J. Anderson

			KEVIN J. ANDERSON is the author of more than ninety critically acclaimed works of speculative fiction, including The Saga of Seven Suns, the continuation of the Dune Chronicles with Brian Herbert, and his New York Times bestselling novelization of L. Ron Hubbard’s Ai! Pedrito!  
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			CHAPTER ONE

			The Toughest Man Alive

			SPIKE O’BRIEN’S bull bellow was deceptively hearty, gratingly cheerful. With one foot planted on the brass rail before the Honolulu bar, with a slopping glass of liquor tottering before his gross face, he roared, “Come on up here, every one of you sons! You’re goin’ to drink to the toughest man that ever sailed the Pacific. Snap into it, me buckos!”

			A Kanaka-Chinese breed moved cautiously away, his black eyes bright with fear of the swaying bulk beside him. Spike O’Brien caught the movement out of the corner of his bloodshot eye. With a jerk of his thick wrist he sent both glass and liquor hurtling into the half-caste’s face.

			With a scream, the small yellow man clawed at his eyes and stumbled away. Blood was running down into his mouth from a cut jaw.

			O’Brien laughed. The sound shattered even the noisy turmoil of the Honolulu dive. Men stopped and stared.

			“Come up here, every one of you!” snarled O’Brien with a leer. “Come up here and drink to the toughest man on the Pacific. Spike O’Brien. S-P-I-K-E, Spike. O-B-R-I-E-N, O’Brien. The man who killed Shen Su. The guy who whipped the governor of Borneo. I’ll take on any two of you—any three of you. I’ll fight the whole damned bunch of you with both hands tied. Come on up here and drink!”

			The fat barkeep stopped dispensing coolyhow and swabbed his greasy forehead. His eyes were pleading with someone, anyone, to do something about this. Men were stumbling up the steps that led to the dock street, deserting the place, trading its external and internal warmth for Honolulu’s wet fog.

			O’Brien turned around and swept his apparently drink-glazed eyes across the room and its remaining occupants. He was a tremendous bulk of a man, clad in black pea jacket, white-topped cap. His coat swung open and light fell on the brass buckle against his waist.

			O’Brien’s eyes rested on the far side of the room, went away and came back again. His mouth twitched with annoyance.

			A white man sat there, quietly spinning a small glass between thumb and index finger. His hands were narrow and tapering as are those of an artist. His face was the face of a saint. His shoulders were of awesome dimensions, even though he was noticeably slender. O’Brien’s annoyed glance rested on the quiet face, seeing only the fine features of a gentleman, completely missing the small light which danced far back in the metallic gray eyes. The face might be that of a saint, but the eyes did not match.

			O’Brien did not like either face or fingers. He had ordered all up to the bar for a drink and this man had not answered the call.

			“Hey, you!” barked O’Brien. “Come up here, unnerstand? You’re going to have a drink with me whether you like it or not, see?”

			The face showed very little interest. The small sparkling glass went round and round between the slim fingers.

			O’Brien lurched away from the bar. The lurch was exaggerated. It took more than a dozen drinks to make Spike O’Brien that drunk. His eyes were suddenly cold, shining with an animal intelligence.

			“You’ll come up to this bar or I’ll drag you up!” promised O’Brien, jolting against the table, spilling the other’s glass.

			“You annoy me, Mr. O’Brien. And I don’t like your face. Get out of here before I change my mind about dirtying my hands on you.” In spite of the import of the words, the quiet face did not change or show the slightest interest or emotion. The small lights in the eyes were flaring up steadily.

			“You … you talk that way to Spike O’Brien?” O’Brien was plainly dumbfounded, aghast. He slapped his hairy hands down on the scarred top of the table and thrust his jaw close to the other’s face. “Maybe—” said O’Brien, “maybe you don’t know who I am.”

			“Probably not.”

			“Well, I’m Spike O’Brien, that’s who I am. I’m the man Ring and Talbot brought all the way from China to do a job for ’em. I’m tough, get me? I’d just as soon kill you as look at you.”

			“Please take your face away,” said the other mildly. “Your breath is bad. Haven’t you any friends to tell you?”

			O’Brien rocked back on his heels. His red-rimmed eyes focused on the other’s face. His coarse lips moved soundlessly for a moment and then words exploded from them.

			“Say, I know you … you’re Brent Calloway!” he yowled.

			The other nodded. “Yes … Brent Calloway. What were you saying a moment ago about being the toughest man on the China Coast? That scar on your jaw looks familiar, O’Brien.”

			The scarred jaw was jutting. O’Brien rocked on his heels, though he was plainly cold sober. He studied the other’s position. A man sitting down makes a good target—he cannot dodge.

			O’Brien’s hand snapped to his belt. A short Derringer, smaller than the palm of his hand, capable of throwing two .45 slugs in less than two seconds, gleamed an instant under the hanging lantern.

			Brent Calloway’s fist disappeared under the lapel of his jacket. Flame blasted out from the table’s edge. A second ribbon of sparks leaped up to scorch O’Brien’s face.

			The Derringer dropped with a clatter. A widening stare of surprise spread across O’Brien’s coarse, flat features. His hands groped for the table edge. Abruptly he dropped, as though something had cut the string that held him up. The stubby fingers closed twice, and then O’Brien lay still.

			Brent Calloway shoved the automatic back into his shoulder holster and glanced up at the entrance. Police might arrive any moment. All men had vanished from the basement dive.

			Calloway stood for a moment staring down at the loosely sprawled form. A grimace of distaste passed across his face. Bending over, he thrust a hand into O’Brien’s shirt and brought forth a packet of papers wrapped in a strip of oilcloth. Pocketing these, he walked steadily to the door and mounted the steps.

			The fog closed in behind him.

			O’Brien twisted about with a pain-racked grunt, finding just enough energy to shake his fist at the door and mutter, “This time you won’t get away with it—not this time, Brent Calloway!”

		

	


		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Calloway’s Masquerade

			THE downtown section of Honolulu dripped in the dampness. The square white buildings were so many pale shadows behind the street lights. Streetcar rails were two small rivers running away through the mist.

			Brent Calloway stepped into the protection of a doorway, glancing behind him. He struck a match to a pipe, and in the flare his lean, controlled face seemed longer. His tapering fingers sent the dead match spinning to the gutter.

			Holding the pipe clenched between white teeth, Brent reached into his pocket and brought forth the packet he had taken from Spike O’Brien. Carefully noting that it contained a master mariner’s ticket and letters addressed to O’Brien from Ring and Talbot, shipowners, he replaced the sheaf and reached into another pocket.

			Bringing forth two sheets of paper, he opened one, slanting it out toward the street light. It was written on Lloyd’s Underwriters’ stationery and was addressed to himself at Shanghai. It read:

			CALLOWAY:

			Of course you can have a few months’ sabbatical or whatever. But we would rather you made this affair company business. After all, as long as we are unable to put our fingers on Ring and Talbot, we stand to lose respect in the Pacific, to say nothing of hundreds of thousands in hull and cargo insurance. This underhanded business of scuppering ships for their insurance must stop.

			But you realize, we are certain, the danger to which you expose yourself. We need not tell you that you are bitterly hated in Hawaii, that half a hundred men would enjoy shooting you down. It is therefore rather incomprehensible that you thrust yourself into this without apparent reason. But we have known you long enough to come to respect the Yankee logic behind your activities, even though we cannot quite understand at times.

			Let us remind you, Calloway, that should you fail to get the Barclay intact to San Diego, your shrift will be short. That crowd would hardly hesitate to kill you. And we do not believe that you can possibly get that ship to San Diego.

			You stated, further, that you also intend to locate the recently scuppered Bolivia. We remind you that the task of piloting the Barclay safely across the sea is enough for one try.

						CHEERIO,
			Ltd.

			Calloway dragged at the pipe and refolded the letter, opening the second slip. This was a cablegram, also addressed to him at Shanghai. It was signed Dorothy Shannon. It said:

			The Barclay will follow Bolivia 
at the hands of Mike Shannon’s 
murderers. Please come.

			Very carefully, Brent tore the two papers into small bits and went to the gutter.

			The fragments fell, to be immediately swallowed up in the grate.

			The building across the street bore the legend of Ring and Talbot, Shipowners. Brent entered, clattered up the rickety steps and thrust open the entrance of the outer office.

			Inside the door was a railing of dark wood. Close against this was a rickety desk on which sat a dust-clogged typewriter. Papers were speared on rusty spindles. A picture of a schooner graced the dun-colored wall beside a metal filing case from which a handle was missing.

			Brent took all this in at a swift glance and then looked at the girl behind the typewriter.

			Her face was a study in ivory and teakwood, exquisitely carved. Her eyes were large and deep and black. Her dark hair caught and held the shimmering streams of light from above.

			Brent said nothing. His gaze was level, a little surprised. The girl looked at him and crept back a little in her chair.

			“Your … your business?” she faltered.

			Brent came to himself with a jerk. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to stare. Are Ring and Talbot in?”

			“Yes … yes … both of them.” She rose and hurried to the inner door. “Who shall I say is calling?”

			Brent’s eyes were still on her face. “Spike O’Brien.” He spat the words as though they were distasteful. His eyes were tense. But no sign of doubt came across the girl’s face. Instead, her black eyes widened. She swallowed hard and thrust back the door.

			In a moment she returned and nodded to Brent. He walked forward, and as he passed her she pressed herself as close to the railing as possible, as though afraid he might touch her.

			For some unaccountable reason, Brent Calloway felt as though he had struck her.

			In a welter of papers, charts, lading bills and cigar smoke, Ring and Talbot were waiting for him. Henry Ring was big and gaunt, with a yellow complexion, sunken eyes, and a vulturelike nose. George Talbot was in direct contrast to his partner. Talbot wore no coat, and his blue-striped shirt was almost black with dirt, surmounted by a celluloid collar over which hung the folds of his face. He needed a shave, and the gray bristles glittered in the light. His hair was almost gone, but those strands which were left stood in disorderly array above the narrow forehead.

			Talbot, leaning back in his swivel chair and snapping a pair of once-white suspenders, spat out his cigar stump and said, “So you got here, huh?”

			Ring stood up and gave Brent a limp hand to shake. The skin felt scaly.

			“We’ve been waiting for four hours,” said Ring in a creaking voice. “Waiting while you were out getting drunk.”

			Brent’s watchful eyes studied them. His impassive, saintlike face did not change expression. “Can’t a man get drunk if he wants to? If you don’t like it, you know what you can do.”

			Talbot thumped both feet on the floor and leaned forward, jowls shaking. “Remember who you’re talking to!” he commanded.

			Brent reached inside his coat and brought forth a packet wrapped in oilcloth. Looking inside, he selected a letter and threw it on the desk before Talbot.

			“There’s my identification,” he said.

			“Spike O’Brien,” Talbot read. “Yes, that’s all right.” He peered back at Brent, raising his eyes and lowering his head. “I didn’t think you’d look like you do, O’Brien.”

			“Are you saying anything about my looks?” demanded Brent.

			“No, no!” hastily. “I thought from what we heard of you that you were a bigger man. I mean thicker and heavier. I’m telling you right now, O’Brien, that we ain’t going to have anything to do with weaklings in our company.”

			“What’s that?” snapped Brent.

			Ring laid a hasty hand on Brent’s shoulder. “He doesn’t mean anything, Mr. O’Brien—nothing at all. It’s just his way. Isn’t it, George?”

			“Humph!” George grunted.

			“And now,” said Ring, “won’t you sit down, Mr. O’Brien, so that we can fully understand each other?”

			Brent took a chair and sat on the edge of it, with his back away from the door.

			Ring cried, “Miss Shannon!”

			The outer door opened and the girl stepped nervously into the room. She stared at Brent, her white hands restless.

			Ring’s voice was peevish. “Look alive—don’t stand there like a ninny!”

			“What do you want?” said Miss Shannon bleakly.

			“Humph!” said Talbot. “Tell her what we want, Ring. And make it plain, so she’ll understand.” Talbot chuckled.

			Ring’s creaking voice had an edge. “Get me the files on the Barclay cargo. And I want the bills of lading, all of them, and the clearance papers we got this afternoon. Hurry!”

			Miss Shannon closed the door softly behind her. A file case creaked in the outer room and presently she was back with her arms full of papers, which she deposited on Ring’s desk. With another glance at Brent she went on out.

			“Wonder she didn’t bring in the telephone directory,” Talbot grunted. “That girl’s no good. Fire her as soon as I can get us another.”

			Brent, making his voice as casual as possible, said, “Where did you get her?”

			“Her?” snapped Ring. “Get your mind off women, O’Brien. We’ve waited four hours to give you this, and I’m not going to wait any longer.”

			Talbot, with a glance at his partner, turned to Brent. “Don’t pay any attention to him; he’s nervous, O’Brien. About that girl, she’s running around with Carter. We don’t have any of that in these offices.”

			“But where did she come from?” said Brent.

			“As if that made any difference!” said Ring.

			Talbot shrugged. “Her brother was captain of the Bolivia, and after the Bolivia went down, his sister was left on the beach. Ring got softhearted and gave her a job.”

			“I didn’t!” creaked Ring.

			“You did!” Talbot snapped. “Gave her a job at ten dollars a week, and she’s not worth fifty cents. Ring hired her, but I’m going to do the firing the next time she pulls something. If we fired her, we’d have to give her two weeks’ pay.”

			Brent nodded. “The Bolivia—that’s the cargo ship which went down off Mexico, isn’t it? Lost with all hands. Only left some wreckage floating on the water. I didn’t know it was your boat.”

			“Almost bankrupted us,” whined Ring. “He didn’t know it was our boat! But come on, come on, let’s get at these papers!”

			“Wait,” said Talbot. “I hear Carter coming.”

			Ring muttered under his breath. Talbot went toward the door.

			The footsteps had stopped outside and the low sound of voices filtered through the gaping cracks in the entrance. Talbot jerked the door open. Carter jumped back from the railing and glared first at Miss Shannon, then at Talbot. Carter’s left cheek was fiery red. Miss Shannon stood back, staring at the floor, holding her right hand as though it stung.

			Carter recovered his poise in a moment and entered the inner sanctum.

			“Huh!” he said heavily, looking at Brent. “So this is the great Spike O’Brien! Hell, he doesn’t look like he’s so hot!”

			Brent stood up and flexed his right hand. His eyes were fastened on Carter’s left cheek. Carter laughed. Brent’s right shot out and Carter slammed back against Ring’s desk.

			Brent resumed his chair and watched Carter gather himself up from the floor.

			“Sorry, Talbot. I didn’t know your friend hurt so easy.”

			Carter limited his attack to a ferocious glare. He was perhaps six feet two, and his raven-black hair straggled out from under the edges of a uniform cap. He was clothed in muddy whites which were a crumpled mass of wrinkles. His mouth was a gash across his face.

			Ring was pawing hastily through the papers. “Here, O’Brien. Here are the clearance papers for the Barclay. See, they’re all in order. You can sail at dawn.”

			Brent took them and stuffed them into his pocket without a glance.

			Ring went on. “And here are your manifests.” He smiled, and the tightening of skin made his face a death’s head. “Your cargo will be composed of sisal, for the most part. Hemp fiber, you see. For rope and—”

			“Sure,” said Brent. “I know what sisal is. I’m not interested in what I’m carrying.”

			“That’s the right ticket,” beamed Talbot, snapping his dirty suspenders. “You’re not interested.”

			Ring nodded, gloating. “All right. Now, the first thing in the morning we will issue a statement to the papers saying that we have offered you a bonus of a thousand dollars for the safe passage to San Diego.” He stopped long enough to beam again. “And here, in this manifest, you will find a typewritten sheet in a sealed envelope. These are your orders. You will open them at sea, and at sea only.”

			“And you’re to go aboard immediately,” said Talbot. “No drunken brawls tonight. We can’t risk anything like that. No, indeed.”

			Brent’s lean face was a little tense. His tapering fingers fastened themselves over the manifest and rolled it up. Far back in his chilly eyes, small fires flickered.

			Turning to go, he looked again at Carter. “Beefsteak will fix your eye up, mister. Good night, gentlemen.”

			“A pleasant voyage,” creaked Ring to the closing door.

			In the outer office, Miss Shannon looked up and followed Brent to the entrance with her eyes. He stopped for a moment and looked back at her, then he was gone. A shudder passed over Miss Shannon’s small back.

			In the street below, Brent hailed a passing touring car which served as a cab. Climbing in, he studied the face of the half-caste driver.

			“Park a few feet away from this entrance,” Brent ordered. “And wait. There’s an extra five in it for you.”

			The slant-eyed half-caste nodded and scratched his palm, sitting back to wait, little caring about the intentions of the man behind him.

			A clock down on the docks struck eight times, mellow sounds which helped dispel the gloom. Brent sat far back, out of sight from the sidewalk. At length he heard the short stroke that signified that it was eight-thirty.

			Rapid footsteps were coming down the stairs from the second floor. Small, clicking steps, half afraid. A shadow appeared in the doorway. Miss Shannon studied the street before her, her dark eyes restless. Certain, then, that nothing lurked in the darkness, she stepped out upon the glistening pavement and passed close to the touring car.

			From the rear of the machine a hand shot out and clutched at her shoulder. The girl started to scream, but a second hand closed immediately over her mouth and crushed out the sound.

			She was dragged forcefully into the interior of the car. Brent held her back against the cushions. Her defiant eyes burned into him.

			“Drive!” barked Brent at the half-caste.

			The machine moved away down the line of the docks. The street before the office building was quiet, deserted, quite as if nothing had happened … 

			
		

	


		
			CHAPTER THREE

			As the Barclay Plows East

			SEA leagues had fled behind them, waves ranged the Barclay on either side, as though trying to match the steamer’s speed. Far to the west a dark cloud was coming out of the night—a dark cloud filled with rain and wind.

			Brent Calloway leaned against the bridge rail, staring moodily ahead. Beside him Chief Officer Monahan hunched a thick face into a dirty jacket collar, keeping a pair of washed-out eyes on Calloway’s profile.

			“That girl,” ventured Monahan hesitantly, “is goin’ to cause plenty of trouble, O’Brien. I never did like skirts on a ship, and now that Carter has the idea she’s his particular dame, it—”

			“I wouldn’t worry myself if I were you,” breathed Calloway with a quiet threat.

			Hastily, “Oh, I didn’t mean anything, O’Brien. I was just telling you where to watch out. As long as the frail keeps to the cabin it’s all right, but you let this scurvy half-caste crew spot her much and it’ll be just too bad. I know these guys, O’Brien.”

			“I’m sure you do,” replied Calloway.

			An occasional plume of dark spray lifted over the bows, spattering the anchor chains, to wash them bright. Down in the well deck, Carter paused on his way aft to look up and give the bridge an antagonistic smile. Calloway stared back, looking through Carter as though Carter was not there.

			Monahan went on. “This old crock’s not what we thought she was, O’Brien. She’s got a bad engine. The boiler tubes are so damned rusty you could put your finger through ’em. I guess it doesn’t matter, though.”

			“Why not?”

			“Hell, O’Brien! You’re not fooling anybody by keeping up that attitude. We know what we’re here for. That is, all of us except that kid third mate and maybe the second engineer.”

			“So you don’t believe,” said Brent slowly, “that I’m taking us in to San Diego?”

			Monahan snorted. “You ain’t got a worry in the world, O’Brien—not one. I’m keeping up my mate’s log to the hour. And it’ll clear you. To hell with reports and clearance papers and what have you! They never worried me. The only reason I didn’t get this job this time was because they took my ticket away from me six months ago. Been on the beach ever since.”

			“You’d better keep your log,” said Brent in a tone which held a hint of threat.

			“Don’t get hot! We all know you’re a plaster saint. There’s them that would believe it, too, looking at your mug. Listen, here’s what I want to know. When do I get rid of the third mate? Dayton.”

			“Who said you were supposed to get rid of him?” Brent still stared ahead, into the frowning blackness. He spoke in a monotone.

			“Carter said so. But I thought I’d better talk to you. Who’s in charge around here, anyway?”

			“Don’t ask that twice,” said Brent.

			“Okay—don’t be so damned touchy! We’re all in this together. Another thing. I’d like to know why the dame came along. She’s not going to do anybody any good. She’s a hothead, that one. Because of her brother, I guess.”

			“What about her brother?”

			Monahan shot a quick glance at Brent. “Don’t you know?”

			“No.”

			“Guess these things don’t get out to the China Coast. Young Shannon was the captain of the Bolivia. Didn’t you hear,” Monahan paused to laugh, “how the Bolivia went down with all hands?”

			“Whereabouts did this happen?”

			“Somewhere off Lower California. Big reports about it. Shannon was the captain of that ship. Worst day’s work Ring and Talbot ever did when they hired him. He was chuck-full of Tradition and Duty and the Call of the Sea. Young squirt with big ideas. Bet they had a hell of a time with him. He looked like a fighter. And he didn’t give up in a minute. Guess they had to kill him.”

			“Hard luck.”

			Monahan snatched at the wrong meaning. “Yeah. You don’t want anything like that cropping out. This job is tough enough without it. Makes a man nervous. Often wondered how Carter ever managed to get back.”

			“So Carter was aboard the Bolivia, eh?” Brent sounded a little bored.

			“Sure he was. General handyman for the R. and T. Don’t anything slip up while Carter’s around. No, sir. He’s a man that’d go through with anything. I’d hate to meet up with him in a dark passageway.”

			“Sure. Fine man. Fine man.”

			“But R. and T. thought they needed you for this job. Guess you weren’t slow about taking it, either.”

			“Why so?”

			“Aw, don’t be like that, O’Brien! Relax! You’re among pals—we’re all in the same stew. I guess you think I don’t know about the Yanks getting you for gunrunning a couple of months back. News has a way of getting around. And don’t tell me you weren’t plenty glad to be able to give them the slip, either. And how about that killing in Chefoo last spring? Those three British officers you knocked off. Stuff like that gets around.”

			“I guess it does,” said Brent.

			“And it cost plenty to buy your way out, didn’t it? Only one man you never could buy.”

			“Who was that?”

			Monahan grinned evilly at Brent’s profile. “A friend of mine.”

			“Didn’t know you had any friends, Monahan.”

			“Yeah? Well, there’s one guy that’s nobody’s friend, too. At least nobody in this racket.”

			“Who’s that?”

			“Brent Calloway.”

			Brent started violently and whirled on his chief officer. Brent’s hand was already creeping up to his shoulder holster. His eyes were shot with a deadly flame. Monahan jumped back, cringing.

			“Wait! Wait!” begged Monahan. “Don’t shoot!”

			“So you know Brent Calloway! Know him well?”

			“No, no, no! Honest-to-God, I don’t, O’Brien! Honest-to-God, I never even laid eyes on him! I was just joking, that’s all. Can’t a guy joke a little bit? Listen, O’Brien, listen. I—my God, don’t shoot!”

			“Tell me all about what you know of Brent Calloway,” said Brent in a hard, monotonous voice.

			Monahan, finding himself trapped in a wing of the bridge, straightened a little, his shoe-button eyes wild with fear. He saw that the helmsman had not noticed.

			“I’ll talk,” he said. “I’ll talk. What do you want?”

			“You heard me the first time. What do you and the rest of this outfit know about Brent Calloway?”

			Monahan held hard to a stanchion. “Only this, O’Brien. He almost got you once. Shot at you, they say. I was just having a little fun with you.”

			“Start at the beginning.”

			“How … how … why … ? Brent Calloway is a—”

			“Go on.”

			“Hell, you know all that!”

			“Go on!”

			Monahan wilted. “I don’t blame you for hating him, O’Brien. They said that he was right in Honolulu when we sailed. Said that he was going to try to get you. He hates our kind. He came in from the China Coast on the President Monroe two days before you came third on the Empress. A buddy of mine recognized him as he came down the gangway. I’m just as anxious as you are to see him bumped off. I was just kidding when I said he was a friend of mine. I was just being sarcastic.

			“This Carter wants to get hold of Calloway. He says he’s got reasons of his own. But there don’t seem to be many who know his face. There’s some more of us that would like to get him, too. He wouldn’t last very long if he was on this boat. You’re among friends, O’Brien. There’s not one of us that wouldn’t like to see Calloway dead. The crew is saying something about him. They’re afraid that he’ll pop up and scupper this deal and throw us all in the brig. We know what he did to Shanghai Trans-Oceanic when they went bad. Most of ’em are dead.

			“The gang’s afraid because this pal of mine spilled it that young Shannon once worked with Calloway. They were mates together on the Hong Sing. And they’re afraid that this Calloway’ll pop up like a bad penny and scuttle the lot of us. One feller said today that he wouldn’t be surprised if Calloway had tried to get aboard this hooker. We looked all around at the crew, but we couldn’t see anybody. If he is aboard, O’Brien, you can depend on us. We’ll kill him before he can squirm. We’ll look after you all right. And I’ll guarantee that I’ll be the first to shoot.”

			“Why didn’t you bring this talk to me sooner?” demanded Brent.

			“Because we know all about you, that’s why. We’re afraid you’d start shooting before we could explain that we meant right. I know how a feller can get in your ratlines that way. When I heard I lost my job because Calloway had uncovered some evidence after the wreck, I said right then and there that I’d shoot him on sight. And there are others in this hooker that’ll be just as glad. They were with me, some of them.”

			Brent took his hand away from his left side and turned back to watch the plumes of spray and the lowering sky.

			“So you’d shoot him on sight,” he murmured.

			“Sure,” said Monahan, suddenly hearty. “And you can go right on saying that about landing us in San Diego. We know what the score is, O’Brien. You’re not laying yourself wide open by talking out loud, but if you want to be mysterious about it, go ahead.”

			Monahan started to go away. He frowned and came back, putting his face close to Brent’s. “But I wouldn’t talk too loud, O’Brien. Some of the boys might take you serious and knife you some dark night.”

			“Some of the boys?”

			“Most any of them. And another tip, O’Brien. Watch this man Carter. He’s going to try to murder you and do the job himself. Jealous. And he wants that bonus. Ten thousand dollars is big pay just for killing a man, O’Brien.”

			“And if Carter killed me,” said Brent with an acid smile, “you could assume command and kill Carter. Then who would get the ten thousand?”

			Monahan, seeing that Brent’s fingers were far away from his left side, nodded with a knowing air, edging away. “I’ll let you figure that out, O’Brien. I’ll just let you figure that out!”

			Monahan was lost in the shadows of the boat deck. A wave shattered itself against the Barclay’s bow, burying machinery, tarps and hatch in a greenish white smother of froth. Wind whined plaintively in the sparse rigging—not unlike the scream of a banshee sensing death.…

			
		

	


		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Eight Bells—and Trouble

			AT eight bells on the third night out, Jimmy Dayton, third mate of the Barclay, clattered up the bridge ladder and strode across the deck toward Brent, who stood at the rail watching the restless black sea.

			Dayton saluted smartly. He was about twenty-five, lanky, full of the sureness of his breed. “My trick, sir.”

			Brent nodded. “Right. Watch yourself, Dayton. There’s more than a blow brewing.”

			“What do you mean, sir?”

			“Pass it up. If anything happens, I’ll be either in my cabin or at the radio shack. Where is Miss Shannon?”

			“She’s in the new cabin you assigned her, sir. Next to yours.”

			Brent moved away. “Right. Don’t let anything happen.”

			He went aft along the boat deck toward the radio shack. The rain marched along before him, polishing the sooty deck.

			The Portuguese-Japanese-Kanaka was leaning over his key, his teeth and nails glistening. His black beady eyes were intent upon the blank bulkhead before him. The earphones were crackling.

			“What’s up?” Brent demanded.

			The operator was startled. He wheeled in his chair and shot his fingers to the switchboard beside him.

			“Stop!” said Brent. “If you’re that anxious to keep something in the dark, I’d better find out about it.”

			But the operator had already thrown the switch. The generators died down, their sound immediately replaced by the whine of wind through the rigging.

			“Get up off that chair!” ordered Brent.

			The third-caste operator’s nostrils flared angrily. Whipping off the earphones, he jumped to his feet. “Not so fast, O’Brien! You may be master of this ship, but you’re in here now. This is my place!” He stabbed tense fingers toward his hip pocket. A gun appeared as though conjured out of thin air.

			Brent snatched at the wrist. The operator winced and cried out sharply. Writhing, striving to free his gun hand, he aimed a kick at Brent’s shins.

			Brent’s left hand gripped at the gun muzzle. With a side twist, he secured the weapon and in the same motion hurled the operator backward. He got up, sullen, his eyes burning.
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			Holding the gun loosely, Brent studied the breed’s face. “Now just what was the idea of that?”

			“You can’t pull anything like that on me, O’Brien! I’ll have Carter down on you!”

			“I’m scared to death. Get out on deck and look at the weather. I’m going to play with your toys for a little while.”

			Sullenly, the operator retreated. Brent slammed the door, battened it, and closed the port with its steel plate. He turned to the set. The operator had not had time to change the wave setting. It was only necessary to connect the receiver.

			Sitting down, Brent laid his cap aside and pulled on the headphones. A rattle and crack of static greeted him. His expert fingers sharpened the dial setting.

			The static blurred out, to be immediately replaced by a QST. Brent threw in the generator switch and turned to the key. He noticed that the broadcaster was not set on its prescribed band.

			“Okay,” rattled Brent. “Go on.”

			The headphones took up the staccato chain of dots and dashes.

			“Okay. Repeat. Crew getting sullen under long wait. Anxious to know when you’ll be back. The B is low on provisions and liquor. Can you pick up something for us? Please give us your position.”

			Brent’s pale gray eyes grew hard. Throwing the switch, he tapped, “Position not available. We’ll have plenty for you, don’t worry. What is your position?”

			He listened for a full minute for the answer, but the air was empty of all save static. Finally he took off the phones and replaced his cap.

			“They’re wise,” he told himself. “And B would mean Bolivia. And the Bolivia is supposed to be under the waves this long time.”

			A heavy fist was pounding on the door. Brent threw off the catch.

			Carter was there, his flat, ugly face dripping with rainwater, his gash mouth drawn back to display his teeth.

			“What the hell’s the idea, O’Brien? You go messing around like that much more and you’ll wake up and find yourself dead. I won’t stand for anything like that, get me?”

			“I get you—I more than get you.” Brent looked past Carter at the operator. “And if I had any sense I’d throw both of you into the drink. Only Davy Jones would have to have a strong stomach to stand you.” He brushed past them and strode back to the bridge.

			Carter sputtered, almost too mad to swear. He caught the operator by the collar and thrust him to the key. “You half-wit! You left this thing tuned in, and he’s wise!”

			“I can’t help it,” whined the third-caste. “If you think—”

			“Shut up and take a message.” Carter slammed the door and crouched over the operator’s head like a line squall. “To Ring and Talbot, Honolulu, TH. Have reason to believe—”

			“Not so fast!” whined the operator, his pencil flying.

			“Have reason to believe something wrong about captain. Check everything. Contact police and steamship companies. Waiting for immediate reply. Carter.” He scowled at the closed door. “And if you’re not O’Brien—” He patted the gun butt which protruded from his pocket.

			The operator nodded grimly and rubbed his twisted wrist. “O’Brien never would have had the brains,” he muttered. “He sends like a regular. I told you, Carter—”

			“Shut up, and get that off!”

			Brent entered his cabin and threw his cap on the bed, deep in thought. His eye caught a movement beside his desk and he whirled about. Then he relaxed and smiled.

			“Good evening, Miss Shannon. Like it better up here with the gentlemen?”

			“Well enough, Captain O’Brien.” Dorothy Shannon stood up, holding to the edge of the desk. Dressed as she was in a dark blue serge sport suit, she seemed unusually pale. Her dark eyes—a throwback to those far days when the shattered Spanish Armada had been cast up on the Irish coast—were a little scornful.

			“I think,” she continued, “that the time has come to speak of many things.”

			“Shoes and ships?” asked Brent, stuffing and lighting his pipe.

			“No—of rats and ships. I want to know what you intend to do with me.”

			“Well, now that you speak of it, I don’t think I’ve given it a thought. Haven’t things been decent enough for you?”

			“Oh, they’ve been decent enough. What with Carter cat-footing about trying to catch me alone, and you staring at me for minutes at a time, and with the crew saying all sorts of things about why I’m here—what I want to know is this. Why am I here?”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t be able to say right off the bat. The Barclay didn’t look so good, and I thought maybe a beautiful lady would improve the appearance of the decks.” He took a long drag at the pipe and then shifted it into the corner of his mouth. His lean face was almost expressionless, but his eyes were humorous.

			“You have placed me in an embarrassing position, Captain O’Brien. I cannot be certain that you will land me in San Diego. I don’t know what you intend to do with either the ship or myself. Your orders were to sink this boat in mid-ocean.”

			“And the Barclay still bobs like a cork, eh? To tell the truth, Miss Shannon, I’m rather uncertain about your ultimate fate.”

			Her hand whitened as she gripped the desk. “Perhaps it would be better if you made up your mind. I have a friend, a very powerful friend.”

			“And who might that be?”

			“A man by the name of Brent Calloway. If anything should happen to me, he would seek you out to the ends of the earth and destroy you.”

			Brent Calloway smiled. “Interesting. How long have you known this Calloway fellow?”

			“He was my brother’s best friend. And now that Mike Shannon is dead, I know that Brent Calloway will track down and discover his murderer. And should anything happen to me, that will only be one more reason for Brent Calloway to take the trail.”

			“Have you ever seen this fellow?”

			“No, but I have heard about him through my brother. And I know that he has heard about me.”

			“Then if he’s never met you, why do you think he would take any interest at all in your case?”

			“Perhaps I believe in such a thing as chivalry, Captain O’Brien, a quality which must be quite foreign to your nature.”

			“And this Calloway seems to be chivalrous, that it? Now I happen to know that this fellow killed a good many of the men of Shanghai Trans-Oceanic when it went bad. That makes him a killer. And I know that he interferes with lawful enterprise. That makes him a thief. Thief and murderer, Miss Shannon. And you think he’d cross an ocean to rescue a beautiful lady!”

			“He has done it before,” she contested, her face flushed with anger. “The things he has done had to be done. They meant either his life or another’s. You cannot blame a man for self-preservation. I cabled him a month and a half ago. I told him that the Barclay was about to be scuppered as the Bolivia was. He’ll search you out, O’Brien, and if you harm me, it will only be another reason for him to kill you. But perhaps if you treat me well, give me safe conduct, then I may be able to intercede for you with him.”

			“Will you intercede for Carter?”

			“You’re laughing at me!” She flung back the door and stepped defiantly into the passageway.

			When the door slammed, Brent knocked out the bowl of his pipe and grinned. “So Brent Calloway will get me if I don’t watch out!” He seated himself on his bunk and refilled the pipe. “Crazy,” he murmured to himself. “Going stark crazy. In another minute I’d have gone gunning for Brent Calloway myself. In fact, maybe I ought to.”

			Leaning over on his side, he began to pull off his sea boots. With one halfway removed, he grinned and leaned back. “If I play O’Brien much longer, I’ll be O’Brien. As my old dad said, there’s such a thing as being too thorough.”

			Removing the boot and dropping it to the deck, he paused again. “Hell, maybe I am O’Brien!”

			The gold watch on his wrist sparkled in the light. Grinning, he took it off and turned it over.

			On the underside, letters had been engraved, almost too fine to be read.

			The inscription said, Brent Calloway, for valorous service in our behalf. Lloyd’s Underwriters.

			“No,” sighed Brent. “Unless I stole this thing from Calloway, I’m still Calloway.”

			Someone was pounding on his door and he hastily replaced the only identification he ever carried.…

			
		

	


		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Brent Meets the Showdown

			FIVE days out from Honolulu the blow was still strong. The sea had faded from a bright bottle green to a somber gray. Waves raced alongside the Barclay, matching the height of the rail—white-capped waves battered by the howling wind.

			The Barclay stood it well enough, but the men suffered. The crew was sullen, independent, obeying commands only after minutes of bullying. They obeyed then only because they could see Brent on the bridge. They thought too much of Spike O’Brien’s reputation to press matters far. They had not even taken him a sample of their food—a time-honored feeler, used by sailors to test the metal of their master.

			Quartered on the bridge, Dorothy Shannon was growing easier as to her ultimate fate. She had seen nothing untoward in O’Brien’s attitude. In fact, she thought she had detected some slight sympathy.

			Hands thrust into the pockets of her bright slicker, Dorothy Shannon went forward to the wheel. Jimmy Dayton and Brent were talking together in the shelter of the chart room. Their backs were toward her and they did not know that she could hear them.

			Brent was bending over a chart, juggling a compass in his slim fingers. “We’re right here, Dayton. And we’re supposed to be over here according to the owners.” He marked another spot further to the south.

			Dayton shook his head. “I don’t see anything wrong with that, sir. We’re on the course all right.”

			Brent smiled at his third mate. “Forget it. Did you make that cargo inspection for me?”

			“Yes, sir. I’ve been at it all morning.”

			“What did you uncover?”

			“Why, sisal, of course. It’s all in order, according to the manifest. Just bales and bales of sisal, still in good condition.”

			“Sisal? That doesn’t seem right. You’re certain that you looked at the underside bales as well as the top?”

			“Dead certain, sir. I know sisal.”

			“But damn it!” said Brent. “That doesn’t check!”

			“What do you mean, sir?”

			“Forget it. Better go out and see if that half-wit helmsman still has us on the course.”

			Dayton stepped out and almost collided with Dorothy Shannon. His cheeks colored, and he hurriedly touched his fingers to his cap, immediately stepping away as though on very important business.

			Brent saw Dorothy at the same time. “Come in out of the wet.”

			She entered and perched herself on the table edge. “I heard what you said. I’m sorry that I eavesdropped, but—”

			“That’s all right. I’m glad you did. I wanted to see you about it.”

			“Why me?”

			“Because you’re the little lady that’s supposed to know all about these things. At least you told me that you did. Now please tell me why this ship is loaded with real, number one sisal instead of rocks or maybe a couple barge-loads of plain mud.”

			“I didn’t know it really had sisal in the hold.”

			“Don’t try to sidetrack me. If you know the answer, speak up. If you don’t, I’ll tell Brent Calloway on you.”

			She shifted uneasily at mention of the name and quickly returned to the subject. “I … I thought you knew all about this business.”

			“I haven’t even opened those sealed orders.” Brent tapped his jacket pocket. “Are you sure you don’t know anything about all this?”

			“Well, I know—or think I know—what’s been happening.”

			“In as few syllables as possible, tell me.”

			She studied his face, a little puzzled. “All right. Ring and Talbot are making a practice of buying up ships which are about ready for their annual insurance inspection. It would cost too much to repair the hulls and engines, so they get them cheap. And they don’t want to repair the hulls and engines themselves, so they load up with a cargo or two and send it around just to make it appear that they’re on the level.

			“But on the third trip, perhaps the fourth, the ship gets into a bad blow. It’s lost at sea. And Ring and Talbot collect the cargo and hull insurance without any objection whatever. And that’s what is supposed to happen with this boat.”

			“Then why would the hold be filled with real sisal?”

			Dorothy shook her head. “I’m sure I don’t know.”

			“This sinking ships for their insurance is the oldest racket in the world. I guess maybe the Phoenicians tried it. You’re sure now that this is the case?”

			“Certain. That’s how … how Mike Shannon was killed.”

			Brent frowned. “I suppose, then, that the insurance people didn’t like to let her go without a thorough inspection. And Ring and Talbot, after the Bolivia disaster, were forced to load a real cargo this time.”

			“Why are you so interested in the reasons behind the case?”

			“Oh—I like to know what I’m doing. A man only gets hung once, you know.”

			“You mean hanged.”

			Brent smiled. “No, Miss Shannon. I’m afraid that hanging is too good for Spike O’Brien.” He stepped to the bridge where Dayton was watching both helm and the seas ahead.

			“I haven’t seen Mister Monahan around for quite a while, sir,” said Dayton. “He’s supposed to take some watches, isn’t he?”

			“Yes, he’s supposed to,” Brent agreed. Taking his pipe out of his slicker, he crammed it with rough-cut tobacco and lit up. The blue cloud was immediately dispersed by the wind. Only a sailor can light a pipe in a high breeze.

			“And I haven’t seen Carter since he went back to the radio shack some time ago.” Dayton did not seem worried. He wanted to talk more than anything else.

			A premonition surged through Brent, but he pulled three times on the pipe before he replied. “So he’s in the radio shack! I wonder what news the air might be bringing in.”

			Dayton glanced over Brent’s shoulder. “There’s Carter, now.”

			Brent turned slowly. Carter, Monahan and the radio operator were entering the bridge from the well deck. They had the appearance of pallbearers—or perhaps executioners. Something in the way they walked suggested the manner of the Inquisition priests marching to the stake and the victim in the auto-da-fé.

			Carter’s gashlike mouth was spread in a sardonic, humorless smile. He stopped, and Monahan and the operator swung into line beside him.

			“Get off this bridge,” said Carter.

			Brent looked the three of them over, taking a full minute for the scrutiny. “Perhaps you had better follow your own order,” he said.

			“Don’t act tough, me bucko,” growled Carter. “We’re smart all of a sudden. You’re pretty good—pretty damned good—to keep us guessing for five days. But that’s all over. You didn’t fool me.”

			“A fool is hard to fool,” Brent remarked. “How does all this come up?”

			“We radioed Ring and Talbot. We radioed them to find out if you were on the up and up. After we sailed, a guy named O’Brien looked Ring and Talbot up, but they didn’t believe this guy until we radioed. You’re all up, all washed up, Brent Calloway. And we’re your personal executioners.”

			Dorothy Shannon’s white face appeared in the charting room door. The quietness of the proceedings only heightened the ice-cold quality of her danger. When Carter said “Brent Calloway,” Dorothy Shannon’s eyes widened with sudden understanding.

			Brent pulled on the pipe. “And so you think you’re good enough to get me, that right?”

			Monahan laughed and looked down at his fingers, which he clenched viciously.

			“Good enough,” said Carter. “Plenty good enough. We’re wise to the works now, and there’s only one thing to do—kill you and throw your carcass to the sharks. But before that happens, I want to tell you that I certainly appreciate your bringing this Shannon dame aboard. It’ll relieve the monotony. Thanks, Calloway.”

			The operator’s bulging teeth glistened. “I’ve sent an SOS. We’re sinking, see? And what would be better than to put your corpse in a lifeboat and set it adrift with a lot more wreckage? That ought to look convincing.”

			Monahan spat on the deck. “Hell, why talk? Let’s give it to him!”

			Carter reached into his waistband and jerked at the butt of a .45. The operator backed away toward the rail, tugging at his own weapon. Monahan laughed and started to reach down.

			Brent took a drag at the pipe. Simultaneously, his right hand lashed up to his left breast. The crash of the shot was dull in the gale. Blue powder smoke and blue tobacco smoke clashed.

			The operator went rigid. The gun he held tried to stay level. Monahan fired. A gash appeared in the paint behind Brent’s back.

			Brent sent a carefully aimed slug at Monahan’s chest. Carter plunged for the companionway, aware that he was alone even before Monahan was dead.

			The operator still teetered, held up by a stanchion alone. The man’s gun was steadying, his eyes narrow with painful concentration. Brent fired at the bulging teeth.

			The radioman was hammered back. The gun flew straight up. Like melting snow, he sagged over the far edge of the bridge.

			A curling wave closed over the body.

			Monahan was coughing and twisting on the red-spotted planks. The Barclay rolled steeply and Monahan slid suddenly down to the scuppers. He lay very still.

			Brent put away the gun and turned around, pipe still sputtering between his teeth.

			“Get on the wheel,” was his quiet order to Dayton.

			
		

	


		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Disaster Strikes the Barclay

			A few sea miles were all that remained between the Barclay and San Diego. But the miles were storm-harried and overcast with inky darkness. The sharp stinging flurries of rain made vision difficult. It was almost impossible to see the bow from the bridge—and no lookout was in the bow.

			Brent’s hands were tight upon the wheel, Brent’s eyes stung with unwavering watchfulness. Dorothy Shannon was beside him, watching the bridge ladders, listening for the sounds of a possible attack. In command of the bridge alone, Brent knew that the engine room was still under his orders. Not because the engineers were loyal, but because dead engines in this squall would mean nautical suicide. Without the storm he would have been helpless.

			Something dark and round soared up a companionway and thudded against the planking. Brent dodged. Dayton scrambled out of the chart room and scooped the object into his sea-hardened fist.

			“Uh!” grunted Dayton. “It’s a note tied to a belaying pin.”

			Brent handed the wheel to the mate and unfolded the paper. The water-smudged pencil marks were difficult to decipher, but the signature was clearly Carter’s.

			“The crew thinks we ought to give you a chance,” said the note. “If you’ll turn over the bridge, we’ll put you in an open boat. Otherwise, we’ll blow you apart as soon as we reach our destination. And I get the Shannon dame, no matter what you do. Think it over.”

			Brent pocketed the note.

			“What is it?” demanded Dorothy.

			“A lot of damn foolishness,” Brent said. “Watch those ladders.”

			She nodded and Dayton relinquished the helm. The Barclay plowed on toward San Diego, through the converging shipping lanes, buffeted by mountains of black.

			Brent knew what Carter could do, but he did not think Carter would try it. If Carter did …

			“What did the operator mean about an SOS?” demanded Dorothy Shannon.

			“According to that, we’re reported sunk. They’ll find some wreckage on the water the way they did with the Bolivia. And if I fail to get this ship into San Diego, the crew will be officially dead.”

			“Then what about the Bolivia?”

			“She’s still afloat—somewhere. I don’t know what this is all about. We have a real cargo when we should have a few hundred tons of rock. We’re ordered to scupper a ship, which is scuppered on the records only. Someone in this deal is getting the double cross.”

			“The triple cross,” said Dorothy. She stared up at his face, his lean, hard, reposeful face. Her mind was not on Brent’s remark. She was thinking that Mike Shannon had been right in everything he had said about Brent Calloway. She was thinking that Mike Shannon would like to be here tonight, instead of …

			Brent was speaking again. “No radio. Nothing to bring help if anything goes wrong. Well, maybe we’ll make it—and maybe not. I hope so. Say, Miss—Dorothy. Did the inspectors check the Bolivia’s cargo?”

			“Why, yes, they did. And they checked this one, too. Ring said that somebody had tipped them off. I don’t know why that would be. Nobody wanted to have to carry a real cargo. It was that much money lost in the scuttling. Can’t we radio, Brent?”

			“No. They cut off the juice on us.”
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