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PART I

CHAPTER I
ENNUI
“I shall go to sea to-morrow,” said Saltash, with sudden decision. “I’m tired of this place, Larpent,–fed up on repletion.”

“Then by all means let us go, my lord!” said Larpent, with the faint glimmer of a smile behind his beard, which was the only expression of humour he ever permitted himself.

“Believe you’re fed up too,” said Saltash, flashing a critical look upon him.

Captain Larpent said nothing, deeming speech unnecessary. All time spent ashore was wasted in his opinion.

Saltash turned and surveyed the sky-line over the yacht’s rail with obvious discontent on his ugly face. His eyes were odd, one black, one grey, giving a curiously unstable appearance to a countenance which otherwise might have claimed to possess some strength. His brows were black and deeply marked. He had a trick of moving them in conjunction with his thoughts so that his face was seldom in absolute repose. It was said that there was a strain of royal blood in Saltash, and in the days before he had succeeded to the title when he had been merely Charles Burchester, he had borne the nickname of “the merry monarch.” Certain wild deeds in a youth that had not been beyond reproach had seemed to warrant this, but of later years a friend had bestowed a more gracious title upon him, and to all who could claim intimacy with him he had become “Charles Rex.” The name fitted him like a garment. A certain arrogance, a certain royalty of bearing, both utterly unconscious and wholly unfeigned, characterized him. Whatever he did, and his actions were often far from praiseworthy, this careless distinction of mien always marked him. He received an almost involuntary respect where he went.

Captain Larpent who commanded his yacht The Night Moth–most morose and unresponsive of men–paid him the homage of absolute acquiescence. Whatever his private opinions might be, he never expressed them unless invited to do so by his employer. He never criticized by word or look. Saltash was wont to say that if he decided to turn pirate he believed that Larpent would continue at his post without the smallest change of front. To raise a protest of any sort would have been absolutely foreign to his nature. He was made to go straight ahead, to do his duty without question and with perfect self-reliance.

On the present occasion, having cruised from port to port in the Mediterranean for nearly six weeks, it was certainly no ill news to him to hear that Saltash had at last had enough. The weather was perfect, too perfect for a man of his bull-dog instincts. He was thoroughly tired of the endless spring sunshine and of the chattering, fashionable crowds that Saltash was wont to assemble on the yacht. He was waiting with an iron patience for the word that should send them forth over the great Atlantic rollers, with the ocean spray bursting over their bows and the sting of the ocean wind in their faces. That was the sort of life that appealed to him. He had no use for civilization; the froth of society had no attraction for him. He preferred a deeper draught.

Saltash was thoroughly cosmopolitan in his tastes; he liked amusement, but he abhorred boredom. He declared that for him it was the root of all evil. He was never really wicked unless he was bored. And then–que voulez-vous? He did not guide the star of destiny.

“Yes,” he said, after a thoughtful silence, “we will certainly put to sea to-morrow–unless–” he turned his head and threw a merry grin at his companion–“unless Fortune has any tricks up her sleeve for me, for I am going ashore for one more fling to-night.”

Larpent smoked on immovably, his blue-grey eyes staring out to the vivid sky-line, his sunburnt face quite imperturbable.

“We shall be ready to start as soon as you come aboard, my lord,” he said.

“Good!” said Saltash lightly. “I may be late, or–more probably–very early. Leave the gangway for me! I’ll let you know when I’m aboard.”

He got up as if he moved on springs and leaned against the rail, looking down quizzically at the man who sat stolidly smoking in the deck-chair. No two people could have formed a stronger contrast–the yacht’s captain, fair-bearded, with the features of a Viking–the yacht’s owner, dark, alert, with a certain French finesse about him that gave a strange charm to a personality that otherwise might have been merely fantastic.

Suddenly he laughed. “Do you know, Larpent, I often think to myself what odd tricks Fate plays? You for instance–you, the captain of a private yacht when you ought to be roving the high seas in a Flying Dutchman! You probably were a few generations ago.”

“Ah!” Larpent said, through a cloud of smoke. “Life isn’t what it was.”

“It’s an infernal fraud, most of it,” said Saltash. “Always promising and seldom fulfilling!”

“No good expecting too much,” said Larpent.

“True!” said Saltash. “On the other hand it isn’t always wise to be too easily satisfied.” His look became suddenly speculative. “Have you ever been in love, Larpent?”

The big man in the deck-chair made a sharp movement and spilt some cigar-ash on his coat. He sat up deliberately and brushed it off. Saltash watched him with mischievous eyes.

“Well?” he said.

Larpent leaned back again, puffing forth a thick cloud of smoke. “Once,” he said briefly.

“Only once?” gibed Saltash. “Man alive! Why, I’ve had the disease scores of times, and you are half a generation older than I am!”

“I know,” Larpent’s eyes dwelt unblinking upon the sparkling blue of the water beyond the rail. “You’ve had it so often that you take it lightly.”

Saltash laughed. “You apparently took it like the plague.”

“I didn’t die of it,” said Larpent grimly.

“Perhaps the lady did!” suggested Saltash.

“No. She didn’t die either.” Larpent’s eyes came slowly upwards to the mocking eyes above them. “For all I know she may be living now,” he said.

Saltash’s grin became a grimace. “Oh, heavens, Larpent! And you’ve had indigestion ever since? How long ago is it? Twenty years?”

“About that,” said Larpent.

“Heavens!” said Saltash again. “I should like to see the woman who could hold me after twenty years!”

“So should I,” said Larpent dryly.

Saltash snapped his fingers. “She doesn’t exist, my good fellow! But if she did–by Jove, what a world it would be!”

Larpent grunted sardonically. “It wouldn’t be large enough to hold you, my lord.”

Saltash stretched his arms wide. “Well, I’m going ashore to-night. Who knows what the gods may send? Wish me luck!”

Larpent surveyed the restless figure with a sort of stony humour. “I wish you a safe return,” he said.

Saltash laughed and went away along the deck with a monkey-like spring that was curiously characteristic of him. There was nothing of the sailor’s steady poise about him.

The little Italian town that clung to the slopes that rose so steeply from the sea shone among its terraced gardens like a many-coloured jewel in the burning sunset. The dome of its Casino gleamed opalescent in its centre–a place for wonder–a place for dreams. Yet Saltash’s expression as he landed on the quay was one of whimsical discontent. He had come nearly a fortnight ago to be amused, but somehow the old pleasures had lost their relish and he was only bored.

“I’m getting old,” he said to himself with a grimace of disgust.

But he was not old. He was barely six-and-thirty. He had had the world at his feet too long, that was all.

There was to be a water-side fte that night at Valrosa, and the promenade and bandstand were wreathed with flowers and fairy-lights. It was getting late in the season, and it would probably be the last. Saltash surveyed the preparations with very perfunctory interest as he sauntered up to the hotel next to the Casino where he proposed to dine.

A few people he knew were staying there, and he looked forward to a more or less social evening. At least he could count on a welcome and a rubber of bridge if he felt so inclined. Or there was the Casino itself if the gambling mood should take him. But he did not feel much like gambling. He wanted something new. None of the old stale amusements appealed to him tonight. He was feeling very ancient and rather dilapidated.

He went up the steps under the cypress-trees that led from terrace to terrace, pausing at each landing-place to look out over the wonderful sea that was changing every moment with the changing glow of the sunset. Yes, it was certainly a place for dreams. Even old Larpent felt the charm–Larpent who had fallen in love twenty years ago for the first and last time!

An irrepressible chuckle escaped him. Funny old Larpent! The wine of the gods had evidently been too strong a brew for him. It was obvious that he had no desire to repeat the dose.

At his last halting-place he stood longer to drink in the beauty of the evening before entering the hotel. The sea had the pearly tint shot with rose of the inside of an oyster-shell. The sky-line was receding, fading into an immense calm. The shadows were beginning to gather. The sun had dipped out of sight.

The tinkle of a lute rose from one of the hidden gardens below him. He stood and listened with sentimental eyes and quizzically twitching mouth. Everything in this wonder-world was ultra-sweet to-night. And yet–and yet–

Suddenly another sound broke through the stillness, and in a moment he had sprung to alertness. It was a cry–a sharp, wrung cry from the garden close to him, the garden of the hotel, and instantly following it a flood of angry speech in a man’s voice and the sound of blows.

“Damnation!” said Saltash, and sprang for a narrow wooden door in the stone wall a few yards higher up.

It opened to his imperious hand, and he found himself in a dark little shrubbery behind an arbour that looked out to the sea. It was in this arbour that the scuffle was taking place, and in a second he had forced his way through the intervening shrubs and was at the entrance.

“Damnation!” he burst forth again furiously. “What are you doing? Leave that boy alone!”

A man in evening-dress was gripping a fair-haired lad, who wore the hotel-livery, by the back of his neck and raining merciless blows upon his uncovered head. He turned, sharply straightening himself, at Saltash’s tempestuous entrance, and revealed to the newcomer the deeply-suffused countenance of the hotel-manager.

Their recognition was mutual. He flung the boy into a corner and faced his patron, breathing hard, his black eyes still fiercely gleaming.

“Ah! It is milord!” he said, in jerky English, and bowed punctiliously though he was still shaking with rage. “What can I do for you, milord?”

“What the devil is the matter?” said Saltash, sweeping aside all ceremony. “What are you hammering that unfortunate boy for? Can’t you find a man your own size to hammer?”

The Italian flung a fierce glance over his shoulder at his crouching victim. “He is worthless!” he declared. “I give him a trial–bueno, but he is worthless. Milord will pardon me, he is–English. And the English are–no good for work–no good at all.”

“Oh, rotten to the core!” agreed Saltash, with a humorous lift of the brows. “But you needn’t murder him for that, Antonio. It’s his misfortune–not his fault.”

“Milord, I have not murdered him,” the manager protested with nervous vehemence. “I have only punished him. I have not hurt him. I have done him good.”

“Oh!” said Saltash, and looked down at the small, trembling figure in the corner. “It’s medicine, is it? But a bit strong for a child of that size. I should try a milder dose next time.”

Antonio laughed harshly. “The next time, milord, I shall take him–so–and wring his neck!” His laugh became a snarl as he turned. “Get up now, you–you son of a pig, and go back to your work!”

“Easy! Easy!” said Saltash, with a smile. “We don’t talk to the English like that, Antonio,–not even the smallest and weakest of them. Let’s have a look at this specimen–with your permission!” He bent over the huddled figure. “Hold up your head, boy! Let me see you!”

There was no movement to obey, and he laid a hand upon the quivering shoulder and felt it shrink away convulsively.

“I believe you’ve damaged him,” he said, bending lower. “Here, Tommy!

Hold up your head! Don’t be afraid! It’s a friend.”

But the narrow figure only sank down a little lower under his hand.

“His name is Toby,” said Antonio with acidity. “A dog’s name, milord, and it fits him well. He is what you would call a lazy hound.”

Saltash paid not the slightest attention to him. He was bending low, his dark face in shadow.

“Don’t be afraid!” he said again. “No one is going to hurt you. Come along! Let’s look at you!”

His hold tightened upon the shrinking form. He began to lift it up.

And then suddenly there came a sharp struggle between his hands as lacking in science as the fight of a wild animal for freedom, and as effectual. With a gasping effort the boy wrenched himself free and was gone. He went like a streak of lightning, and the two men were left facing one another.

“What a slippery little devil!” commented Saltash.

“Yes,” said Antonio vindictively, “a devil indeed, milord! And I will have no more of him. I will have no more. I hope he will starve!”

“How awfully nice of you, Antonio!” said Saltash lightly. “Being the end of the season, he probably will.”

Antonio smacked his red lips with relish. “Ah, probably! Probably!” he said.


CHAPTER II
It was growing late and the fte was in full swing when Saltash sauntered down again under the cypress-trees to the water’s edge. The sea was breaking with a murmurous splashing; it was a night for dreams.

In the flower-decked bandstand an orchestra of stringed instruments was playing very softly–fairy-music that seemed to fill the world with magic to the brim. It was like a drug to the senses, alluring, intoxicating, maddeningly sweet.

Saltash wandered along with his face to the water on which a myriad coloured lights rocked and swam. And still his features wore that monkeyish look of unrest, of discontent and quizzical irony oddly mingled. He felt the lure, but it was not strong enough. Its influence had lost its potency.

He need not have been alone. He had left the hotel with friends, but he had drifted away from them in the crowd. One of them–a girl–had sought somewhat palpably to keep him near her, and he had responded with some show of ardour for a time, and then something about her had struck a note of discord within him and the glamour had faded.

“Little fool!” he murmured to himself. “She’d give me her heart to break if I’d have it.”

And then he laughed in sheer ridicule of his own jaded senses. He recognized the indifference of satiety. An easy conquest no longer attracted him.

He began to stroll towards the quay, loitering here and there as if to give to Fates a chance to keep him if they would. Yes, Sheila Melrose was a little idiot. Why couldn’t she realize that she was but one of the hundreds with whom he flirted day by day? She was nothing to him but a pastime–a toy to amuse his wayward mood. He had outgrown his earlier propensity to break his toys when he had done with them. The sight of a broken toy revolted him now.

He was impatiently aware that the girl was watching him from the midst of the shifting crowd. What did she expect, he asked himself irritably? She knew him. She knew his reputation. Did she imagine herself the sort of woman to hold a man of his stamp for more than the passing moment? Save for his title and estates, was he worth the holding?

A group of laughing Italian girls with kerchiefs on their heads surrounded him suddenly and he became the centre of a shower–a storm–of confetti. His mood changed in a second. He would show her what to expect! Without an instant’s pause he turned upon his assailants, caught the one nearest to him, snatching her off her feet; and, gripping her without mercy, he kissed her fierily and shamelessly till she gasped with delicious fright; then dropped her and seized another.

The girls of Valrosa spoke of the ugly Englishman with bated breath and shining eyes long after Saltash had gone his unheeding way, for the blood was hot in his veins before the game was over. If the magic had been slow to work, its spell was all the more compelling when it gripped him. Characteristically, he tossed aside all considerations beyond the gratification of the moment’s desire. The sinking fire of youth blazed up afresh. He would get the utmost out of this last night of revelry. Wherever he went, a spirit of wild daring, of fevered gaiety, surrounded him. He was no longer alone, whichever way he turned. Once in his mad progress he met Sheila Melrose face to face, and she drew back from him in open disgust. He laughed at her maliciously, mockingly, as his royal forefather might have laughed long ago, and passed on with the throng.

Hours later, when the fte was over and the shore quite silent under the stars, he came alone along the quay, moving with his own peculiar arrogance of bearing, a cigarette between his lips, a deep gleam in his eyes. It had been an amusing night after all.

Crossing the gangway to his yacht–The Night Moth–that rocked softly on the glimmering ripples, he paused for a moment and turned his face as if in farewell towards the little town that lay sleeping among its cypress-trees. So standing, he heard again the tinkle of a lute from some hidden garden of delight. It was as if the magic were still calling to him, luring him, reaching out white arms to hold him. He made a brief bow towards the sound.

“Adieu, most exquisite and most wicked!” he said. “I return–no more!”

The cigarette fell from his lips into the dark water and there came a faint sound like the hiss of a serpent in the stillness. He laughed as he heard it, and pursued his way aboard the yacht.

He found a young sailor, evidently posted to await his coming, snoring in a corner, and shook him awake.

The man blundered up with a confused apology, and Saltash laughed at him derisively.

“Wasting the magic hours in sleep, Parker? Well, I suppose dreams are better than nothing. Were they–good dreams?”

“I don’t know, my lord,” said Parker, grinning foolishly.

Saltash clapped him on the shoulder and turned away. “Well, I’m ready for the open sea now,” he said. “We’ll leave our dreams behind.”

He was always on easy terms with his sailors who worshipped him to a man.

He whistled a careless air as he went below. The magic of Valrosa had loosed its hold, and he was thinking of the wide ocean and buffeting waves that awaited him. He turned on the lights of the saloon and stopped there for another cigarette and a drink, first walking to and fro, finally flinging himself on a crimson velvet settee and surrendering himself luxuriously to a repose for which he had not felt the need until that moment.

So lying, he heard the stir and tramp of feet above him, the voices of men, the lifting of the gangway; and presently the yacht began to throb as though suddenly endowed with life. He felt the heave of the sea as she left her moorings, and the rush of water pouring past her keel as she drew away from the quay.

He stretched himself with lazy enjoyment. It was good to come and go as he listed, good to have no ties to bind him. He supposed he would always be a wanderer on the face of the earth, and after all wandering suited him best. True, there were occasions on which the thought of home allured him. The idea of marriage with some woman who loved him would spring like a beacon out of the night in moments of depression. Other men found a permanent abiding-place and were content therewith; why not he? But he only played with the notion. It did not seriously attract him. He was not a marrying man, and, as he had said to Larpent, the woman did not exist who could hold him. The bare thought of Sheila Melrose sent a mocking smile to his lips. Did she think–did she really think–that she possessed the necessary qualifications to capture a man of his experience? He dismissed her with a snap of the fingers. Sheila had practically everything in life to learn, and he did not propose to be her teacher.

His cigarette was finished and he got up. The yacht was speeding like a winged thing on her way. There was never any fuss of departure when Larpent was in command. He stood for a few seconds in indecision, contemplating going up on to the bridge for a word with his captain and a glance round. But some fantastic scruple deterred him. He had made his farewell. He did not wish to see Valrosa again. He turned instead and went to his cabin.

All the appointments of the yacht were of the most luxurious order. She possessed every imaginable contrivance for the comfort of those who voyaged in her. Her state-cabins were a miracle of elegance and ease.

Saltash never took a valet when he went for a voyage. The steward attended to his clothes, and he waited on himself. He liked as much space as he could get both on deck and below.

He pushed open the door of his cabin and felt for the switch of the electric light. But he did not press it when he found it. Something made him change his mind. The faint light of stars upon rippling water came to him through the open porthole, and he shut himself in and stepped forward to the couch beneath it to look forth.

But as he moved, another influence caught him, and he stopped short.

“Is anyone here?” he said.


Through the wash of the water he thought he heard a light movement, and he felt a presence as of some small animal in the space before him.

Swiftly he stepped back and in a moment his hand was on the switch. The light flashed on, and in a moment he stood staring–at a fair-haired, white-faced lad in a brown livery with brass buttons who stood staring back at him with wide, scared eyes.


CHAPTER III
THE GIFT
Saltash was the first to recover himself; he was seldom disconcerted, never for long.

“Hullo!” he said, with a quizzical twist of the eyebrows. “You, is it?

And what have you come for?”

The intruder lowered his gaze abruptly, flushing to the roots of his fair hair. “I came,” he said, in a very low voice, “to–to ask you something.”

“Then you’ve come some distance to do it,” said Saltash lightly, “for I never turn back. Perhaps that was your idea, was it?”

“No–no!” With a vehement shake of the head he made answer. “I didn’t think you would start so soon. I thought–I would be able to ask you first.”

“Oh, indeed!” said Saltash. And then unexpectedly he laid a hand upon one narrow shoulder and turned the downcast face upwards. “Ah! I thought he’d marked you, the swine! What was he drubbing you for? Tell me that!”

A great purple bruise just above one eye testified to the severity of the drubbing; the small, boyish countenance quivered sensitively under his look. With sudden impulse two trembling hands closed tightly upon his arm.

“Well?” said Saltash.

“Oh, please, sir–please, my lord, I mean–” with great earnestness the words came–“let me stay with you! I’ll earn my keep somehow, and I shan’t take up much room!”

“Oh, that’s the idea, is it?” said Saltash.

“Yes–yes!” The boy’s eyes implored him,–blue eyes with short black lashes that imparted an oddly childish look to a face that was otherwise thin and sharp with anxiety. “I can do anything. I don’t want to live on charity. I can work. I’d love to work–for you.”

“You’re a rum little devil, aren’t you?” said Saltash.

“I’m honest, sir! Really I’m honest!” Desperately the bony hands clung.

“You won’t be sorry if you take me. I swear you’ll never be sorry!”

“What about you?” said Saltash. He was looking down into the upraised face with a semi-quizzical compassion in his own. “Think you’d never be sorry either?”

A sudden smile gleamed across the drawn face. “Of course I shouldn’t!

You’re English.”

“Ah!” said Saltash, with a faintly wry expression. “Not necessarily white on that account, my friend, so don’t run away with that idea, I beg! I’m quite capable of giving you a worse drubbing than the good Antonio, for instance, if you qualified for it. I can be a terrifically wild beast upon occasion. Look here, you imp! Are you starved or what? Do you want something to eat?”

The wiry fingers tightened on his arm. “No, sir–no, my lord–not really.

I often don’t eat. I’m used to it.”

“But why the devil not?” demanded Saltash. “Didn’t they feed you over there?”

“Yes–oh, yes. But I didn’t want it. I was–too miserable.” The blue eyes blinked rapidly under his look as if half-afraid of him.

“You little ass!” said Saltash in a voice that somehow reassured. “Sit down there! Curl up if you like, and don’t move till I come back!”

He indicated the sofa, and quite gently but with decision freed his arm from the nervously gripping hands.

“You won’t send me back?” the boy urged with quivering supplication.

“No, I won’t do that,” said Saltash as he went away.

He swore once or twice with considerable energy ere he returned, cursing the absent Antonio in language that would have outmatched the Italian’s own. Then, having relieved his feelings, he abruptly laughed to himself and pursued his errand with business-like briskness.

Returning, he found his protégé in a small heap on the sofa, with his head deep in the cushion as though he sought escape from the light. Again the feeling of harbouring some small animal in pain came to him, and he frowned. The mute misery of that huddled form held a more poignant appeal than any words.

“Look here,–Toby!” he said. “I’ve brought you something to eat, and when you’ve had it you’d better get a sleep. You can tell me all about it–if you want to–in the morning.”

The boy started upright at his coming. He looked at Saltash in his quick, startled way. It was almost as if he expected a kick at any moment. Then he looked at the tray he carried and suddenly his face crumpled; he hid it in his hands.

“Oh, dash it!” said Saltash. “Let’s have a little sense!”

He set down the tray and flicked the fair head admonishingly, with his thumb, still frowning. “Come! Be a sport!” he said.

After a brief pause with a tremendous effort the boy pulled himself together and sat up, but he did not raise his eyes to Saltash again. He kept them fixed upon his hands which were tightly clasped in front of him.

“I’ll do–whatever you tell me,” he said, in a low voice. “No one has ever been so–decent to me before.”

“Have one of those rolls!” said Saltash practically. “You’ll talk better with something inside you.”

He seated himself on the edge of his bunk and lit another cigarette, his attitude one of royal indifference, but his odd eyes flashing to and fro with a monkey-like shrewdness that missed nothing of his desolate companion’s forlorn state.

“You’ve been doing this starvation business for some time, haven’t you?” he asked presently. “No wonder you didn’t feel like work.”

The boy’s pinched face smiled, a small wistful smile. “I can work,” he said. “I can do anything–women’s work as well as men’s. I can cook and clean boots and knives and sew on buttons and iron trousers and wash shirts and wait on tables and make beds and sweep and–”

“For heaven’s sake, stop!” said Saltash. “You make me giddy. Tell me the things you can’t do instead! It would take less time.”

Toby considered for a few moments. “I can’t drive cars,” he said at length. “But I can clean ‘em, and I’d love to learn.”

Saltash laughed. “That’s the sole exception, is it? You seem to have picked up a good deal in a short time. Did they teach you all that over there?”

Toby shook his head. “I’ve knocked about a good lot,” he said.

“And know everything evidently,” said Saltash. “What made you think of coming on board this yacht?”

The boy’s eyes gave him a shining look. “Because she belongs to you,” he said.

“Oh!” Saltash puffed at his cigarette for a few seconds. “You’d made up your mind to throw in your fortunes with mine, had you?”

Toby nodded. “I wanted to–if you’d have me.”

“Seems I haven’t much choice,” remarked Saltash. “And what are you going to do when you’re tired of me? Fling yourself at someone else’s head, I suppose?”

Again he saw the hot colour flood the thin face, but the boyish eyes did not flinch from his. “No, I shan’t do that,” said Toby, after brief reflection. “I’ll just go right under next time.”

“Oh, will you?” said Saltash. “And so remain–a blot on my escutcheon for all time. Well now, look here! You say you’re honest?”

“Yes, sir,” said Toby with breathless assurance, and sprang up and stood before him with the words, as though challenging criticism.

Saltash poked at him with his foot, as he sat. “Make me a promise?” he asked casually.

“Anything you wish, my lord,” said Toby promptly.

Saltash grinned at him. “Be careful! I see you are of a rash and impulsive disposition, and I like my slaves to have a little discretion. The promise I want is that whatever happens to you,–however much I kick you or bash you or generally ill-use you–you’ll never jump overboard or do anything silly of that kind. Is it done?”

Toby was standing before him, facing him with straight, candid eyes. He did not seem surprised at the suggestion so coolly made. Saltash noted that it certainly did not shock him.

“All right, sir,” he said, after a moment.

“It’s a promise, is it?” said Saltash.

Toby nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good!” said Saltash. He stretched out a hand and took him by one skinny arm. “Better now?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Yes, my lord. Thank you, my lord.” Toby’s eyes smiling into his.

“Very well. I’ll keep you,” Saltash said. “Did anyone see you come aboard?”

“No, my lord.”

“Then you came with me, see? I brought you–if anyone wants to know.”

“Very good, my lord. Thank you, my lord.”

Saltash made a humorous grimace. “You can call me ‘sir’ if you like,” he said. “It makes no difference.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Toby with a responsive grin.

“And your name is Toby, is it? Toby what?”

“Toby Wright, sir.” Very promptly the answer came.

Saltash’s eyes scrutinized him with half derisive amusement. “I hope it’s a good fit,” he remarked. “Well, look here, Toby, you must go to bed. Did you bring any luggage on board?”

“No, sir. ‘Fraid not, sir. Very sorry, sir. I came away in a hurry,” explained Toby rather nervously.

“And stole the hotel livery,” said Saltash.

“No, sir. Borrowed it,” said Toby.

“Ho! You’re going to pay for it, are you?” questioned Saltash.

“Yes, sir, some day. First money I get, sir. Don’t want to have anything belonging to that damn’ Italian cur,” said Toby, with much emphasis.

“Naughty! Naughty!” said Saltash, pinching his arm. “Well, come along, and I’ll show you where you can sleep. There’s a small cabin out of my dressing-room you can have for the present. I haven’t got my valet on board.”

“Very good, sir, thank you. What time shall I call you, sir?” said Toby brightly.

“You needn’t call me,” said Saltash. “You can just lie quiet and take care of that black eye of yours. I’ll let you know when I want you.”

“Very good, sir,” said Toby, looking crestfallen.

Saltash stood up. “And you’ll do as you’re told–see?–always! That’s understood, is it?”

Toby smiled again, eagerly, gratefully. “Yes, sir. Always, sir!” he said promptly. “Shall I take off your boots before I go, sir?”

“No. Look after yourself for the present!” said Saltash. “And don’t get up to mischief! There’s a strict captain in command of this boat, so you’d better mind how you go.”

The boy looked up at him with eyes of twinkling comprehension. He had plainly forgotten the despair that had so nearly overwhelmed him.

“Oh, I’ll be very good, sir,” he promised. “I won’t get you into trouble anyhow, sir.”

“You–imp!” said Saltash, pulling his ear. “Think I’ll put up with your impudence, do you? You’ll play that game once too often if you’re not careful.”

Toby hastened to adjust his features to a becoming expression of gravity. “I won’t, sir. No, I won’t. I’ll be a good servant to you–the best you’ve ever had. I’ll never forget your goodness to me, and I’ll pay back somehow–that I will, sir.”

His boyish voice suddenly throbbed with emotion, and he stopped. Again for a moment he had the forlorn look of a small animal astray from its own.

Saltash patted his shoulder kindly. “All right. That’ll do. Don’t be tragic about it! Come along to your burrow and have a good square sleep!”

He led him away without further words, and Toby went, gratefully and submissively.

A few minutes later Saltash came back with a smile on his ugly face, half-quizzical, and half-compassionate.

“Rum little devil!” he commented again as he began to undress. “So the gods had a gift for me after all! Wonder what I shall do with it!”

And then abruptly the smile became a mocking grimace that banished all the kindliness from his face. He snapped his fingers and laughed as he had laughed a little earlier when his cigarette had fallen into the water with a sound like the hiss of a serpent.

“I–wonder!” he said again.


CHAPTER IV
TOBY
It was contrary to Captain Larpent’s habit to show surprise at any time, whatever the caprices of his patron, but he did look at Saltash somewhat harder than usual when the latter informed him in his breezy fashion of the unexpected addition to the yacht’s company. He also frowned a little and smoothed his beard as though momentarily puzzled.

“You won’t want to be bothered with him,” he said after brief reflection.

“Better let him sleep in the forecastle.”

“Not for the present,” said Saltash. “I am going to train him, and I’ll keep him under my own eye. The little beggar has had a pretty rough time of it to judge by appearances. I’ve a fancy for looking after him myself.”

“What are you going to make of him?” asked Larpent.

Saltash laughed carelessly, flicking the ash from his cigarette. “I’ll tell you that when I can show you the finished article. I’m keeping him below for the present. He’s got a prize-fighter’s eye which is not exactly an ornament. Like to have a look at him? You’re ship’s doctor.”

Larpent shrugged his shoulders. “P’raps I’d better. I’m not over-keen on sudden importations. You never know what they may bring aboard with them.”

Saltash’s eyes gleamed mischievously. “Better inoculate the whole crew at once! He’s more like a stray spaniel than anything else.”

“A King Charles!” suggested Larpent, with the flicker of an eyelid.

“Well, my lord, let’s have a look at your latest find!”

They went below, Saltash whistling a careless air. He was usually in high spirits when not suffering from boredom.

Someone else was whistling in the vicinity of his cabin, but it was not from the valet’s cabin that the cheery sounds proceeded. They found him in the bathroom with an oily rag, rubbing up the taps.

He desisted immediately at their entrance and stood smartly at attention. His eye was badly swollen and discoloured, he looked wretchedly ill, but he managed to smile at Saltash, who took him by the shoulder and made him face the light.

“What are you doing in here, you–scaramouch? Didn’t I tell you to lie still? Here he is, Larpent! What do you think of him? A poor sort of specimen, eh?”

“What’s his name?” said Larpent.

“Toby Barnes, sir,” supplied the boy promptly.

“And there’s nothing under the sun he can’t do except drive cars,” put in

Saltash, “and obey orders.”

Toby winced a little. “I’m sorry, sir. Only wanted to be useful, sir.

I’ll go back to bed if you say so.”

“What do you say, Captain?” said Saltash.

Larpent bent and looked closely at the injured eye. “The sooner the better,” he said after a brief examination. “Stay in bed for a week, and then I’ll look at you again!”

“Oh, not a week!” exclaimed Toby, aghast, and then clapped a hand to his mouth and was silent.

But his look implored Saltash who laughed and pinched the shoulder under his hand. “All right. We’ll see how you get on. If we meet any weather you’ll probably be only too thankful to stay there.”

Toby smiled somewhat woefully, and said nothing.

Larpent stood up. “I’ll fetch some stuff to dress it with. Better have it bandaged. Pretty painful, isn’t it?”

“No, sir,” lied Toby valiantly. “Don’t feel it at all.”

But he shrank with a quick gasp of pain when Larpent unexpectedly touched the injury.

“Don’t hurt the child!” said Saltash sharply.

Larpent smiled his faint, sardonic smile, and turned away.

Toby laid his cheek with a winning, boyish gesture against the hand that held him. “Don’t make me go to bed, sir!” he pleaded. “I’ll be miserable in bed.”

Saltash looked down at him with eyebrows comically working. “It is rather a hole–that cabin of yours,” he conceded. “You can lie on the couch in my stateroom if you like. Don’t get up to mischief, that’s all! I’m responsible for you, remember.”

Toby thanked him humbly, swearing obedience and good behaviour. The couch in Saltash’s cabin was immediately under a porthole, and the fresh sea-air blew straight in. He stretched his meagre person upon it with a sigh of contentment, and Saltash smiled down upon him. “That’s right. You’ll do there. Let’s see! What did you say your name was?”

“Toby, sir.”

“Toby Barnes or Toby Wright?” said Saltash.

The boy started, turned very red, then very white, opened his mouth to speak, shut it tightly, and said nothing.

Saltash took out his cigarette-case and opened it with great leisureliness. The smile still played about his ugly features as he chose a cigarette. Finally he snapped the lid and looked down again at his protégé.

“Or Toby nothing?” he said.

Toby’s eyes came up to his, though the effort to raise them drew his face painfully.

“Whatever you like, my lord,” he said faintly. “I’ll answer to anything.”

Saltash’s own face was curiously softened. He looked down at Toby for some seconds in silence, idly tapping the cigarette he held against the case. Then: “How old are you?” he asked suddenly.

“Sixteen, sir.” Toby’s eyes with their dumb pleading were still anxiously raised to his.

Saltash bent abruptly and put his hand very lightly over them. “All right. Don’t hurt yourself!” he said kindly. “You’re young enough to chuck the past and start again.”

Toby’s claw-like hands came up and closed upon his wrist. “Wish I could, sir,” he whispered with lips that quivered. “Haven’t had much of a chance–so far, sir.”

“All right,” Saltash said again. “It’s up to you. I shan’t interfere. Don’t expect too much of me; that’s all I ask! I’m not considered exactly a suitable companion for young things like you.”

He drew his hand away and lighted his cigarette. Toby turned his face into the cushion and lay very still.

Larpent, returning, wondered what his patron had been saying to make the boy’s eyes wet with tears, but betrayed no curiosity on the subject.

“Are you going to let him stay in here?” he asked, as he bound a lotion-soaked pad over the damaged eye.

“For the present,” said Saltash. “Any objection?”

“Not the smallest.” Larpent’s tone was absolutely noncommittal. “Make him lie quiet, that’s all!”

“He’ll do that,” said Saltash with confidence.

“Good!” said Larpent. “We’re in for a blow before we reach Gib or I’m much mistaken.”

“Do us all good,” said Saltash with satisfaction.

Larpent looked grim and said no more.

“Frightened?” asked Saltash of Toby when he was gone.

Toby chuckled at the thought. “Not a bit, sir.”

“Good sailor by any chance?” questioned Saltash.

“No, sir; rotten, sir.” Quite undaunted came the reply.

“Well, shut your eyes and go to sleep!” commanded Saltash, and spread a rug over the small, curled-up figure.

Toby murmured his thanks and relaxed with a big sigh of content.

Some hours later, when the blow that Larpent had prophesied had arrived in earnest and the yacht was pitching on a wild sea in the light of a lurid sunset, Saltash came below to change.

He was met by Toby, ghastly of face but still desperately smiling, who sprang from his couch to wait upon him, and collapsed at his feet.

“Little ass!” said Saltash, barely preventing himself from tumbling over him headlong.

He lifted the light, trembling figure and put it down again upon the couch. Then he poured out a dose of brandy and water and, holding the boy’s head on his arm while the yacht lifted and tossed, compelled him to drink it.

“Now you lie quiet!” he commanded. “Don’t stir an eyelid till I give you leave!”

The porthole was shut, and the atmosphere close and stuffy. Toby put forth an appealing hand and clung to his protector’s sleeve.

“Mayn’t I come on deck, sir?” he murmured anxiously. “Please, sir!”

“No,” said Saltash.

Toby said no more, but his fingers fastened like a bird’s claw on the man’s arm, and he shivered.

“You’re frightened!” said Saltash.

“No, sir! No, sir!” he protested.

“Yes, you are. You needn’t bother to lie to me. I always know.” Saltash’s voice held an odd note of comradeship. “Beastly sensation, isn’t it? Have some more brandy!”

Then, as Toby refused, he sat down abruptly on the edge of the couch and thrust an arm out to him. Toby crept to him then like a nervous dog and trembled against his side.

“Little ass!” said Saltash again. “Been lying here sweating with terror, have you? There’s nothing whatever to sweat about. She’s as safe as houses.”

“Yes, sir. I know, sir,” whispered Toby apologetically.

Saltash’s arm surrounded him with a comforting closeness. “You miserable little shrimp!” he said. “How’s the head?”

“Better, sir. Thank you, sir,” muttered Toby.

“Why not tell the truth for once and say it hurts like hell?” suggested

Saltash.

Toby was silent.

“Do you know what I’m going to do with you?” said Saltash.

“No, sir.” Toby stirred uneasily.

The vessel pitched to a sudden slant and Saltash braced himself, protecting the fair head from a blow against the woodwork behind him. “I’m going to put you to bed in my bunk here,” he said. “You’ve got to have a decent night’s rest. Did Murray look you out any spare slops? I told him to.”

“Oh, yes, sir. Thank you, sir. But I couldn’t sleep in your bunk, sir,–please, sir–indeed, sir!” Toby, still held by the sheltering arm, waxed incoherent, almost tearful.

Saltash pulled him up short. “You’ll do as I tell you–now and always,” he said, with royal finality. “You’ve put yourself in my hands, and you’ll have to put up with the consequences. Got that?”

“Yes, sir,” said Toby meekly.

“Then don’t forget it!” said Saltash.

Toby subsided without further protest. Perhaps the brandy helped to make him quiescent, or perhaps it was only the realization of his utter weakness and dependence; but from that moment he was as submissive as if he had been indeed the small captive animal to which his new owner had likened him. At Saltash’s behest and with his help, he presently crept back to his own cabin to divest himself of his hotel-livery and don the very roomy suit of pajamas that Murray the steward had served out to him.

Then, barefooted, stumbling, and shivering, he returned to where Saltash leaned smoking in the narrow dressing-room, awaiting him.

Saltash’s dark face wore a certain look of grimness. He bent without words and lifted the shrinking figure in his arms.

Ten seconds later Toby sank down in a berth as luxurious as any ever carried by private yacht.

He was still shivering though a grateful warmth came about him as Saltash tucked him in. He tried to murmur thanks, but ended with a quivering chin and silence.

“Go to sleep, you little ass!” commanded Saltash.

And so at last Toby slept, the deep, unstirring sleep of exhaustion, utterly unconscious of his surroundings, unaware of the man who came in and out watching that unchanging repose, sublimely oblivious of all observation, sunk in a slumber so remote that it might have been the last long rest of all.

Saltash spent the night on the velvet couch under the closed porthole, dozing occasionally and always awakening with a jerk as the roll of the vessel threatened to pitch him on to the floor of the cabin. It was not a comfortable means of resting but he endured it in commendable silence with now and then a grimace which said more than words.

And the little waif that the gods had flung to him slept in his bunk all through the long hours as peacefully as an effigy upon a tomb.
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