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    In a world where the promise of treasure and the terror of the deep conspire to blur the boundary between enterprise and crime, the sea itself becomes a stage for human daring, duplicity, and reckoning, drawing ambitious adventurers into perilous bargains, setting judges and outlaws adrift on the same tide, and forcing every voyager to choose whether survival, loyalty, or the glitter of ill‑gotten gain will steer the helm amid trade winds, remote coasts, and silent horizons that witness deeds the shore may never record.

A Crime of the Under-seas is a work of adventure and crime fiction by Guy Boothby, an Australian-born writer who became a prominent figure in late nineteenth-century popular literature. Emerging from the late-Victorian marketplace that prized exotic settings and swift, suspenseful plots, it taps the maritime world for both atmosphere and intrigue. The story unfolds across seafaring spaces—ships, harbors, and out-of-the-way coasts—where the reach of the law is uncertain and fortunes can change with the weather. The publication context is the 1890s–early 1900s, when Boothby’s name was widely associated with rapid, highly readable storytelling.

Without revealing more than its opening premise, the book centers on a transgression bound to the ocean itself and the dangerous compact it creates between those who commit it and those who would expose it. The narrative promises the pleasures of nautical fiction—tight quarters, wary alliances, and the constant calculus of risk—while keeping a crime-driven spine that propels the action from one tense encounter to the next. Readers can expect a clear, forward-driving voice, an emphasis on momentum, and scenes that pivot on observation, cunning, and timing rather than intricate puzzle-solving.

The sea in Boothby’s hands functions as both setting and moral pressure, testing characters at the edge of empire and at the limits of their own resolve. Themes of ambition and avarice are matched by questions about justice: who claims it, who evades it, and what it costs to pursue it in places where formal authority thins. The story probes the space between respectability and ruthlessness, showing how necessity and temptation erode tidy distinctions. It also considers the price of secrecy, the strain of complicity, and the way fear and opportunity can forge or fracture trust under relentless conditions.

Boothby’s style is brisk and vivid, attentive to the practicalities of seafaring while keeping descriptions lean enough to spotlight action and consequence. He is known for cinematic pacing and cliff-edge turns, and those qualities shape the reading experience: chapters that end on a knife’s edge, scenes that open in media res, and dialogue that carries the heat of urgency. His handling of place favors atmosphere over exhaustive detail, producing a sense of mobility and reach that suits a tale moving along global routes. The effect is a compact, immersive journey driven by stakes that escalate with each decision.

For contemporary readers, the book offers both escapist propulsion and an occasion to reflect on enduring dilemmas. Its portrait of maritime enterprise and clandestine profit anticipates modern concerns about transnational crime, extractive ventures, and the tenuous boundary between legitimate trade and illicit gain. The characters’ calculations—about risk, loyalty, and the value of a promise under pressure—remain legible today, as does the insight that environments shaped by distance and danger invite their own ethics. Reading it now invites curiosity about how popular fiction framed global mobility and moral ambiguity at the height of imperial sea power.

Approached as a taut seaborne caper with a hard moral undertow, A Crime of the Under-seas rewards readers who enjoy swift, atmospheric storytelling in which the elements are as formidable as any antagonist. Admirers of classic adventure, crime tales with a frontier edge, and late-Victorian popular fiction will find familiar pleasures sharpened by Boothby’s momentum and sense of place. It is best read for its mood of mounting pressure and its layered questions rather than for a puzzle-box solution, a compact voyage that carries the brine of its time and the bite of choices that cannot be unmade.
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    Set in the South Seas during the height of the pearling trade, A Crime of the Under-seas follows a small expedition drawn by the promise of wealth on remote banks. The narrator joins a hard-driving skipper, seasoned divers, and a mixed crew, each with reasons for risking treacherous waters. From the outset, competition and rumor frame the voyage: tales of a rich, little-worked bed lure men from distant ports, while whispers of rival interests traveling the same route create unease. The sea itself is presented as both workplace and adversary, demanding discipline, teamwork, and vigilance as the schooner heads toward an uncharted reef system.

Upon reaching the pearling grounds, the party establishes routine and hierarchy: the divers prepare their suits and pumps, tenders rehearse signals, and the master keeps a close eye on weather and currents. Quiet tensions surface as newcomers test themselves against veterans and the value of the catch grows with each haul. The narrator observes practical frictions—dividing the proceeds, guarding finds, and maintaining secrecy—while noting an undercurrent of distrust. Rival vessels are sighted at a distance, and supplies are locked down at night. In this tightly managed setting, even small irregularities—a misplaced tool or unlogged watch—take on larger meaning and point to pressures beyond ordinary risk.

The work intensifies when a promising stretch of seabed is located. Divers describe a shelf scattered with giant shells and crevices that could conceal exceptional pearls. The team plans a sequence of careful descents, aiming to exploit the ground swiftly without drawing attention. Over successive days, the expedition sees improving results, heightening both morale and anxiety. The captain enforces strict protocols for signaling and recovery, mindful that a diver’s life depends on surface crew precision. Meanwhile, the narrator notes signs that their presence is known: distant sails that hold position, unfamiliar boats that vanish at dusk, and rumors carried by passing Islanders about men asking questions upriver.

A notable discovery raises the stakes. One dive yields a find that suggests the reef’s true value is far beyond expectations. The crew tightens security, implements double watches, and reduces shore contact. Careful records of shells, locations, and shifts are kept, and gear is examined before every descent. Yet prosperity brings friction: disagreements over shares, personal slights, and small liberties taken with rules. A new sense of urgency propels the operation; the party aims to remove the best of the bed before rivals intervene. Against this heightened backdrop, the narrator watches small misalignments—delayed signals, a fouled line, a missing key—coalesce into a pattern that hints at deliberate interference.

The pivotal incident unfolds beneath the surface. During a routine descent, a diver’s lifeline and air supply are compromised in a manner that cannot be dismissed as accident. The response on deck is immediate: emergency haul, frantic efforts to reestablish air, and swift isolation of equipment and personnel. Shock passes quickly into controlled inquiry as the party recognizes that a planned act has taken place at the most vulnerable moment. The scene underscores the peril of their trade: the sea magnifies any treachery, and seconds can decide a life. With operations suspended, the ship’s leadership moves to reconstruct events, identify opportunity and motive, and preserve the site from further harm.

An internal investigation begins, focused on routine and access. The narrator and captain examine pumps, valves, hoses, and the chain of custody for tools. They question watchkeepers about timings, signals, and sightings around the rail. Records are scrutinized for inconsistencies: a changed entry, a break in a shift rotation, an unexplained absence. The possibility of outside interference is weighed against evidence implying an insider’s hand. Ranges and bearings to the bed are rechecked, and contingency plans are set. As suspicion narrows, the team devises a controlled test—a monitored dive under stricter conditions—to expose weaknesses in their procedures and to force the responsible party into a revealing mistake.

The return to the reef provides the story’s tense centerpiece. With divers operating on a shortened line and multiple tenders at stations, the crew repeats the suspect routine under observation. Subtle movements on a nearby vessel, slight changes in current, and an altered signal pattern converge to trigger a confrontation. What follows is a hazardous sequence on and below the surface: a chase among coral heads, a struggle to keep air flowing, and the exposure of a concealed method used to tamper with the lines. As danger peaks, the underlying scheme becomes clear, though the narrative withholds key identities and final outcomes, sustaining the focus on process and peril rather than revelation.

After the crisis, order is restored and the expedition reassesses its aim. Authority ashore is notified, and measures are taken to secure evidence and protect the crew. The fate of the reef is decided with caution, balancing gain against safety and future risk. Relationships within the party shift: trust is recalibrated, responsibilities are redistributed, and the importance of clear procedure is reinforced. The narrator reflects on the pressures that created the conditions for wrongdoing—profit, secrecy, and isolation—and on the practical steps that curtail them. The voyage concludes with commitments to tighter discipline and cooperation, avoiding any detailed account of legal consequences or the precise disposition of the disputed find.

A Crime of the Under-seas presents a compact maritime crime tale that centers on the vulnerabilities of underwater labor and the corrosive pull of greed. Structured around a voyage, discovery, violation, and redress, it emphasizes method over melodrama: the craft of diving, the logistics of a remote operation, and the quiet calculations behind sabotage. Without lingering on final revelations, the narrative conveys a clear message about risk, responsibility, and the fragile bonds that hold small crews together under pressure. The sea’s dangers are constant, but it is human intent that turns hazard into crime, a point the story underscores through its careful escalation and restrained resolution.
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    Guy Boothby’s A Crime of the Under-seas (published in London in 1896) is set largely in the late Victorian maritime world of the South Pacific and the waters off northern Australia. Its imaginative geography follows steamship routes threading the Torres Strait, New Guinea, the Coral Sea, and the broader Malay Archipelago, with outposts such as Thursday Island, Cooktown, and Port Moresby functioning as staging grounds for diving, salvage, and trade. The period is defined by imperial shipping, pearling fleets, and colonial administrations projecting British law over reefs and archipelagos only recently charted. The time-and-place matrix is one of technical possibility—hard-hat diving, telegraphy—coexisting with frontier risk and opportunistic crime.

The political backdrop includes the rapid partition of New Guinea and nearby islands in the 1880s. Britain proclaimed a protectorate over southeastern New Guinea in November 1884 and annexed it as British New Guinea in 1888, while Germany declared Kaiser-Wilhelmsland (German New Guinea) in 1884 to the north. Queensland had earlier extended its jurisdiction over the Torres Strait Islands via Letters Patent in 1872 and 1879. Thursday Island became the administrative hub; John Douglas served as Government Resident from 1885. This mosaic of overlapping jurisdictions, new magistracies, and uneven enforcement produced a semi-regulated frontier that the book mirrors in its depictions of contested authority at sea and along littoral ports.

The Torres Strait and northwest Australian pearling industry shaped the era more than any single maritime pursuit. From the 1860s, mother-of-pearl shell for buttons and luxury goods drew fleets to banks between Cape York and New Guinea; by the 1890s there were hundreds of luggers operating out of Thursday Island and Broome. Early coercive labor practices (‘blackbirding’) in the wider Pacific gave way to regulated indenture under measures such as Queensland’s Polynesian Labourers Act 1868, but abuses persisted. By the late 1890s, Japanese divers, renowned for deep-water skill, dominated diving crews; Malay, Koepanger (Timorese), Filipino, and Pacific Islander seamen crewed the luggers under white owners and masters. Standard diving dress from firms like Siebe Gorman, surface-supplied air pumps, and weighted boots enabled deeper shelling and salvage, but decompression sickness, burst eardrums, and drowning were common. Storms intensified the hazard: Cyclone Mahina (4 March 1899) tore through Bathurst Bay and the far north, killing an estimated 400–410 people, including many from pearling fleets. Commercial incentives were stark—top-grade shell fetched high prices in London and New York—driving risk-taking, debt bondage, and fierce competition over productive grounds. Boothby’s tales of undersea ventures, perilous dives, and the moral ambiguities of treasure and shell closely mirror this world’s blend of technological bravado, multinational crews, and exploitative labor systems centered on Thursday Island’s late-1890s boom ecology.

Maritime disasters in the Great Barrier Reef and the Torres Strait also formed a vivid contemporary memory. On 28 February 1890 the RMS Quetta struck an uncharted pinnacle in Adolphus Channel and sank rapidly, with 134 lives lost out of about 292 aboard; survivors reached nearby islands and Thursday Island. Admiralty surveys subsequently corrected charts and named Quetta Rock, and local authorities strengthened pilotage and signaling. Salvage divers recovered selected cargo and mail. Such catastrophes underscored the era’s navigational uncertainties and the life-or-death stakes of reef passages that Boothby channels into plots where shipwreck, sudden fortune, and salvage rights become catalysts for crime and moral testing.

Late-Victorian maritime law framed the profits and perils of salvage that animate undersea crime narratives. The United Kingdom’s Merchant Shipping Act 1894 consolidated salvage provisions, while Lloyd’s Open Form (introduced 1892) standardized ‘no cure, no pay’ contracts encouraging rapid intervention. Colonial admiralty courts in Sydney and Brisbane adjudicated disputes over wreck, derelict, and cargo, and insurers policed fraud. Famous Australasian legends of lost bullion—such as the General Grant (wrecked 1866 in the Auckland Islands) and later gold-ship tales—kept public attention on salvage windfalls. Boothby’s scenarios of clandestine recovery, contested ownership, and insurance deception reflect this legal-economic environment where divers, shipmasters, and speculators navigated fine lines between enterprise and felony.

Smuggling and the opium economy connected northern Australian ports with Asian entrepôts. Queensland’s Opium Act 1891 restricted the drug’s sale, and colonial Chinese Restriction Acts in the 1880s foreshadowed the Commonwealth’s Immigration Restriction Act 1901, the cornerstone of White Australia. Customs enforcement intensified along the Cape York telegraph line and at Thursday Island, yet illicit flows from Hong Kong, Singapore, and Batavia persisted, exploiting the labyrinth of reefs and islets. Anti-Chinese sentiment and revenue concerns made opium and contraband central to policing. Boothby’s portrayals of furtive night landings, hidden compartments, and cosmopolitan crews mirror the smuggling milieu that thrived in these channels under the pressure of taxation and racialized immigration control.

Communications and navigational technology altered both commerce and crime. The Australian Overland Telegraph (completed 1872) linked Adelaide to Darwin, and the 1871 Darwin–Java submarine cable connected the continent to the global Eastern Extension network. By the late 1880s a telegraph line up Cape York and a cable link to Thursday Island accelerated dispatches to and from the Torres Strait; the all-British Pacific Cable opened in 1902, routing via Fiji and Canada. Hydrographic surveys by Royal Navy vessels refined charts, yet gaps remained. Faster news cycles, predictable steamship timetables, and more exact charts made fortunes—and thefts—more carefully timed. Boothby’s plots leverage this tempo, where telegraphed intelligence and tides can tilt the balance between law and outlaw.

Viewed against its historical canvas, the book functions as a critique of imperial capitalism’s margins—places where racial hierarchy, risky technology, and extractive ambition intersected. By staging conflicts over pearls, wreck-cargo, and clandestine trade, it exposes labor exploitation in the pearling fleets, the casual expendability of divers, and the unequal protections of admiralty law that favored owners and insurers over crews. The recurring friction between colonial authority and entrepreneurial predation highlights gaps in jurisdiction and the moral evasions of frontier governance. In dramatizing smuggling under exclusionary immigration regimes and profit-first salvage, Boothby illuminates class divides, racialized policing, and the ethical costs exacted by late-Victorian empire at sea.
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There is an old saying that "one half of the world does not know how the other half lives," but how true this is very few of us really understand. In the East, indeed, it amounts almost to the marvellous. There are men engaged in trades there, some of them highly lucrative, of which the world in general has never heard, and which the ordinary stay-at-home Englishman would in all probability refuse to believe, even if the most trustworthy evidence were placed before him. For instance, on the evening from which I date the story I am now about to tell you, three of us were seated chatting together in the verandah of the Grand Oriental Hotel at Colombo. We were all old friends, and we had each of us arrived but recently in Ceylon. McDougall, the big red-haired Scotchman, who was sitting on my right, had put in an appearance from Tuticorin by a British India boat only that morning, and was due to leave again for Burmah the following night. As far as I could gather he earned his living mainly by smuggling dutiable articles into other countries, where the penalty, if one is caught, is a fine of at least one thousand pounds, or the chance of receiving upwards of five years' imprisonment. The man in the big chair next to him was Callingway, a Londoner, who had hailed the day before from South America, travelling in a P. and O. steamer from Australia. He was tracking an absconding Argentine Bank Manager, and, as it afterwards transpired, was, when we came in contact with him, on the point of getting possession of the money with which the other had left the country. Needless to say he was not a Government servant, nor were the Banking Company in question aware of his endeavours. Lastly there was myself, Christopher Collon, aged thirty-six, whose walk in life was even stranger, if such a thing were possible, than those of the two men I have just described. One thing at any rate is certain, and that is that if I had been called upon to give an accurate description of myself and my profession at that time, I should have found it extremely difficult to do so. Had I been the possessor of a smart London office, a private secretary, and half a dozen corresponding clerks, I should probably have called myself a private detective on a large scale, or, as they put it in the advertisement columns of our daily papers, a Private Enquiry Agent. Yet that description would scarcely have suited me; I was that and something more. At any rate it was a pretty hard life, and by the same token a fairly hazardous one. This will be the better understood when I say that one day I might receive a commission by cablegram from some London firm, who, we will suppose, had advanced goods to an Indian Rajah, and were unable to obtain payment for them. It was my business to make my way to his headquarters as soon as possible, and to get the money out of him by the best means in my power, eating nothing but what was cooked for me by my own servant meanwhile. As soon as I had done with him I might be sent on very much the same sort of errand to a Chinese Mandarin in Hankow or Canton, or possibly to worry a gold mining concession, or something of the sort, out of one of the innumerable Sultans of the protected Malayan States, those charming places where the head of the State asks you to dinner at six and you are found at midnight with six inches of cold krise in your abdomen. On one occasion I remember being sent from Singapore to Kimberley at three hours' notice to meet and escort a Parsee diamond merchant from that town to Calcutta. And what was funnier still, though we travelled to Cape Town together, and even shared the same cabin on board the steamer afterwards, he never for an instant suspected that I was spying upon him. Oftentimes I used to wonder what he would have thought, had he only guessed that I knew he was carrying upwards of a million pounds worth of diamonds in the simple leather belt he wore next to his skin, and that every night I used, when he was asleep, to convince myself that everything was right and that the stones were still there. His was a precious life that voyage, at least so his friends in Calcutta thought, and if I could only tell you all that happened during our intercourse, you would not wonder that I was glad when we reached India, and I had handed him over to the chief partners of his firm. But there, if I were to go on telling you my adventures, I should be talking from now to Christmas. Rather let me get to the matter in hand, beside which everything I had ever attempted hitherto ranks as nothing. When I have done I think you will admit that the familiar saying, embodied in my first sentence, should be altered from "one half the world does not know how the other half lives" to "one half the world does not know how the other half gets its living." There is a distinction with a good deal of difference.

I have often thought that there is no pleasanter spot in this strange old world of ours than the Grand Oriental Hotel, Colombo. Certainly there is not a more interesting place. There the student of character will have sufficient examples before him to keep him continually at work. Day and night vessels of all sorts and descriptions are entering the harbour, hailing from at least three of the four known quarters of the globe. At all hours men and women from Europe, from India, from Malaysia, from the further East, from Australia, and also from the Southern Seas and America viâ Australia, troop in and out of that hospitable caravanserai.

On this particular occasion, having talked of many things and half a hundred times as many places, we had come back to the consideration of our lives and the lack of home comforts they contained.

"If I could only see my way clear I'd throw it up, marry, and settle down,"[1q] said Callingway; "not in England, or Scotland, or America, for that matter; but, to my thinking, in the loveliest island in the world."

"And where may that be?" I inquired, for I had my own ideas on the subject.

"Tasmania," he answered promptly. "The land of the red-faced apple. I know a little place on the Derwent that would suit me down to the ground."

"I'd na gae ye a pinch of snuff for it," said McDougall, with conviction. "What's life worth to a man in them hole-and-corner places? When I've done wi' roamin' it's in my mind that I'll set myself down at a little place I ken the name of, fifty miles north of the Clyde, where there's a bit of fishing, and shootin', and, if ye want it, well, just a drappie of the finest whuskey that was ever brewed in old Scotie. It's ma thinkin' I've ruined ma digestion wi' all these outlandish liquors that I've been swallowin' these twenty years gone. Don't talk o' your Tasmanias to me. I'm nae fond o' them. What have you to say, Mr. Collon?"

"You needn't be afraid. I'll not settle down as long as I can get about," I answered. "If you fellows are tired of your lives I'm not, and I'm certain of this much, Callingway, by the time you've been installed in your Tasmanian home twelve months, and you, McDougall, have been on your Scotch estate the same length of time, you'll both be heartily sick of them and wishing yourselves back once more in the old life out here."

"Try me, that's all," replied Callingway fervently. "Think what our present life is. We are here to-day and gone to-morrow. We've not a foot of earth in the whole wide world that we can call our own. The only home we know is a numbered room in a hotel or a cabin aboard a ship. We never know when we get up in the morning whether by nightfall we shall not be lying stark and cold shot through the heart, or with six inches of cold steel through our lungs. Our nerves from year's end to year's end are strained to breaking pitch,[2q] and there's not a single decent woman to be found amongst the whole circle of our acquaintances. After all, a wife's——"

"The lasses, the lasses, I agree with ye," interrupted McDougall without ceremony. "After all 'tis the lasses who make the joy o' livin'. Hear what Robbie says:—


"'Health to the sex! ilk guid chiel says,
 Wi' merry dance in winter days,
 An' we to share in common:
 The gust o' joy, the balm o' woe,
 The soul o' life, the Heav'n below,
 Is rapture-giving woman.'"




"If you're going to get on that strain you're hopeless," I said. "When Callingway begins to think it is time for him to settle down, and you, McDougall, start quoting Burns, then I come to the conclusion that I'd better bid you good-night."

As I spoke a "ricksha" drew up at the steps, and, when the coolie had set down his shafts, an elderly gentleman alighted. Having paid the man his fare he entered the verandah, and so made his way into the house. I had got so accustomed to new arrivals by this time that, beyond thinking what a good picture of the substantial old English merchant this one would have made, I did not pay much attention to him.

"Well," said Callingway, after the few minutes' pause which followed up my last remark, "I think I will ask you gentlemen to drink another whiskey and soda to my success, and then I will leave you and retire to my virtuous couch. My confounded boat sails at six o'clock to-morrow morning, and if I don't sail in her I shall lose the society of a most estimable gentleman whom I am accompanying as far as Hong Kong. As it looks like being a profitable transaction I've no desire he should give me the slip."

He touched the bell on the table at his side, and when the boy arrived to answer it, ordered the refreshment in question. We drank to his success in the business he was about to undertake, and then both he and McDougall bade me good-night and retired, leaving me alone in the verandah. It was a lovely evening, and as I was not at all in the humour for sleep I lit another cheroot and remained on where I was, watching the glimmering lights in the harbour beyond, and listening to the jabbering of the "ricksha" boys on the stand across the road.

As I sat there I could not help thinking of the curious life I was leading, of the many strange adventures I had had, and also of my miraculous escapes from what had seemed at the time to be almost certain death. Only that very day I had received an offer by telegram from a well-known and highly respected firm in Bombay inviting me to undertake a somewhat delicate piece of business in the Philippine Islands. The price offered me was, in every sense of the word, a good one; but I detested Spanish countries so much that if anything better turned up I was prepared to let the other fall through without a second thought. But one has to live, even in the East, and for this reason I did not feel justified in throwing dirty water away before I had got clean.

As these thoughts were passing through my mind I distinctly heard some one step into the verandah from the door on my right, and a moment later, to my surprise, the stout old gentleman who, half an hour or so before, I had thought so typical of an English merchant, came round the chairs towards me. Having reached the place where I was sitting he stopped, and, taking a cheroot from his pocket, proceeded to light it. During the operation I noticed that he took careful stock of me, and, when he had finished, said quietly,—

"Mr. Collon, I believe?"

"That is my name," I answered, looking up at him through the cloud of smoke. "Pray how do you come to be acquainted with it?"

"I have heard of you repeatedly," he replied.

"Indeed," I said. "And pray is there any way in which I can be of service to you?"

"I think so," he replied, with a smile. "As a matter of fact, I have just arrived from Madras, where, hearing in an indirect way that you were supposed to be in Ceylon, I undertook this journey on purpose to see you."

"Indeed!" I answered, with considerable surprise. "And pray what is it you desire me to do for you?"

"I want you to take charge of what I think promises to be one of the most extraordinary and complicated cases even in your extensive repertoire," he said.

"If it is as you say, it must indeed be a singular one," I answered. "Perhaps it would not give you too much trouble to furnish me with the details."

"I will do so with the greatest pleasure," he replied. "If you will permit me to take my seat beside you, you shall hear the story from beginning to end. I think, then, that you will agree with me that, provided you undertake it, it will, as I insinuated just now, in all probability prove the most sensational, as well as the most lucrative, case in which even you have hitherto been engaged."

Thereupon he seated himself beside me, and told the following remarkable story.
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"In the first place, Mr. Collon," said the old gentleman, who had shown himself so anxious to obtain my services, "I must introduce myself to you. My name is Leversidge, John Leversidge, and I am the junior partner of the firm of Wilson, Burke & Leversidge, of Hatton Garden, Paris, Calcutta, and Melbourne. We are, as you will have gathered from our first address, diamond and precious stone merchants, and we do a very large business in the East generally; also among the Pacific Islands and in Australia. With the two last named our trade is confined principally to pearls and gold, neither of them having very much in the way of gems to offer. Still their connection is worth so much to us as to warrant us in keeping two buyers almost continuously employed; a fact, I think, which speaks for itself. Now it so turned out that some six months or so ago we received a cablegram in London announcing the fact that an enormous black pearl, in all probability the finest yet brought to light, had been discovered near one of the islands to the southward of New Guinea. It had been conveyed first to Thursday Island, which, as perhaps you are aware, is the head and centre of this particular industry in Australian waters, and later on, with a considerable amount of secrecy, to Sydney, where our agent, a man in whom we had the greatest trust, made it his business to see it on our behalf. The result was a cypher cablegram to our firm in London, to say that the jewel was, as far as his knowledge went, absolutely unique, and that in his opinion it behoved us to purchase it, even at the exorbitant price asked for it by the rascally individual into whose hands it had now fallen. This was a person by the name of Bollinson, a half-bred Swede I should say by the description we received of him; though, for my part, from the way he treated us, I should think Jew would be somewhat nearer the mark. Whatever his nationality may have been, however, the fact remains that he knew his business so well, that when we obtained possession of the pearl, which we were determined to have at any price, we had paid a sum for it nearly double what we had originally intended to give. But that mattered little to us, for we had the most perfect confidence in our servant, who had had to do with pearls all his life, and who since he had been in our employ had been fortunate enough to secure several splendid bargains for us. So, to make a long story short, when he cabled the price—though I must confess we whistled a little at the figure—we wired back: 'Buy, and bring it home yourself by next boat,' feeling convinced that we had done the right thing and should not regret it. Now, as you know, there is to be an Imperial wedding in Europe in six months' time, and as we had received instructions to submit for his inspection anything we might have worthy of the honour, we felt morally certain that the sovereign in question would take the jewel off our hands, and thus enable us to get our money back and a fair percentage of interest, besides repaying us for our outlay and our trouble. Sure enough next day a message came in to us to say that our agent had completed the sale and was leaving for England that day, not viâ Melbourne and Adelaide, as we had supposed, or viâ Vancouver, which would have been the next best route; but by way of Queensland, the Barrier Reef, and the Arifura Sea, which was longer, and, as we very well knew, by no means so safe. Then he added the very significant information that since he had had the pearl in his keeping no less than three separate and distinct attempts had been made by other people to obtain possession of it. All that, you must understand, happened eight weeks ago. I was in London at the time, and can therefore give you the information first hand."

"Eight weeks exactly?" I asked, for I always like to be certain of my dates. Many a good case that I have taken in hand has collapsed for the simple reason that the parties instructing me had been a little slipshod in the matter of their dates.

"Eight weeks to-morrow," he answered. "Or rather, since it is now past midnight, I think I might say eight weeks to-day. However, in this particular instance the date does not happen to be of much importance."

"In that case I must beg your pardon for interrupting you," I said. "You were saying, I think, that your agent reported that, before he left Sydney, no less than three attempts were made by certain parties to obtain possession of the pearl in question."

"That was so. But it is evident that he managed to elude them, otherwise he would have cabled again to us on the subject."

"Did you then receive no further message from him?"

"Only one from Brisbane to say that he had joined the mail-boat, Monarch of Macedonia, at that port, and would sail for England in her that day."

On hearing the name of the vessel I gave a start of surprise, and I might almost say of horror. "Good heavens!" I cried; "do you mean to say he was on board the Monarch of Macedonia? Why, as all the world knows by this time, she struck a rock somewhere off the New Guinea Coast and went to the bottom with all hands but two."

The old gentleman nodded his head. "Your information is quite correct, my dear sir," he said. "In a fog one night between eleven and twelve o'clock, she got in closer to the New Guinea Coast than she ought to have done, and struck on what was evidently an uncharted rock, and sank in between fifteen and twenty fathoms of water. Of her ship's company only two were saved, a foremast hand and a first saloon passenger, the Rev. W. Colway-Brown, a clergyman from Sydney. These two managed, by some extraordinary means, to secure a boat, and in her they made their way to the shore, which was between thirty and forty miles distant. Here they dwelt for a few days in peril of their lives from the natives, and were ultimately picked up by a trading schooner called The Kissing Cup, whose skipper carried them on to Thursday Island, where they were taken in and most kindly cared for."

"And your agent? Did you learn anything of his fate?"

"Nothing that was likely to be of any comfort to us," said the old fellow sadly. "We telegraphed as soon as we heard the news, of course, first to the agents in Brisbane, who, to prove that he sailed on board the vessel, wired us the number of his cabin, and then to the Rev. Colway-Brown, who was still in Thursday Island. The latter replied immediately to the effect that he remembered quite well seeing the gentleman in question on deck earlier in the evening, but that he saw nothing of him after the vessel struck, and could only suppose he must have been in bed when the accident happened. It was a most unhappy affair altogether, and, as you may suppose, we were not a little cut up at the loss of our old servant and trusted friend."

"I can quite believe that," I answered. "And now what is it you want me to do to help you?"

Mr. Leversidge was silent for a few seconds, and thinking he might be wondering how he should put the matter to me I did not interrupt him.

"Well, Mr. Collon," he said, after a few moments' thought, "what we want you to do for us, is to proceed with me to the scene of the wreck as soon as possible, and to endeavour to obtain from her the pearl which our agent was bringing home to us. Your reputation as a diver is well known to us, and I might tell you that directly the news of the wreck reached us we said to each other, 'That pearl must be recovered at any cost, and Christopher Collon is the man for the work.' We will, of course, pay all expenses connected with the expedition. Will you therefore be good enough to tell me if you will undertake the work, and if so, what your charge will be?"

Many and strange as my adventures had hitherto been, and curious (for that is the most charitable term, I think) as were some of the applications I had had made to me in my time, I don't think I had ever been made such an extraordinary offer as that brought under my notice by the old gentleman who had so unexpectedly come in search of me. He had not been far from the mark when he had said that this was likely to be one of the strangest cases that had ever come under my observation. Of one thing I was firmly convinced, and that was that I was not going to give him a decided answer at once. I did not know how my ground lay, and nothing was to be gained by giving my promise and being compelled to withdraw it afterwards. Besides, before I pledged myself, I wanted to find out how I stood with the law in the matter of the ship herself. I had no sort of desire to board her and bring off the jewel, and then find it advertised in all the papers of the world and myself called into court on a charge of wrecking or piracy, or whatever the particular term might be that covers that sort of crime.

"You must give me time to think it over," I said, turning to the old gentleman beside me. "I want to discover my position. For all I know to the contrary I may be lending myself to a felony, and that would never
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