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    A mild-mannered cargo officer proves that quiet competence can outmaneuver bluster, greed, and danger along the world’s sea lanes. John Solomon—Supercargo, by H. Bedford-Jones, introduces a seafaring adventure in which commerce and clandestine agendas share the same decks and docks. The novel centers on a seasoned fixer whose unassuming presence belies a tactical mind, drawing readers into a realm where the flow of goods, favors, and information is as perilous as any storm. The atmosphere is brisk and purposeful, emphasizing observation, patience, and timely action over spectacle, while maintaining the taut momentum expected of classic adventure fiction.

Situated firmly in the adventure tradition, the book is shaped by the maritime world and the cosmopolitan currents of early twentieth-century trade. Bedford-Jones wrote extensively for pulp magazines during this period, and the story reflects that milieu’s fast pace, serial energy, and emphasis on intrigue. The setting ranges across ports and shipping routes, where legal enterprise, covert operations, and local rivalries overlap. Readers can expect the practical details of ships, manifests, and cargo holds to matter as much as sudden reversals, with the broader context of global commerce providing both the stage and the stakes for the narrative’s unfolding conflicts.

The premise is straightforward and enticing: serving as supercargo—responsible for the ship’s freight and its profitable, orderly transit—John Solomon navigates the thin line between routine business and the unexpected hazards that shadow valuable cargo. The story keeps its focus tight, drawing tension from deals struck in back rooms, decisions made on decks, and the delicate negotiations that prevent small problems from becoming maritime catastrophes. Bedford-Jones crafts an experience that blends methodical problem-solving with bursts of action, encouraging the reader to lean in, watch the details, and piece together the quiet moves that determine whether a voyage returns safely or founders.

Stylistically, the novel bears the hallmarks of pulp-era storytelling: clear stakes, swift chapters, and a steady escalation of pressure. Yet it is the voice—brisk, unfussy, and attentive to the telltale clue—that anchors the book. Dialogue is used to signal social position and intent, while sensory detail conjures the press of crowded quays and the hush of night watches at sea. The mood alternates between pragmatic calm and sudden urgency, capturing the rhythm of maritime life. Readers encounter a cast of merchants, mariners, officials, and opportunists, each testing the protagonist’s ability to maintain order without betraying principle or profit.

Several themes converge to give the book lasting appeal. Appearances versus reality underlies nearly every encounter: a modest manner can hide power, and loud threats can mask weakness. Competence—especially the quiet, procedural kind—proves more decisive than bravado. The ethics of commerce recur, as the narrative asks what it means to be fair, prudent, and loyal when livelihoods depend on opaque arrangements and fragile trust. The story also gestures toward the entanglements of empire and global trade, inviting readers to consider how authority travels with ships and contracts. These concerns are handled through incident and implication rather than overt commentary.

For contemporary readers, John Solomon—Supercargo offers both escapist momentum and thoughtful texture. It appeals to those who enjoy maritime settings, procedural problem-solving, and character-driven strategy. The book’s world is one of negotiations and networks, where success requires patience, cultural awareness, and a practiced eye for leverage. At the same time, its period context encourages critical reflection on power dynamics and the narratives that legitimize risk-taking in pursuit of gain. Engaging with the story today can mean appreciating its craft while also viewing its assumptions through a modern lens, recognizing how adventure fiction encodes the anxieties and ambitions of its time.

As an entry in H. Bedford-Jones’s broader cycle featuring John Solomon, this novel works as a self-contained voyage and as a vantage point on a larger literary seascape. It showcases how a recurring protagonist can remain fresh by shifting roles, locales, and tactical challenges, while maintaining a consistent moral center. Readers will find an adventure that rewards attention to detail and offers the satisfactions of well-timed reveals without sacrificing plausibility. In charting the currents of trade and treachery, John Solomon—Supercargo affirms the enduring charm of pulp-era storytelling: lean, resourceful, and ultimately guided by a quietly steadfast hand at the helm.
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    John Solomon—Supercargo introduces the world of tramp steamers and the unobtrusive power of a cargo officer. The story begins with a young seafaring protagonist taking work that seems routine, only to meet John Solomon, a mild, rosy-faced supercargo whose soft speech hides practiced authority. Solomon oversees manifests, bills, and quiet negotiations in port offices, moving through the docks like a man who belongs everywhere but attracts no notice. A seemingly ordinary shipment is placed under their care, yet small irregularities and watchful strangers suggest larger stakes. With departure looming, the crew senses a voyage shaped as much by paperwork as by wind and tide.

Early chapters establish the practical rhythms of freight: tallying crates, balancing accounts, and bargaining for berths against impatient captains and tight schedules. Solomon, outwardly deferential, gently bends circumstances to his will, educating the narrator in the invisible math of commerce and trust. Anomalies in the documentation—an extra seal, a duplicated mark—hint at concealed intent within the cargo. Shore men linger too long around the warehouse doors; a rival broker asks overly precise questions. Solomon counsels patience and caution, keeping attention on the ledgers while letting rumors run their course. The ship clears harbor, the manifest closed, and an unremarkable voyage commences.

The first port of call turns routine into tension. A clerk misfiles a paper that should never have been touched, and a nocturnal intruder tests the storeroom lock. Solomon diffuses trouble without raising his voice, using acquaintances who span customs sheds, pilots’ guilds, and dock police. He pays for information with courtesy as much as coin, guiding the narrator through a labyrinth where goodwill is currency. A disputed consignment is re-weighed, signatures are re-taken, and a quiet error becomes a shield against prying interests. The ship sails before dawn, the cargo intact, yet the pattern of attention suggests pursuit along the next leg.

At sea, the book lingers on the craft of trade under changing skies. Wireless messages arrive in cautious code. Weather presses the ship off schedule, complicating promised deliveries and insurance terms. Solomon keeps a calm ledger: he prefers delays that invite underestimation to haste that signals importance. He teaches the narrator the leverage of tonnage, demurrage, and charter rights—tools that can outmaneuver men with faster boats but weaker paperwork. A vessel appears on the horizon and disappears again, as if merely curious. The crew’s work remains steady, yet conversations shorten, and the supercargo’s unassuming routines begin to look like careful misdirection.

In a remote port, shore chapters broaden the conspiracy. Local authorities balance personal loyalties with formal stamps, and merchants talk around matters they will not name. Solomon’s contacts—boatmen, traders, and clerks—offer fragments: a recent quarrel, a missing document, a rumor of arms or treasure. The narrative preserves ambiguity, making clear only that the cargo carries consequences beyond profit. Solomon presses no one and offends no one, letting the pieces align of their own accord. The ship takes on water and coal, offloads minor goods, and quietly shifts its most sensitive freight deep into the hold. Rivals arrive too late, asking imprecise questions.

Complications follow on the next sea passage. A minor accident proves deliberate. Lashes loosen, a hatch jams, and a key goes missing at the wrong moment. Loyalties onboard are tested, and the narrator must act without constant guidance, applying lessons learned in ledgers to crises on deck. For a time, Solomon appears constrained—occupied with a formal inquiry and bound by the exact rules he often wields so flexibly. The ship rides out weather and watchful shadows alike, while signals pass that may be warnings or lures. The sense of a net tightening grows, even as the voyage holds to its stated course.

With threats now visible, the narrative turns to strategy. Rather than flee, Solomon reframes the contest as a matter of law and timing. Duplicate bills, consular seals, and bonded warehouses become instruments for exposing interference. The protagonist helps assemble a paper trail that can withstand scrutiny and, if needed, provoke it. A planned inspection at a neutral port promises clarity without violence, drawing all interested parties toward official daylight. The true significance of the primary shipment comes into focus—tied to stability, obligation, and promises made far from the docks—yet the book preserves the final details, positioning them as the hinge on which the confrontation will turn.

The climax unfolds amid converging ships and closing office doors. Rivals press demands; authorities insist on procedures; crew and cargo are counted with painful precision. Solomon’s quiet preparations dictate the pace: delays fall where they are needed, signatures appear at crucial instants, and a misfiled paper reveals more than an open accusation could. The resolution privileges order over spectacle, dismantling schemes by tightening formalities rather than brandishing force. When the confrontation crests, decisive choices are made that uphold the rightful consignment and deny its misuse, though the narrative withholds the most sensitive particulars. The voyage’s commercial purpose, at last, aligns with a larger duty.

In the aftermath, the ship resumes its schedule, and the narrator measures what has been learned. John Solomon remains unchanged in manner—courteous, self-effacing, and hard to follow—yet his influence is unmistakable. The story closes on the idea that maritime commerce is a web of trust, where documents carry weight because men keep their word, and where quiet competence outlasts bravado. The central message emphasizes restraint, responsibility, and the unseen labor that keeps trade, and thus peace, afloat. With debts settled and promises kept, Solomon slips gently out of the spotlight, leaving open the possibility of future voyages under the same unassuming hand.
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    Set largely along the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf littoral in the years immediately before and during the First World War, John Solomon—Supercargo unfolds amid coaling-station ports, cable depots, and treaty harbors. Aden, Muscat, Bahrain, Basra, and Zanzibar form a web of stops for small tramp steamers where a supercargo barters cargoes, hires local crews, and negotiates with officials. The period, roughly 1900–1918, saw imperial rivalries overlay centuries-old dhow commerce. Steam supplanted sail yet depended on monsoon timetables and colonial customs regimes. Bedford-Jones exploits these junctions—quaysides, customs sheds, and consulates—as pressure points where global politics and local trade collide.

British maritime supremacy and the Suez Canal defined the strategic frame. The Canal opened in 1869; after Britain’s occupation of Egypt in 1882, it became the Empire’s artery to India. Aden, seized in 1839, served as a coaling and telegraph hub linking Bombay to the Red Sea. In the Gulf, the 1853 Perpetual Maritime Truce and the 1892 Exclusive Agreements bound the Trucial Coast sheikhdoms to British protection. Royal Navy patrols suppressed interdicted shipping and enforced treaties. The book’s sea-lanes, convoy routes, and consular interventions mirror this apparatus, with the supercargo navigating between imperial regulations and the informal economy that sustained small ships.

The Persian Gulf pearl industry, centered on Bahrain and the Qatar peninsula, peaked in the early 1900s, drawing thousands of divers, nakhodas, and merchants into seasonal fleets. Debt-bondage contracts, diving maladies, and merchant monopolies structured the fishery’s harsh labor regime. Pearls moved via Bahrein and Lingeh bazaars to Bombay and Paris; fortunes fluctuated with monsoons and fashion in European jewelry markets. Although the industry collapsed after 1930 with Japanese cultured pearls, its boom years frame Bedford-Jones’s milieu: cargoes of mother-of-pearl, illicit gems, and credit-notes supply intrigue. The supercargo’s role mediates between Gulf merchants and imperial customs, dramatizing the risks of a cash-and-credit maritime frontier.

Ottoman sovereignty in Mesopotamia and the Arabian provinces persisted until World War I, shaping ports like Basra. The Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and modernization projects such as the Hejaz Railway (Damascus–Medina, completed 1908) signaled renewed central control. Simultaneously, German–Ottoman cooperation on the Berlin–Baghdad Railway (concessions 1903; construction ongoing to 1914) challenged British influence from the Levant to the Gulf. These projects altered caravan–steamship linkages and emboldened rival consulates. The novel mirrors this contest: agents, surveyors, and commercial men shadow one another in customs houses and khans, while rumors of railheads and telegraph spurs threaten to reroute the very trade the supercargo depends upon.

Maritime policing and contraband define the coastline’s gray zones. British expeditions in 1819 and subsequent truces curbed Gulf piracy, yet small-arms traffic and clandestine pearl or opium consignments persisted into the 1900s. The Royal Navy’s Aden and Gulf stations also targeted the Indian Ocean slave trade, pressuring Zanzibar after 1873 and patrolling the coast into the 20th century. Guns moved inland to tribes despite embargoes, while officials balanced treaty obligations and commercial interests. Bedford-Jones channels these realities: searches at sea, forged manifests, and night transfers in creeks echo historical interdiction practices, placing the supercargo between revenue cutters, trucial rulers, and buyers who ignore imperial prohibitions.

Zanzibar and the East African coast added another commercial axis. The 1890 Heligoland–Zanzibar Treaty confirmed British influence over the sultanate, whose port handled cloves, ivory, and coastal dhows linking Kilwa, Mombasa, and the Gulf. German East Africa to the south, and British East Africa to the north, brought rival customs regimes and cable stations by the 1900s. Monsoon sailing calendars, Swahili mercantile networks, and Indian banians financed voyages that small steamers exploited. The book’s stops at cable offices, agent houses, and lighterage piers reflect this mesh: a supercargo profits by arbitraging prices across imperial borders while navigating consular paperwork and the ever-present risk of seizure or quarantine.

World War I transformed these waters into a contested zone. The Indian Expeditionary Force landed at Fao in November 1914, pushing toward Basra; the Mesopotamian campaign culminated in the siege and fall of Kut (1916) before Baghdad’s capture in 1917. At sea, the German raider SMS Emden disrupted Indian Ocean shipping in 1914 until sunk at the Cocos (Keeling) Islands. The Arab Revolt (1916–1918) strained Ottoman control along the Hejaz coast. Bedford-Jones writes within this climate: coded telegrams, neutrality dodges, and chartering dilemmas evoke wartime shortages and surveillance, as a supercargo’s routine manifests become screens for intelligence work and the hazards of prize law and blockade.

By staging trade at the hinge of empire, the book implicitly critiques the inequities that sustained maritime power. Harbor scenes expose debt peonage among divers, racialized pay scales among lascars and stokers, and the discretion—sometimes venal—of colonial officials who control clearances and contracts. The supercargo’s success depends on informal deals that undercut formal policy, revealing how grand strategies rest on precarious labor and local coercions. Rival empires appear less as civilizing forces than as competing monopolies over routes, rails, and cables. Through its collisions of small craft with great-power interests, the narrative indicts the era’s complacency about free trade, legality, and the justice of imperial order.
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Frederick L. C. Harcourt, Viscount Ratcliff[1], was extremely natty in his flannels, buckskins, and yachting cap, and consequently he aroused tremendous excitement, plainly being nothing more or less than a "toff[3]" of the first water.

As he strode along the cattle-wharf at Deptford, he looked as much out of place as would a royal highness if suddenly dropped among the habitués of Sally Tucker's pub.

Nevertheless, because of the Royal Yacht Club insignia on his cap, and also because his face was very brown and square-chinned and his shoulders rather broader than most, his "sunfish[4]" prodding the long-horns down the gangs kept their comments strictly to themselves.

Harcourt, who was strolling along in a rather aimless fashion, nodded quietly to the astonished S.P.C.A.[2] inspector, replied to the latter's flurried greeting that it certainly was a fine day, and passed on. His dark-blue eyes settled on an ancient and dishonorable well-deck cargo tank of some three thousand tons, from which the last batch of cattle[6] were being driven into the wharf pens.

As he passed down beneath her counter, on the edge of the wharf, his sauntering ceased rather abruptly. From somewhere came a well-directed stream of blue, evil-smelling, pipe smoke, which shot down with the wind squarely athwart his face.

Harcourt looked up to see a man, obviously a "sunfish" or cattle-boat hand, leaning lazily upon the rail above him and grinning amiably at the intruder.

Foul beyond the ordinary foulness of the bullock waiter was the man, his clothes a mere mass of tattered rags, and dirt; but there was a twinkle in his grey eyes, and his face and neck were brown and rough and muscled. His tousle of black hair was crowned by a battered felt hat, whose brim flapped at weird angles about his ears; but from brow to chin his face was aquiline, sharp, while, as he addressed the other, white teeth flashed on his pipe-stem.

"Slumming, pardner?"

Harcourt smiled, his cheeks rosy through their bronze, and something of the cool insolence that had rested in the grey eyes above him died away before his look.

"Perhaps. Come down here, my man. I'd like a word with you, don't you know."

The sunfish did not move, but sent a slow stream of smoke down the wind, his eyes narrowing slightly.

"I'm not your man," came the calm retort. "Also, I'm quite satisfied where I am. If you want a word with me you are at liberty to trot up here; but I'd advise you to take that white coat off first. I'm liable to muss it up if you get me too excited."

The Englishman stared for a moment, evidently surprised at the voice and accent of the sunfish, which held quite as much authority as did his own and which betrayed culture despite the challenging veneer of insolence.

Meanwhile, the scattered sunfish and cowpunchers took note of their visitor's stoppage and, as the last of the cattle were shoved into their pen, a little crowd collected about the gang, scenting trouble with unmingled joy. Seeing that one of their comrades had taken the burden upon his own shoulders, they encouraged him distantly.

"Don't youse take any lip off'n him, pal!"

"Tell the bleedin', bloody toff 'is pants is tore, 'Ammer!"

"Ain't his little feet pretty——"

The murmuring died away with startling abruptness, for one of the cow-punchers shouted over from the pen, with callous indifference to the feelings of the visitor;

"Shut up, you stiffs! That's his lordship what laid out the Brighton Blighter[5] last night. I seen him do it!"

Amid the ensuing silence Harcourt flushed darkly and walked to the gangway, the men drawing back suddenly from his mild look.

Up above watched the sunfish, his grey eyes wide, for all the docks had heard the story—how the famous Brighton Blighter had encountered some toff or other in Oxford Street the previous night, and how, after some passing reference to lords and ladies, the heavy-weight champion had been knocked out cold within a minute.

So this mild-eyed, wide-shouldered yachtsman was the man, then! The sunfish quietly laid aside his pipe and stood waiting; if his invitation had been accepted in the spirit in which it had been issued, he was like to have his work cut out for him. Harcourt, however, displayed no bellicose intention, but halted a few feet away.

"Well, now that I am here, I presume you'll grant me a few moments?"

The sunfish grinned as the blue eyes twinkled into his.

"I can spare you five minutes, my lord. I thought that perhaps you desired a sparring partner!"

"Oh, I say now!" Harcourt flushed again and was plainly ill at ease. "Just forget all that bally rot, can't you? It's too beastly——"

"Listen!"

The sunfish held up a hand, and from the wharf below a confused murmur drifted up from the gathering crowd.

"That's 'im, a talkin' to 'Ammer!"

"Aw, what youse givin' us? He didn't knock out your blamed white hope!"

"Stow that, ye flatfoot! Billy here seen it, an' that's the guy, all right!"

The sunfish grinned again at the uneasy yachtsman. "Don't be bashful, your lordship—true greatness cannot be hidden under flannels,[1q] even at Deptford, you see. Sorry to receive you in these duds, but my valet hasn't come down to the dock as yet."

A flicker of something that was not amusement flared out in the blue eyes, but it passed quickly with a chuckle.

"All right, my friend—you're the man I'm looking for! But, upon my word, I hardly expected such good luck."

"It's all yours so far," came the dry retort. "Only, if you're looking for a thug, you'll find plenty down there in the crowd." His grey eyes rested shrewdly, but laughingly, on the other.

"No, thanks very much." An appraising glance and a nod accompanied the words. "You'll do. Your name is Hammer I take it. American?"

"Stars and stripes, you bet. As to Hammer, that's not my name, but it's handle enough for this craft. 'Ammer, 'ammer, 'ammer on the 'ard 'ighway, you know—only my cognomen is a title of distinction gained by the honest use of fists. Yours, if you have one, was probably gained through the chance of birth. I will say, though, that you're very decent-looking, for a Britisher."

"Oh, thanks very much!" The visitor seemed anything but angry, to the visible disappointment of the watching gangway; still, he very plainly was bewildered by the cultured tones of the sunfish. "Are you—er—looking for work?"

"Well, that depends on the work," returned Hammer easily, paying no heed to the outraged ship's officers, who were looking on aghast. "No yachting, thanks. Too hard to look pleasant all the time. Besides, I can't keep straight."

The other's eyes met his, unsurprised, questioning, and beneath that level gaze Hammer only kept up his truculent air with an effort. This Englishman was very likeable.

"How so, Mr. Hammer?"

"Oh, general cussedness and particular booze. Better browse along and hunt up another victim, your lordship! I like your looks, but I don't like my own—in comparison."

This rather impulsive admission had no effect on Harcourt beyond sending a stubborn glint into his blue eyes. Deliberately pausing to light a cigarette, he extended his case to the other; Hammer refused, replacing his pipe in his mouth, but this time he carefully sent the smoke downward.

"No, I'm rather keen on you, Hammer. I've been—er—browsing along, as you say, all of the morning without any success, and it's getting tiresome. As matter of fact, I came out to look for a man with a second officer's ticket, a man who could use his fists and who was willing to take a chance with me.

"Now, however, I've changed my mind. I'm not quite sure yet as to what offer I'll make you, but come up to my address in the city when you're through here—to-night, if you can. Here's my card and a tenner to act as retainer."

The astonished Hammer mechanically shoved the Bank of England note into some recess of his ragged shirt, then perused the card. He looked up with hesitation in his eyes.

"Mind, Harcourt, I've warned you that I'm no good——"

"Nonsense! If I was after a sober, respectable seaman, do you think I'd have come here looking for one? When can I expect to see you?"

"Oh, have it your own way, then!" Hammer shrugged his shoulders, resignedly. "I'll meet you say, at Prince's for dinner. Centre table, far end."

"Eh?" Harcourt's eyes opened. "You—er—but Prince's, don't you know——"

"——Doesn't go with these duds, you mean?" Hammer chuckled as he finished the other's hesitating sentence. "Never mind—you should worry, Harcourt! Much obliged for the tenner, just the same; all you have to do is to show up and see what you find. Seven-thirty suit you?"

"Very well, thanks," murmured Harcourt, and so the colloquy ended—in amused and rather interested toleration on the part of the sunfish, and in bewildered doubt on that of the Englishman.

At seven-thirty that evening Harcourt received another shock, and this time a greater one. For after he stepped into the big dining-room at Prince's and beckoned the stately head-waiter, that individual arrived with the calm information that Mr. Hammer was waiting.

"Er—you know Mr. Hammer, Bucks?"

"Quite well, sir," responded Bucks, and Harcourt followed in subdued amazement.

He was led to a table, from which a man in evening dress sprang to meet him, hand extended. For a moment the sorely-doubting Englishman did not recognize the sunfish, until he took in the hard grey eyes, the tanned features, the keen incisive lines of the face.

Then he recovered himself and went through the form of greeting stiffly; but Hammer had no intention of letting him off so easily.

"It was rather a low-down trick, wasn't it?" grinned the American cheerfully. "However, we'll have an explanation all around. Poor chap, your face was a picture this morning when I announced that we'd dine here!"

"I must apologize, of course, my dear chap," returned Harcourt ruefully; then, unable to resist the infectious humour of the other, he broke into a laugh and the incident was closed.

In truth, Cyrus Hammer was well calculated to draw a second glance, for not only did his evening clothes fit him impeccably, but he wore them with ease and grace which made him to the full as distingué as his aristocratic companion.

His mouth was hard, and there were lines in his face which has no place in the face of a man of twenty-eight who had lived his life well; but these were in great part redeemed by an abundance of unfailing good humour, which hid, mask-like, the hard-fisted quality of the man underneath.

Harcourt wasted no time, and no sooner was the dinner fairly begun than he plunged headlong into the subject under discussion.

"Hammer, I have a little surprise for you myself, perhaps. I told you this morning that I had changed my plans pending your acceptance of my offer to you, so there is no use in beating about the bush.

"Until a month ago I had considered myself fairly well fixed for life; then came that flurry in Wall Street which wrecked two of your big institutions.

"I woke up one morning to find myself almost a beggar, as all my funds were invested in American securities and they had slipped down and out with a crash. My word, it was a blow! I had a few hundreds left; no more."

Hammer displayed none of the surprise he felt at this astounding revelation, but merely nodded; and after a moment, the other continued:

"Practically all that I saved out of the crash was my yacht, the Daphne. All my family have been sailors, don't you know, and if I hadn't been, sent down from the 'Mill'—Woolwich—years ago, I'd have been in the navy to-day. In fact, one of my proudest possessions is a Board of Trade certificate as Master.

"Well, I'd about made up my mind to sell the craft and try my luck in your bally country, when along comes an offer to charter the yacht. That gave me the idea. I say, Hammer, why couldn't I take this party out to East Africa, where they wish to go, then—er—browse around the ocean, acting as my own captain? Couldn't a chap make a decent living at that, eh?"

"Ought to," chuckled Hammer, making no secret of his interest by this time. "If you're willing to take a bit of risk once in a while, I fancy you could pick up some easy coin, and have a good time as well. But why should this party want to charter a yacht to reach East Africa with?"

"Oh, it's that big Dresden archaeological chap, Dr. Sigurd Krausz—he's sending out an expedition to dig up some beastly thing or other, and wants the Daphne for his own use, the field force going separately. I've not the slightest idea what he's after, but he's willing to pay well, and seems to be doing the thing on his own hook instead of working for any museum.

"But let's get down to business, Hammer. I've been thinking this over, and since I am frankly down and out, as you Americans would say, I've no notion of depending on myself alone. I'm a pretty good character-reader, Hammer, and I liked you at first sight or I wouldn't make this offer. Other things being equal, how would you like to take a junior partnership in the Daphne?"

Hammer looked at him silently, wondering if the man meant what he said. But the other was plainly in earnest, and, moreover, Hammer thought that he had seldom met a man to whom he was so attracted. That the liking was mutual there seemed to be no doubt; but would it last?

"I don't know," he returned slowly. "I'm no sailor, for one thing—I'm a cattle-boat hand, and nothing else. I can't see where I'd be any good."

"No matter," declared Harcourt impatiently. "You could soon pick up navigation; for that matter, there are plenty of men in command of craft without proper license. However, I'm not figuring on you as a sailor. I can do that, but I don't know a bally thing about business. You could handle the business end of everything and gradually work into handling the ship; she'd be my property, of course, but we'd share even on what we made."

"Go slow now," and Hammer laughed quietly while the waiter hovered about them. Then, when they were once more alone, he went on: "Better let me spin you my yarn first, then see how far you'd be willing to trust me."

Hammer's real name was Cyrus Murray, and until three years before this time he had been engaged in a profitable brokerage business in New York City. Alone in the world, he had made his own way, and in the course of its making he had contracted a hasty and ill-advised marriage with a girl who was in no way fitted to be his wife.

It was a sordid little tragedy, by no means uncommon in American life of to-day; but, unfortunately for Murray, his wife had been the first to discover that it was a tragedy.

He glossed over this portion of the tale in its telling, merely stating that he had allowed her to obtain a divorce, and had turned over to her the greater part of his worldly goods; but he had been hard hit by the entire affair.

Impulsively, he had thrown his business overboard, and one night, in reckless desperation, he sought shelter from his thoughts by shipping aboard a cattle-boat. Curiously enough, before he reached Liverpool he had found that in spite of the terribly rough life, in spite of the almost daily battles for existence into which his very appearance and manner flung him, the hard physical labour and the tortured weariness of his body was a relief to his mind. Then the liquor.

So for three years he had been traversing the Atlantic, working hard, fighting hard, drinking hard; his ambition was destroying; he took savage zest in bullying the thugs and degenerates who were his companions in misfortune, and he had thought himself fairly content at the level to which he had sunk.

Upon each arrival in England he made a practise of going to London and living like a gentleman for a week or two—for he had still some money left—until the life became unbearable to him, and back he would go to his cattle-boats and human cattle.

"There's the whole thing," he concluded with a bitter smile. "A fool paying for his folly, that's all. Still want me?"

"Yes," came the quiet answer. "I think we're well mated, Hammer; but, to make sure, suppose we make this a trial cruise together. You'll never find any ambition aboard a bally cattle-boat, that's sure, and you might better go to hell decently, if you're bound to go.

"However, you're a real man, and I like you. My offer stands; only, don't you know, I want your word that you won't drink while you're with me. I mean—er—well, drinking in a beastly fashion——"

"I get you, old man," chuckled Hammer quickly. "Suppose we put it that I can drink as much as you do, but no more, eh? All right, then—but I've really no great inclination for drink in itself. You have my word of honour, such as it is—and here's a toast in coffee to the Daphne and the daffy Dutchman!"

"Done!" cried Harcourt in undisguised delight, but as he raised his cup Bucks approached with a whispered word and a card. Harcourt frowned, glancing at the latter.

"'John Solomon'—who the devil is John Solomon? Who is he, Bucks?"

"A rather queer person, sir," replied the head-waiter sagely. "I might let him wait in a private room, sir!"

"All right, do so. We'll be out in a moment—confounded nuisance! How did the fellow come to look me up here? By Jove, Hammer, the unmitigated insolence of some——"

"Cool off," laughed the American. "Here, have another cigarette before we go, and we can investigate your friend after we finish. Funny name, John Solomon!"
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Since Hammer had an inveterate dislike of fat men in general, and blue-eyed fat men in particular—born out of his experience with a fat and demented Swede cook on his first cattle-boat trip—it was not to be wondered at that he eyed John Solomon with no great favour in his heart. For John Solomon was fat and blue-eyed.

"Pudgy" would be a better word than the flat and misleading "fat". Pudgy embraces the face that a man is not merely fat, but that he is filled to a comfortable completeness, as it were; that he is not too fat to move about, but just enough so to be dignified on occasion; and that his expression is cheerful above all else.

Save for this last item, the description fitted John Solomon to a dot, for while his face was cheerful enough, it was as totally devoid of expression as a face can be—and still remain a face.

He was a short, little man, not more than five feet six, very decently dressed in blue serge, and he sat quite contentedly filling a short clay pipe from a whittled plug as Hammer and Harcourt entered the private room.

When he glanced up and rose to meet them, the first thing Hammer noticed was that healthy-looking yet expressionless face, from which gazed out two eyes of pale blue and of great size.

As he came to learn later, Nature had endowed John Solomon with absolutely stolid features, but in compensation had given him eyes which could be rendered unusually intelligent at times.

"You are John Solomon?" questioned Harcourt curtly. "What is your business with me, and how did you know I was here?"

"Beggin' your pardon, sir," and the pale-blue eyes met the darker ones of Harcourt without shrinking. "I 'ave a pal down at Deptford who 'appens to 'ear what you and Mr. 'Ammer said this morning. 'E knowed I was werry anxious for a ship, and 'e comes to me with it."

"Oh, you want a ship, then?" returned Harcourt. "And therefore you interrupt a gentleman at dinner in a fashionable restaurant——"

"I didn't mean no 'arm, sir," broke in Solomon, without cringing, however. "You see, sir, I 'adn't no means o' knowing where to find you otherwise. I say that if so be as a man wants work, it don't matter 'ow 'e gets it, so 'e gets it, and I trust as 'ow you'd look at it the same way, Mr. Harcourt, sir."

"And quite right you are, John Solomon," exclaimed Hammer, amused despite himself, and beginning to think that this pudgy little man had some brains. Since Harcourt was not quite sure whether to be angry or not, the American's laugh saved the situation for the moment. "You're got plenty of nerve, my friend, but you must want work pretty badly to go after it so strong. What's your line—seaman?"

"No, sir," and the wide blue eyes rested in child-like faith on Hammer's face. "I'm a bit 'eavy for that there, sir, though I've A.B. papers. No sir, though I can do a bit o' navigation at a pinch, I'd feel more at 'ome like wi' figures. I writes a good 'and, sir, and I knows 'ow to 'andle port off'cers and such. If so be as you could use a supercargo, sir?"

Hammer turned to the Englishman, who was still eyeing Solomon doubtfully.

"How are we fixed for officers, anyway, Harcourt? I've got a grudge against fat men as a rule, but hanged if I don't admire this chap's nerve! A man who'll butt into a place like this to get a job must have something in him."

Harcourt rubbed his chin reflectively. "Well, the yacht has been laid up for six months and didn't have any crew, so Krausz agreed to place a dozen of his own men aboard her under a mate, if I'd find a chief officer and an engine-room crew.

"So far as standing watches is concerned, you can rank as first mate, unofficially, and I've already arranged for my old chief engineer to pick up his own men.

"A supercargo isn't absolutely essential, but Krausz is going to take a lot of stuff out to do his excavating with, as well as packing cases and all that bally impedimenta—my word, Hammer, I don't just know what to say!"

"Beggin' your pardon, sir," put in Solomon, as the other paused, "but I can take care o' port papers and such werry well, and 'ave A1 references. A supercargo ain't no use unless 'e's a lot o' use, I says, sir, and I goes on that princ'ple. What's more, Mr. 'Ammer, I knows a man as can fix you up wi' first off'cer's papers for a matter o' two pun and no questions asked."

The twinkle in the blue eyes drew an answering chuckle from the American, even Harcourt relaxing sufficiently to smile slightly.

"You seem to have your uses, certainly," said the Englishman dryly. "By the way, Hammer, where are you stopping?"

"I've stopped," grinned the American cheerfully. "My war-bag's aboard the ship still, but there's nothing in it worth carrying off. I have my pipe here, and no other clothes worthy the name.

"Then you'd better go home with me to-night," returned the other. "We'll do the opera first, if you like. To-morrow, you can take up your quarters aboard the Daphne, and we can talk over money matters at
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