

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

THE SPLENDID QUEST

COPYRIGHT NOTE

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22




THE
SPLENDID QUEST

Edison Marshall


COPYRIGHT NOTE

This classic work has been reformatted for optimal reading
 in ebook format on multiple devices. Punctuation and
 spelling has been modernized where necessary.

Copyright © 2023 by Alien Ebooks.
All rights reserved.

Originally published in 1934.


INTRODUCTION

Norman T. Cartwright

Edison Tesla Marshall (1894-1967) was an eminent American author known for his distinctive work in historical fiction and adventure literature. Born and raised in the rugged landscapes of Rensselaer, Indiana, Marshall’s lifelong connection with nature deeply influenced his literary sensibilities.

Marshall’s novels were praised by critics and fans alike for their engrossing narrative style, rich historical detail, and vivid portrayals of the wild. His works often blurred the boundaries between historical fact and fiction, demonstrating his thorough understanding of the eras he wrote about. His most popular novels, such as The Viking (1921) and Yankee Pasha: The Adventures of Jason Starbuck (1947), explored the depths of human experience, and were filled with rich character development and robust storylines.

Notably, Marshall’s writing style remained accessible to a broad audience despite the depth of his historical and cultural exploration. His flair for telling thrilling stories, combined with a distinctive ability to bring historical times to life, earned him a devoted readership around the globe. His novels were popular enough to be adapted into movies, reaching an even wider audience. Some of his notable film adaptations include:

The Viking (1928). Directed by Roy William Neill, this silent film was based on Marshall’s novel of the same name. In it, a Viking warrior sets out on a quest for a mythical sword.

The Deerslayer (1943, also known as Leatherstocking Tales). This film was based on Marshall’s novel of the same name. Directed by Lew Landers, it is part of the series of films featuring Natty Bumppo, a character created by James Fenimore Cooper.

The Eagle and the Hawk (1950). Starring John Payne and Rhonda Fleming, this film was based on Marshall’s novel of the same name. It revolves around the adventures of a pilot during World War II.

The Wild North (1952). Directed by Andrew Marton, this film was based on Marshall’s novel of the same name. It follows the story of a Mountie who encounters a criminal in the Canadian wilderness.

The Cariboo Trail (1950). Starring Randolph Scott, this Western film was loosely based on Marshall’s novel Cariboo Trail. It centers around a group of gold prospectors during the Cariboo Gold Rush.

 

Marshal’s work was not confined to novels alone. He was an accomplished short story writer as well, with many of his stories appearing in popular periodicals of the day, including The Saturday Evening Post.

In all, Edison Tesla Marshall’s contributions to American literature represent a blend of meticulous research, narrative talent, and a deep respect for nature and history. His legacy endures in the continued popularity of his novels, the impact of which can still be felt in the world of historical fiction today.


CHAPTER 1

The last whistle had blown. Gangplanks were in, ship visitors ashore, and the cables were being loosed from the snubbing blocks. The noisy crowd on the dock was stilled in the momentary grip of awe and nameless sadness, drama they could sense but not quite see. Another ship was about to sail for the Far East.

The Buchanan was a fine, big liner, fearless of rough weather. She had a gyro compass, a steering robot, a powerful wireless outfit, and every modern protection against disaster on the high seas. She would follow well-charted lanes, always in touch with her sturdy sisters beyond the horizons. Yet none of these things could belittle the gallantry of her adventure or dull the romance of her leave-taking outward-bound. Just past the mooring buoys and the harbor lights rolled the gray deserts of the Pacific, and beyond those wastes rang the temple bells of another world.

Lining the rail was almost every kind of human being, on almost every imaginable human quest. Some were seeking old loves, some new. Some were banished, some going home. There were army and navy officers bound for remote posts in the Philippines, bright-eyed missionaries, with dreams of thronged tabernacles under the palms, invalids seeking new health in the salt air, business men, sightseers. But two young men standing side by side had the oldest, most stirring quest of all. They were going to the Orient to seek their fortunes.

It was all as it should be; the tradition was fulfilled. They were fresh from college. Their funds were low, but their hopes high. They had no special destination in mind, no jobs in sight, no letters of introduction to smooth their way. Stoutly they had tossed a coin to see whether they would seek their careers abroad or wait their turns in the long, slow-moving lines at home. Blindfolded they had gaily stuck a pin in a map of the eastern hemisphere to find a point to steer for, and it had come Shanghai. Best of all, they were friends with the unbribed, whole-souled friendship of youth.

The larger of the two, Joe Baxter, was a Montanan and a chemical engineer. He had hunted and fished over the Saw-Tooth Range, washed gold in white water, turned soil and fed stock on his father’s large desert ranch; so he had gained the quiet confidence of a man of action. Sunlight, open air, and wholesome pursuits had lent charm to his plain face; the good signs of clean living and thinking were in his straight blue eyes and slow smile. His friend, Charley Hudson, was a medical graduate and had stood two years interneship in a California hospital, but it was yet hard to think of him as a doctor. He had a jaunty walk, made light-hearted gestures, and looked at his apple, the world, with sparkling eyes.

Just now Joe’s smile felt a little strained, and his lips dry, but Charley must not know.

“I don’t notice any delegations down to see us off,” he said.

“No, but there aren’t any public-welfare committees making sure we don’t miss the boat,” Charley answered. “That’s something.” His fingers trembled a little as he lighted a smoke, so he put them out of sight.

“I wish I could see Dad’s good gray head in that crowd,” Joe went on, not quite so staunchly now. “He’d have come, except for the cussed alfalfa.”

“You know what my mother’s doing right now?” Charley asked. “She’s putting biscuits in the stove for lunch. She makes the grandest biscuits. She’ll have a smudge of flour on her cheek——”

Just then the ship’s orchestra broke forth with “Good-night, Ladies.” There was a shower of paper ribbons—the crowd roared—the dock began to glide slowly, miraculously, aside. Joe and Charley waved with all their might and main at any one who would wave back. But soon the rows of individual faces became one white blur—the shore shouting thinned and whisked out as though it were caught in the wind—and the blue stretched wide between.

Charley went to his stateroom to reread his farewell letters. Joe stood alone on the sports deck, the wind in his rough black hair, watching the towers of Seattle drop down and fade away. Vanishing, too, were his homesick pangs and his vague fears. He did not know where he was going, but he was on his way!

The very blindness of his quest was exhilarating. His friend Charley had a semblance of a plan—he meant to get a doctor’s commission with a roving Chinese army and gain a life-time’s skill in surgery in the course of a year or two. But Joe, the steadier of the pair and the guiding spirit of the expedition, was simply throwing himself on the lap of the gods.

True, there were said to be new gold fields opening up in Indo-China. As a chemical engineer—a jack of all professions—he should be able to land some kind of berth. But this was more of an excuse than a reason for the trip. The far horizons had beckoned him ever since his childhood.

Riches? Adventure? Romance? None of these was the right word to fit his quest. The right word—for suddenly he saw through all his pretensions—was just life. It was life he was running out to meet with open arms; not its rewards but its very essence. It would bludgeon him, shatter his illusions, break him perhaps, but he yearned to possess it to the full.

And why should he wait for Shanghai’s swarming quays to begin his search? There was a new tang to the salt sea air, a joy in the sunlight on the water, and a good omen in the white gull that skimmed and soared so blithely over his head.

Charley, his gay young self once more, brought him the welcome news that lunch was ready. They took their seats in the big dining saloon cheerful with sea light; they renewed their old sport of baiting each other with barbed shafts of ridicule. But between one volley and another Joe’s gaze roamed over the room.

Presently it sharpened—brightened—fixed. There was sitting, two tables away, a girl whose heart-shaped, dusky face seemed to stand out from the crowd. Joe’s heart gave a pleasant little leap. The odds were all against his striking it rich so soon, but the signs were fair, and how did a man know? Unguessed by most of the other passengers, Good Luck was aboard this ship.

He answered Charley’s banter out of one corner of his mind. The rest was busy filling in what proved to be a most satisfying picture. She had dark wavy hair bobbed long and drawn back; arched dark brows over eyes that looked coal black at this distance, but might be deep blue on close inspection. A small head set proudly on a lovely throat—a straight gaze—a quick childish smile—a most determined little chin—and dash and spirit no end. Yes, he had better investigate this matter, and as soon as possible.

She was sitting at the ship’s doctor’s table with a muscular-looking handsome woman, a little gray but decidedly under fifty. Mother and daughter, Joe decided.... And there remained two vacant chairs.

Joe turned back to his neglected friend.

“Charley, let’s move over to the doctor’s table tonight. You might get some pointers on Oriental maladies.”

Charley took in the situation at one glance. “No, you don’t, my lad! Beware of entangling alliances. We’re going out to China to cut up people and dig gold.”

“But Charley, I want to know that girl. I’ve got kind of a premonition——”

“And I suppose I’m to entertain her mother while you’ve got her out in the moonlight. But you’re my buddy, and I’ll stand by.”

Joe did not see the girl again until she and the older woman came in to dinner. He and Charley were already at their table. And at this, his first intimate glimpse of her face, all his good auguries came true.

Luck was aboard the ship—and something more than luck. He had never before met anyone whose mere look and presence—perhaps the instantaneous interchange of some unknown life force—gave him such a quickened sense of living. He was superbly conscious not only of her, but the whole scene presenting her: it was photographed on his memory as though by a calcium flare.

He had never felt so wide awake, seen so clearly, heard and felt so keenly. The orchestra music, half-heard before, streamed into his ears with haunting sweetness—or so his wakened fancies told him. The vista of the white tables under lamp-light—until then hardly registering in his mind—seemed bright and cheery and beautiful, and dramatic, too, with the pale-blue circles of the open port-holes behind, and the white-robed Chinese mess boys standing at attention. He knew himself for a level-headed, almost stolid young man, but these strange things were happening, and plainly they were part of the life that he so hungrily sought.

Why, she was the jolliest, friendliest, nicest kind of girl. About twenty-two, if he were any judge. There was not much of her, but what there was had symmetry and strength; she had romped and hiked and batted balls from her babyhood till now. She wore a backless, dark-red dinner dress that brought out the dusky glow of her skin and the deep blue of her eyes. The curve at her temple was especially lovely.

Now Charley was attending to the formalities in his own blithe and informal way. “I’m Doctor Hudson, known as Charley to my friends and shipmates,” he said. “My pal is Joe Baxter.”

“This is my mother, Mrs. Randall,” the girl answered in a clear, low voice. “I’m Donna Randall.” Just then Joe noticed a beautiful diamond on the third finger of her left hand, but since no summer magic could conjure it away, there was nothing to do but ignore it. After all, it was nothing to him. He had just now met the girl, and until noon today had hot even known she existed; he must pin this hard fact firmly in his mind.

Yet ignoring the diamond was not quite so simple as it seemed. It flashed to his eyes every time she moved her hand, blue for flitting happiness, red for danger. Its vicious spurts of light kept waking him from the most strange, delicious day dreams. Yes, he wished it was overboard in Tuscarora Deep. He could pin that fact up, too, for better or worse.

But now the orchestra swung into a dreamy waltz. Donna looked up—with a luster in her eyes. Joe sprang up. And then they were dancing, with the surge and sweep of the waves under their feet.

They spoke but little. That could come later. Now they were taking older, straighter means to plumb each other. Her hand in his, her soft hair against his chin, the vague yielding of her firm breast against him, her body rhythms in harmony with his ... Distant lightnings flashed in Joe’s sky.

“It seems strange to be dancing with the sea under us,” Donna murmured.

“You dance like the foam on the sea,” Joe answered, trying to speak calmly.

“It’s almost an impertinence to the old Pacific,” she went on, her dark eyes alight.

“He’s too big and tough to care about your little feet. He knows he has only to give one little yawn and swallow the whole ship.”

Then—so soon—the music stopped.

But just to linger at the table with the excuse of sipping coffee—Donna at one side and Charley across from him—proved happiness. He saw everything, felt everything. The port-holes slowly turned black. It was night out there, and dark waves rolling. The ship had passed the Straits of Juan de Fuca and headed into the open sea. But here were shaded lamps glossing Donna’s bare arms—music swelling—young laughter ringing.

He looked at the captain, a stolid Swede with kind eyes but a firm jaw. He looked at the ship’s doctor, who administered bromide to seasick passengers or cholera serum to steerage Filipinos with equal calm. He looked at the impassive Chinese mess boys, who saw the passengers and the ports come and go, but never forgot their dream of a temple in Canton.

The orchestra played “My Heart at Thy Sweet Voice.” Donna listened, her deep eyes dreamy, her lips faintly curved, her fingers rolling and unrolling her napkin. Charley was silenced. Joe felt as though his heart would jump out of his body.

It was the second night. After dinner, Joe and Donna found a seat on the sport deck, winds blowing, stars burning, and gray seas rushing by. The moon rocked through tattered clouds.

Their talk was full and free tonight, seeking and revealing. Joe soon learned that Donna was no exotic stranger, but belonged to his own world. Her background was about what he had guessed and most desired. She had never gone to a seminary in France, but had toured Europe with some girl friends, tourist class. She had been a captain of girl scouts, a counsellor at a summer camp, and woman’s tennis champion of her college. She could drive a car, had a movie hero, and occasionally wrote a bit of poetry for her own satisfaction and mental stimulation. Her ideals were just as fine, her conduct as scrupulous, as her mother’s before her.

Joe saw her hand in the moonlight and took it in his. She made no attempt to draw it away; the caress was warm and pleasant and acceptable from a friend. But when the moon worked stronger magic, and his heart leaped, and he tried to draw her into his arms, her silky muscles hardened, and she wriggled aside.

“It’s moonlight—shipboard—and summer time,” she said, as much to herself as to him. “But it can’t be done.”

Joe drew a long steadying breath. “Not even once? Just to find out——”

“I haven’t kissed a man for more than a year,” she went on with the simple frankness of her generation.

“Then you’re waiting for some one?”

“Waiting to get to him,” she said, and there was a hint of tremor in her voice. “He’s in Shanghai. I’m going out there to marry him.”

Even as she spoke, they felt the kick of the screw and the lurch of the hull as the ship battled westward.

“I wonder if he knows his luck,” Joe said, after a long pause.

“I’m the lucky one. You’ll think so, too, when you meet him.” But Donna’s tone told more than her words: it had by now become a little song of joy. “He’s a civil engineer—his name’s Keith Elliot—and he was sent out there by one of the big American firms two years ago.”

“And he came back for a visit last year,” Joe continued the story, “with a big diamond for his sweetheart—and she got engaged to him.”

“Yes. How did you know that?”

“It’s not hard to figure out. You must be infernally in love with him, or it wouldn’t have lasted through a year’s separation.”

“Dreadfully,” Donna agreed simply.

“Just one more question, if you don’t mind answering.” Joe steadied his voice successfully. “Are you going to marry him the minute you get off the boat, or are you—going to look around a little first?”

“I’m through looking around, as far as men are concerned. Keith wants to have the marriage right away. But mother would like to have us wait at least two weeks, to make sure of ourselves and each other.”

The moon came out, bold and bright, and put a glossy polish on the blue-steel sea. “Intelligent woman, your mother,” he observed cheerfully.

They talked on intimately and happily, now the air was cleared, but there was very little more Joe needed to know. All the signs and warnings were plain to read. He had found the girl he could love.

Nor would it be a mere shipboard romance to remember with a smile and a glimmer in the eyes under other moons. Joe was not the kind who could love lightly and forget. He was not just playing with fire, but challenging the lightning. If it struck at all, it would illumine all his sky, crackling and flashing, with thunder in his ears. And every touch of his hand on hers set a current flowing that might draw the bolt.

His imagination vaulted with new power. Perhaps there was a vein of rugged poetry running through the homely humor that his friends knew. He fancied a voyage within a voyage. If he turned back now, he could reach a safe port, his sails unrent and his flag flying. If he surged on, blind to the red lights and the deep clang of the bell buoys, he might easily break up on the reefs. But beyond those reefs were the Happy Isles: even now he could raise their sunlit headlands through the haze of distance, palms waving, fountains playing.

It was for him alone to decide; he was a free agent. Kismet, brooding over the islands to the west, laid no hand on his helm. But he had gone out to find life....

At midnight he left Donna at the door of her cabin, went to his own room, and sat for a time on the edge of Charley’s berth, watching his boyish sleep. At last he shook him gently.

Charley saw the glitter in his friend’s eyes and was instantly wide awake.

“Ship going down?” he asked quickly.

“No,” Joe answered in an exalted tone his friend had never heard before, “but my ship is coming in.”


CHAPTER 2

Joe told his comrade just how it was. He was going to neglect him the rest of the voyage. Yes, perhaps he had made a good start in that direction, but from now on he was going to eat, drink, live, and dream Donna Randall. Only seventeen days remained of the voyage, and he meant to make the most of them. She was the loveliest, most desirable girl he had ever met, fulfilling an ideal he had hardly known he possessed. He had everything to gain, nothing to lose.

“In plain words,” Charley said disgustedly when the outburst was over, “you’ve gone and fallen in love.”

“Not yet, but I may soon. How can I help it—a girl like that?”

“And when you do fall, you’ll fall hard. You do everything hard, not with one foot in the door, like me. Then where will you be? You had it just reversed—you’ve nothing to gain and everything to lose.”

Joe only smiled. “It will be worth it, just the same.”

“Of all the fools!” Charley jumped up and sat down again. “I thought you were going to Indo-China to look for gold.”

“What’s gold, compared to her? I may never find anybody like her again. I’m going to be with her all I can.”

“But you won’t get her. You haven’t a dog’s chance. Good Lord, man, look at the facts staring you in the face! You’ve hardly any money, no job, and mighty sketchy prospects. She’s got a diamond on her finger worth more than you’ll make in a year. And you say she’s on her way to marry some fellow right now.”

“His name is Keith Elliot. He and the minister are out in Shanghai.”

“You’d steal, too, would you? How’d you like it if the tables were turned, and you were the poor chap waiting out there for his sweetheart?”

Plainly this shot went home. Joe’s eyes rounded, and his jaw dropped.

“Just picture the fellow, counting the minutes, grinding away at his job in the daytime, spending his nights watching for a ship at sea?” Charley went on with his usual flight of fancy.

“Chuck it, Charley. Don’t you see I’ve got to go ahead just the same?” Joe began to rally, and his head went up. “Anyway, he’s a man, isn’t he, able to fight for himself? Until he can slip a wedding ring on her finger it’s a fair field.”

Tried beyond endurance, Charley hopped up and stamped about the room. “How about your career as a chemical engineer?” he shouted. “Don’t you know it’s overboard if you tie yourself to a wife?”

“I don’t know it. A girl like Donna won’t hold any man back. She’ll make him climb!” Joe was flushed, and his eyes snapped.

Suddenly Charley relaxed, lighted a smoke, and deftly flicked the spent match out the port-hole. “All right, big boy. You’re looking for trouble, and you’ll get it. But you’ll never get that girl. It just isn’t in the cards.”

But whether he won or whether he lost, the quest was still worth while. It was self-quest, too—to know the glory of his own waking love in such glorious behalf.

Meanwhile he was enjoying Donna’s company for its own sake, man and maid together. They talked and laughed and danced. They watched and wondered at the drama of ship life, the quick loves, sudden hates, plots and counterplots, among their fellow passengers. They played games on the windy sport deck. They looked for whales, ran to the rail to see passing ships, listened to yarns from the crew. They kept track of the pencil markings on the chart in the smoking room that every day told Donna she was some three hundred miles nearer her waiting love. They watched the young moon wax to the full and begin to wane.

They had their fair share of adventures. Two days out from Yokohama the Pacific stirred in his sleep. His quiet breathing gave way to fevered pantings. The ship had cut across one of the outer whorls of a typhoon. Every port was locked; the tablecloths were dampened to hold the dishes in place. Then came a gesture of the raw powers they would never forget.

The big ship seemed helpless, hurled up like a thrown bottle and driven down like a spear. Great seas buoyed her, slow and inexorable, until she could rise no more; then burst over her with a roar. Mountains of wrath chased her and erupted white lava on her stern. Sea and sky were yelling chaos, in which bobbed and pitched and rolled one little white chip.

The passengers gathered in the smoking room, held on to what they might, and watched through the windows. Joe found a seat in a corner behind one of the stationary card tables and beckoned Donna to join him. She came with a little cry. He had never seen her move so quickly. Her dark-blue eyes were wide, her lips parted. He steadied her chair with one big foot, and out of sight behind the table her hand slipped into his.

But this was not the only good that the ill wind blew Joe.

By twilight the heavier seas had dropped behind. Because she had learned to pitch her voice above the low howlings outside the storm glass, Donna thought the wind had gone down. After dinner she forgot it entirely and went topside to one of the de luxe cabins where an affluent young couple were giving a party.

It proved the kind of shipboard affair that can completely drown out a storm, but Joe had not come yet to smile it away by her side, and she was soon longing for open air. Without a word to any one she slipped out the side door, intending to go forward along the boat-deck and down the stairs to the smoking room.

As she emerged from the lee of the cabin, something like a walking wall ran into her from behind. It was only the wind, but it seemed to have stony hardness, crushing weight.

She deplored going back. It was a strength approaching an infirmity in her that she so hated giving up any of her undertakings. Bracing herself, she edged on ten—twenty—perhaps fifty feet.

But she had only gone farther into the full sweep of the wind. The deck was wet from overbreaking seas; her little evening slippers would no longer hold. It took all her strength to cling to the sides of the lifeboats and not be spun down the deck, and sometimes there was no place to cling, only smooth boards and battened holds. And now the gleam from the cabin windows no longer glinted on the wet boards to guide her steps, and she and the wind wrestled in utter darkness.

Suddenly it was quite impossible to go on, but the act of turning back almost upset her balance. And then, although there should have been streaks and cracks of light about the curtained windows of the cabin, she could not see them. She could not open her eyes to the lash of the wind: it was as though she were struck blind.

In that blindness fear caught her. It had been trailing her all the time on this storm-swept deck, but she had evaded it until now. She knew she was in no real danger—she had only to cling to a davit till some one came—but its cold hand was on her heart, just the same. She stood in roaring darkness, in darkness that walked.

An inquisitive wave, shooting high above its fellows, looked over the edge of the deck and coiled a wet arm about her ankles.

It was not an hour that she waited; it only seemed so. Actually it was less than five minutes. Then through her battered eyelids she saw a rectangle of light.

It was the door of the party room. Framed in it was a seemingly enormous bulk. And at once an enormous sound burst out of it to be hurled by the wind straight to her ears.

“Donna!” It was Joe, shouting with all his breath. He had failed to find her at the party and was coming to look for her.

“Here I am, Joe.”

But he could not hear her at first. He was almost beside her, his hand on the davit, before her voice could cut back through the blast. And then she let go everything and fairly leaped into his arms.

Before either of them knew what had happened, their lips were pressed together. Her arms were about his neck, and she was almost crying. Presently her lips stilled, as though in surprise.

“This won’t do,” she told him good-naturedly. Quickly she wriggled out of his arms. “My year’s record has been knocked into a cocked hat.”

“How about knocking it clean overboard?” There was a joyous boom in Joe’s voice.

It seemed perfectly natural to be standing in a full-reef gale, shouting in each other’s ears. But suddenly remembering Donna’s flimsy dress, the cold spray, and the angry sea, Joe began to lead her toward the stairs. His fine strength made nothing of the wind. In his young pride and exultation he would defy a tornado. This was no wave-wet deck, but the roof of the world.

He stopped her in the alcove at the foot of the stairs.

“I’ve got something to tell you, Donna,” he said quietly.

But he had told her twice already, once in his kisses, again in the splendor lighting his plain face.

“I know what it is, Joe,” she answered.

“But won’t you let me say it—in plain words?”

She shook her head—smiled dimly—and sped away.

Yokohama! Rickshaws and painted streets. Shop signs more decorative than banners for a carnival. Brawny porters with naked brown thighs. Girls’ faces like bright flowers. Color and laughter and romance; and tall ships in the harbor.

In two rickshaws Donna and Joe drove into the city. They shopped with deeply-bowing tradesmen; they lunched on the cool veranda of a cosmopolitan hotel. In the afternoon they saw their first great Buddha dreaming away the centuries in the bliss of Nirvana.

Kobe was the next stop—that roaring city of New Japan—and then the ship glided among the haunted islands of the Inland Sea. Through the Korean Strait, across Hwang Hai, they found themselves in the mouth of the great Yangtze-kiang, not a river but a god; and only the night’s ride from Shanghai.

Joe and Donna stood alone on the dimly-lighted deck, their thoughts moving with the yellow waters down the unnumbered centuries. This was the Father of Rivers. Kublai Khan had built pleasure palaces on its banks. Its waters had run red in forgotten wars. The aged Marco Polo, resting from his journeys under Italian skies, had told tales of its wonders—and his hearers had winked and tapped their foreheads.

Kingdoms had spread and receded like lazy tides. Cities had grown great, roared, and were now a few broken stones on a desert. Conquering armies had flung their pontoon bridges across its yellow waters: their clamor had died away in the distance, and naught was ever heard of them again. Strange gods had risen, and in time their temples fallen. But the River God remained. He fed or starved or drowned his millions at his whim. And still the sampan lights dimmed and brightened and danced like fireflies in the gloom.

The Yangtze was the heart artery of fabulous China. The ships of all nations passed in the night; and the men-of-war, British and French and Yankee, were chained like surly watchdogs to its piers. Hundreds of junks, each with an eye painted on her bow so she could find her way across the shoals, plied from dock to dock. And in the countless small craft dwelt a whole race of water things, unimaginable beings who looked like men and women, but who were born and bred and died under the same patched and tattered sail.

Once a sampan light gleamed just under the bow, then quickly winked out. At the same instant Joe felt a slight shock. A few seconds later he thought he saw something white streak by in the murky waters.

He did not speak of these incidents to Donna.... But presently one of the sailors leaned over the rail with a lantern.

“Bit of ’ard luck for them blighters,” he said with a grin.

“What was it?” Donna demanded.

“Nothing but a sampan. They’re like blarsted ’ens, always trying to cross the ’ighway the wrong time. We cut her in two like a bit of cheese.”

“Were—were—there any people——”

“Not less than three. Likely not more’n a dozen. Populous packets, them sampans.”

“Then turn back—this instant! We might get some of them yet.”
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