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SYNOPSIS




During a transatlantic voyage, a young Englishman grows suspicious of two fellow passengers, Flannigan and Muller, who guard a strange little square box with unsettling secrecy. Convinced they intend to destroy the ship, he confides in a friend who doubts his fears. As their behavior becomes more cryptic, tension escalates—until the box’s true purpose is revealed in an unexpected, ironic twist typical of Doyle’s lighter tales.
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This text is a work in the public domain and reflects the norms, values and perspectives of its time. Some readers may find parts of this content offensive or disturbing, given the evolution in social norms and in our collective understanding of issues of equality, human rights and mutual respect. We ask readers to approach this material with an understanding of the historical era in which it was written, recognizing that it may contain language, ideas or descriptions that are incompatible with today's ethical and moral standards.
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"All

aboard?" said the captain.




"All

aboard, sir!" said the mate.




"Then

stand by to let her go."




It

was nine o'clock on a Wednesday morning. The good ship Spartan was lying

off Boston Quay with her cargo under hatches, her passengers shipped, and everything

prepared for a start. The warning whistle had been sounded twice, the final bell

had been rung. Her bowsprit was turned towards England, and the hiss of escaping

steam showed that all was ready for her run of three thousand miles. She strained

at the warps that held her like a greyhound at its leash.




I

have the misfortune to be a very nervous man. A sedentary literary life has helped

to increase the morbid love of solitude which, even in my boyhood, was one of my

distinguishing characteristics. As I stood upon the quarter-deck of the Transatlantic

steamer, I bitterly cursed the necessity which drove me back to the land of my forefathers.

The shouts of the sailors, the rattle of the cordage, the farewells of my fellow-passengers,

and the cheers of the mob, each and all jarred upon my sensitive nature. I felt

sad too. An indescribable feeling, as of some impending calamity, seemed to haunt

me. The sea was calm, and the breeze light. There was nothing to disturb the equanimity

of the most confirmed of landsmen, yet I felt as if I stood upon the verge of a

great though indefinable danger. I have noticed that such presentiments occur often

in men of my peculiar temperament, and that they are not uncommonly fulfilled. There

is a theory that it arises from a species of second-sight—a subtle spiritual communication

with the future. I well remember that Herr Raumer, the eminent spiritualist, remarked

on one occasion that I was the most sensitive subject as regards supernatural phenomena

that he had ever encountered in the whole of his wide experience. Be that as it

may, I certainly felt far from happy as I threaded my way among the weeping, cheering

groups which dotted the white decks of the good ship Spartan. Had I known

the experience which awaited me in the course of the next twelve hours, I would

even then at the last moment have sprung upon the shore, and made my escape from

the accursed vessel.




"Time's

up!" said the captain, closing his chronometer with a snap, and replacing it

in his pocket. "Time's up!" said the mate. There was a last wail from

the whistle, a rush of friends and relatives upon the land. One warp was loosened,

the gangway was being pushed away, when there was a shout from the bridge, and two

men appeared running rapidly down the quay. They were waving their hands and making

frantic gestures, apparently with the intention of stopping the ship. "Look

sharp!" shouted the crowd. "Hold hard!" cried the captain. "Ease

her! stop her! Up with the gangway!" and the two men sprang aboard just as

the second warp parted, and a convulsive throb of the engine shot us clear of the

shore. There was a cheer from the deck, another from the quay, a mighty fluttering

of handkerchiefs, and the great vessel ploughed its way out of the harbor, and steamed

grandly away across the placid bay.




We

were fairly started upon our fortnight's voyage. There was a general dive among

the passengers in quest of berths and luggage, while a popping of corks in the saloon

proved that more than one bereaved traveler was adopting artificial means for drowning

the pangs of separation. I glanced round the deck and took a running inventory of

my compagnons de voyage. They presented the usual types met with upon these

occasions. There was no striking face among them. I speak as a connoisseur, for

faces are a specialty of mine. I pounce upon a characteristic feature as a botanist

does on a flower, and bear it away with me to analyze at my leisure, and classify

and label it in my little anthropological museum. There was nothing worthy of me

here. Twenty types of young America going to "Yurrup," a few respectable

middle-aged couples as an antidote, a sprinkling' of clergymen and professional

men, young ladies, bagmen, British exclusives, and all the olla podrida of

an ocean-going steamer. I turned away from them and gazed back at the receding shores

of America, and, as a cloud of remembrances rose before me, my heart warmed towards

the land of my adoption. A pile of portmanteaus and luggage chanced to be lying

on one side of the deck, awaiting their turn to be taken below. With my usual love

for solitude I walked behind these, and sitting on a coil of rope between them and

the vessel's side, I indulged in a melancholy reverie.




I

was aroused from this by a whisper behind me. "Here's a quiet place,"

said the voice. "Sit down, and we can talk it over in safety."




Glancing

through a chink between two colossal chests, I saw that the passengers who had joined

us at the last moment were standing at the other side of the pile. They had evidently

failed to see me as I crouched in the shadow of the boxes. The one who had spoken

was a tall and very thin man with a blue-black beard and a colorless face. His manner

was nervous and excited. His companion was a short, plethoric little fellow, with

a brisk and resolute air. He had a cigar in his mouth, and a large ulster slung

over his left arm. They both glanced round uneasily, as if to ascertain whether

they were alone. "This is just the place," I heard the other say. They

sat down on a bale of goods with their backs turned towards me, and I found myself,

much against my will, playing the unpleasant part of eavesdropper to their conversation.
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