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  In October, 1931, I sat with Edgar Wallace in his suite at the Metropole Hotel, Blackpool, which constituency he was fighting in the Liberal interest.




  In furtherance of his candidature I was producing a bi-weekly publication, Wallace’s Blackpool Banner, and we were discussing the layout.




  “By the way,” I said, “can you suggest another title for this article? I’m tired of writing ‘Edgar Wallace, by Robert Curtis’.”




  Wallace considered for a second.




  “Call it ‘Edgar Wallace, by the Man who Knows Him Best’,” he said.




  And that is my justification, if any be needed, for this volume.




  Chapter One




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Edgar Wallace did not write his most thrilling story; he lived it.




  From the time when, as a ragged boy, he played truant from school and stood on the kerb outside the Press Club, selling newspapers in an effort to secure financial support for his love of ginger-beer, theatre galleries and “Devona” toffee, up to the time when, as Chairman of the Club, he entertained earls at lunch and drank his champagne from a pint tankard — it was one of the rare occasions when he would drink anything alcoholic — his life was a succession of episodes more thrilling than any serial story that came from his pen. I have often thought that if he had written the true story of his life as a novel, the public would have decided that his imagination had run away with him, and would have refused to swallow it.




  “It is impossible not to be thrilled by Edgar Wallace.” They print that across the jackets of some of his novels. It is, no doubt, as regards his stories, one of those permissible exaggerations which a publisher may utter without a qualm. There must exist a small number of people who cannot read Edgar Wallace’s stories at all; there are doubtless others who read them and are not thrilled; there are, I know, some who devour them in secret and contemptuously decry them in public.




  I once met a man — he was a well-known barrister, who must, I think, have been getting into training for a seat on the Bench — who asked me, with a very promising effort at judicial innocence: “Who is Edgar Wallace?”




  I told him, with equal innocence, that he was the owner of the Wallace collection, and I am afraid he disbelieved me. But while I had been awaiting him in his chambers, I had counted seven of Wallace’s novels among his law books, and I happened to know that on the first night of Wallace’s last play the eminent counsel had been in the stalls — with a complimentary ticket. There are many like him.




  But though there may be people who find it possible not to be thrilled by reading Wallace’s stories, I do not believe there exists a person so phlegmatic, or so blasé, or so completely insulated against the shocks of this mortal coil as to be in close contact with Wallace, for a few days, as I was for many years, without coming to realise the full meaning of the word “thrill”. Life within the orbit of Edgar Wallace was a rapid succession of high-powered thrills. During the years of my association with him I did many things — most things — with Wallace. I worked with him, lazed with him, went racing with him, travelled with him, spent money, lost money, made money with him; was broke with him and racked my brains for a likely means of raising the next five pounds; succeeded, failed, laughed, grieved, even grew stout with him — to our common sorrow. But in all the years of our friendship there was one experience which, though I sometimes sighed for it, never came my way: I was never dull with him.




  Life to Wallace was all thrills. He loved living. I have heard him say that he never awoke in the morning without thanking God that he was alive. Everything that was happening in the world was of intense interest to him. He saw drama all around him, revelled in being in the midst of it, and was grateful for the chance which each fresh day gave him of plunging into it anew.




  Everything which he did, he did intensely, and had little patience with those who lived at low pressure. “If you can’t get a kick out of what you’re doing, Bob,” he once said to me, “you’ve already got one foot in the grave.”




  When I was crossing from America a few days after Wallace’s sudden death in Hollywood, one of the ship’s officers approached me on the Sunday morning and asked me whether, since Edgar Wallace’s body was on board, there was any special hymn which I would like sung at the service.




  “Yes,” I said, “there is. I should like ‘Praise to the Holiest in the Height!’”




  The officer looked doubtful.




  “It’s hardly the sort of hymn—” he began.




  “It’s the right hymn,” I assured him. “I have chosen it because, if Edgar Wallace is anywhere now and doing anything, I know he is thanking God for it.”




  My first meeting with Wallace was in 1913. I was working in those days for the Dictaphone Company, transcribing on a typewriter the matter dictated on to the cylinders; and from time to time there were delivered to me large batches of cylinders containing literary and journalistic matter from someone who, for some reason or other, never divulged his name. All that I knew of the mysterious author was that his voice had a curiously husky quality, that his mispronunciation of various words made me shudder, and that he was always in a desperate hurry for the typescript.




  As time went on, I became curious and made inquiries, only to discover that all that was known in the office was that the client in question lived at an address in the Haymarket, and that the manager was as mystified and as curious about his identity as I. It was, I believe, the manager’s suggestion that I should personally deliver the next lot of manuscript and see what I could discover. At any rate, I have always given him credit for the suggestion and been duly grateful to him.




  A few days later I called at a flat in the Haymarket, and, on the pretext of having various queries to raise in connection with the manuscript, penetrated to the study, where I was received by a short, slim, decidedly goodlooking man, with a rather pallid face and a neat upturned moustache.




  I told him who I was, but my confidence was not reciprocated; so while we discussed as many points about the manuscript as my ingenuity could invent, my eyes were busy in search of a clue. I noticed that on the bookshelves there was a preponderance of novels by Edgar Wallace, and a number of them lying about the room, and before I left I had a shrewd idea that it was Edgar Wallace to whom I had been talking.




  A few days later came the confirmation. Our anonymous client sent in some handwritten manuscript to be copied, and I promptly turned up the Edgar Wallace file in the office, compared the writing of the manuscript with that of several letters which bore his signature, found the handwriting unmistakably the same, and congratulated myself on having solved the mystery in a manner of which even an Edgar Wallace sleuth need not have been ashamed.




  Wallace in those days, though he was, of course, well known in Fleet Street, was only just beginning to loom on the horizon of the general public as a writer of fiction, and I was puzzled to see why he should be at such pains to conceal his identity. Later, I discovered that there had been method in his mystery. He had acquired his Dictaphone on the gradual-payment plan, instalments were in arrears, and to reveal himself as the author of the manuscripts would have been to invite a peremptory invitation to pay up — which, since he was in the middle of one of his hard-up patches, he could not do — or return the Dictaphone, which, since he was also in the middle of one of his patches of highspeed writing, was unthinkable. Wallace had found himself in a predicament and had tackled his temporary difficulty in a manner with which I was later to become all too familiar.




  The discovery of his identity — I casually addressed him as “Mr. Wallace” at our next meeting, and he only smiled — placed me in a quandary. I had to decide whether, out of loyalty to my firm, I should reveal his identity, or yield to the promptings of the friendship which had already sprung up between us — fostered, I fancy, by our common love of horse-racing, and the fact that we both considered ourselves to be among the cognoscenti of the turf — and allow Wallace to retain the Dictaphone.




  Fortunately, I was spared making the decision.




  “How much do you earn at your job, Bob?” asked Wallace a few days later.




  I told him.




  “You’re worth more than that.”




  I agreed — heartily.




  “Have you got a typewriter of your own?”




  I rapidly decided that the contraption in my possession might, with a little effort of imagination, be truthfully designated a typewriter, and said that I had.




  “Then why don’t you work for yourself?” said Wallace. “I’ve got no money, but I’ll guarantee you a quid a week more than you’re getting now, and you can do all my typing for me. Is it a bet?”




  It was. I acquired a Dictaphone. It was, even when it came into my possession, a very ancient model, as different from the modern electric machine as is the modern aeroplane from the boneshaker. It was worked by clockwork, and the spring was so weak that I was lucky to get through a cylinder with less than three windings. But it served its purpose. With my dilapidated typewriter and my debilitated Dictaphone I transcribed hundreds of thousands of words for Wallace.




  I shall never forget my first introduction to what I later came to accept, more or less philosophically, as the genuine Wallace method of writing a story. I had been transcribing his Dictaphone dictation for some little time, and was congratulating myself on the fact that I was earning a pound a week more and doing far less work than previously. But any dreams I had of a calm and leisurely fortune were soon to be shattered. I had occasion to call at Wallace’s flat one Friday morning. Wallace, Dictaphone mouthpiece in hand, was seated at his desk.




  “Hullo, Bob! Know anything?”




  Throughout my long association with him that was invariably his first question when we met each morning. Wallace was always eager for a tip, and I have spent many an hour, while editors fumed for overdue contributions, arguing with him over the merits of our respective fancies for a race. If we agreed on the probable winner, it was backed by Wallace as a matter of course; if we did not agree — and as I have a liking for an occasional win I am glad to say that Wallace’s selection was not always mine — he would prove to me conclusively that his horse was bound to finish first, that mine had not a dog’s chance; after which he would ring up his bookmaker and back them both.




  On this occasion we did not agree, and Wallace was in the middle of a most unconvincing demonstration that his horse could not avoid winning by three lengths, when he suddenly broke off.




  “By the way,” he said placidly, “I’ve a serial to do — seventy-five thousand words — and I’m going to turn it in by Monday morning. I’m broke and must have the money.”




  “Monday morning?” It was already midday on Friday and I had an uneasy feeling that Wallace was not being humorous. “Perhaps — by midday on Monday — if you’ve a good lot ready for me to get to work on—”




  “I’m just going to start,” said Wallace calmly. “But we’ll do it — easily. You live at Hammersmith, don’t you?”




  I did. But I could not see that living at Hammersmith appreciably brightened the prospect of getting a 75,000-word serial dictated, typed, delivered and paid for by Monday morning. But Wallace saw.




  “I’ll start dictating right away,” he said. “We’ll get a corps of district messengers to carry the cylinders to you at Hammersmith as fast as I can dictate them, and we’ll work all day and night. You’re on a pony.”




  I was living in those days in furnished apartments, and I am afraid my landlady had three rather disturbed nights. All night long my typewriter clattered — I was in constant dread that either it or my feeble Dictaphone spring might collapse beneath the strain imposed on them — and the arrival every two hours of a district messenger to hand me a fresh batch of cylinders for transcription and take back the typescript to Wallace, must have sadly interfered with her night’s rest.




  Wallace read the first ten pages of my typescript, and by the next messenger came a note:




  




  Dear Bob,




  I don’t want to read any more of this. Do the fair copy straight away.




  Edgar W.




  




  PS. — Know anything for tomorrow?




  




  I suppose I did sleep some time and eat now and then between the Friday and the Monday; but the only impression of those seventy-two hours that remains with me is of a dilapidated typewriter ceaselessly clattering and of wrists and arms aching abominably. But the story was finished according to plan, and by midday on Monday the manuscript was in the publisher’s hands, the payment for it in Wallace’s, and my “pony” in mine. We had both earned it.




  In this manner were written many of his subsequent stories, and I soon came to recognise in the early stages the symptoms of an impending spasm of highspeed work. While Wallace had money, he could rarely bring himself to settle down to writing, and at the first signs of financial tightness I came to realise that it would not be long before I heard the inevitable “Bob, I’m broke”, and we should be plunging again into a whirl of furious activity.




  How familiar that “Bob, I’m broke!” was to become! The calm smile with which Wallace invariably said it revealed the nonchalant temperament of the born gambler. Wallace, in everything that he did, was a gambler. Big risks had an irresistible attraction for him; big money lured him; but it was after the thrill of a big adventure that he hankered more than after the money. Money as such did not really interest him very much. It was just something which came along and was spent, but was not of any real importance. Money could always be made with a little effort, and, that being so, it was absurd to hoard it up. If there was money in the bank, Wallace would spend it, gamble with it, lend it, give it away — anything rather than save it. There was no thrill for Wallace in a money-box.




  Most authors, I believe, find it impossible to do good work when they are worried, particularly if the cause of their worry is a financial one. If they sit down to plan a story, the vision of a Final Notice from the Gas Company floats before their eyes, and the prospect of the meter being borne away in a handcart effectually banishes inspiration. Truth is stronger than fiction, at least until some means has been found of preserving the continuance of the gas supply.




  Fortunately, Wallace did not suffer from that disability. “Fortunately” because, had overdrafts, bills, threats of summonses and suchlike prevented his working, many of his stories would never have been written. It seems that most creative workers are innately lazy and can rarely bring themselves to settle down to work until the bank manager becomes recalcitrant or at any rate shows signs of incipient restiveness. Wallace was no exception; and as he was blessed with a bank manager whose views on the matter of overdrafts coincided — almost — with his own, there were sometimes lengthy periods when no stories were written.




  He rarely worked until stern necessity in some unpleasant guise was knocking at the door; and then he worked at tremendous pressure and was not in the least disturbed by the knocking. His incurable optimism always persuaded him that the story would be finished and payment for it received before stern necessity kicked the door down.




  Unlike most authors, he did his best work under the stress of financial stringency. When he was in funds, work was postponed to that distant date when money would be short again. Having survived one financial crisis, he always seemed to imagine that the next was only a vague possibility of the distant future, and promptly proceeded to do everything most calculated to expedite its arrival. At such times editors might be screaming for stories, but if the voice of the bank manager was silent or not too reproachful, the siren whisper of Epsom or Newmarket would always drown the editorial clamour, and only a very bad day on the racecourse would persuade him to give a sympathetic ear to the outcry.




  I have often felt grateful to the providence which ordained that Wallace should not win the Irish Sweepstake. Whatever the state of his finances, he always contrived somehow to have about £40 worth of tickets, but luck never came his way. Had it done so, I am sure that I should have had no work to do for months. Even Wallace, I imagine, would have needed a month or two to dispose of the first prize in the Irish Sweep-




  It is not surprising that Wallace, who honestly believed, as I have often heard him say, that money is one of the things in life which do not matter in the least, was frequently in financial difficulties. His temperament made it inevitable that his life should be punctuated at fairly regular intervals by financial crises of varying acuteness, and a graph of his bank balance during almost any selected period of his life would have been a zigzag affair of sudden ups and downs no less erratic than a meteorological chart of an English summer.




  Often in my days with him I watched him carelessly wandering deeper and deeper into a jungle of debt from which I could see no hope that he would ever extricate himself and was convinced that Wallace at last had come to the end of his financial tether and that a crash was inevitable.




  But that was before I had got to know Wallace and his methods. He was by nature a fighter, and he fought best when the boats had been burnt behind him and he must go forward or surrender, and I never knew him — not, at least, until the last few years, when he began to show unmistakable signs of overwork and nerviness — get rattled or even seriously worried over money matters. There was always a way out of the most bewildering financial maze, and the ingenuity he displayed in discovering the solution, the coolness with which he carried out the hair-raising expedients to which he was sometimes forced, were qualities which, had he chosen to turn his attention to Throgmorton Street instead of Fleet Street, could hardly have failed to win him a place among the world’s financial magnates.




  Wallace, I am sure, would not have been content to be less than a magnate.




  He was incurably generous. It was one of the most lovable traits in the character of the most lovable man I have ever known. He scattered his benevolence with as lavish a hand as he scattered money on any other object. He was lovably and lamentably sentimental. Almost any story of hard luck and poverty, no matter how blatantly untrue, was enough to send his hand groping for his wallet, and there was no lack of unscrupulous spongers to take advantage of his unselfish generosity. It became a by-word with the indigent parasites who always hovered around him, as well as among those who were in genuine need of help, that Wallace was always “good for a fiver”.




  I was in his study on one occasion when an old friend of his came in with an all too familiar request.




  “Can you lend me a tenner, Edgar?”




  Wallace, I knew, was at the moment in sore need of money himself, and I expected a regretful refusal.




  “Tenner?” said Wallace. “I really don’t know, old man. Wait a minute and I’ll see how the Pals Account stands.”




  The friend left with a cheque for fifteen pounds.




  It was only then, though I had been closely associated with Wallace for some time, that I discovered about the Pals Account. It was a special account into which, in his periods of affluence, he paid such money as he could spare for the specific purpose of meeting requests of this kind. His quixotic generosity was charming but ruinous. He would have been a much wealthier man if he could have found it in his heart to say “No” to a request for money. But an Edgar Wallace who could refuse a helping hand to one who asked for it would not have been Edgar Wallace.




  I think he was fully aware of this improvident streak in his character. I remember the first occasion on which I asked him for a loan. It was only a fiver that I needed to help me through my financial morass, but I approached him very diffidently. I need not have felt any qualms.




  “Sure, Bob,” said Wallace promptly. “Never be hard up for a fiver. I used to be, so I know what it’s like. I’m hard up nowadays for fifties and hundreds. I suppose one day I’ll be hard up for thousands.”




  He was.




  That, I suppose, was the secret of his inexhaustible generosity: he could never forget the days when he had been poor. Throughout his romantic journey from a courtyard in Deptford to a suite of rooms at the Carlton, the poor and unfortunate were always with him. He used to say humorously that it was the literary fare provided for him at Sunday School in his days of childhood that was chiefly responsible for his inability to say “No” to a request for help. It included a story called “Christie’s Old Organ”, over which he used to ponder and weep. The moral of the story was that one ought to be kind to people less fortunate than oneself, and Wallace reckoned that the complex introduced into his mental system by that Sunday School reading had cost him many thousands of pounds in the course of his life. How thoroughly he had taken the moral to heart!




  With the best will in the world it was not always possible to produce the needed cash for charitable purposes, but J never knew Wallace fail to do something for a friend who was in genuine distress. His name was good security for a bank overdraft, if all else failed, and whatever the state of his own account he would lightheartedly put his signature to the guarantee form. After all, signing one’s name was a delightfully simple way of getting fifty pounds for one’s friend, and one could not let a pal down, anyway. I wonder how many such forms bearing Wallace’s signature there were scattered about the country at the time of his death!




  I remember once venturing a mild protest when, in the midst of one of his most perplexing financial tangles, he had casually guaranteed an overdraft of £60 for a man who was a regular applicant for his charity, and who, as Wallace had admitted to me, had never been known to repay a loan.




  “He’s hard up, Bob,” was Wallace’s excuse.




  “So are you,” I reminded him.




  He shrugged.




  “And it’s a thousand to one,” I added, “that So-and-So will let you down.”




  Another shrug.




  “Being let down doesn’t matter.”




  That was always Wallace’s attitude. Anyone might let him down — hundreds did — and it was accepted with a shrug and a smile. It was all part of the great gamble, and the true gambler does not squeal when he loses. I never knew Wallace bitter or resentful at being let down by someone whom he had trusted and helped, and the all too frequent experience never hardened his heart.




  When he wanted to lend a helping hand he had a charmingly tactful way of doing it. It was he who, when I had been working for him only a month or two, suggested that, instead of working in my lodgings at Hammersmith, I should take an office in the West End and start a typewriting agency of my own. I agreed that it was an excellent plan, but with the small clientele which I then had, renting an office was a risk which I did not dare to take.




  “Take the office, Bob,” said Wallace, “and I’ll pay half the rent.”




  Protest was useless. It was to suit his own convenience, he assured me, that he wanted me to do it. Hammersmith was a long way from the Haymarket, and he wanted to have me close at hand, so that a telephone call would bring me to his flat within a few minutes. If I wouldn’t agree to his suggestion, he would rent an office himself and let me work there.




  I took the office, and Wallace paid half the rent, and I pretended to believe that it was entirely for his own benefit that he did so. But I have never forgotten that it was to his generosity that I owed my first start in a business of my own. I did all Wallace’s work, and, with that solid foundation on which to build, the business grew apace.




  And then came the war. This parted us. One morning in April, 1915, after worrying over the question for months, I suddenly decided to join up, packed away my typewriter and Dictaphone, and, without telling anyone of my intention, put myself at the service of His Majesty. I think I took it for granted that Wallace expected me to go sooner or later, and I did not mention the matter to him until my enlistment was an accomplished fact. Then, in all the glory of my new khaki kit, I called at his flat, confidently expecting his wholehearted approval both of what I had done and of my soldierly bearing.




  I was sadly disappointed. Whatever he may have thought of me as a specimen of England’s fighting forces, Wallace certainly did not approve of what I had done. He was hurt and angry. He took the view that I was basely deserting him when he badly needed me, that I should have consulted him before enlisting, that I had shown an utter lack of consideration for him, and that I should make a rotten soldier anyway. He said he would see what he could do to get me out of the Army again immediately, and we would start to work on his new serial on the following Monday. Our relations, when I left him that morning, were decidedly strained.




  A few days later, having been warned that I was sailing for Egypt almost immediately, I called again to bid Edgar goodbye — and found a very different Wallace from the one I had last seen. He was all anxiety to do everything possible to enable me to go with an easy mind. My whole family, he assured me, would be under his wing until I returned, and I was to worry over nothing. He was terribly sorry that I should be missing the best part of the flat-racing season.




  I shall always remember his words to me as he shook my hand on parting.




  “After all, Bob,” he said, “you’ll be helping to write history, and I only write popular fiction.”




  Chapter Two
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  When he had spoken of my helping to write history, Wallace had been nearer the truth than he had suspected. I was invalided home from the East in 1916, and in 1917, on my discharge from hospital, was appointed confidential clerk to Field-Marshal Lord French, who at that time was Commander-in-Chief of the Home Forces.




  Lord French was engaged in writing his famous book “1914”, dealing with the war, and my time was almost entirely occupied in taking down the book in shorthand from his dictation and transcribing on the typewriter. Fate seemed to have predestined me to be associated with the writers of thrilling stories.




  Lord French, incidentally, had one characteristic in common with Edgar Wallace; he could very easily be distracted from the work of literary composition. With Wallace it needed only a race meeting to make him abandon desk, Dictaphone, secretary and editors and set off lightheartedly for the course; with Lord French it was usually some detail in the events which he was describing that caused him to interrupt his dictation.




  He would suddenly pause, get up from his chair and go to a large-scale map of the Western front which hung on the wall, and indicate a spot with his finger. “You see, Curtis, it was like this,” he would say.




  “We were here, and the enemy was there, and the problem I had to solve…”




  And that would be the end of work for that morning. It was intensely interesting, but I must admit that military strategy and tactics were less intelligible to me than the strategy and tactics of Wallace’s crooks.




  As soon as I was discharged from hospital I called on Wallace, and found him sitting at his desk, with his usual smile, and his Dictaphone mouthpiece in his hand. He might have been sitting just like that ever since I had left him.




  “Hullo, Bob!” was his greeting. “Know anything?”




  “All I know,” I answered, surveying him critically, “is that while I’ve been away you’ve added several inches to your waist measurement.”




  Wallace said that was the worst communiqué from the front that had so far reached him. He added that during my absence he had had nine different typists, only one of whom could spell, or understood the uses of a comma, and he had just started a new serial which he wanted me to type. I must somehow wangle it to get free of my job with Lord French and return to the Wallace fold.




  We agreed on a compromise; there should be no attempt at wangling, but I would do all the work I could for Wallace in my spare time. He felt, I think, that he was treating Lord French very well.




  Demobilisation set me free in 1919, and I again started my own typewriting business, doing most of Wallace’s work for him as I had done before the war. This continued for several years. But reviving a business which had been dead for a long while was no easy matter. For a time I managed to keep it breathing, but only just. Everything at that time went wrong for me, and at last, when I could carry on no longer, I decided that the only thing to be done was to pocket my pride and tell Wallace just how matters stood. Reluctantly one day I went to see him, counting on his ingenuity to suggest some way out of my difficulties.




  But I had counted on the wrong quality. His generosity was greater even than his ingenuity. He did not let me get very far with my story.




  “You’d better come and join up with me as my secretary, Bob,” he said. “I’ve got no money, but I’ll guarantee you four pounds a week.”




  Still the great-hearted gambler! Wallace told me later that he had always wanted me in his permanent, whole-time employment, but had never till then dared to commit himself to paying even a small regular salary.




  So began a still more intimate association with him which was only broken by his sudden death in Hollywood. They were stirring years, full of interest and packed with thrills; and not the least of the thrills were those afforded by Wallace’s financial vagaries.




  He was a lavish spender. The habit of counting the cost of anything in advance presupposes a measure of prudence and cautiousness which was not included in his make-up. In his heart I think Wallace had a contempt for prudence and cautiousness as virtues of a negative type which had something rather petty about them. He had scant sympathy really for the man who would first dip his toes in the water, and then, if it were not too cold, wade cautiously out and be careful not to swim beyond his depth. The right way was to take a header from the topmost diving-board and trust to providence that the water was deep enough to prevent your skull being cracked on the bottom.




  Optimism and self-confidence were two of Wallace’s predominant qualities. If he wanted a thing he would never pause to consider whether he could afford it; he bought it. His optimism persuaded him that he would manage to pay for it somehow; his self-confidence never failed to convince him that he could make money just whenever he wanted to. Economy was a word of which he may possibly have heard, but which never intrigued him sufficiently to make him inquire into its meaning.




  His motoring was a fair example. Wallace abominated walking. After the war, before the halcyon days of Portland Place, Bourne End and the Carlton, he was living in a flat Clarence Gate Gardens, Baker Street, which was approached by a flight of, I believe, twelve or thirteen steps; but he invariably went up and down by the lift.




  Tubes, ‘buses, or even taxis never seemed to commend themselves to him as methods of transport worthy of his serious consideration, and he formed the comfortable but expensive habit of hiring a large and luxurious limousine car on any and every occasion.




  His bills from the hire company were appalling, and on the arrival of one such account I prepared two statements which I hoped would so impress Wallace that he might take steps to bring down his motoring expenditure to a more reasonable figure. One statement showed the sum he had spent on car hire during the preceding twelve months, and the other, which set out the cost of running a car of his own, including chauffeur’s wages, garage, running expenses, etc., proved conclusively that by becoming a car owner he could effect a very considerably saving.




  I showed the statements to Wallace. I am sure he was impressed, because he remarked that I should make a very good accountant. And that, for some years, was as far as it got. I should have known better than to introduce that word “saving” into the conversation. I am sure it scared him off.




  Eventually, of course, he bought a car. It was a handsome car, but I never could bring myself to like it, for it was the cause of my unwittingly letting Edgar down. There arrived at the flat one afternoon his bank manager, a charming and long-suffering man. Wallace, in the midst of an overdue instalment of a serial, had heard the call of the turf and gone off to a race meeting, so I entertained the manager with a cup of tea, and sat and chatted with him in the study. In the course of our conversation I casually mentioned that we had just bought a car, and I wondered why the bank manager sighed and looked so wistful.




  I understood a few days later, when there arrived a letter from the bank, couched in gently reproachful terms, regarding the amount of Wallace’s overdraft.




  Up to that time I had not been fully admitted into Wallace’s confidence as regards his financial affairs, or I should certainly have conducted his bank manager along some less hazardous conversational path. Edgar, I fancy, realised the risks to which such reticence exposed him, and thereafter in money matters there were no secrets between us.




  From that time the standard of our motoring comfort and elegance rose by leaps and bounds. Once Wallace had started buying cars, it was difficult to stop him, and ultimately we arrived, as I knew we were bound to arrive, at the crowning dignity of a Rolls-Royce.




  The Ringer, Edgar’s most successful play, had been produced a couple of weeks previously by Sir Gerald du Maurier at Wyndham’s Theatre. It had met with instant success, and cheques for such heartening sums in respect of royalties had begun to arrive that I began to fear that, as long as the play was running, squeezing blood from a stone would be a simple matter compared with extracting articles or stories from Wallace. He was making bigger money than he had made for a long time — bigger, perhaps, than he had ever made — and I knew that something was bound to happen.




  “Bob,” said Wallace one sunny morning, after duly inquiring if I “knew anything” and making a bet with his bookmaker over the telephone which sent a cold shiver down my spine, “Bob, we’re doing well.”




  Spring was in the air, but Wallace did not need that stimulus to be himself. I cautiously agreed that the prospects were less gloomy than they had been recently, but doubted if they were sufficiently dazzling to justify the bet he had just made. There was a look in his grey eyes of which I was afraid I knew the meaning.




  Wallace grinned.




  “Let’s play up the luck and buy a car.”




  “But you’ve got a car—” I began.




  “A good car,” said Wallace, and picked up the receiver of his telephone.




  His idea of a good car was on a par with his ideas of most other things; what it lacked in prudence it made up for in bigness of conception. There glided up to our doorstep a few days later a luxurious limousine of the most expensive type obtainable — to be superseded a year or so later by another, still more luxurious and expensive, which, as it stood shining and glistening by the kerb, made even Portland Place look poverty-stricken and in need of a fresh coat of paint.




  Everyone who saw it admired it — with one exception. Captain Erskine-Bolst, M.P., who was Wallace’s political opponent in Blackpool at the last general election, referred to it in one of his speeches as “that yellow horror”. Thus can political prejudices blind us to true beauty. To Wallace that remark was, I fancy, the unkindest cut of all in a campaign by no means notable for its freedom from personalities.




  Edgar did everything thoroughly. Having turned his attention to cars, he saw the matter through in his usual freehanded way. Every member of his family, with the exception of his youngest daughter, Penelope, whom, since she was only four years of age, he was reluctantly compelled to pass over, was presented with a car, and a whole fleet of vehicles was garaged in the mews behind the house.




  Wallace at this time was making a very big income, and he continued to play up his luck. He had a beautiful country house at Bourne End, a flat in Portland Place, a furnished flat in the Haymarket, which was used exclusively as an office and was rarely occupied by anyone but myself and an assistant secretary, and a suite of rooms at the Carlton, with a private telephone line to the Haymarket premises.




  I remember receiving an urgent summons one Sunday to go down to Bourne End, and drove there in my car. It was a very old car; it had been middle-aged when I had acquired it; its sole claim to survival was that it went.




  Edgar’s Rolls, with its long, shining body, stood in the drive, and I stopped my contraption beside it with a screeching protest from the brakes which was more than usually strident. Wallace, not unnaturally, came out to discover what was responsible for breaking his Sabbath peace. He strolled around my car, inspected the licence, rubbed the door panel with the tip of a finger, peered at the spot he had laid bare, and gave a quizzical smile.




  “According to the licence, Bob, your car is blue,” he said laconically, and led the way into the house.




  There was work to be done that afternoon — Wallace did much of his work during the weekends — and no further reference to my car was made. I did notice, however, that as I started up the engine to leave, Edgar sighed and eyed the bonnet reproachfully.




  The next morning he called me into his study.




  “Bob,” he said, “The Squeaker’s just being produced in New York, and if it’s a success I’m going to buy you a new car.”




  But he could no more be patient in his generosity than he could be patient in anything else. Within an hour came another summons to his study.




  “I’ve been thinking,” said Wallace. “The Squeaker doesn’t come on in New York for a month yet, and your car will never hang together till then. You’d better take a stroll along Great Portland Street and buy yourself one.”




  I began to thank him, but he would not listen. Once again he was only doing it from purely selfish motives. If people saw his secretary in a ramshackle vehicle such as I drove, they would suspect him of paying me a starvation wage. It was a little thin, and no pretence of believing it.




  “It’s frightfully kind of you—” I began.




  “Besides,” interrupted Wallace, “you leave the atrocity outside the house, and as a residential district Portland Place is being ruined.”




  Within an hour I had added yet another saloon, blue beyond all question, to the ever-growing transport facilities which were at our disposal, and Edgar, with his usual nonchalance, signed the cheque.




  In those latter days of prosperity Wallace had a large staff of servants — a valet, two footmen, two chauffeurs, several gardeners, a butler, a groom, and the usual complement of housemaids and parlourmaids and cooks and whatnot. I wonder, had he lived to return from Hollywood, how many cars he would eventually have had attached to his establishment!




  His recklessness in involving himself in financial difficulties was only equalled by his ingenuity in getting out of them. There was, of course, always the final resort of writing a story — either a short story or a serial, according to the exigencies of the crisis. But writing a story, even given the inclination to do so and a day when there was no racing to lure him from his desk, required a certain amount of time; and in the earlier days of my association with him, when the financial crises were of constant occurrence and pronounced acuteness, time was usually an important factor. As an accessory in many of his financial machinations I went through some of the most nerve-racking ordeals of my life. Wallace, even at the most crucial moments, never turned a hair. I used to wish sometimes that a hair or two had been capable of turning.




  He walked into my room one morning with his usual smile and made the all too familiar announcement.




  “Bob, I’m broke.”




  I made no comment. I waited to hear whether a story was to be written at breakneck speed or some new ingenious scheme for raising the wind to be put into operation. I was prepared for almost anything — except for Wallace’s next remark.




  “Write me a cheque on your account for a couple of hundred, will you?”




  I stared at him, dumbfounded. He was as well aware of my financial instability as I was of his, and though he might not know, as I knew, that the balance in my account, if the bank had met the last cheque, was £2 on the debit side, he must know that he was asking me to write a cheque for about ten times the largest sum that ever stood to my credit for more than a couple of days.




  “It’s all right, Bob,” he said easily. “I must have two hundred quid this morning, and I can’t think of any other way of raising it. But I won’t let you down. You shall have the cash to pay in before the cheque is presented.”




  I wrote the cheque. It was the first cheque for a three-figure sum that I had ever drawn, and there was only an overdraft of £2 to meet it; but I signed my name with an air of nonchalance which must have satisfied Wallace that he had a promising pupil. I would not have signed that cheque for any other man alive.




  It was a tribute, I think, even to Wallace’s well-known loyalty to his word— “Thou shalt not let anyone down” was his eleventh commandment — that I thought no more about the matter until, the following afternoon, he thrust a wad of five-pound notes into my hand.




  “Thanks, Bob,” he said. “You’d better go and pay it in at once.”




  As I entered the bank I had a sensation that something was amiss. The cashier’s welcome, never any too cordial, was noticeably chilly; I noted that the clerks were staring at me over their ledgers with unfriendly eyes, and I do not think it was fancy that the bank messenger sniffed as he passed me. Someone tapped my shoulder.




  “The manager would like to see you, Mr. Curtis.”




  The manager, scowling and frigidly distant, had a question to ask. Why, he demanded, when my account was already overdrawn, had I had the criminal temerity to utter a cheque for two hundred pounds? The cheque, of course, had been dishonoured, and he awaited an explanation.




  I did my best to give him one, but he was not in the least interested. I flourished my wad of notes, but it was like a red rag to a bull. By some unexpected mischance the cheque had been presented earlier than it should have been in the normal way — Wallace knew to a nicety all details concerning the clearing of cheques, and none was more skilled than he in the tactical use of an account — the money had not been there to meet it, and here was an infuriated manager demanding to know what I meant by it and refusing to let me answer. Finally he intimated that, as soon as I had repaid my £2 overdraft — plus interest — I might consider my account closed.




  “Sorry, Bob,” said Wallace when I told him what had happened. “But you can open an account at another bank, and I’ll guarantee the overdraft.”




  My bank manager in those days had never shown me any marked affection, and I am afraid that this incident turned his diffidence into something very like hatred. If time has not mellowed him, it may be some slight balm to his outraged feelings to learn that, all unwittingly, he shared in a scheme which, at any rate for a few hours, helped one of the best of good fellows out of a serious difficulty. Had he known Edgar Wallace as I knew him, he would have done the same for him himself.




  But Wallace had more original and ingenious methods than that. He was a great opportunist, and none knew better than he how to turn present circumstances to his own advantage.




  At one time, when he was writing the racing column for a well-known journal, he struck a more than usually barren patch. It lasted so long without showing any signs of improvement that I began to wonder whether Wallace had lost his skill or was suffering from an unprecedented dearth of ideas.




  “Bob,” he said one morning, “why shouldn’t I be a tipster?”




  I had thoughts of pointing out, as a reason why he should not, that the number of winners among the horses he tipped in his racing column was negligible. But I remembered that no tipster would consider lack of winners among his tips a disqualification for his business, and contented myself with expressing the opinion that, if the tipster’s business was intended as a money-making project, writing a story would doubtless prove far more remunerative.




  “I’ve got an idea,” said Edgar, his eyes alight with excitement.




  “Joe Austin” was not the actual name under which Wallace chose to carry on his tipping venture, but it will serve. Not many days later some thousands of persons who were interested in racing received a circular letter from one Joe Austin, setting out in glowing terms the qualifications which entitled Joe to their confident patronage, and the prospects which were theirs if they had vision enough to follow, and, of course, pay for, his advice.




  Joe, it appeared, was in the habit of receiving last-minute information from sources of unimpeachable reliability concerning the winners of certain races. He was to receive one such titbit next week — for a race on the Wednesday, let us say. It would be absolutely last-minute information and he would not himself receive it in all probability until the morning of the race, but he undertook that to every person who forwarded him the sum of one shilling the tip should be communicated before midday on the Wednesday. It was a cleverly written circular with the authentic tipster’s touch about it. In the subtle way which such circulars have it somehow persuaded one against one’s better judgment that Joe Austin was a man with unequalled means of securing secret information and of irreproachable integrity. I have received hundreds of tipsters’ circulars in my life, but I have never seen one better calculated to coax a shilling from a punter’s pocket.




  Wallace showed me the circular — he had spent a long time on its composition — and asked me what I thought of it; and, though experience had made me a very hardened sceptic, if I had not known that Joe Austin was Edgar Wallace, in whose racing tips I had learned to place only the very feeblest confidence, I should have handed him my shilling, ill as I could afford it, there and then.




  I had only one criticism of the circular to make. Wallace, like most authors, was not incapable of making grammatical slips, and part of my duty as his secretary was to stand as a watchdog between Wallace and the purity of the English language, and put such trifling lapses right. I never troubled to point them out to him. But he was sending the circular straight away to be duplicated without my having an opportunity to edit it, and there were two mistakes so glaring that I felt in duty bound to point them out.




  “Anything wrong?” inquired Wallace, noting, I suppose, my pained expression.




  I handed him the letter.




  “If the subject of a sentence is in the plural,” I said, not, I am afraid, without a hint of superior knowledge in my manner, “it is invariably followed by a verb in the plural. See paragraph one. And in the second paragraph ‘was’ should be ‘were’.”




  Wallace grinned.




  “I put those mistakes in purposely,” he said.




  I suppose I showed my perplexity.




  “Because,” he explained, “Joe Austin is a genuine racing tipster. Did you ever get a letter from a racing tipster which didn’t contain a mistake in grammar?”




  I was silenced. Wallace, I realised, was right. With his customary thoroughness he had made Joe Austin true to type down to the very smallest detail.




  The circulars despatched, we waited for the result — Wallace with his usual optimism, I with decided misgivings. Joe Austin’s ungrammatical letter did the trick; letters containing coin, postal orders or a shilling’s worth of stamps came pouring in, and my uneasiness increased. At length I ventured to broach with Wallace the cause of my misgivings.




  “All these people are sending you money,” I said, “which they probably can’t afford. They’re banking on your giving them a really good tip—”




  The look of reproach in Wallace’s eyes made me pause.




  “That’s all right, Bob,” he said. “I’m not going to let them down.”




  “But if you’ve no real information to hand on to them—”




  “I have,” he said. “I’ve a good ‘un for the big race on Wednesday. “So-and-So” — naming a famous jockey— “gave me the tip a week ago. It’s the biggest certainty there’s been this season, and he told me to put my shirt on it.”




  He waved a hand towards the pile of postal orders on the table.




  “I’m giving them good value for their shillings,” he said, “and they’re providing me with the shirt. That’s fair enough, isn’t it?”




  I might have known it. Wallace was incapable of being anything but fair.




  By the Monday morning Joe Austin’s letter had brought in over £200 in shillings, and Wallace was delighted. I did not share his delight. I could not for the life of me see how the scheme was even to pay its way, let alone show the handsome profit on which Wallace was counting. Each client had forwarded only one shilling; each telegram to be despatched on the Wednesday morning would require a shilling stamp; the printing and postage of the circulars had to be paid for according to all the established rules of bookkeeping the net result on Wednesday must inevitably be a balance on the wrong side. I did just hint at the likelihood of such a contingency, but Wallace only grinned.




  On the Monday evening I understood. That night Joe Austin posted to all his clients a second letter. It gave the name of the horse which was the “good thing” for the race on Wednesday, and stated that, as the information from the unassailably reliable source had already come to hand, Joe Austin was passing it on to his clients immediately. The tip was the biggest racing certainty of the season, and some of them might wish to indulge in antepost betting.




  Only about a dozen telegrams had to be sent to clients whose shillings arrived too late for a letter to reach them in time, and the difference between the total sum received in shillings and the total expenditure on 1½ d. stamps and the circulars, was roughly £200. Wallace, of course, had had it all mapped out ahead and had never intended sending telegrams.




  He himself put his shirt on it. On the Tuesday he put the whole £200 on the horse in question, and when, in the afternoon, I went to his study to tell him that the horse had won at 6/1, he only nodded.




  “Did you back it, Bob?”




  I admitted to a modest bet of 10s.




  “That’s all right,” said Edgar. “I put ten quid on for you.”




  That was the end of the tipster’s business. Wallace was in funds again, there was no further cause for immediate anxiety, and consequently Joe Austin was consigned to those realms of imagination from which he had originally come.




  By some such ingenious expedient we weathered in those early days the frequent financial hurricanes that bent us. Wallace was nothing if not ingenious. As an exhibition of ingenuity combined with nerve, I think that one of his bouts with the unfortunate Inland Revenue official to whom fell the arduous task of extracting income tax from Wallace, would take a good deal of beating.




  Wallace, at the time in question, was the owner of a certain two-year-old racehorse. In common with many another which later joined his stable, its chief failing was that it was not a very good racehorse; but it cost him a great deal of money to keep and run, and in the hope, I imagine, of making it pay some slight contribution towards its board and lodging, Wallace conceived the idea of claiming a rebate of income tax on the sum which the animal annually cost him. He explained to the income tax collector that, as a racing journalist whose duty it was to supply the readers of an important daily newspaper with information concerning the merits of racehorses, he found it absolutely essential to the efficient execution of his job to keep and run a two-year-old of his own. Only by this means could he satisfactorily get a line on the form of other two-year-olds and give his hundreds of thousands of readers the reliable information which they expected from him. Running a racehorse of his own was therefore a regrettable but necessary expense incurred solely to enable him to carry on his business as a racing journalist, and the total sum spent each year on the animal should be deducted from his rateable income and exempted from tax.




  Wallace, however, though I think he deserved to, did not get away with that. The income tax official, seeing visions, I suppose, of a future stable full of thoroughbreds of varying ages, all of which were regrettable but necessary expenses incurred solely to enable Wallace to carry on his business, shook his head and would have none of it.




  It is significant, perhaps, that in recent years the would-be collector of Wallace’s income tax had a favourite monosyllabic expletive to which he would always resort on the occasions when most of us would indulge in a hearty “Damn!” The expression most frequently on his lips was “Gloom!” How far the daily disappointments of his occupation were responsible for his morose manner of swearing is an open question. If he had many taxpayers like Edgar Wallace on his books his pessimistic taste in expletives is readily explained.




  It was typical of Wallace that he always imagined during a fair spell that the weather had permanently changed for the better and that hurricanes were things of the past, and that, when the next one showed signs of approaching, he remained serene and undisturbed until it was in full blast. Only then would he begin to take counsel with himself as to how shipwreck could best be averted.




  His schemes were not always successful, but failure seemed as powerless to depress as was success to elate him unduly. The one was met with a shrug and the other with a smile; but neither, I think, was of supreme importance. It was the fight that appealed to him, and if one scheme turned out disastrously, he usually had another no less ingenious with which to replace it.
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  Wallace had a wide first-hand experience of crooks and their ways, having mixed with and got to know personally criminals of all types, from the petty larcenist to the murderer.




  Quite a number of men with a first-hand knowledge of the inside of one or more of His Majesty’s prisons visited him from time to time and were interviewed in his study — ferocious-looking customers, some of them, whose appearance at the front door inspired terror in the housemaid. More than once she came to me in grave anxiety and urged me, while “that man” was in the study, to stand outside the door in readiness to lend assistance if Wallace should be in need of it. But they all seemed very docile fellows, and Wallace, in any case, knew how to handle them.




  Some of them, at any rate, I found interesting. With one in particular who had recently served a term of imprisonment for doping racehorses, I spent many a pleasant afternoon in Wallace’s flat. Edgar, I believe, was proposing to write the man’s confessions for some newspaper, and he came to the flat to supply the necessary copy, but Wallace had usually gone racing, and I was delegated to receive the confessions in his stead.




  “Confessions” was hardly an apt word. There was nothing of the penitent about the gentleman in question. He was quite frankly proud of the fact that he was considered the most expert doper of horses in the business, and that if a four-year-old were to be substituted for a three-year-old and run in a three-year-old event — a not uncommon occurrence, he assured me — he was among the few skilled craftsmen who could be relied upon so to fake the substituted horse that it could not be distinguished from the animal actually entered for the race.




  As a testimonial to his skill he told me that the Cambridgeshire was once won by a substituted horse which had been honoured with his alterations, and that another of his masterpieces even got past the keen scrutiny of Steve Donoghue, who had many times ridden the real animal.




  As a sideline he was a cardsharper. His hands were like shoulders of mutton, but it was amazing what he could do with a pack of cards, and though on several afternoons Wallace and I sat one on each side of him and never took our eyes from his hands, neither of us was once able to see anything amiss.




  Wallace, I fancy, had helped him on his release from prison, and the man seemed more than anxious to do something to show his gratitude. He was picking up the threads of his horse-doping connection again, he told me, and would soon be in full swing once more. Whenever he was doping or faking a horse for a race he would give Wallace the tip, and he could put his shirt on it.




  He kept his word. For several months after he had left London telegrams arrived from him from time to time giving Wallace the promised tips. Usually the horses won. One of them carried off one of the most important events of the year. But Wallace, with that punctilious honesty which characterised him, would never back them. Racing was very dear to his heart and he hated to see it smirched with crooked dealing.




  Incidentally, our horse-doping friend expressed to him an opinion which, coming from a man of his experience of the inner mysteries of racing, deserved serious consideration. He stated most emphatically that anyone who backed a horse, as most punters do, without “knowing something” was a mug — plus an adjective. Wallace, of course, paid no heed to that. I daresay he knew it already. I am sure his bookmaker did.




  The man, however — Freeman will serve as a name for him, since by those who practise his particular calling publicity is not considered desirable — was useful to Wallace in another way. He was well-known among the racing fraternity, and as Wallace at this time was contemplating a second venture as a racing tipster — the weather was far too fine for serial writing — it struck him that Freeman’s name would give a cachet to the firm.




  It was, of course, public knowledge that he had been concerned in a case of doping racehorses, and the subtle suggestion, I suppose, which it was intended to convey by using his name for the firm’s title was that, whenever one of his faked or doped horses was running, Freeman & Co.’s clients would receive the tip.




  Wallace was sufficient of a psychologist to know that, though a man might strongly denounce such malpractices as doping or faking a horse, his robust convictions on the subject would not prevent his backing the horse if he had the tip for it.




  Wallace — he was very hard up at the time — accordingly paid Freeman the sum of £250 for the privilege of running the business under his honoured name, and the business was duly started.




  It was an altogether more impressive affair than our first venture in the tipping business. The firm of Freeman & Co operated from an office of its own in Regent Street, and had a clerical staff — he called opportunely, I believe, to touch Wallace for 10s., and received the appointment as a bonus — a typewriter and a telephone, and, crowning glory, a tape machine!




  Wallace was sure that he had found a gold mine. Story-writing? Bah!




  Freeman & Co.’s business career was brief and inglorious. The clerical staff proved unreliable, particularly, I fancy, on the bookkeeping side; and if Wallace, who was, of course, responsible for supplying the “good things” for his clients, ever tipped a winner, I feel sure I should have heard the glad tidings.




  How far the rapid decline and ultimate decease of Freeman & Co were due to lack of nutritive value in the tips which Edgar supplied, I do not know. At all events, the business faded out, the clerical staff vanished from our ken, and the whole depressing episode was forgotten in a spurt of highspeed serial writing.




  It was recalled, however, a few months later by a frantic telephone message from the erstwhile clerical staff. He had been arrested, he said, and fined £2, and he had no money, and if he couldn’t pay the fine he would have to go to prison, and what would his wife think then, and would Mr. Wallace pay the fine for him?




  I inquired which of his misdemeanours had been discovered and had led to his arrest. He told me, with tears in his voice, that he had stolen a chicken!




  I reported to Wallace, who, much to my surprise, said he was hanged if he would pay the fine. The clerical staff had served him a dozen low-down tricks, and he could get out of his trouble as best he might. I wondered if that were the real reason — it was unlike Wallace to be vindictive — or whether it was the pettiness of the theft of a chicken that had stirred him to contempt. I had an idea that if his late employee had only had bigger ideas and purloined a leg of beef or the Crown Jewels, Wallace would have paid the fine without demur.




  Later, he came into my room and tossed a couple of one-pound notes on to my desk.




  “Go round to the police court, Bob,” he said, “and pay that fine for him. I once stole a pair of boots myself.”




  When I returned from my errand Wallace was deep in thought at his desk.




  “They say I’m a criminologist, Bob,” he said, “but this beats me. I can’t get the man’s psychology. Why the devil should he want to steal a chicken?”




  I explained that it was a trussed chicken from a poulterer’s shop, and that he stole it, so he had said, because he needed food.




  Wallace sighed with relief.




  “I wish you’d told me that sooner,” he said. “I’ve been wondering all the afternoon why a man should want to keep a live chicken in a two-roomed flat.”




  Wallace’s association with Freeman ended with another disillusionment. He called at the flat one day, got Edgar to cash him a cheque for £15, went off with three fivers in his pocket, and never reappeared.




  His cheque did, however — marked “No effects”. For years Wallace kept that cheque in one of the drawers of his desk. It was still there when we sailed last year for America. Now and then he would take it out and gaze at it sadly.




  For all his self-confidence, Wallace was in reality an extremely sensitive man, and, like most sensitive men, he had his streak of vanity. His dignity — and he could be very dignified when he chose — was all too easily hurt. I do not think that, when big success came to him, he could ever quite manage to forget that he was the famous Edgar Wallace, whose name had become almost a household word, who had been caricatured in Punch as one of the personalities of the day, whose books were read from one remote corner of the world to the other.




  Press cuttings concerning him — in recent years we lived in a constant shower of them — gave him immense satisfaction, provided they had something nice to say, and I am not sure that he ever reached the point, which so many authors claim to have reached, where the sight of his name in print gave him no thrill.




  He liked to be recognised in public, and Press photographers, reporters and interviewers, though, as part of his rôle as a person of importance, he simulated the conventional dislike of them, can never have found him a very elusive quarry.




  He was, though he did his utmost to disguise the fact, supersensitive as to the opinions others held about him and his work, and it was as easy to hurt him with a perfectly just adverse criticism as it was to flatter him with obviously exaggerated praise. He could absorb flattery in unlimited quantities, and never reach saturation point — a weakness which, during the periods of his prosperity, must have cost him thousands of pounds. It undoubtedly led him into many ventures which, though they benefited the flatterers, brought Wallace nothing but soothing syrup and an overdraft at the bank.




  His love of public recognition occasionally produced its humorous incidents. I remember once sitting in the front row of the dress circle on the first night of one of his plays at Wyndham’s Theatre, and watching Wallace arrive. He entered his box with that self-complacent smile which I knew so well, and glanced round at the audience as though expecting some sign of recognition. But no one, apparently, had noticed his entrance, and there came neither round of applause nor even buzz of excitement.




  The smile vanished from his face, and, knowing how disappointed he was feeling, I was tempted to make myself conspicuous by indulging in a few hearty claps. Wallace sat down — feeling very flat, I am sure — well at the back of the box, where it was almost impossible for anyone to see him, and I was afraid that the lack of a duly demonstrative reception had spoilt his evening for him.




  But I should have known better. Inch by inch, as the house filled, Wallace’s chair was edged forward; gradually, as he advanced, his smile returned; until at last, with a final movement of the chair, he was right in the front of the box, in full view of the audience. And just as he reached that position came the demonstration for which I knew he was waiting — the buzz of interest, the round of applause, the cheers from the gallery — and Wallace rose, bowed his acknowledgment and sat down again, smiling and satisfied.




  I smiled, too, and fervently hoped that Edgar had not noticed, as I had, that not a head had been turned in his direction, and that the applause had not been intended for him at all. The audience had been welcoming Bobby Howes, who just at that moment was taking his seat in the stalls.




  It was, I suppose, this streak of vanity in Wallace which led him to rhapsodise on every possible occasion over my perfections as a secretary. I was a very rapid typist — one had to be to cope successfully with Wallace working at full speed — and the fact that I held the typewriting championship of Europe gave him tremendous personal satisfaction. I was the best typist in the country, and I was his secretary. I am afraid his friends must sometimes have grown weary of hearing about “Bob” and his perfections, for Wallace rarely missed a chance of hymning my praises, and I grew resigned to his bringing visitors into my office at any odd moment and asking me to give them an exhibition of my skill on the typewriter. As a rule, on such occasions, I managed more or less to live up to the reputation which I knew he had been giving me, but once…




  Wallace at that time was doing the dramatic criticism for the Morning Post, and on the first night of a new play I used to meet him at the theatre as soon as the curtain was down, take down his criticism of the play in shorthand, type it, and deliver it at the Morning Post office so that it could appear in the next morning’s issue.




  On one such occasion, when I was to meet him at 11 p in at Wyndham’s Theatre, I spent the earlier part of the evening at a party. It was a twenty-first birthday affair, and champagne flowed freely; but, remembering my appointment with Wallace, I strictly rationed myself to a couple of glasses. Champagne, I argued, was not a drink which could be relied upon to enhance the speed and accuracy of shorthand and typewriting; it was, moreover, one which I only drank on the rare occasions when a refusal might seem churlish, and its effect on my mental and physical equilibrium was therefore practically an unknown quantity.




  I arrived at the theatre, satisfied that its effect had been nil, found Wallace at the back of the stage, produced my fountain pen and prepared to be the perfect secretary.




  There was the usual firstnight excitement and Wallace was in one of his most genial moods. He introduced me to everybody and insisted that I should have a drink. It was a thing he rarely did. He very infrequently drank either wine, beer or spirits himself, and I never before heard him press anyone to do so. But on this occasion he was most insistent, mixed a whisky and soda for me himself — his ideas of a tot of whisky, as of most other things, were on the grandiose scale — and thrust the glass into my hand.




  “Put that down, Bob,” he ordered, “and then we’ll get to work.”




  I put it down — and I believe we did get to work. I have a vague recollection of Wallace pouring out words as generously as he had poured out the whisky, and of my making a series of crazy-looking hieroglyphs on the paper as it revolved beneath my pen. Wallace knew nothing about shorthand, however, and I congratulated myself, as I left him, that the results of mixing champagne and whisky had escaped his notice.




  I made my way across a surging stage, located a swirling office, seated myself at a swaying typewriter and began to transcribe my shorthand notes.




  I had scarcely started when the door opened and Wallace came in; behind him was Sir Gerald du Maurier, and following behind Sir Gerald there came into the room every member of the company playing in the show, who ranged themselves round my table.




  “I’ve just been telling everybody that you’re the fastest typist in England, Bob,” said Wallace. “Show them what you can do.”




  My heart sank and I sent an imploring glance to Wallace; but he was smiling his most complacent smile, and evidently had not realised the effects of his heavy-handed way with the tantalus, and there was nothing to be done but make as good a show as possible for the edification of my audience, so I made a tremendous effort to pull myself together and began to type.




  My usual working speed on a typewriter is approximately 6,000 words an hour, but to reach that speed it is essential for the machine to be stationary and the number of keys limited.




  On this occasion neither of these conditions obtained, and my speed, to say nothing of my accuracy, suffered accordingly. I typed at a rate of which most beginners having their first lesson would have been ashamed, picking out the keys with one finger on each hand, and picking at least once in every three attempts the wrong key. But it was the best I could do, and any attempt to bring more fingers into play and so speed things up a bit only involved me in hopeless chaos.




  I do not know how long the ordeal lasted; it seemed an age that I sat there in an oppressive silence, punctuated now and then by the tap of a key. But I came to the end of my notes at last, took the paper from the machine and glanced round nervously at the assembled company. Sir Gerald was watching me with a quizzical smile on his face.




  “Wonderful!” was his comment. “How long, Mr. Curtis, did it take you to reach that state?”




  The rest of them were quick to take the cue. “Marvellous!”— “Amazing!”— “Incredible!”— “Lucky beggar!” came the chorus, and in the midst of this paean of praise I rose and prepared to go.




  There are two distinct versions of my actual exit.




  Mine is that I picked up my hat, said “Good night, Mr. Wallace”, and went out in a perfectly natural way.




  . Wallace’s version, which he always stuck to tenaciously afterwards, was that I set my hat on my head at a rakish angle, gave him a casual wave of the hand, and with a “Well, good night, Edgar, old cock!” strode out. But that, since I was always most punctilious about calling him “Mr. Wallace” in the presence of others, was, I am convinced, a subsequent effort of his imagination.




  Wallace, when I met him the next morning, smiled.




  “Find the Morning Post office all right, Bob?”




  I assured him that I had.




  “Did they grumble that the criticism was too short?”




  “Short?”




  Wallace nodded.




  “There were only six lines of it.”




  “Is that all?” I sighed.




  Six lines! I had often typed an 80,000-word novel with less effort.




  Thereafter, Wallace, though he never grew weary of boasting of my prowess on the typewriter, was less inclined to ask for an exhibition of my skill.




  As I have said, he was sensitive to a degree, especially where his work was concerned. Anyone who was prepared to praise his work was assured of a willing and attentive listener; but, like so many other authors, Wallace, even though he might have invited the criticism, really resented it if it were unfavourable.




  He was inclined to take it as a personal affront if an adverse opinion were passed on something he had written, and to give the impression, though I am sure that in his own mind he was really far from having any such exaggerated idea, that any story or play from his pen was above criticism.




  It was not altogether surprising. There were so many around him who were all too ready to flatter him on the slightest pretext, and to persuade him, not always from disinterested motives, that his play or story was a masterpiece, that it would have been more surprising if, with that vein of vanity running through him, he had not responded to such sympathetic treatment.




  Personally, after years of intimate association with him, I was on a privileged footing in this respect. He would frequently invite my criticism of what he had written — latterly it was his invariable rule to do so and he usually listened with a good grace to what I had to say, even if it were unfavourable, and gave it serious consideration.




  He never seemed to imagine, as he often did with others, that, because I thought a story had a weak point or two which might advantageously be strengthened, I was casting aspersions on his ability or “knocking” his work for the sole purpose of fault-finding. He told me more than once that I knew whether or no a story was in the true Edgar Wallace vein better than he did. Yet once, persona grata as I was, I, too, came under the shadow of his displeasure for having ventured a candid criticism.




  It was in connection with a play called The Mouthpiece. Wallace gave the manuscript to me, and, with the self-satisfied smile which told me that he was confident of having written a winner, asked me to read it and tell him what I thought of it.




  I read it and I told him my opinion frankly, but, I think, quite tactfully. I said that to my mind the first act dragged badly and needed speeding up if the audience were not to be bored before the first interval; that the opening lacked clearness and needed revising if the audience were to understand what it was all about; and I pointed out what struck me as a bad anticlimax in the last act. I was convinced that this play, at any rate, was not true Edgar Wallace as it stood.




  To my surprise, Wallace, on this occasion, seemed very much hurt by my criticism. He disagreed with me on every point I had raised, and confidently asserted that it was the best play he had ever written and was assured of at least a year’s run.




  Someone, I guessed, had been administering a dose of flattery, with the result that Wallace’s usually keen mind had been doped into believing that the play was what the Americans none too elegantly describe as a “wow”. Wallace had already had one recent theatrical failure; I knew that a second might seriously injure his reputation in the theatrical world, and I was desperately anxious that the play should not be produced until he had at least spent some time knocking it into shape. Perhaps my anxiety ran away with my discretion. At any rate, I said that if it ran for a year, then I knew nothing about plays and would henceforth hold my peace. I prophesied a month’s run for it at the most.




  But Wallace would not listen, and I was undeniably unpopular. For over a week he hardly spoke to me.




  The play was produced — more or less as it stood; the unanimous verdict of the Press critics was that it was a bad play, carelessly written, poorly constructed, wrongly cast and inadequately rehearsed. It ran, I believe, for a week.




  I said “unanimous”, but that is not strictly accurate. There was one exception to the general chorus of disapproval. A journalist on the staff of some obscure provincial newspaper — I cannot now even remember its name — wrote a most flattering notice of the play; so flattering that, when I read his encomium, I instantly suspected that he had not seen the piece at all. It was unbelievable that, had he sat through the wearisome performance, he could really have felt any genuine enthusiasm for it. He even went so far as to say outright that it was the best play Wallace had written.




  That was incredible enough, but the sequel to his eulogistic outburst was even more so. I took the cutting to Wallace — his wounded feelings badly needed some balm — and, as he read it, I saw his eyes light up.




  “Send this fellow a wire,” he said, and proceeded to dictate a long and expensive telegram to the writer of the notice, congratulating him on being the only critic in the whole of England who had a true sense of dramatic values!




  Later, when the first disappointment had worn thin, Wallace, I know, came to see that the enthusiastic provincial journalist had been wrong and the rest of the dramatic critics right.




  “You were right, Bob, and I was wrong,” he admitted frankly one morning soon after the play had been withdrawn. “The Mouthpiece is a bad play. But I’m writing another — I did the first act last night — and it’s a sure winner.”




  I smiled.




  “I hope it will run for a year,” I said.




  “It will,” said Wallace. “If I turn The Mouthpiece into a novel, Bob, I think I shall dedicate the book to you.”




  I asked him why.




  “I’ve written a hundred and fifty novels,” said Wallace, “twenty or so plays, hundreds of short stories, and thousands of articles, and they can’t all be good. There are just three people in the world who have the pluck, or the sense, or both, to criticise my stuff, and you’re one of them. By the way, you’re coming racing with me this afternoon.”




  Thus was I received back into grace. Edgar was himself again. As if anxious to reassure me on that point, he backed five losers that afternoon.




  Yet at the time he had strongly resented my criticism. He really hated adverse criticism from anyone and usually took it rather badly. To anybody who ventured to suggest an alteration in one of his plays or stories he would write stinging letters or telegrams refusing to make the alterations, would subsequently rewrite them in less truculent vein, and as often as not close the matter by agreeing to make the suggested changes.




  Edgar was very human. He loved favourable as much as he hated unfavourable criticism. Of one of his last stories, “When the Gangs Came to London,” I remarked, quite honestly, that I thought it was written in his very best vein. He was childishly pleased and sat down at once to write out a telegram to William Blackwood, of the Amalgamated Press, who had commissioned the story:




  




  Story in the post. Bob thinks this is my best for years.




  




  In the case of another serial which the Daily Mail was to have published, but which, for some reason, fell through, he was asked by the Literary Editor to write a preliminary paragraph announcing the story. This is what he wrote:




  




  This is the best story I have ever written. I think so myself, and my wife and Mr. Curtis, my secretary, upon whose judgment I rely implicitly, both concur.




  




  My lapse into disfavour over The Mouthpiece had not seriously distressed me. Wallace, I knew, was by nature incapable of nursing a grievance. He was far too resilient for the mere failure of a play to depress him for long, and far too fair-minded not to realise, when he considered the matter, that my anxiety over the play had been entirely anxiety for his success. Loyal himself, he never failed to appreciate loyalty in others.




  I never knew him guilty of a mean or petty action; smallness of mind he abominated as heartily as smallness in anything else. In this respect he was a ruthless censor of his own actions and motives. He had a horror of doing anything which by any stretch of the imagination might be called petty or unsporting; and if he inadvertently did anything which, on reflection, failed to pass his stern self-scrutiny, he was quick to make amends.




  Chapter Four
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  “Prodigious” is, of course, the only word that is at applicable to Edgar Wallace’s output. He was the author of some 150 novels — I doubt if anyone knows the exact number — many hundreds of short stories, about twenty plays, and a constant stream of articles on racing, crime, the drama, and, in fact, any subject upon which he was invited to write.




  There is no mystery about his productivity: industriousness and the capacity for fast work were the explanation.




  When it is remembered that, in addition to his literary labours, he was producing his own plays, acting as Chairman of the British Lion Film Corporation and at times directing films, occasionally editing a newspaper, and always finding leisure for racing, his sole recreation, it will be understood that his energy and industry must have been phenomenal.




  And indeed they were. But for his plots and their developments Wallace admitted that he owed much to inspiration.




  The picture of Edgar as a sort of literary robot, sitting down day and night for hours on end, churning out mystery stories at 3,000 words an hour, is only a partially accurate one. I have seen him sitting at his desk hour after hour, and occasionally day after day, his shoulders hunched, his hands lightly clasped, apparently staring into vacancy, his pen idle.




  Once — it was in the early years, before I was very familiar with his methods — when the opening instalments of a serial were in peril of becoming overdue, I ventured to break in upon his reverie.




  “You might think I’m loafing,” he said, “but I’m not: I’m just waiting for it to come. Don’t worry — you’ll get it on time.”




  Without having any faith in the tenets and phenomena of spiritualism — indeed, he cordially disliked what he believed to be a farrago of mischievous nonsense — he was firmly convinced that something which he once described to me as “creative thought force” did persist after death, and that it was from these etheric vibrations that he derived a tremendous amount of help.




  He wrote once:




  




  “Are we wildly absurd in supposing that human thought has an indestructible substance, and that men leave behind them, when their bodies are ‘dead’, a wealth of mind that finds employment in a new host?




  “I personally do not think we are. I am perfectly satisfied in my mind that I have received an immense amount of help from the so-called ‘dead’.




  “I have succeeded far beyond the point my natural talents justified. And so have you — and you. I believe that my mind is furnished with oddments of intellectual equipment that have been acquired I know not how.”




  




  Edgar also claimed that he dreamed a lot of his stories. In whatever way they came to him, however, he was certainly never at a loss for a plot; indeed, he crowded into some of his more thrilling novels enough material for half-a-dozen full-length books.




  It was the transcription of Wallace’s Dictaphone dictation that first brought me into contact with him. Without the use of this machine his gigantic output would not have been possible.




  He invariably wrote the first few thousand words of a story in manuscript. Almost as invariably he made two or three such starts, until he found the right one. He devoted more attention to the opening chapters of a serial than to the remainder of the book.




  “Get the start right, and the story’s half written,” he was fond of saying.




  Once the story was under way, a look of relief came into his face and he dropped his pen.




  “Now we can turn to the Dictaphone,” he said, and swung half left in his red leather swivel armchair to where the machine stood on a low pedestal.




  From that moment everything was plain sailing with a good following wind, and one was then quite safe in promising delivery of the complete manuscript in a few days. It was often difficult to get Edgar to make a start, sometimes even more difficult to persuade him to sustain the effort up to the entrance of the Dictaphone; but once at that point the story “went with a bang”. Hour after hour he would sit in a flowered dressing-gown, smoking innumerable cigarettes, drinking large cups of tea about twice an hour, dictating his story evenly, smoothly and almost without hesitation.




  He did not make a good record; his voice had a curious, husky quality which did not add to its distinctness; he would slur his words and drop the pitch at the end of a sentence in such a way as made transcription of his cylinders impossible for the average typist. In fact, it is safe to say that only two people in the world could transcribe Edgar’s dictation accurately, the other being Mrs. Wallace, whose attainments as a typist were of a very high order.




  I have taught scores of people typewriting and Dictaphone transcription, and have had them devote hours to Wallace’s dictation, but never found one who could produce anything like an intelligent transcript.




  Another circumstance that in early years caused me a little difficulty was his mispronunciation of words. Wallace knew to a grain the exact shade of meaning conveyed by every word he used, but some of his solecisms of pronunciation had to be heard to be believed. Usually I managed to deduce the correct word from the context, but once he beat me, and I reluctantly had to leave a gap. When I subsequently saw him I asked him what the word was. He seemed gratified that there was something I hadn’t been able to hear, and smiled complacently.




  “Ah, that got you, didn’t it? I don’t suppose you know the word, Bob,” he said loftily. “Nayveet.”




  I was chagrined.




  “I’m afraid I don’t,” I said. “How do you spell it and what does it mean?”




  “It’s spelt n-a-i-v-e-t-e,” said Edgar. “There’s an accent on it somewhere, but I’m not sure where.”




  “Oh, naïveté!” said I, sternly suppressing a dawning smile.




  “Is that how you pronounce it?” asked Edgar. “I always call it nayveet.”




  He may have persisted in calling it nayveet, but I do not remember that he ever again used the word.




  Wallace did not, of course, attempt to punctuate his dictation. For one thing it was not necessary, and secondly his theories of punctuation were novel. If he came across a phrase of more than about six words undisturbed by a comma, he would insert one, and it was a long time before I could dissuade him from this practice.




  He had another amusing little weakness. Whenever he happened upon a somewhat unusual word that was new to him, for a week or two that word was made to work overtime. Naturally, when Edgar had made such an acquisition, I kept a very vigilant eye on all his stories and articles, and prepared a list of synonyms for substitution purposes.




  Once, however, I was away for a few weeks, sick or on holiday, and Edgar had just come across “psychiatrist”. He had recently returned from America, where they love words like that; they even call an undertaker a mortician!




  I think it was an article in the Daily Mail I saw first; the word was used three times. Next appeared a Sunday newspaper article; it had been worked twice into that. I believe he even managed to induce it to play an intelligent part in a sentence in one of his racing articles! Luckily, however, he always slackened off when I was away.




  If Wallace’s mispronunciations were at times confusing, much more so were his efforts at quotations in a foreign language, particularly in French. Although he had a command of English equalled by few fiction writers, he never displayed the smallest aptitude for any other tongue.




  Some of the mistakes in his earlier books are amusing, if almost incredible. In one a character speaks thus delightfully in Wallacian French:




  “M. Herhault, n’est ce que pas?”




  In another, said a French police report on a suspected person, he had “ne pas ami intime”.




  Wallace’s capacity for sustained work was amazing. Doubting the possibility of his finishing a story on time once nearly involved me in financial loss. It was Saturday night, and there were some 50,000 words remaining to be dictated, the delivery date being Monday.




  “You can’t finish by then, of course,” I said.




  “What’ll you bet. Bob?” asked Edgar quickly.




  “Don’t bet anything,” advised Mrs. Wallace. “He caught me like that once — I lost five pounds and had to do the typing as well.”




  The surest way of inducing Wallace to “get down to it” was to lay him six to four he could not do it in the time. An editor once came to learn of this idiosyncrasy. He had commissioned a serial; it had been advertised extensively; it was to start on a certain date, and a few days before going to press not a line had been written. The three-year-old form that year was particularly interesting. Letters, telegrams, telephone messages produced no result. At last, with a flash of genius born of desperation, he rang me up.




  “For God’s sake lay Edgar six to four in fivers he can’t write that story in three days,” he pleaded. “I’ll pay, of course.”




  He paid — and I did the typing.




  Wallace had all the necessary qualities of a great writer save only the wish to write greatly. He wrote stories, as he proclaimed far and wide, to make money. That they should be good stories was essential; that they should be well written was not so necessary, and accordingly he did not trouble over much about style.




  An eminent literary agent once declared to me his conviction that if Edgar would only take the trouble he could be a really great writer.




  Even as it was, he wrote good, simple, crisp English; he had no liking for the sesquipedalian prose of some of his contemporaries. Still less could he suffer gladly the literary fragility of some of the younger novelists — particularly the female ones.




  He had a truly wonderful capacity for dividing his mind into pigeonholes. For instance, I have known him to have three serial stories in process of evolution at the same time, and to come to the second, fresh from a chilling instalment of the first, and take up the thread of the story immediately and without reference to the manuscript. A chapter or two of that, and No. 3 would receive its quota of attention.




  Newspaper articles were scarcely allowed to break the continuity of a story. Halfway through a cylinder one would come upon something like the following:




  




  “… Joe Farmer sprawled across the table, a smoking pistol in his nerveless hand, a trickle of blood oozing stickily from the tiny circular wound in his temple. Oh, by the way, Bob, the Star boy will be here at twelve for their article; we’d better do it now. The publication of the weights for the two big back-end handicaps…”




  




  And, the racing article dictated, Edgar would without hesitation continue the story from the very word at which he had left it.




  He loved to discuss his plots beforehand, or, rather, the situation from which the plot was to emerge. He would break off in the middle of a conversation, as though the idea had just occurred to him, to outline a story, and seemed to find, in talking about it, considerable aid in building it up.




  I remember the first time, many years ago, that he so confided in me. I listened and was duly thrilled.




  “But what’s the dénouement?” I asked finally.




  Wallace fixed me with his clear, grey eyes.




  “If you mean how does it end,” he said sternly, “that is the only thing that doesn’t matter. There are a dozen ways of ending a story like that. The important thing is the situation.”




  This dictum did not, however, apply to all his stories. In the case of many of his best thrillers he thought out his last chapter first, and then proceeded to mystify his public throughout the whole’ of the rest of the book. Nearly always, when he was halfway through, he would stroll into my room.




  “Have you guessed yet who did the murder, Bob?”




  If I had not, or if I guessed incorrectly, Wallace would chuckle.




  “If you haven’t, no one else will,” he would say, and go back to his desk with an intensified zest which was almost childlike.




  Now and again I deduced accurately. He was almost annoyed.




  “I don’t think anyone but you would guess that,” he said, “but perhaps I’ll strengthen it a bit.”




  He did. When I came to the final chapter I found that he had altered the whole plot, making an entirely different character the villain, but so ingeniously that none of the earlier chapters had to be rewritten.




  In all Edgar Wallace’s writings and activities was that touch of originality and ingenuity which placed him high above the rank and file of mystery-mongers. There was an excellent example of this in the way in which he handled his first novel, “The Four Just Men”. Publisher after publisher refused the book, and Wallace was broke. This was about twenty-eight years ago, when his financial fragility was more pronounced. But he was never at a loss for an ingenious scheme: somehow he acquired £1,500 or so and published the book himself. He advertised it extensively, offering £500 for a correct solution of the mystery with which it dealt. It left him more broke than ever, and in addition the mystery was solved and he had to pay the £500. I have gathered since that he was more mortified at his failure to deceive every reader than at the financial loss he suffered.




  Wallace had a tremendous streak of vanity, and for this reason loathed criticism. If one were asked of a story or a play, “How do you like it?” the answer, if harmony were to be preserved, was “Fine”.




  Unfortunately for many of his plays, that answer was too regularly forthcoming from the sycophants by whom he was surrounded.




  With regard to his books, however, he was a good deal more tolerant, at any rate as far as I was concerned, and I do not remember that he ever once refused to adopt any suggestion I offered.




  The first occasion on which I ventured any criticism of his work concerned the very first story with which I had anything to do. I have forgotten its title. I had transcribed the opening instalment, and took it to his flat.




  “How do you like it?”




  “Oh, it’s great stuff,” I said, “but it moves slowly and there’s a lack of incident.”




  Perhaps the most amusing criticism ever offered on a Wallace thriller! But I was very young.




  A pained look came into his face; he seemed almost stunned.




  “I’ll read through it,” he murmured.




  The following morning arrived a batch of Dictaphone cylinders with a note:




  




  Dear Bob,




  I believe you’re a — bad critic, but just in case you’re not I’ve done this over again.




  Edgar W.




  




  In later years it was not quite so easy. Confidence in his own judgment had, with the coming of success, increased to the point of extreme self-complacency, and only his intimate friends dared, with any hope of their suggestions being adopted, propose alterations in his work.




  In the main Wallace wrote his plays in manuscript. One or twice he dictated scenes, but for some reason these were never as convincing as when he wrote them. He made one or two sporadic attempts to persuade the Dictaphone into playing an intelligent part in the enhancement of the drama, but without success. There is probably a simple psychological explanation of this, but I do not know what it is. Nor did Wallace.




  He was never so happy as when writing a story at high pressure. While the plot was evolving in his mind he frequently became a little moody; but, with his pen laid aside and the Dictaphone stage reached, it was as though he had cast aside an oppressive burden and could stride along free and unhampered. In recent years, as his moodiness increased, this metamorphosis became even more striking.




  In story-writing alone did he appear to find his natural element, and those days and nights of intensive dictation were amongst the happiest of his life. True, he loved the theatre — it was in his blood — loved writing and producing plays, loved everything connected with the stage;. but he was never the supreme master of the drama that he was of the thriller-novel; and it was obvious, with every new story he wrote, that he had at any rate a subconscious appreciation of this fact.




  The number of books to his credit cannot be exactly stated, but it is between 150 and 160. The question arose while we were in Hollywood. It was at lunch one Sunday, and, although there was a big programme of work before us, the waffles which accompanied the roast beef had been particularly succulent, and with the arrival of each instalment work receded farther and farther into the future, as it were. We spent the half-hour following lunch in compiling a list of titles. Wallace had written them all; I had read them all, and been concerned in the preparation of a great many; but, try as we did, we could not extend the list beyond 118.




  Wallace was certainly the only author of our time who had forgotten the titles of thirty-five or forty of his own books.




  He had no illusions about his work. He did not believe, as do many of our younger and even more ephemeral authors, that he was creating great and enduring literature. He had a wholesome scorn of novelists with A Message. He was writing stories to make money, and that was the end of it. He had no hope that any of his work would live after him — though in that respect he may have underestimated the merit of some of his stories. Only time will tell.




  He hated the sex novel, which, he used to say, was the easiest thing in the world to write provided one’s mind were dirty enough. Once when he was in Paris en route from Switzerland to London, he bought a copy of D. H. Lawrence’s “Lady Chatterley’s Lover”. When I met him the next day:




  “Bob,” he said, handing me the volume, “I nearly chucked this into the Channel; it’s the most obscene thing I’ve ever read. But you’re a bit of a highbrow — have a go at it and learn the meaning of the word nausea.”




  I did.




  Wallace was once asked by a not too intelligent highbrow — the man’s chin and forehead receded at equally acute angles — what useful purpose he thought he served in life.




  “My lad,” said Edgar with a grin, “I’ve kept more women awake at night than any other living man.”




  Regarding his work, as he did, as a means of making money, Edgar was at no time either temperamental or tempted to adopt that pose. “Temperament” he dubbed, perhaps a little sweepingly, “temper”, and could neither understand nor tolerate it.




  He himself could work at any time and in almost any kind of circumstances; though, if there were one thing which, more than any other, was favourable to productivity, it was an editor growing hysterical on the other end of the telephone.




  “How’s the story going, Bob?” once asked Willie Blackwood, then Editor of Answers, who published some of Wallace’s best work.




  “Oh, fine!” I answered heartily.




  “Is it good? Do you like it?” asked Blackwood.




  “Rather. It’s one of his best. You’ll have a big batch of manuscript any day now.”




  There was not a line written, but I dared not say so even to that genial Scotsman. I knew it would get done all right at the last moment, as I knew it would be one of his best — he never did any other kind for Blackwood.




  Mention of Answers reminds me that only once did Wallace ever publish a story under any other name than his own; and when it is disclosed that the story was given the title “Hearts Asunder”, it will be understood why he veiled his identity behind the pseudonym “Richard Cloud”. The story was, however, subsequently published in book form as “The Blue Hand”, a title which might more fittingly appear under Wallace’s own name.




  I have often been asked which I consider to be his best book. Of his mystery stories undoubtedly “The Fellowship of the Frog” takes pride of place, and Wallace himself concurred in this view. From a purely literary point of view his best fiction is the “Sanders” series of short stories, of which there are eleven volumes; and nothing funnier has ever been written around the sport of horse racing than the three volumes concerning “Educated Evans”.




  Even financial stress did not disturb Edgar’s output. Had it done so, few stories would have been written, for I came to believe that financial stress was his normal condition. I have never met another author who could produce good work while preoccupied with worry of any kind. Wallace worried, of course, but his mind seemed to be divided into watertight compartments, and he could shut the door of the one which held the worry and open the door of the one which held good stories, almost at will.




  He could and did work, too, amidst a veritable avalanche of interruptions. What he could not work without was tea and cigarettes. A large breakfast cup of tea was brought to him about every half-hour of the day. It was his favourite beverage, strange as it always appeared to me. I tried to cultivate the habit at first, drinking cup for cup with him during months, but I gave it up in the end.




  Edgar did not drink at all, and loathed those around him to do so. Except on one occasion…




  We went together to a somewhat informal function connected with a quasi-Masonic society. Evidently there was a certain amount of local misconception as to Wallace’s habits, for, in their wish to please and entertain their distinguished guest, the organising officials had apparently given instructions that a constant supply of drinks should be maintained in front of him, and these appeared as if by magic.




  I thought that even I was having more drinks than usual, until I discovered that Wallace, who was sitting next to me, not wishing to appear ungracious, was unobtrusively pushing all his drinks along to me, and taking my empty glasses.




  Eventually, capacity rather than toleration becoming exhausted, I ventured a mild protest.




  “Look here,” I said, a little thickly, “is this secretion a part of my job as your secretary?”




  Wallace grinned — not, I am sure, at the pun.




  “Yes, Bob. We sink or swim together.”




  Two more, and I tried what threats would do. After all, I had to drive home that night.




  “Perhaps I’d better give you a week’s notice,” I suggested.




  Wallace only smiled, but I caught him emptying his next drink into a convenient flowerpot.




  Thirty or forty cups of tea daily was his average consumption; and I imagine he smoked about eighty or a hundred cigarettes through the famous ten-inch holder. He did not inhale the smoke, so I do not suppose the habit did him any harm.




  Although, as I say, he could if necessary work at any time and in any place, his favourite hours were from 4 a in onwards.




  I would see him at night before leaving.




  “By the way, So-and-So expects his story tomorrow.”




  “All right, Bob. Be here early in the morning.”




  And I knew that when I arrived at nine I would find him at his desk, with dressing-gown and rumpled hair, unshaven — just as he had got out of bed, in fact. He would have been there since four and would have broken the back of the story.




  Wallace was not one of those writers who can do their best work anywhere, in any conditions, with a stub of pencil and an odd scrap of paper. Although he could, and often did, dictate an article wherever he happened to be at the moment when further postponement was impossible, he was never happy with a story or a play unless he could work at it at his own desk in familiar surroundings. It was in the study of his flat in Portland Place that the greater part of his most successful work was written or dictated.




  His desk was a wonderful affair. It started as quite a plain, businesslike mahogany desk; but by the time Wallace had exhausted his ingenuity on it, it was anything but plain. It was enclosed on three sides by a glass partition — the most elaborate and effective contrivance for excluding draughts which I have ever seen; it was floodlighted by concealed lights above Wallace’s head; and on it, I fancy, was every gadget ever invented for the comfort and convenience of a writer. On the left were Dictaphone and telephone; on the right cigarettes, and, at most hours of the day, a cup of tea.




  The study was just such an apartment as Wallace would have. It was spacious and lofty, panelled in imitation antique oak, lighted mainly by concealed lamps along the picture moulding. There was a Tudor fireplace, flanked on each side by rows of bookshelves reaching from floor to ceiling. Double soundproof windows, with heavy tapestry curtains, looked out on to Portland Place. It was a rather sombre room, to which the red leather office armchair, Wallace’s purple flowered dressing-gown, in which he usually worked, and a vase of flowers on top of his desk, gave the only touches of colour.




  With all his tremendous mental activity it is a little remarkable that physically he was about the laziest man in the world. It was his boast that he did not walk four miles a year, and this was almost literally true. Once, when he went to Tilshead to see some of his horses galloped, it proved necessary to walk a mile across the downs. Wallace never subsequently met his trainer without complaining bitterly of the outrage.




  He held a curious theory — which, however, I do not think he ever dared to print. He believed that by conserving all the physical energy used in walking or any other form of exercise, his mental energy was thereby increased in direct ratio.




  No one ever loved talking more than did Edgar Wallace — given a congenial companion. With bores he was brief to the point of curtness. He would talk to everyone — his burglar visitors, his servants, his window-cleaner — and usually knew all there was of interest to know in five minutes, for he inspired confidence, and such folk found themselves, at their first meeting with Edgar, unveiling the inmost secrets of their hearts.




  I have vivid recollections of many a Sunday morning spent in talking with Wallace.




  “Be here early, Bob,” he would say, “and we’ll get on with that story.”




  Often we did; but, nearly as often, when at nine o’clock on a Sunday morning I found him sitting at his desk, a blank pad of paper before him and the cover still on his Dictaphone, he would commence to talk about anything and everything save work. I was quite happy about it, for he was the most entertaining conversationalist, when in the mood, that I have ever met. Talk would range for two or three hours over every conceivable topic, from racing to the esoteric aspects, if any, of Methodism; until, about noon:




  “This means, of course,” I would say, “that you haven’t done any work on the story?”




  “Also that I’m not going to,” he would reply. “Go back to your immoral pursuits, whatever they are.”




  Those Sunday mornings were not wasted, at any rate as far as I was concerned, for I learned more about this remarkable man in any one of those periods of intimate talk than in a month’s casual intercourse.




  His passion for a talking confederate was at times a little irksome. We were in Blackpool at the last General Election, alone except for Edgar’s valet. It was the busiest fortnight I have ever known, and I was always glad to get to bed, and more so if this were possible before the small hours.




  One Sunday evening, after Wallace had preached in a Congregational church, he decided he would do no more that night, and after a stroll I went to bed early. I was awakened at 12.30 by a knock on the door. It was Edgar.




  “Not asleep, were you, Bob,” he stated rather than asked. “Come along to the study.”




  Slipping on a dressing-gown, I seized a pipe and went along the corridor to his sittingroom. Something important had evidently cropped up which must be dealt with at once; or perhaps he had a new and ingenious scheme to talk over.




  For an hour and a half we talked and talked, commencing with his sermon, touching lightly on Cambridgeshire prospects, Free Trade, Captain Erskine-Bolst (our opponent), occult science and the prospects of the film industry, until, about 2 a m., I said:




  “Did you want to see me about anything special?”




  “Oh, no,” said Wallace airily. “I just wanted to talk. Better go back to bed now; we’ll make an early start in the morning.”




  You could not possibly be irritated with a man like that; his manner was at once so charming and disarming.




  The speed at which he worked was astonishing. Once a story was developing as he wanted it, he would turn to his Dictaphone and dictate cylinder after cylinder at the uniform rate of 2,400 words an hour, keeping up this speed at times for thirty-six hours on end. All his best stories were written thus. There were others…




  A close friend of Wallace’s rang me up one day, in genuine concern.




  “Bob, what’s the matter with Edgar?”




  “Nothing that I know of. He was all right last night.”




  “I mean that serial in the — . It’s not a bit like his stuff — he’s not getting someone else to write it, is he?”




  He was not. I explained that it was being written day by day, as instalments were required, and Wallace never did good work that way. The literary editor of the newspaper in question, whose hair turned grey daily for weeks through being kept without a margin of copy, will at length understand why the story was one of Wallace’s least happy efforts.




  Many were the tales told of his phenomenal capacity for work. The most famous bears retelling.




  A man wanted to speak to him on the telephone.




  “I’m sorry,” I’m supposed to have said, “Mr. Wallace has just started a serial and must not be disturbed.”




  “All right,” was the answer. “I’ll hold the line!”




  Wallace once paid me the delightful compliment of dedicating a book “To my friend and secretary, R. G. Curtis”. The volume, one of his best, was called “Red Aces”, and comprises three mystery stories written around that intriguing character J. G. Reeder. The story of how this book got written is amusing, though neither Edgar nor I thought so at the time.




  I joined him at the Adlon Hotel in Berlin a few winters ago. While there he wrote the manuscript of the third of these stories, and when we parted, he for Switzerland and I for home, I put the thick wad of copy in my pocket, to be dealt with when I got back.




  To my horror, by the time I reached London on Christmas Eve it had vanished. Should I disturb Wallace’s Christmas festivities with the harrowing news? After careful consideration I decided that this would be unnecessary cruelty to overworked authors, and that a few days’ delay would not matter.




  Accordingly I wired him the gloomy tidings a few days after Christmas. It is unnecessary to say that he was furious. His first telegram chided me in no uncertain terms for not having discovered the loss four days earlier — the suggestion being, one imagines, that he would have spent Christmas in rewriting the story. The second, third and fourth wires sent at half-hourly intervals as Edgar thought of something more cutting to say, kept our local telegraph messenger busy all that afternoon.




  Six weeks later, when Wallace returned — having for the first time in his life completely rewritten a story, and, incidentally, made a better job of it — his first words to me were:




  “Did you ever find that manuscript?”




  “No,” I replied, waiting for cutting remark No. 5.




  “I’m going to dedicate that book to you, Bob,” he said with a twinkle.




  From time to time Wallace delighted in preparing a schedule of work in hand, allotting a certain number of hours or days to each particular item, and calculating that in, say, three weeks he would have made, say, £7,000. Needless to say, such schedules were never followed.




  On one such occasion we found that, beyond a couple of serials and a few short stories — the weekly articles, of course, went on all the time and were never scheduled — there was nothing to be done.




  “H’m!” said Edgar thoughtfully. “This won’t do: we shall be getting slack. I’ll tell you what, Bob — I’ll write the story of my life.”




  I registered enthusiasm.




  “I’d let you do it,” he went on, “only you know me too well!”




  So was written what is probably Wallace’s most fascinating book, his autobiography.




  A curious coincidence emerged at the very beginning of this task. I read the first paragraph of Wallace’s manuscript and went into his study.




  “Were you really born in Greenwich?” I asked.




  He nodded; and a further question elicited the amazing fact that he and I had been born in adjacent houses.




  Rumour was always persistent that Edgar Wallace did not write all the books which appeared under his name. It is a rumour that attacks every well-known prolific author, and is not without foundation in some cases.




  Wallace, however, held very strong views on the matter. He deemed it the meanest form of literary dishonesty to publish as his own the work of another man.




  “And anyway,” he said, “why should I? I can write my own books far better than anyone else can write them for me.”




  Yet, in spite of his repeatedly published denials that he was guilty of the practice, applications were received regularly from journalists of all grades, as well as from people who could not even write English, for positions as “ghosts” in what one bright gentleman described as Edgar’s “literary factory”.




  The belief had gained currency in certain circles that I had something more to do with the writing of his books than was connoted by secretarial duties. It was a rumour very flattering to my ability if not to my intelligence; for if one could write stories well enough to pass them as by Edgar Wallace, why continue as a humble secretary?




  Wallace referred to this in a speech which he made just before leaving England for the last time. The occasion was a farewell dinner given to me by some friends, and was Edgar’s last semi-public appearance in this country.




  “It has been said,” he remarked, “that Bob Curtis writes my books. He does nothing of the sort — I write them myself. All that Bob does for me is to put them into English. He may have his limitations, but he’s a whale on commas.”




  Years before, Wallace had formed the habit, when producing a story in a hurry, of dictating it into the Dictaphone and leaving the rest to me.




  One day he was being interviewed by Reginald Pound, the literary editor of the Daily Express, who raised this question of ghosts. Wallace turned to me.




  “Don’t you think,” he asked, “that it’s time we scotched this rumour?”




  I had thought so for a long time, and said as much.




  “Right,” he said; then, turning to Pound: “Offer five thousand pounds to anyone who can prove that I’ve ever published anything under my name which I haven’t written.”




  Only once during my nineteen years’ association with him was Wallace ever involved in litigation, and that was when a misguided young man, who had written a book the title of which escapes me, accused him of having taken the plot of that story for his successful play The Calendar.




  Libellous letters were no unusual feature of our correspondence, but this offender had gone farther: he had published the libel to a number of eminent literary and dramatic personages; that sort of thing could not be tolerated, and a writ was issued.




  At the hearing of the action it was established by Sir Patrick Hastings that The Calendar had been written, though not produced, some four months before the publication of the book. It might be thought that this would have been sufficient to induce the defendant to withdraw, but no; he had set his shoulder to the plough, and, being a young, tenacious Jew, would not turn back. Wallace must have seen his book before publication!




  So the case proceeded, and the young cardboard-box manufacturer, as he proved to be, entered the witnessbox and endured the ordeal of cross-examination by Sir Patrick. And what an ordeal it was, only those can imagine who have seen a witness with a weak case under the fire of that distinguished counsel’s searching questions and scathing wit.




  The jury of course returned a verdict in Wallace’s favour, awarding him damages of £1,000. As, however, it had transpired that the defendant was entirely without means, no further action was taken in the matter, and we did not, I believe, even trouble to tax our costs.
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  Racing was a passion with Wallace. A racecourse, with its crowds, its noise, its colour, its excitement, was his true setting, and he was never so happy or so genial as when he was in the midst of these familiar surroundings.




  The sport had an irresistible fascination for him, and if a race meeting were in progress it was practically a physical impossibility for him to remain seated at his desk in London and get on with his work. Editors and publishers might be wringing their hands in despair over the non-delivery of a story, but Epsom or Newmarket would draw him as surely as a magnet attracts steel.




  I have spent many a harassing afternoon pouring words of comfort and hope into editorial ears while Wallace, carefree and genial, was sporting on the turf. As a result, most of his work was done at breakneck speed, either because editors were clamouring or because the financial position had become unbearably acute; and working all night on a story, with Wallace dictating to his Dictaphone in one room and myself transcribing on the typewriter in another, was an experience which I soon came to recognise as inseparable from the flat-racing season.




  I remember that many years ago Wallace was commissioned to write one of his characteristic mystery stories to be published in serial form in a big American newspaper. The price to be paid for the American serial rights was £1,000, payable in London immediately the manuscript was delivered, and Wallace had been obliged to promise delivery by a specified date. This was a big price for Wallace to receive in those days — the biggest price till then which a single story of his had ever commanded — and as the commission synchronised with a bad financial patch which refused with more than usual obstinacy to yield to treatment, I hoped that Wallace would settle down to work and secure payment for the story without delay.




  Unfortunately, the commission also synchronised with a particularly attractive period of the racing season, and constant reminders that the days were passing and that no start had yet been made with the writing of the story, fell on ears which were deaf to everything but the thud of horses’ hoofs on green turf.




  It was not until there remained just a week in which to complete the story that Wallace showed any interest in it; and then, during one fine summer weekend, he decided that he would make a start. I have often felt thankful that in this country there is no Sunday racing.




  As luck would have it, the opening chapter of this particular story gave Wallace a great deal of trouble. He was very exacting in his demands on the first chapter of a story, and would often spend as much time writing and rewriting the opening pages as he would devote to all the rest of the book.




  Throughout Saturday, Sunday and Monday he sat at his desk, consuming innumerable cigarettes and cups of tea and littering the floor with sheets of discarded manuscript. On the Monday evening when I went home he was still at his desk and the first chapter was still unwritten — and the story, which was to be 120,000 words in length, was to be delivered on the following Saturday.




  On the Tuesday morning Wallace greeted me with his usual smile.




  “Know anything, Bob?”




  “I know we’ve a hundred and twenty thousand words to get done by Saturday morning—” I began.




  “I’ve got a cert for the two-thirty,” interrupted Wallace. “I’m going down to see it win.”




  Of course he went. He had a cert for the 2.30, a small cheque had come in that morning, and what did a £ 1,000 serial matter? He did his best to cheer me before leaving by telling me that he had got the opening of the story right and would start work on it that evening when he returned. He remarked that there was plenty of time.




  There is no knowing what might have happened had Wallace’s cert for the 2.30 won. It is fairly certain that the story would not have been delivered to time and the £1,000 might well have been lost. Fortunately, the cert was unplaced; Wallace returned poorer by the amount of that morning’s cheque; and under threat of imminent financial disaster he embarked on his 120,000-word task that evening. He had 3½ days in which to finish it.




  We worked day and night; Wallace completed his share of the task in the early hours of Saturday morning; but at nine o’clock, with the manuscript due to be delivered not later than 1 p m., there still remained some 40,000 words — about 200 pages of typescript — to be typed, in quadruplicate.




  I shall never forget the scene in my office that Saturday morning. Mrs. Wallace was a very speedy typist, and on such occasions as these she always came gallantly to the rescue. Wallace would never call in outside help; that would have meant checking the typescript for errors, and there was never time for that luxury.




  Throughout the morning the two typewriters buzzed and clattered and banged at a speed of which I am sure neither Mrs. Wallace nor I had ever believed ourselves to be capable — and in those days championship laurels were on my brow.




  The whole of the domestic staff was pressed into service and set to the tasks of separating the typed pages as we flung them from our machines, collating them, punching holes in them and fastening them up. Our horny-handed chauffeur, ruthlessly dragged from oiling and greasing the car, manfully struggling, with an occasional surreptitious lick of his fingers, to separate the thin sheets of typing paper, his worried expression as he fumbled at his unaccustomed job, and the glances of mute reproach which he shot at Wallace, are memories which I shall never lose.




  Wallace, outwardly composed, lent a hand, only pausing to cast quick, anxious glances at his watch.




  A taxicab-driver, rendered terrifyingly reckless by the promise of an absurdly generous tip, got me to the newspaper office at exactly two minutes to one. I handed over the manuscript, received the cheque for £1,000 and returned to Wallace’s flat — by ‘bus.




  “I’ll be just in time for the first race at Alexandra Park,” was Edgar’s complacent comment as I handed him the cheque.




  Few people, however strongly they may believe theoretically in the dignity of labour and the vanity of riches, are proof, when it comes to the test, against the lure of big money and easy money, and to Wallace the lure was irresistible.




  He was, like the majority of creative artists, innately lazy, and a big cheque from his bookmaker would mean a period of freedom from the irksome necessity of sitting at his desk and pouring words into a Dictaphone. During the flat-racing season work always took on the aspect of uninviting drudgery.




  Actually a cheque of any description, let alone a big cheque, from any of his multitude of bookmakers — he ran at one time about thirty credit accounts — was a rarity, but his optimism and confidence never failed him. One day he would have a lucky win, there would be a shower of cheques from the legion of bookies, and he would thereafter forget the existence of editors and publishers and go racing to his heart’s content.




  But it was not solely, or even chiefly, the possibility of making big money from racing that attracted Wallace, any more than it is solely or even chiefly that possibility that throngs Epsom Downs on Derby Day. The normal human being — the normal Englishman, at any rate — loves a gamble, and few of the unnumbered brotherhood of amateur punters really attend race meetings and make their bets for the sake of their potential winnings. Were that their real object, most of them have a sufficient knowledge of elementary bookkeeping to realise that they are chasing a credit balance which is only a will-o’-the-wisp.




  I once listened to an eminent psychologist explaining to Wallace, who had been lamenting, in one of his rare moments of depression following a disastrous week at Ascot, his inability to resist the temptation to bet, that the Englishman’s passion for betting was in reality the outcropping of his innate spirit of adventure, to which modern life denied expression in its more romantic forms. That, I think, was quite true of Wallace. He had no use for a life without a tang in it. He hungered for thrills, and he found them in plenty on the racecourse.




  In other forms of gambling he took no interest. At one period, it is true, he spent many hours a week playing cards at his club, but in his later years he abandoned the habit. He said that card-playing was waste of time, and time seemed to be the one and only thing which Wallace could not waste with an easy conscience.




  He did not, of course, consider it waste of time to go racing. During most of the time that I was with him he was writing racing articles for one newspaper or another, and he always had the excuse that it was the bounden duty of a racing journalist to attend as many meetings as was possible and so keep closely in touch with the sport about which he was paid to write. I have said that Wallace was always ingenious.




  As a backer Wallace was not fortunate, and many of his misfortunes were due to a degree of credulity on matters pertaining to racing which, in one whose mind in all other respects was remarkable for its keen, shrewd penetration, was a source of constant astonishment to me. He was always eager for a tip, and would accept at its face value any whispered information about a horse race which might find its way to his ears.




  Every racing man knows that a bewildering number of tips may be picked up about any race without the least effort, but that it is usually fatal to success to pay attention to them. Wallace, however, could absorb them in unlimited quantities. He got tips from earls, stable boys, owners, trainers, jockeys, his barber, his Income Tax collector, the newsboy at the corner of the street — and he acted on them all. The fact that he might receive tips for three different horses in the same race did not matter; he would back all three.




  To ignore a tip, particularly if it came from a jockey, was beyond him. It is proverbial — and it has the additional advantage of being true — that a jockey is the worst possible tipster. But there is something curiously convincing about news whispered in one’s ear by the man who is actually going to ride the horse, that “they tried him at level weights with — and he lost him. We can’t possibly lose.” Unhappily, in most races there may be at least three stables who believe the same about their candidates, but this is what no jockey ever seems to be able to assimilate.




  “In the multitude of counsellors there is wisdom,” said the Psalmist, but there could not have been any horse racing in those days.




  I worked out once, by arduous hours with the book of form, that one of Wallace’s horses had an outstanding chance in a race at, I think, Sandown Park. I told Edgar, who seemed convinced. Together we went to the meeting, and saw the horse win. I was rather surprised that it was returned at 10-1. On the way back:




  “Did you have a good win over yours?” I asked.




  “As a matter of fact,” he answered ruefully, “I only had a fiver on it. I met just before the race and he told me he was certain to win on — , so I had a hundred each way.”




  A tip, whatever its source, was irresistible to Wallace. He once took one from a burglar. It was during a period of financial stringency which was severe even for Wallace. Writs were being served almost daily, the patience of that very patient soul, his bank manager, had been strained almost to breaking point, and Wallace had even been forced to have recourse to a moneylender. He was just a little worried as to how he was to scramble out.




  “Something has got to be done about it, Bob,” he confided to me one morning, “but I don’t quite know what.”




  Before I could suggest that he might, perhaps, consider the idea of writing a story, there came a knock at the front door of the flat, and I went to open it. On the doorstep, cap in hand, stood a huge, broad-shouldered, bullet-headed man who showed unmistakable signs — I came to know them well — of recent release from gaol. He was, as I discovered later, a very eminent burglar.




  “Excuse me, sir,” he said, “but can I see the guv’nor?”




  Of course he could see the guv’nor. In those days Wallace was always accessible to anyone who wanted to see him. Later he was reluctantly compelled to erect impassable barriers between himself and the horde of irredeemable crooks who were constantly pestering him. Often, since I knew that few of them left without Wallace being the poorer, I tried to persuade him to become less easy of approach, but it was a long time before he was brought to agree. When at length sheer weight of numbers compelled him to do so, he rewarded my loyalty to his interests by constituting me one of the barriers. It was an interesting, if somewhat nerve-racking, office. On one occasion it cost me my wallet.




  Another time I interviewed, on Wallace’s behalf, an extremely well-dressed young man, who spoke with an unmistakable Oxford accent. Our business over, we discovered a common interest in horticulture.




  His hobby was growing orchids, and though mine took the more utilitarian form of peas, potatoes and scarlet runners, we spent a very pleasant hour together. When, later, I mentioned his visit to Wallace:




  “Like him, Bob?”




  I said I thought him one of the most charming men I had met for a long time. Wallace grinned.




  “He’s wanted on the capital charge, but they can’t get the evidence,” he informed me. “He’s a killer.”




  It all added zest to life.




  This particular burglar, however, had come, so he said, on a purely philanthropic mission. He had a marvellous tip — selected, I suspected, with a pin as an excuse for touching Wallace for the pound note with which his charity was rewarded — for a horse which was running that day in the 3.30 race at Nottingham. I gathered that it was sheer goodness of heart that had impelled him to impart it to Edgar.




  I buttoned my coat, kept a wary eye on his hands and saw him out. On my return to the study I found Wallace radiant.




  “I’m going to back that horse, Bob,” he said, before I had closed the door. “How can we get hold of some money?”




  We sat together for some minutes, anxiously pondering the crucial question. Had the tip been for the following day, the problem would have presented less difficulty; Wallace, in view of the worthy object to be served, would doubtless have written a story and sold it. But there was no time for that now.




  “I’ve got it!” announced Edgar, and grabbed his telephone.




  It was quite simple. He had no story written which he could sell, so he would sell one first and write it afterwards. He had many good friends among editors.




  An hour later I was on my way to Nottingham with forty £5 notes in my pocket. I had protested in vain. Providence had sent that burglar to our door, and this was the heavensent solution of all our problems. Wallace was confident. I was not.




  Opinion at Nottingham was with me. There was not the slightest indication in the betting that anyone felt the least confidence in the horse which I had travelled from London to back. It opened at 100-7, and I began, as furtively as possible, to place my £200.




  Within ten minutes the price had shortened to 5-2 — it is astonishing what a revolution in the betting £200, however furtively placed, will effect at Nottingham — and eventually the horse started at 3-1 in a large field.




  My eyes were glued to my race glasses as the horses jumped off. Our horse got away badly, and my heart missed several beats. I was more than ever convinced that our burglar had picked him with a pin; and, as I watched the race, and saw our horse contented to remain in the ruck, or incapable of leaving it, I began to tell myself that, of all the crazy schemes on which Wallace had embarked, there had never been a crazier than this raising money on an unwritten story and risking it on a tip which he had bought for a pound from a bullet-headed burglar.




  And then the miraculous happened. Our horse suddenly began to behave like a thorough gentleman, took the lead at the distance and won comfortably by two lengths.




  I returned to London, wadded out with notes, to find Edgar sitting at his desk, dictating a story into his Dictaphone. He was quite composed.




  “The least we can do, Bob,” he said, “is to let old So-and-So” — naming the editor who had advanced the money— “have his story tomorrow morning. I’ve made a start and we’ll work all night.”




  As a token of his gratitude to the obliging editor — I think it was his old friend Reeves Shaw, of Newnes — we delivered the story the following morning; and as a tribute to the burglar’s unerring instinct with a pin, Wallace, when next the burglar called and spoke of his yearning to run straight and do some honest work, decided to satisfy the yearning. He gave him the job of whitewashing the ceiling and papering the walls of one of the rooms in the flat, for which he agreed to pay him a fixed sum per hour.




  The experiment was not a success. The decoration of the room cost Wallace nearly £15; the wallpaper, wrinkled like the skin of a shrivelled apple, nowhere achieved the perpendicular, there had been no apparent attempt at matching the pattern, and several strips were upside down; the ceiling was piebald. I have never in any room seen so much whitewash out of place. A beautiful carpet, which Wallace had recently bought — thanks, I believe, to Sansovino — was utterly ruined. The room had to be entirely redecorated.




  Edgar, when he inspected his protégé’s handiwork, could not restrain a sigh.




  “I shall advise him to stick to burglary in future, Bob,” he said. “He’ll be less dangerous to householders that way.”




  Several times during the period of his whitewashing and paper-hanging exploits he gave Wallace other marvellous tips; but, though his pin never again achieved its initial success, Edgar could not resist having a flutter on every one of them. The only tips on which he never placed the slightest reliance were those of the professional tipster. He had been a professional tipster himself.




  A lack of tips, of course, did not mean that Wallace would make no bets. A day without a few bets would have been even less tolerable to him than a day without his usual three dozen or so cups of tea and his six or seven dozen cigarettes. When inside information failed him, he had methods of his own for finding “winners”. Each morning during the racing season, as soon as I reached his flat, I took the racing edition of the evening papers to his study.




  “Good morning, Bob. Know anything?”




  Usually my answer was “Nothing.”




  “Nor do I,” Wallace would sometimes say; “so we’ll have three five-pound doubles and a five-pound treble on—” — naming three horses whose names had happened to catch his eye, or whose form, interpreted by his own particular methods, had convinced him that they must inevitably win their races. “Oh, and put me a tenner to win on — ; it owes me money.”




  One day I ventured a protest. I gave it as my opinion that, in the whole gamut of inadequate and indefensible reasons for backing a horse with which the racing man deludes himself, there was none more inadequate and indefensible than that he had backed it on former occasions and lost. He must surely realise that many a horse retired from racing in a dishonoured old age without ever having won a race.




  “I know,” agreed Wallace. “You’re absolutely right, Bob. Still, this horse does owe me money, and I’m going to back it for a tenner.”




  That evening he had additional reasons, to the value of £10, for backing it yet again.




  In only one respect did he ever show business aptitude as applied to his racing speculations. He had, as I have said, about thirty accounts with different bookmakers, but invariably insisted that his “doubles” and “trebles” should be placed with his friend Douglas Stuart, because, should a long-priced double materialise, “Duggie” paid the full odds, whereas most of the other bookmakers had arbitrary limits of 40-1 or 50-1.




  Among the bookmaking fraternity Wallace was one of the most popular figures on the turf.




  I do not mean that he never made money from betting. Like anyone else who bets regularly, he sometimes made a little; on one or two occasions he made a lot; but he was one of the most consistent losers I have ever met, and a profit and loss account of his betting transactions during almost any racing season would have been a most discouraging document.




  In the early days, with a determination to face hard facts which I vainly tried to get Wallace to share with me, I kept a careful account of his bets for a period of a month, and at the end of that time presented him with one of those convincing financial statements with which I sometimes tried to shock him into a realisation of the true state of affairs. It made it clear beyond all argument that during the last four weeks’ racing, without taking any account of the expenses incidental to attending a race meeting, had resulted in a net loss of something like £300.




  Wallace was not shocked, but, greatly to my surprise, he was interested. Financial statements, as a rule, bored him and were consigned, after a casual glance, to the wastepaper basket. On this occasion, however, he studied my handiwork with every symptom of aroused interest, and when I left the study he was engrossed in making pencilled calculations on a slip of paper. I congratulated myself that at last I had made an impression.




  I can only account for my self-deception by assuming that, by constant contact with Wallace, I had become infected with his chronic optimism. An hour later he called me to the study, and I went in expecting at least some slight promise of reform. I was greeted with a more than usually self-satisfied smile.




  “How much do you think I stood to make on racing last month?” he asked.




  “What you actually made,” I reminded him, “was a loss of three hundred—”




  “Nine thousand two hundred and twenty-seven quid,” interrupted Edgar. “I’ve been working it out. If this double hadn’t come unstuck” — indicating on my statement the record of a double at which, as one of the cognoscenti of the turf, he should have hung his head in shame— “I’d have made five hundred quid—”




  “But it did come unstuck.”




  I might have saved my breath. True, the double had failed, but only by the sheerest bad luck. One of the horses had got off badly and had not had time to regain the lost ground. If it had got off well, nothing could have prevented its winning. It had been running strongly at the finish, and if the distance had been longer by another furlong…




  And so it went on. For each debit item in my statement he had some explanation to prove that it had needed only some trivial change of circumstances to transfer it to the credit side. If the going had not been so heavy; if the going had not been so hard; if this horse had not changed feet; if that one had been correctly handicapped; if another had finished first instead of third, as it must have done if it hadn’t been hemmed in and unable to get through….




  And so, item by item, my depressing statement, with its net loss of £300, was discredited and his fantastic total of winnings was arrived at. He tried to make me realise that it was only by a hair’s breadth that the bookmakers had escaped paying out on each occasion, and that, given even moderate luck, he would have relieved them of over nine thousand pounds. He admitted with composure that it had been a poorish month, but a racing man could not expect to win always. Now, next month…!




  That was in the days when Wallace’s idea of a reasonable stake was a fiver, and even in those times he can hardly have lost less than £2,000 in a racing season. Later, his ideas expanded with his rapidly growing income, and I never found the courage to calculate the total of his yearly losses. They must have been heavy. If Wallace ever knew how much he lost, I am sure the knowledge did not disturb or depress him. After all, they might just as easily have been gains!




  Apart from racing, I do not think that, with one notable exception, he had any superstitions; but when it was a question of backing horses there was no knowing what he might seize upon as being a portent of a successful gamble — he rarely saw portents of failure — and on such occasions the superstitious African native, whom he knew so well and around whom he wrote some of his best stories, ran a very bad second to him. The most commonplace occurrence or the most trifling coincidence would be enough to convince him beyond all argument that the gods of racing were only waiting for him to make some preposterous bet to give them the chance of pouring money into his pocket.




  I remember that once, when we were in the middle of a bout of extra-rapid serial writing, I called on him very early in the morning in the expectation of finding the material for a heavy day’s typing awaiting me. Wallace was sitting at his desk; he had been there, so he told me, since the small hours of the morning; but he had not written a single line. I must have looked at him reproachfully.




  “Yes, I know all you’re going to say, Bob,” he said with a smile, before I had time to begin my protest, “but there’s nothing to worry about. Every number I’ve seen this morning has added up to twenty-nine. Three cars have gone past with twenty-nine numbers” — he had a trick of standing at his window and adding up the numbers of passing cars— “to-day is the twenty-ninth, and the postman has just brought me a cheque for twenty-nine pounds. Take it to the bank and cash it, and then go down to Lingfield and put it on in the big race.”




  “On which horse in the big race?” I asked.




  “On Number Twenty-nine on the card, of course,” said Wallace.




  Protest, as usual, was useless. The portent was too obvious to be ignored, and if he did not make the bet he would be letting a small fortune slip through his fingers.




  So I cashed the cheque, went to Lingfield, found that No. 29 on the card was a rank outsider quoted at 33-1, and sorrowfully distributed the £29 between a few bookmakers in Tattersalls who looked so prosperous already that it seemed a pity to present them with Edgar’s precious £29 without asking them to incur the least risk to obtain it.




  I was sorely tempted to keep the cash in my pocket. After No. 29 had duly lost, Wallace, I knew, when I returned the money, would praise my foresight; but the horse, by one of those miracles not unknown in racing, might come in first. Wallace, in that event, would be counting on his winnings and might quite possibly have already spent them before I got back to town with the money, and 33 times £29 made a sum which I could not myself pay out. I realised that the prosperous bookmakers must be made more prosperous still.




  They were. I watched No. 11 on the card win the race in a canter. No. 29 was somewhere in the ruck.




  I got back to the flat to find Wallace furiously dictating to his Dictaphone. As I went into the study he paused and glanced round with a grin.




  “Number Twenty-nine,” I began, “as anyone who had the slightest knowledge of racing must have known—”




  “I know,” interrupted Wallace. “Number Eleven won by four lengths. Did it never occur to you, Bob, that two and nine make eleven?”




  I handed him some coins.




  “Does it occur to you,” I said, “that two and nine is just about all that’s left out of your cheque?”




  We worked all night on the serial.




  I do not remember that Wallace ever made his selections with a pin; but, had he ever chanced to notice one on the floor when he was picking his winners for the day, it is moderately certain that he could never have resisted the obvious omen.




  Apart from racing, as I have said, Wallace had only one superstition. In all ordinary matters he was eminently levelheaded and clear-sighted, and preferred instinctively to trust to himself to deal with circumstances rather than to some vague element of chance over which he had no control.




  He had, however, a firm belief in the existence of “Jonahs”. Certain persons, he believed, were “carriers” of bad luck and infected all who came into contact with them; and if a period of bad luck came to him, he would always begin casting around to discover who among those associated with him was the cause of it.




  Once, during a bad patch, we had a long discussion, on a Sunday at Wallace’s house at Bourne End, as to who the Jonah might be; and though I had a shrewd suspicion, I hesitated, since the person I suspected was then closely associated with him in one sphere of his activities, to mention the name to Edgar.




  It was not until we were in Hollywood that I ventured to voice my suspicion. There came one week a whole series of troubles. None of them was in itself of tremendous moment, but, occurring as they did one on top of another, they were sufficient in the mass to make Wallace worried and depressed and disinclined to work. He was very easily put out of gear even when the desire to work was on him — particularly so during the last few years, when he was attempting to do more than any man could hope to cope with successfully.




  I cannot recall every trifling annoyance which occurred during the week in question; but I do remember that a letter arrived from England reporting that something had gone awry with one of Wallace’s films, which meant a loss of £2,500, that the drains of his house at Beverly Hills went wrong and we were obliged to pack up and move to an hotel during the repairs, that a scenario which he had written for the film company in Hollywood was rejected as unsuitable, that an actress who Wallace was particularly anxious should play a leading part in the film version of one of his stories was turned down by the film company because she was not, in their opinion, the right type for the part, and that page 73 of a serial story which he had just completed, and which had been typed in quadruplicate and despatched to four different corners of the world, was found to be missing from each of the four manuscripts.




  Edgar, as usual, began to search for the Jonah, and was so worried over the matter that I decided to tell him of my suspicion.




  “I know who your Jonah is,” I said as I sat with him at breakfast one morning. “It’s So-and-So. He arrived out here from England last week, and the very next day the bad luck started.”




  Wallace pondered.




  “H’m! Maybe you’re right, Bob.”




  He made no further mention of the subject, and I fancied that, since So-and-So was a man on whom he relied to no small extent, he had, on reflection, dismissed my suggestion from his mind.




  Some weeks later, however, the suspected Jonah, before returning to England, sent Wallace a gilt horseshoe for luck. Wallace took it with him into his study, and when, a few minutes later, I joined him there, I found him standing at the open French windows, the horseshoe in his hand, gazing rather wistfully at the distant hills. And then suddenly his arm was drawn back and the gilt horseshoe was hurled savagely out of the window.




  “You’re right, Bob,” he said. “He is the Jonah, and I’m standing no more of it.”




  It was the last present he was destined to receive. With the exception that he was never, as far as I am aware, either a trainer, a jockey or a tic-tac man, there was no side of racing at which Wallace did not try his hand at some time of his career. From the days of his boyhood, when his only share in the sport which was destined to play so prominent a part in his life was the selling of racing editions of the newspapers on the kerb in Fleet Street, up to the time when he had his own racing stable, he played in turn the parts of punter, tipster, breeder, owner, judge and even bookmaker.




  His judging was limited to one race. During his last visit to America he went, with Steve Donoghue and Michael Beary, for a weekend’s racing at Agua Caliente, in Mexico, where, in honour of the visit, the executive ran a special Edgar Wallace Handicap, which he judged himself.




  His bookmaking activities are worthy of mention. Few people are aware that he ever engaged in them; yet for those who were associated with him in the enterprise they provided a wealth of excitement, and, for some of us, a great deal of hard work and anxiety.




  It was shortly after I had presented him with my statement, showing to what a preposterous extent he was supplying the bookmakers with an income, that he one morning made the staggering announcement.




  “Bob,” he said, “we’re going to stop backing ’em and start laying ’em instead.”




  I recognised the symptoms; he was seeing visions of easy money. It was the bookmaker, he had decided, who made the money at the racing game, and the next step was inevitable. He would be a bookmaker.




  Not, of course, an ordinary bookmaker. He could no more be a bookmaker treading the safe path trodden by other bookmakers than he could be a punter, or anything else, working along lines which experience had discovered to be the most prudent. He must evolve some novel scheme, some ingenious plan, which would entail a minimum of trouble and offer the prospect of a maximum of profit.




  He conceived the idea of offering odds of 100-1 the double on any two of eight races which he selected each week. In other words, a backer had to pick the winners of two races out of eight to be run during the week to receive £5 for his shilling stake.




  Now, 100-1 is an attractive price about any double, and Wallace, knowing how the average punter is always on the lookout for a long-priced bet, was confident that commissions would roll in. He reasoned that, by judicious covering when one leg of a double had won, he was incurring the risk of very little loss, while the chance of making big money was too obvious to be ignored.




  A business name, which Wallace thought suggested a combination of speckless honesty and the true sporting spirit, was selected; leaflets explaining the scheme and giving the entries for the eight races selected for the first week’s operations were printed and circulated in thousands among punters in all parts of the country; and Edgar sat back to await the first instalment of the fortune which he was confident was at last within his grasp.




  It arrived — an enormous flood of letters, which swamped my office and overflowed into the study. Wallace was jubilant, and himself took a hand in emptying the mass of envelopes of the postal orders, Treasury notes and coins which they contained.




  “I wonder,” I meditated audibly, “how many people will have found a double.”




  “Never mind about that, Bob,” said Wallace, selecting a fat, promising-looking registered letter. “Let’s get ’em all opened and count the money.”




  He was very childish in some respects; he always chose the fattest letters he could find to open. He would rummage among the envelopes until he discovered a fat one, and when the supply of fat ones was exhausted he usually lost interest and left the rest of us to finish the task.




  It was a lengthy business, coping with that first rush of commissions, and by the time all the envelopes had been opened and the money counted, my last train home had gone some hours ago.




  “Take a taxi,” said Wallace largely.




  It was a fifteen-mile drive to my house, but over £400 had come in, and the business was therefore flourishing, so why worry over a trifle like a fifteen-mile taxi fare?




  During the first few weeks of the venture, things went well. A few backers now and then found a winning double, and were cheerfully paid at the rate of £5 to 1s. Wallace was more than ever convinced that he had found the golden way to wealth. Serial writing stood still.




  Nowadays, however, the writers on racing matters are as a rule very well informed in their subject, and in due course there came a day, which every bookmaker knows he must face sooner or later, when the run of good luck showed signs of changing.




  A race was won by a certain horse which, coupled with another horse in a race on the following day, had been backed with us to the extent of over £25, and the possibility of the second horse winning, completing the double, and letting us in for payments of over £2,000, had to be considered.




  Wallace, on the day of the second race, was going to Ascot. He came into my office, tail coat, lavender gloves and grey top hat complete, to ask if I considered him suitably garbed for the Ascot enclosure — he was extremely particular about his clothes — and, when I had expressed my unqualified approval, I mentioned the matter of the book.




  “We stand to lose twentyfive hundred pounds,” I said, “and we must lay off some of it. Will you back the horse yourself on the course, or shall I do it at starting price?”




  “Neither, Bob,” he said, with that self-complacency which must have cost him so much money. “It hasn’t got a dog’s chance of winning. We’ll stand it.”




  He went off in the best of spirits to Ascot, while I sat in my office brooding over the sword that was suspended above his head.




  If this horse were to win its race, the business, I knew, would inevitably be ruined. Wallace could not possibly produce £2,500 with which to pay his clients, and the only course would be an ignominious failure to pay and a closing down of the firm. I reminded myself that at Ascot horses which were thought not to have a dog’s chance had a disconcerting habit of confounding the experts and winning, and I was sorely tempted to ignore Wallace’s instructions and back the horse on my own responsibility. But he had given his orders, and he liked to be obeyed. I decided to abide by his decision.




  It was an anxious afternoon. I spent it studying the form of the horse in question, and was forced to the conclusion that Wallace was right, and that anyone who could credit the animal with a dog’s chance of winning was a greater optimist over his betting than even Wallace himself. Still, £2,500 was a lot of money, and I hoped that, on reflection, Wallace might have realised the risk he was running and have backed the horse himself on the course.




  At last came the result over the tape machine. The horse had won at odds of 100-8, over 150 of our clients had found the double, and we were liable to the extent of rather more than £2,500. Wallace, it need hardly be added, had not backed it on the course.




  How Wallace found the money to pay out, I have never fathomed. But he found it, and paid out as cheerfully as, I imagine, any bookmaker would pay in such circumstances.




  On the Monday evening — our bookmaking firm settled on a Monday — Wallace came into my office just as I was leaving.




  “Cheques all gone?” he enquired.




  I assured him that everyone had been paid.




  He nodded.




  “That’s that, Bob,” he said. “Be here early in the morning; we must get on with that serial. Let’s stick to something we do understand.”




  Exactly. Had he only been content to stick to the business of writing stories, which he understood so well, Wallace need never have known what it was to be hard up.




  That, at any rate, was the end of the bookmaking venture. Wallace, thereafter, had a tender sympathy for bookmakers. They might wear silk hats and white spats and orchids in their buttonholes, but it was quite possible, nevertheless, that they were at their wits’ end to pay their telephone account. He had been a bookmaker, and he knew.
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  Wallace, whatever else he might be at the same time, was always, during my association with him, a racing journalist. Part of his duty as such was to compile each day one of those lists of horses engaged in the day’s racing which, published under the caption “So-and-So’s Selections”, are presumed to give to those readers of the paper interested in such matters the considered opinion of an expert as to the probable winners of the various races.




  This branch of Wallace’s journalistic work was marked by a consistency which did not always distinguish his work in other fields. His stories were, on the whole, consistently good, some better than others, but all reaching a certain high level of excellence. The quality of his plays varied enormously; he wrote several very good ones, many mediocre ones, and a few thoroughly bad ones. But in this business of tipping winners his work was consistently bad. He tipped losers with a depressing regularity which was almost incredible, and tipped them with a self-assurance which no succession of failures could shake.




  I never had the courage to work out what position he would occupy in a table which showed the comparative merits of the various racing journalists based on the proportion of winners to losers in their selections, but I am sure that he would have been very near the bottom, if not quite there. I am convinced in my own mind that the distinction of being the world’s worst tipster rightly belonged to Edgar Wallace.




  I suppose he had his adherents among the readers of the paper. The British as a race are notoriously long-suffering, and the loyalty of a backer of horses to the tipster of his choice is an amazing example of the misuse of a noble virtue.




  But the followers of Wallace’s selections can have gained little from their loyalty but a knowledge of the frailty of a tipster’s wisdom and the folly of gambling. It would surely be difficult for any man with a real knowledge of racing to study the form of the horses engaged in 54 consecutive races, make his selections, and fail 54 times in succession to pick a winner. Yet Wallace accomplished it, and was not in the least abashed by his failure.




  “You can’t pick a winner every time,” he remarked easily, when I broke the news to him that his fifty-fourth consecutive tip had finished nowhere.




  His failure as a tipster is not hard to explain. There are only three methods of arriving at the likely winner of a race. You must “know something”, or you must make a careful study of the form of the horses engaged and balance the chances of one against those of the others in the light of their past achievements, or you can make your selection with the point of a pin.




  Sometimes Wallace “knew something”; but I have already spoken of his proneness to accept as worth following any tip from whatever source it came, and the “good things” which he heard of in this way and passed on to his followers must have cost them a tidy penny.




  As a racing journalist who was being paid to give his expert opinion, he was prevented by a stern sense of honesty from resorting to the pin method, and as a general rule his selections were the result of method No. 2.




  The trouble was, however, that he fondly imagined that finding the winner of a race was as simple a task as writing a story, and one that could be accomplished at the same breakneck speed. He rarely spent more than a couple of minutes in analysing a race and making his selection. A glance down the list of runners, a casual reference to the book of form, a few figures, perhaps, on a slip of paper, and the thing was done.




  As an owner of racehorses Wallace was as original in his methods and as unfortunate in their results as he was as a backer, a tipster and a bookmaker. Just as he would accept any tip as being reliable information, so he would accept almost any fantastic exaggeration of the merits of a horse which he was thinking of purchasing. Anybody could sell him anything which he chose to call a horse, providing it possessed the elementary qualification of having four legs; and there were plenty of people ready to take advantage of so easy a victim. If, in addition to his credulity, there could be brought into play a touch of sentiment, the deal was as good as completed.




  I remember the occasion when a very well-known racing man, who posed as a great friend of Wallace, paid him what Wallace was doubtless made to feel was a purely friendly visit.




  “By the way, Edgar,” he said casually, “I’ve a good horse to sell, and I’m desperately hard up. Will you buy him from me?”




  Only that morning Wallace had received an intimation from his bank manager that he had exceeded the limit of his overdraft by some two thousand five hundred pounds, and a request that he would either take immediate steps to reduce it or deposit security to cover it. But here was an old friend who needed help; here, too, was the chance of securing a really good horse for his stable. Overdrafts in such circumstances were readily overlooked.




  “Sure,” said Wallace. “How much?”




  “He’s a good colt,” said the other, “and is certain to win races. He’s by — out of — .”




  “Yes, yes, old boy. But how much do you want for him?”




  “You can have him for five hundred.”




  There was a gentle emphasis on the “you”, and I supposed at the time that the implication was that anyone but Wallace would have had to pay considerably more, but that, since he was an old friend, he could have the colt for £500, which was really a ridiculously low figure.




  Wallace bought the horse, and later, when I saw him and watched him perform ingloriously in selling plates, I decided that I had misunderstood that emphasis on the “you” and misjudged the seller. What he must really have meant was that from anyone but Wallace he would have thought himself lucky to get £100 for the animal, but that, since Wallace knew nothing of horses and was notoriously a sentimental fool where his trusted friends were concerned, he could safely be stung for five hundred.




  The horse was, I believe, kept in training for a couple of seasons, never won a race, never came within a dozen lengths of winning a race, and was eventually either sold for a song or killed. Had he been mine he would have been killed after his first performance. If at the present moment he has found his proper niche in life and is drawing a coal cart, I am confident that coals in that district are invariably delivered late.




  A horse bought by Wallace generally followed much the same routine. It was bought for, say, £500, insured for £1,000, entered in important handicaps, backed every time it ran and lost, and was gradually relegated by easy stages to the selling plate class from which it should never have emerged, and eventually sold, with sighs of relief from owner, trainer and jockey, for £100 or so.




  Wallace backed his own horses almost every time they ran, and with the natural prejudice of an owner in favour of his own animals, added to his own peculiar methods of studying a race and selecting the winner, his ventures of this kind usually ended in disappointment.




  I do not believe there was ever an owner who so deluded himself, or was so easily deluded by others, about the merits of his thoroughbreds. In every selling plater that he bought he saw a potential winner of the Cambridgeshire, in every moderate handicapper a classic horse.




  A newspaper editor once called me on the telephone. His paper was running one of Wallace’s serials. Wallace was not at the time particularly broke, and I could not persuade him to put in a day or two at work and finish off the story. Instead, he was producing an instalment day by day, leaving no balance of copy in hand, a habit of some authors which is calculated to turn the brain of any properly constituted editor.




  “Unless I can have five thousand more words by this afternoon,” said the harassed editor, “we shall have to shut down on the story.”




  To “shut down” means, of course, to break off publication of a serial before it is finished, and is naturally a very black mark against any author’s name.




  “The manuscript will be in your hands by five o’clock,” I replied, assuming a confidence I did not feel, and went into Edgar’s study.




  He was leaning back in his red leather armchair, the inevitable cigarette in the long holder, the equally inevitable cup of tea by his side, and he was thumbing the pages of “Racing Up to Date”, that volume of racing records indispensable to every follower of the turf. He looked up as I entered.




  “I have promised five thousand—” I began.




  “I’m going to make five thousand. Have you looked at the weights for the Cambridgeshire?” he asked, the familiar hint of excitement in his voice. “And have you seen how Maugre is handicapped?”




  I believe the race was the Cambridgeshire and the horse Maugre, but that is unimportant.




  I tried again.




  “By five o’clock this afternoon—”




  He indicated the place in the book with his forefinger.




  “I’ll win this race,” he said.




  He went on to prove, conclusively to anyone less familiar with the anomalies of collateral form, that his mare had been let into the race with 19 lbs too little. It did not matter that such an error is never made by an official handicapper. Here it was. A had once beaten B, who was as good as C, who had beaten D, and here was A receiving a stone from D! You couldn’t get away from it.




  The fact that B, C or D may not have felt well, or may not have been fully trained, or — impious suggestion — may not have been trying, made no difference to this super-optimist.




  “We’ll keep this one for the race,” he said, “and back her for real money. See what price some of my bookmakers will lay you.”




  He had about twentyfour accounts at the time.




  “Animadverting,” said I, “to the subject of this serial…”




  Edgar sighed patiently.




  “How much do they want — five thousand? Got your book?”




  A couple of hours of intensive dictation, then:




  “Don’t you agree about that race, Bob?”




  I temporised. I typed the instalment of the serial and despatched it to the rebellious editor, and then sat down to discover the flaw which I felt sure there must be somewhere in Wallace’s reasoning. Discovering such flaws was often a difficult matter, for his deductions on the subject of horse-racing, like those on criminal problems, though frequently illogical, were always ingenious and plausible.




  On this occasion it took me some time to detect it, but I found it at last and triumphantly pointed it out to Wallace. He would have none of it.




  “I tell you the thing’s a handicap certainty,” he insisted.




  But I had a trump card up my sleeve, and I played it.




  “In that case,” I said, “Maugre must win if she runs at Doncaster, because she’s even better handicapped in that race than in the Cambridgeshire.”




  A glance at the race in question, and Wallace agreed. Nevertheless, that was no reason why his animal should not win the big handicap, and I took 66-1 to quite a lot of his money. When I left that evening he was working out on paper how much he would win on the race. It ran into five figures.




  At Doncaster the mare gave a dreadful exhibition and finished all but last, and on the day of the big back-end handicap it was not in the field. It took a great deal to crack Wallace’s confidence, and it is an indication of the hopelessness of the horse’s chance that on this occasion it definitely broke.




  It had been a lifelong ambition of Wallace’s to become an owner of racehorses, but when first I knew him he had not realised it. He was not a man who could wait patiently to realise any ambition; most things which he wanted but could not afford he promptly acquired and somehow afforded afterwards; and the fact that he had not at that time registered his racing colours is sure proof that he was very hard pressed for money. Perhaps the explanation was that racing colours cannot be registered on the instalment plan.




  After the war, however, when I joined him permanently as his secretary, I found that he had leased a horse. It is a fairly common thing to do, and would not strike an ordinary man as being fraught with any special significance. But Edgar Wallace was far from being an ordinary man. He was now, to all intents and purposes, an owner, and at Epsom, Newmarket, Lingfield, Sandown Park and Windsor the colours of Edgar Wallace would soon be flashing past the post lengths ahead of a hopelessly outclassed field. The acquisition of this single horse was the first milestone on the road of his triumphant progress towards fame and fortune on the turf, a road by which, with a few quick strides, he would hasten to Epsom and lead in his Derby winner.




  Unfortunately it proved to be not so much a milestone on the road of his triumphant progress as a millstone around his neck.




  The horse which had been chosen to bear him to fame and fortune on the turf received the name of Sanders — after that delightful character which he created in his series of African tales, and which, among the hundreds of characters with which he peopled his stories, was always Wallace’s special favourite.




  This Sanders, however, had not the same delightful personality as his prototype, and whatever kindly feelings Wallace may originally have had for him must soon, I imagine, have faded, for the horse never won a race in Wallace’s colours. Whether or no it had classic engagements I cannot remember. In view of the glorious career mapped out for it, and of my subsequent knowledge of Edgar’s methods as an owner, I should be amazed to hear that it had not.




  The next horse leased by Wallace was called Bosambo — after another of the characters in his African stories. What this animal cost him from start to finish I do not care to think. Edgar, I imagine, would have found it less expensive to run a steam yacht.




  But in the study of his flat at Clarence Gate Gardens Bosambo was the wonder-horse of the season. On Monday morning Wallace would prove in the most convincing way that in Tuesday’s race Bosambo could not possibly avoid winning; on Tuesday evening he would explain quite as convincingly why Bosambo had lost. He was never at a loss to find some ingenious reason for his horse’s failure, and the constant demand for such reasons must have severely taxed even his ingenuity.




  In those days a large part of our mornings was often devoted to explaining away Bosambo’s failures and to convincing ourselves that he must win the next time out. Not unnaturally, I was thrilled to find myself for the first time in a position to get real inside information straight from an owner, and when Wallace enthusiastically foretold an inevitable win for Bosambo in a race, and backed his forecast with his convincing arguments, I was more than ready to be convinced.




  But Bosambo did more than any other animal to shake my faith in the reliability of “inside information”. The money that horse cost me! Wallace backed him heavily every time he ran — or, rather, performed those capers and contortions which were the closest imitation of running of which he was capable — and I always had a wager over him. I admit that after a time, when Bosambo had given us a glimpse of his capacity for consistent failure, I backed him more from a sense of duty and loyalty to Wallace than from faith in his chances of winning a race.




  On the morning of one race in which Bosambo was scheduled to perform, I casually let slip that I did not fancy his chances that day and proposed to back another horse to beat him. Wallace did not say anything, but there was no mistaking the mingled pain and reproach in the look he gave me, and a few moments later I telephoned my bookmaker and spent another pound on Bosambo. “Spent” is the correct word.




  Bosambo was a horse which would sap the morale of the most hardened and resolute backer, and there came a time when even Wallace’s courage failed. I went one morning to his country house at Marlow.




  “Is Bosambo going to win to-day?” I asked, striving to keep my tone free from any hint of sarcasm.




  Wallace looked at me with a sad expression in his eyes.




  “Probably, Bob,” he said wistfully. “I’m not backing him to-day.”




  With the comfortable feeling that on this occasion I could do so without a hint of disloyalty, I, too, refrained from spending my usual stake.




  Whether Bosambo the horse had been given a name which chanced to fit in with his inborn characteristics, or whether, as a result of bearing that name, he became endowed with the qualities of his namesake in Wallace’s tales, I have never been able to decide. Certain it is that the Bosambo of the stories, though fascinating readers as surely as Bosambo of the racecourse fascinated Wallace, was a black thief. Equally certain is it that the Bosambo of Epsom, Lingfield, Warwick, Hurst Park and almost every other racecourse in the country, was a black-hearted robber and a lying, shifty scoundrel, without even the crudest sense of the duty which a racehorse owes to its owner. That day at Nottingham, when neither Wallace nor I had backed him, he won his one and only race, and his starting price was 10-1!




  With Wallace, money not won was money lost; but we did not on this occasion have to write a serial; a short story the next morning put matters right.




  Unlike many small owners, Wallace always ran his horses to win. At any rate, those were his instructions, and that they may not always have been strictly followed is not material.




  He detested the practice, unfortunately so common, of running a horse down the course, unbacked, in two or three races, and then one day discovering sufficient confidence in the animal’s improvement to back him down to 7-4 and watch him come home alone.




  If any of my less sophisticated readers think this practice does not obtain, a study of any season’s racing records will enlighten them.




  Edgar, however, would not countenance what he denounced as the grossest dishonesty. He held the view that it was the duty of an owner to the vast army of punters who constitute the backbone of racing, to tell them all there was to know about the merits and chances of their horses; and he himself, through the medium of his racing column in The Star, was in the habit of publishing all the information he had about his own horses. At times that information may have been inadequate, but that was not his fault; and when he won a race which he had not intimated that he expected to win, he, in common with all his followers, failed to profit by the adventitious success.




  A characteristic that cost him thousands of pounds was his unassailable honesty. He was straightforward in running his own horses, therefore those around him were equally honest, and the sport of horse-racing was clean. As unsound a piece of reasoning as one can imagine, but fairly common.




  Any close and unprejudiced observer of racing matters is aware of the considerable amount of knavery and cheating that is associated with the running of racehorses. To refer to this is no reflection on the sport itself, any more than it is a reflection upon a beautiful girl to observe that she has a boil on her nose. It is not only stupid but harmful to the game itself to pretend that this canker of dishonesty does not exist and is not eating into its very heart.




  Through close association with Edgar Wallace I naturally came into contact with many and varied racing personages; and, to be candid, there are few — other, of course, than those reputable owners who race for the love of the sport — whom one would altogether trust.




  Perhaps on the whole bookmakers are about the pick of the bunch. This is not unnatural, since their activities are conducted on purely business lines for the most part, and roughly speaking they cannot afford not to be honest. But, having sung them this, the only paean of praise ever accorded them, it may be added that they do funny things at times….




  Most racing days of his life Wallace had a habit of betting in £5 doubles. Usually he would select his horses during the morning and I would telephone the bets to one of his bookmakers. Need it be added that both horses seldom won?




  On Saturday last year I had left early and Wallace had forgotten to make his customary bets. Not caring to entrust the business of telephoning to one of the servants, and being far too physically indolent to look up the number and call it himself, he wrote the bets out and telegraphed them to the bookmaker.




  Surprisingly, two of the horses he had coupled won, the odds for the double working out at a hundred and something to one. He had won a little over five hundred pounds, which was, of course, paid. But the next week came a letter from the head of the firm of bookmakers, complaining a little bitterly that Edgar’s bets had previously always been telephoned, that his telegram had not arrived in time for them to cover themselves on the second horse — it had been sent early enough but delayed in transmission — and that in future they would be unable to accept telegraphed commissions on doubles and trebles. This from a firm who for monotonous weeks and months and years had had cheques from Wallace! His remarks upon receiving that letter had to be heard to be believed.




  But bookmakers are not an integral part of the racing game; they merely provide the machinery by means of which owners, trainers, jockeys and race gangs are enabled to commercialise their capacity for hoodwinking the handicapper, the racing journalist and the public.




  How can racing be straight when jockeys bet? Here is an illuminating story told me years ago by a well-known race rider, whose real name for obvious reasons must be suppressed. I will call him Huggins.




  He was riding in a race at Epsom, and had backed his mount to win him a considerable sum. To his chagrin, when he thought he had his race won, a small boy on a candidate well fancied by the public came abreast of him and in a few strides would obviously pass him. Huggins is a quick thinker; he is also an artist at riding. His mount “lay on” to the boy’s horse just enough to unbalance it and give the race to Huggins by a short head.




  Everyone looked for an objection for bumping, but Huggins is full of tricks. He rode towards the unsaddling enclosure side by side with the apprentice whom he had cheated.




  “You rode a very good race, my lad,” he said kindly.




  The boy blushed with pride. Praise from a leading jockey was praise indeed!




  “Yes,” went on Huggins, “you laid on to me a bit just before the stick, but otherwise you rode well.”




  Waiting to greet the lad was his trainer-master.




  “Huggins bumped you, didn’t he? You must object.”




  “Oh, no, sir,” gurgled the boy, dazed with the honeyed words of Huggins: “my horse laid on to his; I couldn’t keep him straight.”




  Thus were the owner, trainer and trustful army of supporting punters all over the country tricked and robbed in order that Huggins might not lose the bets he had made in defiance of the laws of his trade.




  It remains but to add that Huggins told me the story not only with amusement but with positive pride.




  But Edgar Wallace loved the sport with a consuming passion, and took the view that such incidents were isolated and that in the main it was well conducted and honest.




  This was one delusion of his. The other was that you could make money at racing. Now, to keep a racehorse in training costs £5 a week; that at any rate is what the owner has to pay. Added to this are the expenses of entering the horses, of transportation, and of jockeys’ fees. Wallace at one time had about twentyfour horses in training, besides a few brood mares and yearlings and foals.




  It will thus be readily understood that to make his racing pay it was necessary that he should back his horses on those occasions when it was believed that they held an outstanding chance of winning. Unfortunately it was usually the other occasions which were chosen. I only remember his having one really good win over a horse of his own, and that was when King Baldwin, trained by “Bill” Larkin, won the Welbeck Handicap in March, 1930, by a short head, at the nice odds of 9-1. I forget just how much money Wallace invested on the horse that day, but I remember that it comprised fivers and tenners for nearly everybody closely associated with him.




  That was Edgar Wallace; his losses were his own, but his rare wins must be shared with all his friends.
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  It is curious, remembering his positive, unswerving and unflinching outlook on things generally, that Edgar Wallace never knew where he stood politically.




  A staunch imperialist, a real lover of his country, he heartily detested the subversive influences permeating the Labour and some sections of the Liberal parties; yet they — particularly the latter — represented the class from which he had sprung, and sympathy for which he could never lose.




  He toyed successively with the idea of fighting a constituency in the Conservative, Labour and Liberal interests. Had the Communist Party any plank in their platform other than the disintegration of the Empire, I am convinced he would have also considered becoming one of them.




  Whatever his political creed of the moment, he never once wavered in his sympathy for the battling millions, in his intense admiration for the courage of the poorer classes, for the patriotic spirit of the workers, for the many admirable qualities he discerned in the class amongst which he had been raised. It was therefore inevitable that sooner or later he would consider the idea of standing for Parliament as a Labour candidate.




  It was I who dissuaded him from bursting upon the political battlefield in this character. He had been approached on several occasions with this object in view, and he was weakening. It was, I think, the glamour of the thing that attracted him more than anything else. Edgar Wallace, M.P., would be a somewhat more influential figure in the world of men and affairs than plain Edgar Wallace. It is a not uncommon delusion.




  “But how could you,” I protested one day when he was going all political, “tolerate the bare idea of rubbing intellectual shoulders with the rank and file of the Parliamentary Labour Party? Do you know any of them?”




  He had met a few.




  “Jimmy Thomas is a regular feller,” he replied musingly. “And I like MacDonald. And Arthur Henderson’s not so bad….”




  It was typical of Wallace that he had already promoted himself to Cabinet rank.




  I pointed out that, at any rate until he found his way to the front bench, he would be like a fish out of water, and I implored him to go, if he went at all, among his more or less intellectual equals. It was only because he felt that the Labour Party represented the class which always commanded his sympathy and help that he considered their claims upon his support. I suggested that he would find himself at issue with them upon practically every point in their programme; I mentioned such items as the capital levy, the general strike, the suspicion of subservience to Soviet Russia.




  “You couldn’t possibly sit in the House as a Socialist Member,” I concluded. “In addition to everything else, it would be insincere.”




  That decided him. He loathed insincerity.




  Wallace had no settled political convictions. Only once was he indignant, more or less righteously, about the passing of a political measure, and that was when Winston Churchill introduced the Bets Tax into his Budget. Edgar fulminated for months on its iniquity; he even went so far as to predict that it would lose the Conservatives the next general election. I should not care to say how far this attitude expressed his real political conviction and how far his natural prejudice as a racing man.




  Eventually, however, he gravitated somehow into the depleted Liberal ranks. Exactly how or why, I never knew; but I rather suspect that his independent, combative nature was attracted by the akasic records of the fearlessness and free thinking which distinguished the historic leaders of this once great party. One has to explain it somehow.




  Be that as it may, he broke it to me one day that he was about to be adopted as Liberal candidate for Mid-Bucks.




  How he ever expected to be able to superimpose Parliamentary duties upon the activities which by this time were making him an overworked and harassed man, I cannot imagine. I think he had a vague idea of saving his reason during those dull, interminable House of Commons debates by writing plays.




  It was now that he broke out as a newspaper proprietor. The ostensible purpose of the Bucks Mail (born 1930, died 1931) was to further his political candidature. The real reason for its inception was that Edgar had never been a newspaper proprietor.




  I think he had some kind of a half-formed idea that there might be money in it; and certainly he expected a certain amount of kudos. At the back of his complex and yet curiously simple mind he probably had a nebulous notion that he might become the Beaverbrook of Bucks.




  I do not know how much money he lost over it. I remember that he did voice a mild protest when the paper was losing him £80 a week, but he was not really concerned about it. He did not think of it as a loss of £4,000 a year. £80 was not much, after all.




  Fortunately, he severed his Mid-Bucks connection before the General Election. There was a strong Nonconformist element in the local Liberal party, who held the usual strong prejudice against horse-racing and gambling. In such an atmosphere even Wallace’s resilience could not have saved him from stultification.




  A fortnight before the General Election of 1931 the telephone bell disturbed my Sunday morning horticultural activities. It was Wallace.




  “Bob, we’re going up to fight Blackpool. Meet me in the morning at Euston — ten-thirty-five train.”




  “Are you a Liberal still?” I asked.




  Weekend voltes faces were not uncommon phenomena.




  “Oh, yes,” he answered cheerfully; “an independent Lloyd George Free Trade Liberal.”




  I dropped the receiver and staggered to the tantalus.




  There was never anything more characteristic of Wallace than this decision. He was not content with adopting as his creed of the moment the bare bones of Liberalism, in itself a sufficiently unpopular cause; he must needs choose that section of it which was so unpopular as to be practically non-existent. It is history that four candidates supported Mr. Lloyd George at this election, and that two of those were members of his own family.




  Moreover, as if Edgar wished to destroy in advance all possibility of wiser counsels prevailing, he had sent the ex-Liberal leader a telegram, which the Press published the next morning, announcing his intentions.




  In addition, he knew practically nothing about the question of Free Trade versus Tariff Reform, as both supporters and opponents in Lancashire soon discovered.




  Secretly, however, I was glad, for I knew that Conservative Blackpool was a hopelessly hard nut for a Lloyd George Liberal to crack, and I was convinced that it would be folly for Wallace to add a political burden to those that were already weighing him down.




  I knew Edgar far too well, however, to believe that he entertained the slightest doubt of his success. He was as confident of winning Blackpool for Mr. Lloyd George as he was in every other enterprise, promising or hopeless, upon which he embarked.




  So we descended upon the playground of the north.




  “Are those our colours?” I asked, indicating the blue scarf and tie Wallace was wearing.




  “I don’t know,” he answered. “George (his valet) seems to think so, but I’m not at all sure that George is a sincere Lloyd George Liberal. I caught him reading the Morning Post on the way up.”




  He could not have been; our colour was red, and the waiting group of earnest Blackpool Liberals had the first of many shocks when their candidate alighted from the train resplendent in the colours of his Conservative opponent. However, a local haberdasher soon put that right.




  An atmosphere of gloom was to envelop the local Liberal Association. They had already split over the proposal to invite Wallace to fight the constituency — a proposal which had involved the withdrawal of the very popular and capable Alderman Miles Mitchell. And now came Edgar Wallace, vital, genial, brilliant, enthusiastic — but not the Liberal of their dreams; instead, a quixotic supporter of Mr. Lloyd George, with but one idea politically — No Food Taxes.




  Would he not consent to stand as a National Liberal candidate, in which case he could hardly fail to win the seat? No, said Wallace, he would not; he would sit in the House as a Free Trader or not at all. I do not know by what mental process he had arrived at his conclusion, but he was convinced that the alliance between the Conservatives and the saner Labour men was part of an insidious plot to tax the people’s food, and he was out to expose the ramp. And once he had decided a point like that he was adamant.




  A third gloom-producing circumstance was the presence in the field of a Socialist candidate. Now it was very evident that to win the seat Wallace would have to poll all the Labour vote; and Labour was being represented by a worthy gentleman named Machin.




  I had always believed that political intrigue was foreign to Wallace’s nature, that it would sicken and disgust him. I soon had occasion to change my view, for Edgar at once began to scheme and plan and wire-pull to remove Mr. Machin from his path.




  Local overtures to the Blackpool Labour people proved ineffective; Machin would stand though a hundred Edgar Wallaces blazed through the local political firmament.




  Accordingly the telegraph wires began to get busy. Could not Mr. Lloyd George do something about it? And was the Daily Herald without the necessary influence to procure us a straight fight with the Tory? It is true that the Daily Herald is a Labour newspaper, but Wallace was a popular figure… and who was Machin anyway?




  A gentleman prominent in Blackpool political circles thought he might succeed in getting Mr. Arthur Henderson, the leader of the recalcitrant Socialists, to use his influence, and visited Burnley for that purpose. At the same time telegraphic communication was established between Wallace and the Labour leader.




  The only difficulty, it transpired, was that such decisions were left entirely to the local Socialist associations. Should Mr. Henderson, however, be approached by them on the matter, he would, seeing that Machin obviously had no chance of success, advise withdrawal.




  How it was eventually arranged does not matter, but the Labour candidate did not proceed to nomination, leaving Edgar Wallace a straight fight with Captain C. C. Erskine-Bolst, a staunch supporter of the National Government and a very charming man.




  Before we left London Wallace had stretched his bank overdraft to the extent of a further £150 for deposit with the Blackpool Returning Officer, and, armed with this, we duly attended the nomination day proceedings in the Council Chamber of the Town Hall, where we met our opponent for the first time and all was peace and harmony and Scotch and cigars.




  Edgar handed the Returning Officer his three £50 notes with a smile.




  “This is the first time I’ve ever trusted a perfect stranger with so much money,” he said, “except in Tattersalls, and they lay you odds there.”




  There ensued the most strenuous fortnight I have ever known. Funds were low, and Wallace could not afford to suspend work for the sake of fighting a mere election. There were three short stories to be written, several weekly articles, his broadcast talks to be prepared — he was in the midst of a series — and someone was shrieking for the opening instalments of a new serial.




  Harry Boydell, the capable and energetic Liberal agent, succeeded only once in getting Wallace out on a canvassing tour. Meetings could not be avoided, however, and he addressed four a day, and at first enjoyed the experience; later the strain began to tell upon him and the meetings became an ordeal.




  On top of all his other work he had to find time to receive three or four deputations each morning. His method with these folks was amusing in its simplicity. He would agree to practically anything.




  “Yes, of course I’m in favour of a reduction of the beer tax,” he told one such deputation, “and will do all I can to bring about such a reform.”




  “Certainly I will advocate the taxation of cooperative societies’ profits,” he assured another delegation.




  “Oh, yes, I’m all for the improvement of conditions in slaughter-houses,” he replied to a third.




  This line of least resistance was, however, a little dangerous. I found him one day filling in answers to a printed questionnaire sent by one of the many organisations who misguidedly pester parliamentary candidates for their views on subjects of which they are usually profoundly ignorant.




  “But you can’t say this!” I protested when I had glanced through his answers. “You say here that you’re in favour of local option, and only yesterday you told a deputation of licensed victuallers that you would do everything you could to help them.”




  “Oh, all right, Bob,” he agreed. “Tear it up. If we can’t agree with what they want we won’t reply to these people at all.”




  His meetings were amazingly successful; almost everywhere he had to address overflow gatherings. As a speaker he held and charmed his enormous audiences. As a politician he was not so successful. The truth was that he did not know his subject, and his shrewd Lancashire listeners were very quick to discover and exploit this ignorance. Edgar tried at first to disarm criticism by admitting frankly that he knew nothing about politics; but the obvious retort, very quickly made, rendered unwise the maintenance of this attitude.




  He travelled 240 miles or so one day to speak at Llandudno on behalf of Mr. Lloyd George, returning in time for his own evening series of meetings. On none of his platforms was he supported by a single speaker of note. The stalwarts of Blackpool Liberalism did their best, but in the main our meetings, save for Edgar’s speeches, were almost intolerably dull, and it says much for the attraction of his personality that the electors of that delightful resort endured hours of local oratory while waiting for the arrival of the Liberal candidate.




  As in everything else, so in politics; Wallace would not brook opposition. A certain amount of heckling is of course inseparable from any political meeting, especially in Lancashire, which is the Missouri of England — they will not accept anything at face value; they want to be shown.




  Edgar’s method with hecklers was, however, effective, if a little disconcerting. At the first sign of interruption he would stop.




  “I’ve broken up more political meetings,” he would threaten, “than most of you have attended. If you want your meetings undisturbed, keep mine quiet.”




  It was when question time was reached that his weakness became apparent. He had little political knowledge; he had a broad point of view on most subjects, but of details or statistics no information whatever; and he knew absolutely nothing about the industries and interests which most affect Lancashire electors. I tried to coach him, providing for his easy assimilation data which would enable him to hold his own against the not too well-informed hecklers; but he could not be bothered to absorb it.




  Some of his answers made one distinctly uncomfortable, and it was evident that they did not satisfy his audience. Asked, for instance, how he would propose to remedy or alleviate unemployment, he replied:




  “Mr. Baldwin can’t tell you; Mr. MacDonald can’t tell you. Why do you expect me to tell you?”




  When cornered over questions relating to tariffs, he would answer:




  “I don’t pretend to know much about this sort of thing, but if you will repeat your question in writing and send it to me at my hotel, I will see that you receive a considered reply.”




  Which of course was not nearly good enough for your north country elector.




  He was, however, given an amazingly patient hearing throughout the constituency. Even Lytham St. Anne’s, that hotbed of diehard Conservatism, welcomed and listened to him. They are intensely “refeened” in St. Anne’s; they dine always in the evening, and would not dream of going to bed — they always “retire for the night”. The freedom of thought which is the heritage of Liberalism is not for them; their views are the views of the Morning Post and the Daily Telegraph. A very respectable suburb is Lytham St. Anne’s.




  Wallace nearly shocked them irreparably; Harry Boydell prevented the disaster only just in time. It was the eve of the poll meeting at the gentlemanly end of the constituency, and Edgar asked his bodyguard — a 20-stone blacksmith whom he had brought up from Buckinghamshire — whether he had “the champagne”.




  “What’s that?” asked Boydell quickly.




  “It’s the last — meeting and I’m going to have a bottle of champagne on the table before me,” said Wallace.




  “You’re going to do nothing of the kind,” said Harry — it was the only time I ever heard him really defiant. “You can have it in the anteroom before or after the meeting, but on the platform you’ve got to remember you’re an earnest Liberal, and they don’t drink champagne at public meetings.”




  Fortunately for Wallace (or so he believed) his opponent, Captain Erskine-Bolst, had a villa in the South of France, and here was an opportunity too good to be missed. It is commonly believed that the South of France shelters an ignoble army of income-tax evaders. And Edgar was paying taxes at the rate of 12s. 6d in the £!




  Enquiries were set afoot to discover any other possibly damaging information about the Conservative candidate. His war record was brilliant — that was no good. His personal character was unimpeachable….




  “Oh, well, never mind,” said Wallace. “He lives at Eze-sur-Mer, and we’ll make something out of that.”




  “He drives a Willys-Knight car, too, sir,” interrupted the chauffeur helpfully.




  Edgar’s eyes lit up.




  “That’s American, isn’t it?” he gloated. “We’ll have something to talk about tonight!”




  Thereafter the campaign was fought mainly on personalities. Erskine-Bolst was, according to Wallace, a tax-evader who drove a foreign car and wanted to tax the people’s food. Wallace, said Erskine-Bolst, was a political ignoramus, who would fulfil his Parliamentary duties, if elected, by spending the winter in Hollywood.




  It was characteristic of Edgar that he persistently refused to correct this mistaken belief. He had in fact signed no contract to go to Hollywood; he did not want to go, and, had he been elected, would not have done so. But he resisted all our endeavours to persuade him to make such an announcement.




  He was quixotic in his honesty; he held that it would be in the nature of a bribe for him to announce: “If you send me to Westminster I will not go to Hollywood.” It was the same trait which caused him resolutely to refuse to visit any clubs — with the single exception of an ex-servicemen’s organisation to which he was specifically invited — or to make any subscriptions whatever to any local charity or cause until after the election.




  Constant references at our meetings to the South of France brought up the name of Sir Walter de Frece, formerly Member for Blackpool, who also had been residing in the South of France on account of his wife’s health. A heckler was seeking to establish this point.




  “You can’t tell me anything about Sir Walter de Frece,” retorted Wallace. “Walter is an old friend of mine.”




  “Then tell us why he has a bungalow in the South of France,” insisted the questioner.




  “To live in,” Wallace flashed back, and the hall rocked with laughter.




  There was no further reference that evening to Blackpool’s former Member.




  It was during the course of this campaign that Wallace suffered what was probably the shrewdest blow his vanity ever received. He believed, as he was fully entitled to believe, that his name was a household word all over England at any rate, if not indeed all over Europe. On the Saturday afternoon preceding the election a procession of Liberal motorcars toured the poorer parts of the constituency, stopping now and then at a convenient corner for Wallace to descend from his yellow Rolls and harangue the crowd which quickly assembled.




  He was just stepping out of the car at one such stop, when an old, wrinkled Lancashire crone hobbled out of her front door to see what was the cause of all the commotion. A neighbour told her.




  “Edgar Wallace? Is that the ‘oosband o’ Nellie Wallace?”




  Edgar looked startled for a second, came as near to blushing as I ever saw him, then turned to me with a grin.




  “Have I come all this — way to be known as Somebody’s Husband?” he said.




  It was during this election that Wallace appeared in a church pulpit, I believe for the first time in his life. He preached three times, in point of fact, to different Congregational gatherings.




  The first occasion was memorable, particularly to our election agent. The front row of the choir seats had been reserved for Wallace’s friends, and Harry Boydell and I were sitting together, both feeling very uncomfortable, for we were high up and facing the packed congregation, and Wallace was ill at ease with his sermon and at times floundering rather badly. The environment was perhaps a little unfamiliar to all of us.




  “I am not a professing Christian in the literal sense,” Wallace was saying. “I am a man-about-town, a racing man, a gambler, a sinner if you like—”




  “My God!” hissed Boydell piously in my ear, his face pallid with such anxiety as only a conscientious election agent can feel. “This sort of thing will cost him hundreds of votes. What on earth will he say next?”




  He was soon answered.




  “And I have never given a bob to a church in my life,” proudly declaimed the Liberal candidate.




  Boydell groaned aloud.




  “And that little speech will cost him twelve thousand!” he wailed sotto voce. “What the devil is he thinking about to talk like that?”




  “Don’t be impious in church,” I counselled, “and don’t worry; he’ll get out of it somehow.”




  You could always bank on Wallace’s ingenuity. He did get out of it. Agent and candidate had a whispered colloquy immediately the sermon was ended.




  “That’s easy,” said Edgar. “What I meant to say, of course, was that I had never given a bob to church membership.”




  Which was ingenious if unconvincing, and he never quite lived it down.




  Our labours were all to no purpose. Even the glamour of Edgar Wallace’s name and the personal charm of the man could not outweigh the fact that he was supporting a leader with whom the country would have nothing to do at any price. Polling day arrived — not a moment too soon for Wallace, who was fast wearing himself out. The Conservative candidate’s majority was over 33,000.




  Edgar took his defeat very philosophically, though it rankled a bit. Had he been beaten by, say, Rudyard Kipling or Winston Churchill, it would not have mattered — quite so much; but to be vanquished by an Army Captain whose name was unknown and whose achievements were without distinction, was a bitter pill to swallow.




  We sat up half the night listening to election results, and consoling ourselves with the fact that “the whole country’s gone mad about this National Government bunk,” as Edgar put it.




  The morning following the declaration of the poll we returned to London. I think we would have gone the same night had it been possible. At nine o’clock I saw Wallace.




  “Well, we’ve saved our deposit, anyway!” he said. “Find out what time the Returning Officer comes on duty, and go and collect it.”




  Beyond the slightest elevation of his eyebrows at what must have seemed our almost indecent haste to recover the money, the official made no comment, but handed me Wallace’s three fifty-pound notes.




  “Thanks, Bob,” he said when I gave him the money. “Now I can go to Newmarket and see the Cambridgeshire.”




  He stepped into his long, yellow Rolls and was driven away. A small knot of people stood by the gates of the Metropole, waving and cheering.




  “Goodbye, Edgar!” some of them shouted.




  “And good riddance!” added one who apparently had no love for the pure flame of Liberalism.




  A sharp order to the chauffeur, the car stopped and Wallace got out. He walked up to the group.




  “Which of you said that?” he demanded in his most truculent manner.




  There was no reply.




  “Did you say it?… Was it you?” he challenged them individually.




  Evidently, however, the offending gentleman was only courageous at a distance; he must have read assault and battery in Edgar’s eyes, and he would not confess.




  “If I had found out who that swine was,” said Wallace as he returned to his car and was driven rapidly away, “I’d have punched him on the nose.”




  And for a hundred miles, he told me afterwards, he could not bring his mind to bear upon the important business of the day, and failed to find one of the first three in the Cambridgeshire.




  Chapter Eight
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  Wallace had the theatre in his blood; his parents were both, so he once told me, in the profession; and even if there had not been this inherited tendency towards the footlights, it is fairly certain that the big money which is sometimes made by a successful play would sooner or later have tempted him to take a hand in the theatrical game.




  At the very outset of his theatrical career — it was, I believe, about 1920 — Wallace had a lesson which, had the memory of it only persisted, should have kept him permanently out of the hazardous business of theatrical management.




  But no slings or arrows could ever put him down for more than a count of nine, and I am confident that, but for the intervention of death, nothing would ever have persuaded him to abandon his theatrical ventures.




  The experience to which I refer concerned his first play, M’Lady. In those days when Wallace wrote a serial story he got perhaps £200 or £300 for the serial rights and £100 for the book rights, plus a bit more for the American rights, and £500 or £600 was not much return for the labour involved in writing 80,000 words of more or less good English with a thrill or a chill in each instalment.




  It may be mentioned in passing that he almost invariably sold the book rights for a lump sum rather than on a royalty basis. “Take the cash and let the credit go.” This was one of the very few quotations I ever heard Wallace make. Usually he scorned to quote other people’s words. He did, however, make an occasional concession in the case of the Bible, which he admired tremendously — though I never once saw him reading it.




  As I say, £500 was not a lot of money; and a book, moreover, meant two or three weeks’ work, even though it might be compressed into two or three days. A play, however, might be written in a weekend, and, if approved by Press and public, bring in thousands of pounds.




  One day a more than usually bright idea came to Edgar. I was not in very constant touch with him at the time, but I can well imagine the glint of excitement in his eyes and the hint of thrill in his voice as he said to himself: “There’s big money in the theatre; I’ll write a play to-day. Why haven’t I thought of this before?”




  He knew little of stage technique at that time; the unfortunate thing was that, like most budding dramatists, he thought he knew it all. He had, of course, all his life been a keen theatregoer, but he was to discover, expensively, that more exact knowledge and ripe experience were the sine qua non of dramatic success.




  He conscientiously believed M’Lady to be a great play — dashed off though it had been with a careless gesture, and full as it was of dramatic solecisms. I do not remember the story — I think Wallace rather did his best to forget it. The only abiding recollection I have of the piece is that characters wandered on and off the stage in the most bewildering manner. Wallace in those days had a simple method: if he wanted John Brown on the stage he wrote “Enter John Brown”; if it was desirable for Henry Smith to retire for a spell, “Exit Henry Smith” did the trick. Just that. Edgar was nothing if not straightforward. I do not think a single character either went on or off the stage for any other reason than that Wallace wanted the character either to say something or stop saying something.




  This first dramatic child of his brain was to make his fortune. But to this end it was necessary that all the immense potential profits should accrue to Wallace, and he had no money. Consequently a syndicate was formed, composed mainly of his friends all over the country, who contributed sums ranging from £20 upwards, and a capital of £1,000 was somehow scraped together.




  The play was heralded with such a flourish of Fleet Street trumpets as only Edgar Wallace could inspire. He confessed, frankly and disarmingly, in interviews the reports of which he himself wrote, that he had written the piece in fourteen hours. Questionable advertising this, since the opportunity afforded the critics to be scathing, in the event of the play’s failure, is so obvious that it need hardly be indicated.




  I forget whether any theatrical correspondents suggested afterwards that it was a pity Wallace had not given the play another half-hour, but I should think most of them would; it is the kind of obvious humour with which certain so-called dramatic critics of our time seek to veil their critical incapacity.




  If the title of a play offers any bait for obvious humour or meretricious smartness, several of them are certain to rise to it. A play which was recently produced in London afforded an example of the sort of opportunity which an author, if he dislikes initial pinpricks, is wiser to avoid providing in the title which he chooses. The play was called Man Overboard, and of course the inevitable happened. I daresay more than one critic snapped eagerly at that bait, but one at least remarked that, as far as he was concerned, his evening at the theatre had left him a “man overbored”. It is only fair to add that it was the first time I have known that particular critic to blot his page by so obvious a comment.




  M’Lady was produced at the Playhouse, with Henrietta Watson, then but little known, in the leading part. I do not remember such unanimity as was displayed the next morning in the Press notices of the play; they were the worst I have read concerning any play.




  It must have been a sledgehammer blow for Wallace; the worst he ever suffered, I imagine, since he did not attempt to write a play during the next six or seven years.




  More than once, when his stories were becoming world-famous, I pointed out to him that some of them struck me as having big possibilities if they were dramatised, but Wallace shied at the idea of writing a play or having anything to do with the theatre.




  “Nothing doing, Bob; I’ve had some,” was his invariable reply, and he confined himself resolutely to stories and his journalistic work.




  But as the years passed the memory of M’Lady must have grown fainter — six or seven years was a long time for the effects of even the sharpest setback to last with Wallace — and one morning in 1925 he outlined to me a plot for a play which had been simmering in his mind for months, as did the plots for most of his best stories before ever a line was written.




  He proposed to call the play Police Work, and, except that the title, which was subsequently altered, struck me as a poor one, I agreed that it was a grand story and should make a fine play.




  The lesson of M’Lady had evidently not been entirely forgotten, or with the passing of the years, perhaps, Wallace had developed a little more caution. This time, at any rate, he did not attempt to finance the venture or to produce the play. He was content to leave the management to the late Frank Curzon, and the production to Sir Gerald du Maurier. Content? Well, perhaps not. But he was wise enough to do so, anyway.




  The result was The Ringer — with one exception undoubtedly the best play that Wallace ever wrote. It was produced at Wyndham’s Theatre in May, 1926, on the day which saw the beginning of the General Strike. Press and public were unanimous in proclaiming it a masterpiece, and it is a sufficient indication of the play’s quality that, even during the days of the strike, the box office receipts did not suffer.




  It was splendidly cast, with Leslie Faber, Franklin Dyall, Gordon Harker and Dorothy Dickson, and produced with that finished artistry of which Sir Gerald du Maurier is a master. It played to capacity for months, and was still showing a profit when, at the end of a year, it was taken off to make room for another production. This was in 1927; had the management been in Wallace’s hands, the play would doubtless still lave been running.




  The production of The Ringer was a turning-point in Wallace’s career. His royalties from it amounted altogether to some £6,000, but the play’s success, apart from royalties, was directly responsible for making him very big money in other ways. No sooner was the play an acknowledged success than Wallace’s stock rose by leaps and bounds. His book sales increased enormously, and publishers clamoured for more; old stories were resurrected and republished; popular editions were brought out by the million; and, from a merely well-known author with a moderate sale, he had become, almost in one step, a bestseller. Whereas in previous years he had been content to dispose of the book rights of a story for £100 or even less, he now signed contracts under which he received £1,000 in advance of royalties, and within a year or two his book royalties from one publisher alone were in the region of £25,000 a year.




  It was brilliant success, brilliantly earned; the fruits of many arduous years of hard and sustained work. There was nothing fortuitous about Wallace’s rise to fame and fortune. If ever a mortal deserved success, it was he. By sheer merit and persistence and confidence in himself he had falsified Addison’s dictum and commanded success.




  He was now a public figure, in every sense of the word. His journalistic work became sought after. In every newspaper office in Fleet Street, were a feature article needed on any subject under the sun, it became the habit to say “Ring up Edgar Wallace”. But whereas in the past Wallace had been content, and even glad, to get ten pounds for such an article, by now he did nothing under fifty. Except in the case of old friends, for whom, in any special circumstances, he would still write for next to nothing.




  Could he have been content to confine himself to the work of writing plays and to leave to others the financial, and always speculative, side of the theatrical business, he would probably have made far more money than he did. I feel sure, too, that his life would have been a longer one. The worry associated with his theatrical speculations unquestionably hastened his end.




  But that would not have been Edgar Wallace. It came to his ears that Frank Curzon had made a profit of £30,000 from The Ringer, and that decided him. £30,000 — and he had only netted a paltry £6,000!




  “All right,” said Wallace, visions of colossal profits floating before his eyes, “in future we’ll produce our own plays.”




  He was implored by those of his friends who knew the pitfalls and the difficulties of theatrical management to keep out of it. They begged him — one of them, I remember, almost with tears in his eyes — to stick to his story-writing, which he understood so well and at which his future was assured. But they might have saved their breath. To tell Wallace that theatrical management was just a tremendous gamble, with the odds heavily against the manager, was the surest way, had his faithful friends but realised it, to whet his appetite, and urge him on to savour it.




  Everyone who makes big money seems to imagine that he can go on making it indefinitely, and Wallace was no exception. Even the most successful of theatrical managers must be prepared to face an occasional failure — they say themselves that they can only hope for an occasional success — but that fact counted for nothing with Wallace. He was going to be the great exception, that was all. He had written The Ringer, one of London’s most successful plays, and he could write another just as good, and another and another. There was no reason why he should not go on turning out success after success indefinitely — or at least until the supply of London theatres was exhausted. Writing plays was like shelling peas.




  He forgot, apparently, in his sudden enthusiasm for the theatre, that The Ringer in its final form was the result of several months of painstaking work. It was, in fact, the most careful piece of work I ever knew him do. Thereafter he adopted his highspeed method of writing plays. He was confident that he could turn out play after play which all London would flock to see. Perhaps he could have done so — but not at the rate of three days to a play. It is not as easy as that.




  Wallace’s second successful play, The Terror, added fuel to the flame of his theatrical fortune-hunting ambitions. A syndicate of three was formed to produce the piece, the other two being B. A. Meyer and Dennis Neilson-Terry. The play was written in Switzerland one Christmas. Even when on holiday Edgar could not slack.




  The total capital was only £1,000, and the play ran successfully for a long time at the Lyceum. Although not so finished or mature a production, technically, as some of his later work, The Terror was, in some respects, one of Wallace’s best plays. Undoubtedly it was this additional success which urged him, were urge needed, into single-handed financial management.




  Wallace, true to his usual methods, took a headlong plunge into the whirlpool of theatrical management. He leased Wyndham’s Theatre for a term of years and set about the task of keeping it supplied with plays. Incidentally, his entry into management gave him the opportunity of setting right, at least in his own case, what he had always considered to be a grave slur on the dramatist. Whereas the leading actor in any play has his name blazoned in electric lights across the front of the theatre and printed in large type on the bills, it is usually difficult without the aid of a magnifying glass to discover the name of the author. An actor or actress who plays the most insignificant part is generally given more alphabetical prominence than the dramatist on both bills and programme, and Wallace always resented it.




  “If it weren’t for the dramatist,” he once said to me, “there would be no actors, yet they print his name in the smallest type and nobody ever notices it. I’m going to alter that.”




  He did. True, he resisted the temptation of EDGAR WALLACE in electric lights across the front of the theatre, but there was an enormous bill on the side of Wyndham’s on which his name was displayed in letters which must have been a foot in height. His name, at any rate, exceeded in stature that of anyone else connected with the play.




  As with his racing, so with his theatrical ventures. Wallace sampled every side of the game. Not content with being a dramatist, he was in turn, or simultaneously, manager, producer, dramatic critic, and even actor. There was nothing which he would not try once.




  Once was, as far as I know, the limit of his public appearances as an actor. It was during the run of The Calendar at the Lyceum. An extra scene, representing, I believe, the paddock at Ascot, was to be put into the play, the paddock needed peopling with appropriate figures, and Wallace, whose sole make-up consisted of a black moustache and a touch of greasepaint, went on to add to the realism of the scene. With him went Steve Donoghue and Michael Beary, to make their stage débuts. Had the audience known what prominent figures in the racing world were that night playing crowd parts on the stage, there would no doubt have been a round of welcoming applause. But none of the three was recognised. Edgar, I fancy, was a little disappointed that his moustache had proved so effective.




  He would, however, have made a good actor. The performances which he sometimes gave at rehearsals were quite convincing proof of his ability in that direction. Usually during rehearsal he would occupy a seat in the stalls, smoking a cigarette, chatting in a whisper to a friend beside him.




  Frequently he was chatting to me. At the time when one of his plays was in rehearsal he was writing regular racing articles for The Star, and, as was the case with so much of his work, there was always a last-minute scramble to get the article written and delivered to The Star office in time for publication.




  When a play was in rehearsal, and Wallace, consequently, was spending many hours a day at the theatre, it became more difficult than ever to find time to write the racing articles, and he eventually hit on a bright idea. In future, on the days when an article had to be written, I was to go to the theatre at a certain hour, taking with me a book of form, the “Racing Specialist” and the racing editions of the evening papers, and Wallace would dictate his article and selections while he kept an eye on the rehearsal.




  The whispering in the stalls when rehearsals were in progress, which must have proved so disconcerting to those who were on the stage, struggling to remember unfamiliar lines, was frequently the voice of Wallace dictating his racing article for the edification of readers of The Star and indicating his selections for the following day. And he wondered why he so rarely tipped a winner!




  As far as could be seen, he was entirely engrossed in his journalistic efforts and paying not the slightest attention to what was taking place on the stage. But suddenly, in the middle of a sentence, he would break off and sit upright.




  “Just a moment, please,” he would call, rise, and make his way to the stage. “You haven’t quite got that bit,” he would say, addressing the actor or actress whose rendering of some particular line had failed to please him. “This is how I want that done.”




  And he would say the line and do the business in accordance with his own ideas, and in most cases there was no doubt that he was right. His intonation, his gestures, his facial expression would put life into a line which, spoken as the professional actor had spoken it, had been dull and meaningless.




  Even the professional actors, who are inclined to regard an author as a poor sort of fish who has turned out a certain amount of dialogue into which their genius must endeavour to put some meaning, and who are usually chary of crediting him with anything approaching acting ability, admitted that Wallace, had he chosen to become an actor, would have been a credit to their profession. I am sure that Edgar agreed with them.




  At rehearsals, whether in the rôle of author or producer, he was a model of patience. I never knew him get rattled — which surprised me. At the risk of incurring the wrath of the profession by the blasphemy, I venture to state, after seeing many rehearsals, that there are such things as stupid actors and actresses. There are, at any rate, actors and actresses who have their moments of stupidity — moments when they may try fifty times to imitate a gesture which the producer has suggested to them, or to repeat a line with the intonation and emphasis which he has used, and fail every time.




  Wallace was not an intolerant man; in most things he was as broadminded and indulgent as any man could be; but if there was one thing of which he was utterly intolerant and impatient, it was stupidity. Anything else he could forgive, but stupidity offended his own acute mind and was the unforgivable sin. Yet, though at times his patience must have been sorely tried, I never saw him give a hint of it. A poor performance by an actor at rehearsal left him as composed as did a poor performance by a horse on the racecourse. He was always tactful and charming, and there was no resisting his charm.




  Partly, no doubt, because of this, but chiefly because to know Wallace was to love him, he was very popular in theatrical circles. But, however tolerant and patient he might be when a play was being hammered into shape at rehearsal, once it had been produced before the public he was a severe and outspoken critic.




  He had always a very definite conception of his own as to how a part should be played, had unlimited confidence in his own ideas, and, however experienced might be the actor whose conception of the part did not coincide with his, would insist on having it played as he wished. It became a lamentable but regular feature of his productions that sooner or later he quarrelled with his leading artist.




  Usually, on such occasions, Wallace got his own way, but not always. I remember that he once came into collision with Robert Loraine, who, besides being a fine actor, has a personality as strong and forceful as was Wallace’s. He was playing the lead in Wallace’s play The Man Who Changed His Name, and his interpretation of the part was not at all the interpretation which Wallace had wanted. Robert Loraine, accordingly, received a letter telling him that he was playing the part in the wrong way and instructing him how it should be played; and Wallace in his turn received a note from Robert Loraine, couched in forceful terms, telling him that the part would continue to be played as he was playing it, and warning him that his appalling self-complacency would prove his ruin.




  The sequel was an example of the lengths to which Wallace would go if the tender spot of his vanity were flicked. He and Robert Loraine were in partnership over the production of this particular play, the piece was not doing well, and an ultimate profit of £200 would, I imagine, have been regarded as a lucky let-off. Yet Wallace bought out Robert Loraine for £2,000, and engaged in his place an actor who would play the part in accordance with Wallace’s ideas, but who would himself be the last to claim that, either as an artist or as a box-office draw, he was the equal of Robert Loraine.




  After the withdrawal of The Ringer, Wallace embarked on his theatrical management. Whether, before plunging into management, he ever took paper and pencil and calculated what weekly liabilities were involved in the running of a play at a West End theatre, I do not know. It would have been unlike him to do so. Actually, the rent of a West End theatre is from £400 to £500 per week; lighting, heating, cleaning, theatre staff, printing, advertising, etc., have to be reckoned with; there is the weekly salary list for the company to be met, and modern actors of ability — and some merely modern actors — want big money. The box office of an average Edgar Wallace play in the West End had to take about £1,200 a week before there was a penny available for Wallace’s profits.




  In the succession of plays which he produced after The Ringer, only one, I think, was an outstanding success from the box-office point of view. There were a few — The Squeaker and The Calendar prominent among them — which were successful in every sense save the financial. Many achieved only moderate success, and, had they been financed and presented by anyone but Wallace, would have been taken off after they had consistently lost money for two or three consecutive weeks. But that was not Wallace’s way. If the verdict on a play, both from critics and box-office, was that it was utterly and hopelessly bad, such as was the verdict on The Mouthpiece, Wallace, though he agreed, perhaps, with neither critics nor public, would take it off at the end of a week and start writing another at top speed to replace it.




  If, however, a play proved even a moderate success, and ran profitably for a month or two before beginning to show a regular weekly loss, he would keep it running for another month or two, and thereby lose far more than the profit the play had already made.




  Was it vanity, or lack of business foresight, or just that gambler’s instinct urging him to take a chance that the tide might turn and the play still bring him a handsome profit?




  Wallace had always a plausible reason for keeping a play running.




  “It’s better to keep it running than have the theatre dark,” he said to me many times; but it was unconvincing.




  He had a habit of writing a play during a weekend, so there was no need for the theatre to be dark. I always suspected that the real reason was that he did not want to write another play just then.




  He would claim, too, that by keeping the play running he was enhancing the value of the film rights; but it is easy to compute how much more valuable the film rights of a play must become to justify a loss of £300 or £400 per week on its West End production.




  I recollect that, in connection with one of his plays, he elaborated one of those ingenious and unorthodox schemes which he was so fond of evolving. The play in question was, I believe, Smoky Cell. Box-office returns were none too good, Wallace wanted money, and he began to cast about for some means of giving the piece the needed fillip.




  He came to my room one morning and explained the scheme which he had evolved. I was to insert in the newspaper, in my own name, of course, an advertisement for a canvasser. He must be a cultured, well-educated man of the public school type, he must be prepared to work hard, and he must have a car. His salary would be at the rate of £5 a week.




  The idea was that our cultured £5-a-week representative should make a houseto-house canvass, dilate on the doorsteps on the merits of the play, and if possible take orders for seats for the following week. Wallace was going to coach him in the right selling talk.




  “If they can sell vacuum cleaners that way, Bob,” said he, “why shouldn’t they sell theatre seats?”




  The advertisement was inserted, and the expected happened. There were over 3,000 cultured, well-educated men of the public school type, prepared to work hard, who saw that offer of a £5-a-week salary and wrote posthaste to apply to me for the job. I spent four days reading the letters, sorting, rejecting and selecting; and when I had reduced the probables to a dozen, I took their letters to Wallace.




  “These seem the twelve most promising applications,” I said. “The final selection must, of course, rest with you.”




  Wallace took the letters and threw them on to his desk.




  “Thanks, Bob,” he said, “but I don’t think we’ll worry about it, after all. I think I’ll write a new play for Wyndham’s instead.”




  So this projected innovation in the conventional methods of theatrical advertising was never tried. It would have been interesting to hear what the theatrical world said about it.




  Wallace’s losses on his theatrical ventures must have been enormous, for in many cases the money which a play was making on tour — and there were many successful provincial tours — was being lost over the London run. Wallace told me once that he had lost £25,000 in nine months in a single London theatre.




  But the chief cause of his theatrical losses was undoubtedly the fact that every play which he wrote was put on, and every theatrical manager knows that no author can hope to produce an unbroken succession of good plays. Wallace might perhaps have been induced to share this knowledge had he not been surrounded by a swarm of sycophants, devoid of all critical ability, eagerly showering praise on all his work, good or bad, and persuading him that every play which he wrote was a masterpiece. His vanity needed no tonic; it could not have been given a more insidious urge.




  Most of Wallace’s plays were written at breakneck speed; had he been prepared to devote to them the time and care which he had lavished on The Ringer, the proportion of successes must surely have been greater. His capacity for highspeed work was amazing, and his fertility of ideas often staggered me.




  I remember one evening I was present when Julian Wylie had called to discuss with Wallace the layout of The Yellow Mask, which was shortly to be produced at the Carlton Theatre. Wallace was in his gayest and most inconsequent mood, telling story after story and talking of everything and anything except the business in hand.




  “Page twenty-six, Edgar,” Julian Wylie would say. “We must have a lyric in there. I should like something about—”




  “Have you heard this one?” Wallace would interrupt, and would proceed to tell another story.




  I sat there, with notebook and pencil in readiness for the notes which did not come, wondering who would eventually gain the upper hand — Wallace, who obviously did not want to work and kept slipping away whenever the conversation led him close to it, or Julian Wylie, calm and marvellously patient, who grabbed him whenever he got the chance and dragged him reluctantly back to the point which was presumably under discussion.




  “Page twenty-six,” said Julian Wylie for the twentieth time. “We must have a lyric—”




  Wallace rose with a sigh.




  “Come on, Bob,” he said, led the way into the study, and seated himself at his desk.




  “I’m tired of page twenty-six,” he said. “We’d better do that lyric now, and then perhaps he’ll turn over.”




  And there and then, with scarcely a pause and hardly an alteration, he dictated a lyric of four verses and a refrain.




  It was useless for anyone to suggest to Wallace that he might with advantage write fewer plays and devote more time and care to them. His answer, which I admit was a disconcerting one, was On the Spot.




  On the Spot, which was generally acknowledged to be the finest play Wallace wrote, was one of his most rapid bits of work. As a preliminary to writing the best play about American gangsters which has been written on either side of the Atlantic, he paid a brief visit, lasting in all only thirty-six hours, to Chicago. He was a marvellously keen observer of the most minute details, and he could absorb the facts and atmosphere for a projected story as rapidly as he could pour out the story itself. The writing of the play took him only days, and every word of it was actually written by him. Then why suggest that he could not write a good play without spending weeks on it?




  On the Spot proved a brilliant success, to which the fine performances given by Charles Laughton, Emlyn Williams and Gillian Lind contributed in no small measure.




  It was fortunate, too, in the time at which it was produced. It had not been running long when Jack Diamond, the notorious gangster, was shot and seriously wounded in America. The story received great prominence in the Press on this side of the Atlantic, and public interest in this country in racketeers, gangsters, gunmen and suchlike became intense. On the Spot dealt with just these themes, and the result was that the bookings, already good, rapidly rose until seats were at a premium.




  “Jack Diamond,” said Wallace, “deserves at least a letter of thanks.”




  Wallace, after the first night, was jubilant. He had never written a play so rapidly and never written a play on which had been showered such unanimous praise from all quarters.




  “Well, Bob,” he asked the next morning, “what do you think of it?”




  “It’s a triumph,” I said— “an absolute triumph.”




  “H’m!” said Wallace. “I’m glad you feel like that about it. You’ve been… critical lately.”




  Actually it was not I who was more critical than usual. The truth is that during the last few years of his life, when overwork and financial losses were beginning to take their toll of his nerves, Wallace became rapidly more and more intolerant of any criticism whatsoever.




  This growing intolerance of criticism reached its Zenith during his last trip to America. His new play, The Green Pack, was being produced in London during Wallace’s absence in Hollywood, and there came one day a cable from Mrs. Wallace detailing certain rather drastic alterations to the play which Sir Gerald du Maurier wanted made, and asking for Wallace’s consent to the suggested revisions.




  Wallace, when he read the letter, was furious. I never, in all my years with him, knew him to become so angry over anything. He flung abuse at everybody, designated the mere suggestion of altering his play a piece of intolerable insolence, declared that the proposed alterations would ruin the best play he had written, and vowed that, sooner than agree to their being made, he would call off all the arrangements and keep the theatre dark.




  Breakfast with Wallace that morning was a trying meal. He was far too engrossed in keeping up a constant flow of biting invective to eat anything, and when he suddenly left the table and strode to his study, there was the light of battle in his eyes. The Green Pack, I was afraid, would not be produced.




  When I joined him later in the study he was seated at his desk, pen in hand, still fuming. He waved a hand towards the dozen or so telegraph forms with which the desk was littered.




  “Have a look at those, Bob,” he said, with an air of vicious satisfaction. “I’m telling ’em just what I think of their damned impertinence.”




  I inspected the telegraph forms one by one. They were all addressed to Sir Gerald du Maurier and bore lengthy messages — Wallace had not spared expense to give vent to his feelings — in which he blankly refused, in the most offensive language, to agree to any alterations whatever being made to the play. It was to be produced as he had written it, or it was not to be produced at all.




  “Which one shall I send, Bob?”




  “You can’t send any of these,” I told him, “Why not? They’re strong enough, aren’t they?”




  “Too strong. Any one of them would be bound to offend Sir Gerald.”




  Wallace took the forms, glanced through them and sighed regretfully as he tossed them into the wastepaper basket.




  “I’m not going to stand for it,” he said. “I’ll keep the theatre dark first. But perhaps you’re right about the cables. I’ll write another.”




  He did so. The message was, if anything, even more truculent and abusive than any of those he had discarded.




  “Send it off at once,” he said, and handed me the form.




  I took it without comment and went out to try to decide what I should do. Wallace, I felt, was being utterly unreasonable. It was nothing out of the ordinary, after all, for a producer, particularly a producer of Sir Gerald du Maurier’s standing, to suggest alterations to an author. His sole object in making them was to present what he thought would be a better play, and in theatrical matters his experience was ten times that of Wallace and his judgment ten times more reliable.




  Yet Wallace had written him a message couched in such terms that, if Sir Gerald were to receive it, the inevitable result would be that, as far as he was concerned, The Green Pack would not be produced. Had I been producing the play and received such a telegram, that would certainly have been the result.




  I decided that, at any rate for the moment, I would not despatch the wire, stuffed the form into my pocket and kept away from Wallace for the rest of the morning.




  At lunch he had simmered down considerably and was more than usually thoughtful.




  “Bob,” he said at length, “what about that wire?”




  “Wire?”




  “To Sir Gerald.”




  I sprang to my feet.




  “Good God!” I exclaimed, with what I hoped was convincing consternation in my voice. “I clean forgot to send it off.”




  Wallace’s eyes registered relief.




  “All right,” he said casually, “don’t send it now. I’ll get them on the telephone after lunch and tell them what I think of it. You’d better put the call through.”




  I did so, and that afternoon Edgar spoke to Mrs. Wallace over the transatlantic telephone. I did not hear what he said; I am sure it was something very different from the flaming messages which he had concocted that morning. I do know, however, that after a brief chat the whole affair was amicably settled, that he had agreed to every one of the alterations which Sir Gerald had suggested, that the additional dialogue which the alterations involved was promptly written and cabled to England, and that the revised version was indisputably a far better play than the original. Wallace, when the alterations had been made, admitted to me quite frankly that Sir Gerald had been right and he had been wrong.




  The play was produced successfully at Wyndham’s Theatre on the evening of the day on which the first reports of Wallace’s sudden illness in Hollywood reached this country, and he never sufficiently recovered to inquire how the play had fared on its first night.




  Wallace at the time of this incident was an overworked, harassed man — just how harassed the incident itself made clear to me. I had never before known him refuse to consider any reasonable suggestion for improving a play he had written, provided it were tactfully made. Indeed, with some of his plays, he quite cheerfully rewrote scenes many times before he and the producer were both satisfied.




  Such was the case with Double Dan, produced by Robert Courtneidge at the Savoy. I believe it was eleven times that the first act of that play was rewritten. I know I went to Robert Courtneidge’s office practically every morning for some time, bearing with me a new version of the first act, written on the preceding evening. Wallace always gave me the same message to deliver.




  “Tell Courtneidge this one really is the goods,” he would say.




  “Is it?”




  “No,” he would sigh. “But don’t promise that I’ll write another first act if you can possibly avoid it. I’m sick of Double Dan.”




  The play proved one of Wallace’s biggest failures. It ran, I believe, no more than a week. Even the friendly firstnight audience, eager as they were to show as much appreciation as possible, could only manage halfhearted applause. Wallace came to the theatre during the performance, I remember, saw how things were going, and went home well before the curtain fell.




  I am glad he did, for of all Wallace’s first nights this was the only one on which I heard an antagonistic remark from the gallery. At the end of the play a few misguided enthusiasts called for the author, and in response one of the actors, after the conventional speech of thanks, announced that Mr. Wallace could not appear himself as he was not in the house.




  “And a jolly good job too!” came a hoarse voice from the gods.




  I did not tell Wallace. I hoped that nobody would, because, bad as the play was, I Knew the remark would make him unhappy for days. But one critic at any rate could not miss a chance like that.




  The truth, I think, is that whenever Wallace in his playwriting departed from the “thriller” type of play, he failed. The Mouthpiece ran only a week; The Man Who Changed His Name was at the best only a partial success; The Lad, even with Billy Merson playing lead, was a bad failure, and was, incidentally, the only one of the hundreds of plays I have seen which really sent me to sleep.




  A possible exception is The Calendar; but even that had a strong crook interest. Once he got away from the world of crooks and policemen, it seemed that Wallace could never quite hit the nail on the head.




  In the case of The Man Who Changed His Name he certainly did not. When he wrote it he was under the impression that he was writing a full-blooded drama; it was accepted, cast and played as a comedy. Nobody was more astonished than Wallace.




  When he had finished a play he was always convinced that it was the best he had so far written and was confident of its success. His wonderful self-confidence prevented his suffering the qualms and nervousness on a first night which most authors experience. He would sit on such occasions in his box, quite composed, laughing heartily at his own jokes as they were spoken by the actors, thoroughly enjoying the show, and would usually only leave his seat in time to slip behind the stage and be in readiness to step on to it, hat in hand and overcoat neatly folded over his arm, to make his speech to the audience.




  When the curtain had fallen on a firstnight performance there was frequently a party. Wallace’s parties were famous. They were on the sumptuous scale on which he ran everything which he undertook. As a rule they were held at the Carlton; there were sometimes between three and four hundred guests, including the leading lights of the theatrical, literary and racing worlds; and the chief items of refreshment were invariably caviare and champagne. Wallace did not care much for caviare, and it was only on such festive occasions as these that he drank even a glass of champagne; but I know that he enjoyed his parties as thoroughly as any of his guests.




  He was a kindly, generous, hospitable man, who was rarely so happy as when he was giving others a good time at his own expense. And he was a charming host. There was something about his personality, especially at these social functions, which made everyone instinctively want to call him “Edgar”.




  Once, when he had three plays running simultaneously in London, he gave one of his parties and invited every member of all three companies. I doubt whether the box-office receipts justified anything of the kind; but when I was at one of Wallace’s parties I made a hard and fast rule that I would concentrate entirely on the caviare, the champagne and the charming company, and resolutely refuse to mar the night’s enjoyment by calculating how many weeks of his profits from the theatre the party would absorb.
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  Edgar Wallace was not a religious man in the commonly accepted meaning of the words; that is to say, he professed adherence to no particular religious sect and subscribed to no particular set of doctrines. No one who knew him well could imagine his doing so. He had a mind which could never have brooked that confinement within the rigid bounds of dogma which allegiance to any formal religion imposes, and lip-service to anything in which he did not wholeheartedly believe is a form of hypocrisy of which he was temperamentally incapable.




  A man like Wallace, who would give a crook a dozen chances of making a fresh start in life, though he knew in his heart that he was a crook beyond redemption, could never have subscribed to such a doctrine as the eternal damnation of even an unrepentant sinner.




  On such occasions as it was necessary for him to attach a distinguishing label to his religious convictions he styled himself, for some inscrutable reason, a Wesleyan Methodist; but the only connection I was ever able to trace between Wallace and Wesley was his marriage to his first wife, who was the daughter of a Wesleyan Methodist minister in South Africa.




  How deeply he was versed in the doctrines of Wesleyan Methodism I do not know. I have a shrewd suspicion that he would not have faced the stake for them, and I am fairly certain he would have recanted rather than suffer another ninety-six hours in a military prison.




  I once tried to probe the mystery of his alleged membership of the Wesleyan Methodist denomination. It was during our stay in Hollywood. Marie, our coloured cook, fat, fifty and voluble as only a Southern negress can be, was showering thanks on Wallace for having given her permission to leave very early one Sunday so that she might go to church — thanks so profuse and sustained that, had she been allowed to run on without interruption, she would certainly have missed the band.




  “You know, Mr. Wallace, sir,” she confided, “I’m a Methodist—”




  “That’s curious; so am I,” averred Edgar, without the flicker of an eyelid. “I’m a Wesleyan Methodist.”




  Marie glowed with vicarious glory, and turned eagerly towards me.




  “And are you a Wesleyan Methodist, too, Mr. Curtis?” she asked, clearly anxious to be able to number me among the faithful flock to which she and Edgar belonged.




  I am not a Wesleyan Methodist; but I wanted to get rid of Marie, and I feared a voluble and protracted attempt to open my eyes to the truth.




  “Just a plain Methodist, Marie,” I replied.




  That seemed to satisfy her. Wallace, being a famous man, would naturally have a hyphenated religion, but simple Methodism was all that could be aspired to by the likes of Marie and me.




  When she had gone, beaming with satisfaction over our spiritual kinship, I turned to Edgar.




  “Can you tell me,” I inquired, in the respectful tone of one seeking information, “who was Wesley and what was his method?”




  He eyed me reproachfully.




  “Get your notebook, Bob,” he replied, “and we’ll finish that diary for Blackie.”




  He was always very reticent about religious matters. Many times I tried to draw him on the subject, but no sooner did I manage to steer the conversation near the topic on which I was anxious to hear him speak than he would abruptly turn it into some other channel. Wallace, of course, when a young man, had been a soldier, and his shyness of the subject may have been a survival of that early training. In a barrackroom, as in a club, there are two topics which it is forbidden to discuss — politics and religion; and though he recovered from this disability as regards politics, religion always remained a subject which was practically taboo.




  Never during all the years which I spent in close association with him did I know Wallace go to church, with the exception of the three occasions during his political campaign in Blackpool on which he preached to Congregational gatherings; and on those occasions he was so obviously in unfamiliar surroundings that those of us who knew him intimately and were obliged to sit and listen to his oratory, suffered acutely that nervousness and discomfort which one gets in sympathy with a friend whose public performance lacks smoothness.




  With more candour than tact, since he wanted the votes of his congregation, he blandly told them that he was not a churchgoer, that he was a man-about-town, a gambler, a racing man and a sinner. It would have been far more helpful to the cause of Independent Free Trade Lloyd George Liberalism in Blackpool had he told them, as he later told the devout Marie, that he was a Wesleyan Methodist. He might safely have done so; no one there could have asked him who was Wesley and what was his method.




  Even the summonses to church which most men are at some time forced to obey were evaded by Wallace.




  I never remember his attending a wedding; and as for funerals, so abhorrent to him was the idea of illness and death that he would never consent to having his feelings harrowed by participation in these gloomy affairs. He was not even present at the obsequies of his first wife.




  It is not surprising that formal religion, which lays so much stress on rewards and punishments in a future life, made no appeal to Wallace. There never was a man who lived more completely in the present. Errors and disagreements and unhappinesses of the past he sloughed as does a snake its skin, and it would be time enough to consider the future when it arrived.




  Each day, as far as was possible, he began life anew; and no man could have more literally obeyed the scriptural injunction to “take no thought for the morrow”. From every incident, great or small, he gleaned the full kernel of its lesson, threw away the husks, and worried no more about them.




  He used to say that there was something to be learned from everything that happened, and nothing was too trivial for his attention. He loved his daily newspaper, and — beginning, of course, with the racing news — would read every line of every page before throwing it aside. I remember once remarking that he must wade through a great deal of uninteresting matter, but he shook his head.




  “Everything is interesting, Bob,” he said.




  Wallace was one of those men — their name, fortunately, is legion — who, though they tie themselves to no specific religious sect and never cross the threshold of a place of worship, are none the less — many would maintain that they are all the more — truly religious men. He cultivated the Christian virtues and put them into practice in his daily life as do few other men I have met.




  He may not have known much about the teachings of Wesley; he may never have stood up in church and repeated a creed — I know of no creed which he could have repeated with perfect sincerity; he may have failed utterly to realise that the destiny of his immortal soul depended on his choice between two doctrinal conceptions which differed only by a hair’s breadth; but the golden rule of his life was based on the simple moral of “Christie’s Old Organ” — that one should always be kind to those who are less fortunate than oneself.




  Questions of faith never troubled him. He once told me that they never had, and that even in his youth he never passed through that phase of emotional religiosity which is almost universal in adolescence. What a man believed was of no importance in Wallace’s view; what he did was of supreme importance, and what he failed to do was almost equally so.




  “Half the population of hell,” he said to me on one of those rare occasions when he touched on such subjects, “will be people who are there because they didn’t do something.”




  Just as in his racing ventures money not won was always looked on as money lost, so in every phase of his busy life an act of kindness neglected was an act of unkindness committed.




  Above all else he was a humanist. He had a never-failing fund of sympathy for all who were in genuine distress, and a never-empty pocket for all who needed help. There were not lacking plenty of people ready to take advantage of this weakness, or strength, in his character, which must have cost him many thousands of pounds. He understood the misery of poverty as only one can who has himself been miserably poor.




  He had an enormous admiration for the poor — the decent, proud, self-reliant poor — and such he always declared the vast majority to be — the poor who live in mean streets and hang spotlessly white lace curtains at their windows; who have a horror of revealing their poverty to the world; whose children are always well cared for, their cheeks shining from recent soap and their clothes neatly mended; to whom a penny is something not to be spent without careful forethought, and a Bank Holiday a momentous occasion for which the precious pence must somehow be saved week by week; the poor who, with marvellous courage and patience, smile their way through their drab, colourless lives and can only die happy in the knowledge that they will not be buried by “the parish”.




  These were the people who never appealed to Edgar Wallace for help in vain. The men and women whom he helped in one way or another, to save their homes, to educate their children, to keep their self-respect, and in a score of other difficulties, are in number legion.




  Whether Christ as a person meant much to him or little I do not know; but I do know that His precepts were the rule which governed Wallace’s dealings with his fellow men. “To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction…” This was a Christian duty which Wallace not only never shirked but eagerly performed.




  These were matters of which he never spoke. The injunction that his left hand should never know what his right hand was doing was implicitly obeyed. He hated to be found out in a charitable action. Living as I did in close daily contact with him for many years, and admitted as I was to his confidence in practically everything which he did, I could not fail to know indirectly of many a kindly act which he performed. But he rarely mentioned them to me himself; and when it became unavoidable, as it sometimes did, that I should know what he was doing, he would tell me in an offhand, awkward way, and hurry off before I could make any comment, as if he were afraid I might accuse him of having a tender heart.




  Once or twice, when he was, I thought, proving too easy a victim to an obviously concocted story of hard luck, I ventured a mild protest, but never to any purpose.




  “I’d tell lies myself, Bob, if I were down and out,” he would say.




  It was the fact of a man being down and out that mattered to Wallace; and the fact that he had lied to him did not cancel his duty to do what he could to lessen his distress.




  Usually, however, it was only indirectly that I, or anyone else, came to know of Wallace’s acts of charity. With quiet and unassuming generosity he helped where help was needed, and there are many men and women up and down the country who have material reason for cherishing the name and memory of Edgar Wallace.




  Few men can have suffered more at the hands of their so-called friends than did Wallace; but though they let him down and imposed on him and failed him in a hundred different ways, I never knew him bear a grudge or nurse a grievance against any of them.




  I do not mean that he was any more inclined than the rest of us to turn the other cheek. He could, and did, hit back, and when he did so he brought into play a biting invective such as few men can command. But he fought cleanly, never seeking to take an unfair advantage.




  Many a time, when he had written some scathing words, I have known him cross them out — not without that sigh of regret which it costs any writer to abandon a neatly turned phrase — because it struck him that to use them would be hitting below the belt.




  Anything that bordered on meanness or petty spite he abominated, and all that he wrote was rigorously censored for any indications of such defects in himself. And in the end, his opponent vanquished, or at any rate badly battered, Edgar was the first to re-extend the hand of friendship and obliterate from his mind whatever unpleasantness had originated the quarrel.




  There was no worse vice in Wallace’s eyes than self-pity. You might break all the Ten Commandments and be guilty of all the deadly sins, and Wallace’s disapproval would be tempered by an indulgent understanding of the frailty of human nature; but “Thou shalt not be sorry for thyself” was one of several additions which he had made to the Decalogue, and to break this Commandment was to risk being cast into the nethermost pit of his contempt. You should be sorry for anyone else who was in trouble, but you must never be sorry for yourself.




  Wallace himself never whined when things went wrong; he was a splendid loser; and the man who, after a knockout blow, commiserated with himself over his bruises, struck him as a poor sort of sportsman and a poor sort of fighter, who would never be likely to win a fight and should never be allowed in the ring. The self-pitying whiner was the one type whom Wallace was disinclined to help out of his troubles.




  I never heard him specifically declare himself to be a deist, an atheist or an agnostic, but he was certainly no atheist. Obviously, since he had been a Mason for over thirty years, he believed in a Supreme Being, a Great Architect of the Universe. Equally, too, he believed in survival, though he could rarely be drawn into a discussion of the subject. There was so much to be done in this life, I fancy, that there was no time to spare for speculation about the life beyond the veil.




  “Whatever it’s like,” he once said to me, “I hope there’s plenty to do.”




  Heaven as a place of ecstatic stagnation could never appeal to Edgar’s restless spirit.




  Narrowness of mind and intolerance in any shape or form he detested. The Chadbands and Pecksniffs of our time he hated, and would become at times violent in his abuse of that curious ecclesiastical mentality which says in effect to a working man condemned to the monotony of arduous labour for six days in every week: “Thou shalt not do anything pleasant on Sunday.”




  He understood the poor as few men have understood them, and he always maintained that the Church had lost its influence among them chiefly because of its insistence on rigid Sunday observance, by which it strove to add to six days devoted to duty a seventh day of duty, and to six days of drabness and monotonous drudgery a seventh day of gloom. It was those who themselves had drawingrooms and comfortable armchairs for their Sunday evenings who were against the Sunday opening of cinemas.




  Sunday, he held, should be a day of recreation and rest in the bosom of one’s family. That he himself as a general rule worked harder and longer on a Sunday than on any other day of the week did not disturb this belief. He did so because of the freedom from interruption which Sunday afforded him. Besides, there was nothing drab or monotonous about his other six days, and he could take his rest and recreation when he chose.




  It was only in connection with the observance of Sunday that Wallace showed any tendency towards ritualistic forms and ceremonies. In the matter of the menu for Sunday’s lunch there was a ritual which in his establishment was always strictly observed. Throughout the nineteen years of my association with him, I cannot recall a single occasion when lunch on Sunday did not feature roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. In Hollywood, it is true, a slight variation was permitted out of deference to the convictions of Marie, our Methodist cook, who insisted on heretical waffles as a substitute for the orthodox Yorkshire pudding. But the change only made the Sabbath ritual more beautiful; for waffles, cooked as only a Southern woman can cook them, are more divine than any pudding that ever came out of Yorkshire.




  Wallace, as I have said, believed in survival after death, but he had no interest and but little patience with the efforts of spiritualists to establish communication with discarnate entities. He did not, as is the way of so many who are as ignorant as he was of the methods of the spiritualist and the results secured, airily dismiss the whole of the spiritualistic movement as incredible nonsense based solely on a combination of self-deception and fraud. He preserved, as he did on all matters which he had not personally investigated, an open mind, but he could never be induced to take an active part in any kind of psychic research.




  The late Sir Arthur Conan Doyle pleaded with him several times to enter the lists on the side of the spiritualists. He was confident that if Wallace could be persuaded into investigating the claims of spiritualism he would be convinced of their genuineness, and that, once that end was accomplished, he could as a publicist do invaluable work for the advance of spiritualistic teachings.




  In one letter which he wrote to Wallace on the subject, Sir Arthur remarked, frankly but amusingly, that Wallace must already have made all the money he could ever need, so why did he not give up writing his plays and stories and racing articles and devote the remainder of his life to being a sort of publicity agent to the spiritualist movement.




  Obviously, conversion to spiritualism does not carry with it the gift of clairvoyance.




  “I wonder,” remarked Edgar, when he read the letter, “whether I shall ever have made all the money I could ever need.”




  I always regretted that he had no inclination towards the investigation of psychic phenomena. I was always deeply interested in the subject, and had had some small experience, and Wallace was just the kind of man with whom I should have welcomed the chance of pursuing my investigations further. But though we sometimes discussed the matter, he never got beyond a vague sort of intention of looking into the question some day.




  I did once succeed in extracting a promise from him that he would seek an invitation for both of us to one of the remarkable séances then being held by that keen investigator, Mr. Dennis Bradley, but I fancy that he subsequently regretted the promise. At any rate he put off its fulfilment over and over again, until finally I dropped the matter. Obviously his heart was not in it.




  Wallace, as I have said, could not, with that logical mind of his, entirely deny the genuineness of psychic phenomena, but he was convinced that there was a great deal of credulousness and self-deception attaching to the whole practice of spiritualism. I remember his returning one day from a visit to a friend who was among the most prominent of those who profess a belief in spirit communication.




  “It’s not only astonishing,” he told me, “it’s absolutely pitiful. Old — sits at his desk kidding himself that his spirit friends are rapping out messages all around him. I watched him closely and I noticed, after a while, that every time he said ‘There, listen! Did you hear that?’ the sound of the rap which came coincided exactly with the slightest possible twitching of his left hip, and the rap undoubtedly was a creak of his chair. I’m sure he didn’t realise that he was doing it, but I did. Self-deception seems to become a habit with some of these idiots.”




  But he did not, because he was convinced that he had detected one eminent spiritualist in what, at its most charitable interpretation, was unconscious self-deception, consign all psychic matters to the limbo of incredible nonsense. He admitted that he had himself had several experiences which made any such sweeping generalisation impossible. It was, he always averred, entirely due to his encounter with what he described as a “ghost” that he ceased a bitter attack on Hannen Swaffer which he was making in the columns of the Sunday News.




  Swaffer at that time was on the staff of the Express newspapers in the capacity of dramatic critic, and though some of his remarks concerning Wallace’s work had been distinguished more for their acid tang than for their accuracy, Edgar bore him no grudge.




  One such criticism in particular struck me as unnecessarily aggressive, but when I mentioned it to Wallace he did not, rather to my surprise, seem in the least disturbed about it. A critic’s duty, he explained, was to say quite frankly what he thought of a play, and even though he might be temperamentally incapable of writing without mixing vinegar with his ink, the absence of the sweet tactfulness which, however bitter the truth they had to convey, characterised the notices of most critics, did not invalidate the criticism. It was just “old Swaff’s” way of writing, that was all.




  I know that, as a journalist of more than ordinary ability, Swaffer evoked Wallace’s admiration; as a writer of those pithy paragraphs of back-stage theatrical gossip, he was probably unexcelled in the journalistic profession. But, as Wallace explained to me when the publication of the articles was first mooted, the ability to relate in a piquant way the fact that an actress had slapped a critic’s face, and the knack of accumulating and dishing up in a tasty form titbits of theatrical gossip, do not qualify a man for the responsible duties of a dramatic critic, whose opinion, if unfavourable to a play, may go far to wreck its prospects.




  The only quarrel which Wallace had with Hannen Swaffer was that he was a bad dramatic critic. He considered, rightly or wrongly, that Swaffer’s opinion as to the merits or demerits of a play should not be taken as serious dramatic criticism, and that they received far more attention from both the theatrical profession and the theatregoing public than they were entitled to receive.




  He intended in the series of articles which he proposed writing to do no more than reduce to less fantastic proportions the weight which Swaffer’s opinions undoubtedly carried.




  Two of the articles were published in the Sunday News. They were written in a goodnatured, humorous vein, but there was no mistaking the mordant quality beneath the humorous phrasing. Wallace spent many hours pointing his arrows for the attack, and it was a bitter, stinging onslaught.




  The articles caused something of a sensation in Fleet Street. There was talk of a still more bitter reply from Swaffer, an acrimonious wrangle seemed inevitable, and rumour even grew busy with hints of an impending action for libel — while Wallace sat at his desk chuckling over the fresh barbed phrases which he was coining for the third article.




  But the third article never appeared.




  The story was published in the Press at the time, and Wallace told it to me himself, fully convinced, I am sure, that he was relating something which had actually occurred.




  I knew that he had spent a great deal of time writing the third article of his attack on Swaffer — he had read me extracts from it and obviously been thoroughly enjoying the work — but he did not give me the manuscript to be typed, and as it had to be delivered that day I went into his study in the afternoon to remind him, as I so often had to, that the paper went to press in an hour’s time and that there was probably frenzy and despair in the office over his missing article.




  I found Wallace seated at his desk, deep in thought, the dead stub of a cigarette in his lanky holder.




  “About that Swaffer article,” I began. “They’ve rung up twice for it—”




  He cut me short.




  “I’m not going to write it, Bob. I’m not going to say another word about old Swaff.”




  And then he told me, in a rather shamefaced way, what had occurred to bring about this sudden volte face.




  He was writing one night in the study of his house at Bourne End, and was busily engaged in the making of more barbed arrows with which to puncture what he considered to be the unduly inflated reputation of Swaffer as a dramatic critic, when a voice from nowhere addressed him. “It’s very silly,” said the voice, “and you ought to be ashamed of yourself.”




  He looked round the room, but there was nobody to be seen.




  Wallace was a good deal of a materialist, and nothing if not of a practical turn of mind. He did not instantly jump to the conclusion that something of a so-called supernatural nature had occurred; he took the practical and prosaic course of getting out his clinical thermometer and taking his temperature. It was normal.




  He went into an adjoining room, remained there for some time, and then returned to his study, where another puzzling occurrence had taken place during his absence.




  Before leaving his desk he had taken off his watch and chain and had laid them on the sheet of paper on which he had been writing. On his return he found that the watch and chain had been placed on one side and that the offending sheet of paper had been put into the fire. The ashes, he said, were clearly visible on top of the coal.




  An eerie incident like this might have upset the equanimity of most men, but Wallace assured me that he went to bed quite unperturbed. It is to be noted, however, that, whether as a result of the incident or simply because he was tired, he wrote no more about Swaffer that night.




  He awoke at five o’clock on a bright, sunny morning, pulled back the curtains, and turned — to discover that in the corner of the room a woman was sitting. Wallace was not surprised to see her there. The only thing that caused him any surprise was that he was not surprised at her presence. And he knew who she was. He had never seen her before, and she did not introduce herself to him; but in some intuitive way he recognised her instantly as the sister-in-law of the distinguished journalist for the purpose of quelling whom he had been dipping his pen in vitriol.




  “She began talking to me,” said Edgar. “She spoke very quickly and never gave me a chance of getting a word in.”




  This detail, though not perhaps of much evidential value as to the reality of psychic phenomena, certainly bears convincing testimony to the sex of the visitor, and establishes the disappointing fact that Death has no dominion over feminine garrulity.




  As to what she said, Wallace was always a little vague. His only really vivid impression was that she talked and kept on talking. She did not, apparently, talk about Swaffer; which is all the more remarkable since the object of her visit was, presumably, to persuade Wallace to let up his attack on her brotherin-law. Or was this tendency towards wandering from the point yet another feminine weakness which had persisted beyond the veil?




  She did, however — and this is significant — refer to the bad week which Wallace had had at Newmarket, though whether this was done in a spirit of sympathy and condolence, or with the crazy idea of persuading him to abandon his betting activities, one does not know.




  Eventually she went— “without giving the impression of violent rapidity,” Wallace explained. “It would not be true to say that she disappeared or that she faded. In one infinitesimal fraction of a second she was there, in the next she was not there.”




  Edgar, as soon as he was alone, again tested his temperature, and again found it normal. This habit of putting the reality of supernormal experiences to the test of a clinical thermometer is one which might be followed with advantage by some of our more credulous publicists.




  When Wallace, the following day, had related his experience to me, he announced that he intended to cease his weekly attacks on Swaffer. This was all the more surprising since during the last fortnight almost every moment available for writing had been devoted to these articles. Wallace had quite obviously been enjoying the work immensely, and several times a day would call me into the study to read me with unmistakable relish some new pungent phrase which he had just constructed.




  His sudden decision to discontinue the articles disappointed me, and I said so. I also urged on him that it would certainly disappoint his readers. Wallace, however, was adamant in his decision. It was clear that he believed implicitly in the reality of the experience which he had just described to me, and in some unexplained way the appearance of the ghost had convinced him that his attack on Swaffer was foolish and should cease.




  My own opinion, formed instantly when Wallace related the incident, and unaltered by subsequent consideration, is that, having realised the foolishness of devoting so much time and thought to so ineffective A sport as Swaffer-baiting — for Swaffer could not be stung into making a rejoinder, which would have added zest to the game — Wallace had been casting around in his mind for a graceful line on which he could make his exit with becoming dignity, and this experience — purely a subconscious one, I am convinced — had been the result.




  If this seems a farfetched explanation, a matter for consideration is whether it is not even more difficult to give credence to the dual appearance of Hannen Swaffer’s departed sister-in-law. Wallace said that her attitude to Swaffer was definitely antagonistic; and, that being so, her first visit for the purpose of burning a paragraph which might have annoyed him would be conduct almost too illogical for even a discarnate woman. And her second visit to Wallace’s bedroom at 5 a m. — Have spirits no sense of decorum? — seems utterly purposeless, since all she did was to indulge in a one-sided conversation about nothing in particular.




  Wallace, however, was so convinced of the reality of the vision and its importance that he discontinued the publication of the articles forthwith. When Hannen Swaffer, shortly afterwards, embarked on a new enterprise — he left the Express, I believe, and joined the staff of the Daily Herald — Edgar sent him a telegram of good wishes, adding: “Please keep your relatives out of my house.”




  Wallace claimed to have had two more or less similar experiences previously. None of these visitations, however, had any very clear purpose, and they were as meaningless, apparently, as are most of the “communications” which are obtained at spiritualist séances, Wallace, as I have said, could not tolerate stupidity, and the low type of intelligence usually displayed in alleged communications from the spirit world may have largely accounted for his lack of interest in the subject and his reluctance to associate himself with psychical research.




  But, though disinclined to undertake a serious investigation of spiritualism, he was persuaded that he himself possessed certain psychic powers. I remember that on one occasion in the early days of my acquaintance with him we were discussing various occult matters — it was, I believe, the question of picking winners by the aid of astrology — when I chanced to mention psychometry, that intriguing faculty, possessed to a well-developed degree by some psychically sensitive persons, of divining from physical contact the qualities and history of an object or of the people who have been in contact with it. Wallace was very interested.




  “I didn’t know the technical word for it, Bob,” he said carelessly, “but I can do that myself.”




  I suppose I looked my polite scepticism.




  “You don’t believe it?” said Edgar. “Well, I’ll tell you something about yourself. Give me your watch.”




  He held my watch in his hand for a few moments, looking thoughtful, and then began to talk. There were a few generalities, easily deduced from what he personally knew of me, but given out with the impressive air of one who is in contact with mysterious, unseen forces — there was more than a mere streak of artistry in Wallace’s make-up — and then:




  “And someone in contact with you — your landlady, I think — keeps a lot of yapping little dogs,” he added, gazing psychometrically into the distance and screwing up his eyes as if striving to see more clearly.




  “Pomeranians, I think they are. They irritate you terribly.”




  I admit that I was impressed. My landlady did possess a number of Pomeranians whose constant yapping nearly drove me to distraction, but I had never mentioned them to Wallace, he had never visited my lodgings, and he had certainly never met my landlady. I was inclined to believe that I had been given an exhibition of genuine psychic gifts.




  Unfortunately for Wallace’s reputation as a psychometrist, he employed at that time a messenger boy more talkative than any messenger boy I have ever met. I remembered that on more than one occasion he had been sent by Wallace to my lodgings to deliver a batch of Dictaphone cylinders; and quite a little questioning elicited from him the fact that after one such visit he had told Wallace about the herd of twentyfour Pomeranians in the house. Wallace, of course, knowing me as he did, had no difficulty in guessing the effect on my nerves of the yapping of two dozen toy dogs.




  I did not seek another exhibition of his psychic gifts, and Wallace never offered it.
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  It was characteristic of Edgar Wallace that he liked to try his hand at everything, particularly at everything which offered the prospect of big money to be made without too much effort. He was always evolving some fresh scheme with that end in view, or simply because he had discovered some sphere of action which he had not yet explored. An unexplored sphere held an irresistible lure for him; it was at once an invitation to high adventure and a challenge to his powers of achievement; and once he caught a glimpse of it there was usually no holding him back. He was always confident that he could do anything rather better than anyone else.




  During the course of his life he had an amazing and amusing succession of professions. When first I met him he had already been in turn a newsboy, a “taker off” in a printing firm, an errand boy, a hand in a rubber factory, an assistant to a street flower-seller, a ship’s cook, a milkman, a mason’s labourer, a night watchman, a bricklayer’s mate, a soldier, a songwriter, a war correspondent, a reporter and an editor.




  This, Wallace explained to me, was not a complete list of his past vocations, but only of the more important ones. At the time of our meeting he was a journalist and a writer of stories; and though, during my years with him, he never abandoned his calling of author and journalist, he was rarely just author and journalist and nothing more. He was always thrusting some new iron in the fire. Many of them burnt his fingers.




  It was, of course, only the natural outcome of his story-writing that he should be interested in the films. He was always a keen patron of the cinema — far keener, I think, than he was of the theatre — and in the early days I often went with him to the pictures.




  It was never a very enjoyable experience. He was, particularly if the picture were a mystery story, the most exasperating person to sit next to in a cinema. No sooner had the first reel been shown than he would always insist on explaining to me in a hoarse whisper just how the story was going to work out and by what steps the dénouement would be reached. I cannot remember a case where his forecast was not, to all intents and purposes, correct; and as each incident occurred to confirm his prophecy, he would give a smile of satisfaction, lean towards me and whisper in my ear: “There you are, Bob! What did I tell you?”




  I have no doubt that, as a training in the construction of mystery stories, the experience would have been invaluable; but as a means of enhancing one’s enjoyment of a film, it was a dismal failure.




  In recent years, partly because his time was so fully occupied, and partly, no doubt, because he firmly believed that he knew all there was to be known regarding films and their making, his visits to the pictures were comparatively rare.




  Several times, however, during our stay in Hollywood we spent an evening at the pictures, and I have a vivid recollection of the night when we went together to see “The Champ”. Wallace sat in absolute silence throughout the film, and never once whispered his usual forecast of what was coming next. When the picture was finished and I turned towards him, I understood the reason of his unusual silence. The tears were streaming down his cheeks.




  Wallace, hardened picture-goer as he was, said that “The Champ” was one of the most artistic and most moving films that he had ever seen. I do not think there were any dry eyes in the theatre that night. If there were, mine were not among them.




  It was inevitable that the big money to be made from film production should sooner or later attract Wallace’s attention, just as the big money had attracted it towards theatrical management. At first he was content merely to dispose of the film rights of his stories for a lump sum of money, and several of his books were filmed under this arrangement. A few years ago, however, it was suggested to him that a film-producing company should be formed for the specific purpose of making films from his books, and Edgar, seeing visions, as he always did, of an immense fortune pouring into his lap, wondered why he had never thought of it before.




  Thus the British Lion Film Corporation was brought into being, with Wallace as chairman of directors, and a studio at Beaconsfield. Had Wallace been spared a few more years there is every reason for believing that the visionary fortune would have materialised.




  He tackled the problem of film-production with his usual self-confidence and zest. Until he was suddenly elevated to the important position of chairman of directors of a film-producing company, he had never written a film scenario, nor had he ever played even a minor part in the making of a picture. But what did that matter? He’d make a film, and he’d show ‘em!




  For his début as a film producer one of his own stories— “Red Aces” — was selected, and Wallace proceeded to add to the orthodox methods of film-making just that touch of novelty which he added to everything he undertook.




  The orthodox method of casting a film is to secure the services of one or two more or less bright stars of the movie firmament and surround them with a company of actors and actresses who have at least some knowledge of acting for the screen. Edgar, however, had different ideas.




  It may have been that he was prompted by considerations of economy, or it may have been that, when there was such good fun in hand as the making of a film, it struck him as a mean trick not to let his friends join in the frolic. The cast, at any rate, when he showed me the list, consisted of one or two more or less well-known film actors, Wallace’s chauffeur, Wallace’s butler, Wallace’s valet, and, I fancy, several other members of the Wallace establishment. It was all very homely. Sitting alone in my office in London I felt rather out of it.




  One morning Wallace telephoned to me from Beaconsfield.




  “Got your car in town, Bob?”




  Yes; I had.




  “Will it stay the course to Beaconsfield?”




  Age had severely handicapped my car, but Beaconsfield was not far away. In any case, I wanted to see Wallace’s domestic cast in action, and said I was prepared to risk the trip.




  “Come along down, then,” said Edgar, “as fast as you can.”




  I found him in the studio.




  “Go and find the make-up man,” he said. “You’re playing in this film.”




  The happy family was complete!




  That day, under the glare of the arc lights, I lost three pounds in weight. Wallace, though at the time he was grieving over his increasing waistline, could not be lured within their sphere of influence. He sat in his comfortable armchair and directed us.




  I think we all enjoyed it, with the exception of Wallace’s chauffeur, who felt, I fancy, that the producer’s method did not give him fair scope to display his talents as an actor. Until he stepped before the camera Wallace would tell him nothing of the part he had to play — not even a gesture — and then something of this kind occurred.




  “That’s a corpse down there on the ground, Feeney,” said Wallace. “Start walking past it.”




  Feeney walked.




  “Now notice the body.”




  Feeney turned his head.




  “Stop suddenly and looked scared.”




  Feeney halted and assumed a horrible if not a horrified expression.




  “Take off your hat, Feeney, and cross yourself.”




  And so, one action at a time, the chauffeur’s movements were dictated until his whole rôle had been fulfilled.




  Afterwards, I remember, Feeney was in great distress about it.




  “I’m afraid I let father down, Mr. Curtis,” he confided to me sadly — Wallace, behind his back, was always “father” to Feeney, as Mrs. Wallace was always “mother”— “If only he’d told me in the beginning what he wanted me to do, I’d have made a much better show of it. Handing it out bit by bit like that didn’t give me a chance of acting.”




  I comforted Feeney with the assurance that he had done splendidly, and mentioned his complaint to Wallace. He smiled.




  “Feeney was great,” he said. “But if I’d told him before he began what I wanted him to do, he’d have started acting and been lousy.”




  The chief merit of “Red Aces”, when the picture was shown, was that it was a silent film. Talkies, fortunately, had not then been invented.




  Later, when talking films started, the first of such pictures to be shown in this country was a film of Wallace’s play, The Terror. He had sold the film rights to Warner Bros, for £3,000 — the largest sum which up to that time he had received for the film rights of any of his stories — and when he heard that a talkie was being made he asked me to inspect the contract with Warner Bros, and see if talking film rights had also been acquired by them. He had, I suppose, visions of another fat cheque, and was disappointed to find that for the £3,000 he had parted with the talkie rights. He had not noticed it at the time, though they were specifically mentioned in the contract, and their inclusion probably accounted for the big sum he had been paid.




  “Never mind,” said Wallace. “We’ll make some talkies ourselves.”




  After his initial effort as a film producer with “Red Aces”, it was some time before Wallace again took the floor at the Beaconsfield studios. His next effort in this direction was the production of a talking film of his own successful play, The Squeaker. On this occasion no call was made on his chauffeur, butler, valet or secretary; moreover, since the production of “Red Aces” he had acquired a good deal more knowledge of the technical side of film-making, and this picture was a moderate success.




  Unfortunately, “The Squeaker” was the last film he was to make; but had he lived to carry his film-producing further, Wallace might well have become one of the few directors who matter. He was always ready to tackle with easy self-assurance anything of which he might have only the scantiest knowledge — it was in this way that he tackled the task of producing “Red Aces” — but he also possessed to an extraordinary degree the capacity to absorb fresh knowledge and to “get the hang” of any unfamiliar subject in a surprisingly short space of time, and he was, at the time of his death, rapidly becoming an expert on the technical side of film production. It is work which would have afforded full scope for just those qualities of ingenuity and imagination which Wallace possessed to a marked degree. Once he had mastered the tools of his trade, he had all the makings of as great a craftsman in the production of films as he was in the writing of his stories. There would have been nothing ordinary and stereotyped about a film produced by Wallace.




  His progress as a writer of film scenarios was a convincing example of his ability to adapt himself to strange conditions and of the astonishing speed with which he could master the technicalities of a new subject. When he went to Hollywood he knew little or nothing of the writing of film scenarios; yet within eight weeks of his arrival at the headquarters of the film world he was turning out scenarios which were as good as those of the best scenario writers which Hollywood could produce, and was recognised as an expert at the work. It would no doubt have been the same with film production.




  Wallace was very anxious to direct the production of one of his own scenarios at Hollywood, and it is a tribute to the reputation which he so rapidly acquired among the Hollywood experts that, had he lived a few weeks more, his ambition would have been realised.




  He wrote a scenario which was provisionally entitled “The Table”. He spent a very long time over it and took infinite pains — the idea of his directing it was in the air and he was anxious to make it as easy as possible to produce — and the result was a “horror” story which, when it is eventually seen on the screen, will almost certainly be considered the best story of that kind which Wallace ever wrote.




  The scenario was completed and sent to the film company on the Wednesday. On the following Sunday Wallace was taken ill; and on the Monday, while he lay at death’s door, a conference was held at the studio at which it was decided that the film should be put into production immediately and that he should be invited to direct it.




  Thus, had he been spared, his ambition to direct a film in Hollywood would have been realised; and, that step once taken, I do not think anything could have held him back. Film work interested him immensely; he displayed an extraordinary aptitude for it; and there is little doubt that, had he lived to follow up his initial success, the big fortune after which he was always grasping would at last have been his. But it was not to be.




  I have already referred to Wallace’s ingenuity. It was his outstanding characteristic, abundantly illustrated in his books and plays, but by no means confined to these channels of expression. He was constantly evolving ingenious ways of advertising, ingenious schemes of money-making, ingenious, if unsound, solutions to murder mysteries, and above all ingenious reasons why one of his own horses or some animal without a dog’s chance could not avoid winning a race. He once told me that he considered his ingenuity his most valuable asset.




  I suggested to him many years ago that he might make a profitable use of this gift of his by turning it towards some of those word-juggling competitions which offer big cash prizes for the succinct expression of ingenious ideas. I suggested that John Bull’s famous “Bullets” competition offered a suitable field for his activities.




  Wallace thought it was a grand notion. John Bull sometimes offered very big prizes, and it should be dead easy to land a few of them. The affair, of course, was to be conducted on business lines. We would form a syndicate — Wallace had an inordinate love of syndicates — consisting of himself and me. He would supply the winning “Bullets”, I was to fill up the coupons and send them in in my name, and we would share the profits. There was no earthly reason why we should not land at least one prize a month, and thus secure a regular addition to our incomes.




  Wallace set to work with his usual zest. Copies not only of John Bull but of every paper which was running a similar competition were obtained, and for some weeks he spent precious hours, which might have been devoted to the writing of a story and the earning of certain money, sitting at his desk manufacturing “Bullets” and other kindred missiles to be discharged at his constant but ever elusive target of easy money.




  


  No prize ever came our way — possibly because he rarely agreed to the submission of any of his efforts — and the syndicate faded out of existence. On the rare occasions when he did agree to submit a coupon and failed to land even one of the minor prizes, he was always inclined to be indignant that the judges had failed to recognise the superiority of his efforts over those of the prize-winners. He would come into my office, a copy of John Bull in his hand, and read me a “Bullet”.




  


  “That won a thousand,” he would remark contemptuously, “and it isn’t a patch on the one I sent in.”




  He was nothing if not human.




  Crossword puzzles caused the formation of another similar syndicate. It was soon after some criminally-minded person had imported them into this country from America, and the Sunday newspapers were so full of them that, had another world war broken out, a couple of lines among the crosswords was all the space that could have been spared for the story.




  Wallace found me one day in an idle moment solving one of the swarm of puzzles.




  “Don’t they offer prizes for solving these things?” he asked.




  I told him of some of the very big prizes which were on offer. The figures were tempting.




  “Why shouldn’t we win some of them?”




  I pointed out where the difficulty lay. At 6d an entry, I explained, one would have to spend many times the total amount of prize money offered in order to cover every possible combination of alternatives, and as a business proposition it was speculative to a degree. But Wallace, with that prize money before his eyes, was not to be deterred by the fact that the business was to all intents and purposes a lottery, with odds of some millions to one against any particular solution being the correct one.




  “We’ll start a syndicate,” he said. “For the first time in my life I’ll supply the financial backing, and you can do the work. Draw an extra two quid a week and send in eighty solutions. We’ll share the profits.”




  This time it was I who spent precious hours sitting at my desk, filling in coupons, searching dictionaries, and racking my brains for elusive words that would fit the clues, and after a week of it I began to cast round for a way of escape.




  “Do you realise,” I asked Wallace hopefully one day, “that the possible permutations and combinations in this puzzle make the odds against any one solution somewhere about four million to one? I’ve just worked it out. We might send in a thousand coupons a week and never win a prize.”




  “Oh, you never know, Bob,” said Wallace cheerfully, and the syndicate continued.




  Week after week for several months my entries met with no success; and then, one Sunday morning, I discovered that one of my solutions coincided exactly with that published. I was jubilant and telephoned the good news to Wallace. He, too, was thrilled.




  “Fine, Bob!” he said. “What’s the prize?”




  “A thousand pounds.”




  “Good — five hundred apiece,” said Wallace. “Now we’ll try two or three of the other puzzles as well.”




  Thus the scope of our business was widened. Our two pounds per week to be spent on entrance fees was increased to five pounds, and the number of solutions to be submitted from 80 to 200. But though I filled in coupons until the squares swam before my eyes, this half-share in £1,000 acted as a powerful corrective to the nausea which had begun to attack me at the mere sight or mention of a crossword puzzle, and I was all enthusiasm and eagerness to repeat the success. Wallace, I am sure, had visions of ultimately winning all the prizes which were on offer.




  But 200 solutions a week, even with another £500 dangling before me, began to take their toll of my powers of endurance, and it became dangerous to mention crossword puzzles in my hearing. Wallace told me later that, in all his experience of criminals, he had never seen such a murderous look in anyone’s eyes as when one day a certain well-known actress, who had called on some business matter, innocently asked me if I could tell her a word of six letters beginning with L which meant “pertaining to milk”.




  And then one morning came our prize for the puzzle which had been correctly solved. It had been clear from the envelope what the letter contained, and Wallace had opened it before I arrived.




  “Here’s your prize money, Bob,” he chuckled, and handed me a postal order for two shillings and fourpence.




  Some eight thousand other competitors had also solved the puzzle correctly.




  “Get some cylinders shaved,” said Wallace, “and we’ll get on with that story for the News of the World. I shan’t have to share that thousand.”




  Thus the crossword syndicate, like the “Bullets” syndicate, was consigned to the realms so densely populated with Wallace’s abandoned brainwaves.




  Some years ago he conceived the idea of forming himself into a limited liability company. Whether he thought that such a company might achieve what he had never been able to achieve, and limit his liabilities, I do not know. It was, at any rate, a not uncommon practice, and Wallace was convinced that by this means he could escape a good deal of taxation.




  His bank manager, I remember, when the scheme was explained to him, characterised it as “Gilbertian”, and offered other severe criticisms. Wallace, however, was convinced the scheme was a sound one — actually it proved the means of saving him a great deal of money — and the company was duly registered under the title “R. E. H. Wallace Ltd.”




  Wallace’s name in full was either Richard Edgar Horatio Wallace or Richard Horatio Edgar Wallace; he was never quite sure of the correct order of his last two Christian names, and nobody could enlighten him. Most people called him Edgar; his wife called him Richard; and a few old friends called him Dick. I never discovered the man who had the nerve to call him Horatio.




  Edgar’s uncertainty as to the correct order of his initials, I remember, caused endless confusion when the firm was inaugurated. No one could ever remember whether its correct title was R. E. H. Wallace Ltd., or R. H. E. Wallace Ltd. Some of the firm’s printed matter bore one title and some the other. I believe that two seals were made — one bearing each version — and were used in accordance with the conception of the title prevailing at the moment.




  Whether the scheme were a sound one or not, Wallace evolved one ingenious method of utilising the fact that he was now a limited liability company. He had printed dozens of pads of order forms to be used by R. E. H. Wallace Ltd., and handed me one of them with a satisfied smile. I asked him what it was for.




  “Anything we want to buy in future,” he explained, “we can order on one of these forms and get it at wholesale price. It will mean a tremendous saving.”




  The idea of Wallace saving was welcome, if difficult to believe in. I studied the order form with interest. It was headed “R. E. H. Wallace Ltd., General Agents and Merchants”; its sub-heading was “Buying Department”, and there was a dotted line at the foot of the page for the signature of the “Manager, Buying Dept”.




  The predominant note struck seemed to be “buying”, and it struck me that, instead of proving a means of saving money, the scheme was likely to inaugurate an era of reckless expenditure. If all he had to do to secure anything he wanted was to sign his name on the dotted line, what would not Wallace buy?




  


  The only hint of any possible saving was contained in a note at the foot of the form which naïvely remarked that trade and best cash discounts must be stated on the invoice, but I felt convinced that the inevitable increase in purchases which the forms would produce would more than counterbalance any saving which even the best of discounts would effect.




  


  There was only one saving clause that I could find. The form bore the words “Terms: Prompt Cash”. I felt that if Wallace intended paying prompt cash for everything ordered, there was a big chance that his proposed buying activities might be rigorously curtailed. I pointed out the words to Wallace.




  “If you really mean to pay spot cash for everything—” I began.




  Wallace shot me a reproachful glance.




  “That’s for when we’re selling things, Bob,” he said, “not for when we’re buying.”




  Whether he had some idea that in future he would only have to fill in one of his order forms to buy a couple more thoroughbreds for his stable, I do not know. Certainly on most of the animals which he did buy at various times he, or any other purchaser, was entitled to receive a very heavy discount off the price asked for them.




  Not long ago I saw those pads of Order Forms, virgin and unsoiled, neatly stacked in the corner of a cupboard — a monument to Edgar’s first and last serious attempt at economy. Not one of them had been used.




  Just at the time of the formation of R. E. H. Wallace Ltd., Wallace, who never adopted halfmeasures, was inclined to form a limited liability company on the slightest provocation. “Dramisto Limited” was formed for the purpose of running his plays: “J. I. M. Scenarios Limited” came into being, with objects which I never managed to discover. Wallace, of course, was chairman of directors of them all, and not wishing, I suppose, to leave me behind in his rapid climb towards the heights of commercial success, he appointed me secretary to each of his companies.




  In the midst of his other activities Wallace occasionally found time for broadcasting, though he never did a great deal of it. His voice was heard “on the air” about eight times in all; and probably his most interesting broadcast was his first.




  This was in 1923, when he was asked by the B.B.C. to broadcast, on the evening of the race, an eyewitness’s account of the Derby. He was fortunate in having such a thrilling race to describe, for this was the year when Steve Donoghue won his third successive Derby, riding Papyrus and beating Pharos by a short head after a breathtaking struggle.




  Wallace “came through” very badly, and was at first not at all clear. His voice lacked the resonance which, in those early days of wireless, was essential to good reception. However, they boosted it up with amplifiers as much as they could, and we saw the race over again through the medium of Edgar’s vivid and colourful description.




  Towards the end of his broadcast he must, I fancy, have given a severe shock to the sanctimonious pundits of our national broadcasting organisation. Parth had run third in the Derby, and Wallace, having seen the race and convinced himself that Parth must inevitably win the St. Leger, confidently tipped the horse on the wireless to win that race. Parth, it may be added, was not in the first three in the last of the classics, but it can readily be imagined, when Wallace found himself in front of the microphone, and realised that a vast invisible audience was listening intently to every word which he uttered, how irresistible must have been the urge to utter one of those confident but unreliable prognostications despite which he remained one of the foremost and most popular racing journalists in the country.




  Whether because his tip for Parth had shocked the susceptibilities of the broadcasting authorities who watch so zealously over our morals or not, Wallace was not again invited to broadcast on racing matters, for which wireless fans who might have taken seriously his ex cathedra utterances had reason to be grateful.




  Later — last autumn — he was asked to broadcast on Saturday evenings a series of talks on subjects connected with crime, and these were extremely popular — except, I imagine, with the B.B.C. official whose fate it was to extract the manuscript of the talk from Wallace before the broadcast took place.




  In broadcasting we followed the same routine as was almost invariably followed with his serials. On Thursday, with the talk due on the Saturday, Wallace had not given the matter a thought, let alone prepared the manuscript; and there was the usual bout of highspeed work and the usual last minute rush to deliver the manuscript in time.




  Recently Wallace added yet another load to the burden which was already more than his shoulders could comfortably bear. Fleet Street had always been his spiritual home, and though for many years he had not been engaged in editorial activities, when he was approached by the proprietors of the Sunday News with the request that he would assume the editorship of the paper, he readily agreed.




  The general idea behind the arrangement was that Wallace would turn the loss which the paper was then showing into a profit, in which he would have a generous share, his salary as editor being a merely nominal one.




  I never knew Wallace refuse to take a chance of making big money, however heavy might be the odds against him; and we spent a pleasant ten minutes one afternoon calculating what he might reasonably expect to receive from the Sunday News during the next year or two. I cannot recall the exact figure at which we arrived, but it was a very large one. Wallace, when making such calculations, never needed much encouragement to add a couple of noughts to the total of his prospective earnings.




  Wallace tackled the job with his usual reckless enthusiasm, and, aided by his old friend George Dilnot, did a great deal to brighten the Sunday News. Edgar’s own weekly contributions would have cost any other paper hundreds of pounds, but he gave them prodigally.




  His efforts did, I believe, result in an increase of circulation of some 40,000 copies, but far more than that was needed, and even Wallace could not transform it into a profit-making enterprise. One Saturday evening it abruptly closed down, and with it went another fortune on which he had more or less confidently counted.




  It was, in one way, a great relief, for Wallace at this time was attempting far more work than he could hope to cope with successfully. For the Sunday News alone he was writing each week a feature article, a racing column, the whole of the theatre page, occasionally an additional article which did not appear under his name, frequently a short story, and now and then a column on the news page.




  I once suggested that by writing the City and the Film pages he might effect still further economies. Wallace missed the irony and seemed to be seriously considering the matter, and for several anxious moments I was afraid he was going to do it.




  The City page, by the way, was, I think, the only feature which Wallace had never undertaken. He knew nothing of stocks and shares; but, though his advice on financial affairs could hardly have enriched anyone but the brokers, the page would undoubtedly have been one of the brightest spots of the paper — which cannot be said for any financial page I have seen.
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  One of the most difficult tasks I ever had was to induce Wallace from time to time to deal with his correspondence. He would not write or dictate letters until it became vitally necessary, and I have had perforce to watch the pile of important documents on his desk grow and grow for weeks at a time.




  Even letters as important as those from his literary agents, Messrs. A. P. Watt & Son, remained unanswered for weeks. One or more such letters was of course received daily, and the accumulation at the end of a month can be imagined.




  His method, when eventually I managed to secure his attention, was characteristic.




  “Send Watt a note saying that I agree to everything he has or hasn’t proposed in all his outstanding letters,” said Wallace.




  When I first knew him he had a curious habit, which he never lost, of sending replies to letters by telegram; and he usually scorned the customary abbreviations, commencing his wires “Dear So-and-So” and concluding them with the usual “Kind regards”. For a long time I puzzled over this prodigality, which seemed such absolutely unnecessary expense, and finally I came to the conclusion that his object was to save himself the labour of signing his name to a letter!




  In this connection I am reminded of a curious circumstance. I went into Wallace’s study one morning and found him busily signing his name all over a blank sheet of paper. I must have looked my wonder, for he explained.




  Up till then he had been in the habit of scrawling a line under his signature. With one of his rare but ingenious economy drives he had calculated that every year he had been drawing so many miles of line, and that the time thus spent would amount to two or three hours yearly, which could be more profitably employed in writing a short story. He was now making himself accustomed to signing his name without the line.




  Never once in the years that followed did I detect him reverting to the flourish which up till then he had always used!




  In later years, his correspondence having grown to unwieldy proportions, the necessity for a more businesslike method became apparent even to him, and he engaged a secretary whose duty it was to come at 8 a m., from which hour until 9 Edgar would, theoretically, attend to his mail; and this arrangement was successful in keeping arrears of correspondence within reasonable limits.




  With at least three-quarters of it, however, one had no need to trouble him. I became able to classify, almost at a glance, practically every letter addressed to him.




  The proportion marked “Private and Confidential” was amusingly large. Had the writers realised how utterly devoid of significance such inscriptions came to be, they would probably still have written the words, but less hopefully. It became easy to take Wallace’s morning mail, select all the letters marked “Personal”, and subdivide them into three or four groups with almost unerring accuracy.




  There were the letters from professional beggars. These stick out a mile somehow, though I cannot say why. Any private secretary, however, who cannot instantly detect them should change his profession.




  Begging letter writers have all had Edgar Wallace on their lists for years. He was deemed wealthy by these enterprising men and women long before there was any justification whatever for such a belief. Each morning brought the usual batch of harrowing and heartrending stories, some clumsily done, many so artistically composed as to appear almost genuine. A private secretary has to have a nose, however, which would do credit to a professional clairvoyante, and I very soon learned to smell the impostors. I cannot, of course, be certain, but I do not believe that during our association Wallace was ever caught — that way.




  Then there were the letters from all sorts and conditions of people who wanted employment. The mental processes by which men and women in every walk of life, from counts to costers, arrived at a belief that Edgar Wallace could help them to find work, are, to say the least, curious. But principally these letters came from actors and actresses.




  Until Wallace bounced with a careless gesture into the world of drama, I had never realised what an appalling number of out-of-works there are in the theatrical profession. Not one in hundreds has a remote chance of ever achieving more than a very transitory distinction; not one in thousands has the smallest prospect of entering the front rank; yet they hang on, these poor, feckless Thespians, dreaming their vain dreams, convinced that if only they were “given a chance” they could outshine du Maurier and rival Gladys Cooper, holding on to a pathetic and unfounded belief in themselves which persists up to the grave and, for all I know, after.




  Many such letters, particularly from the women, were so atrociously written as to be practically indecipherable; but as I seldom read them, and never passed them on to Edgar, this did not matter much. Anyway, they were good for postal revenue.




  There was always a number of “private” letters from people of all ages and sexes and degrees of ability, who thought they could write stories, and who deemed it their right to send their manuscripts to Wallace with a covering letter asking his advice and help. How they imagined that so busy a man could possibly find time to struggle through their effusions, even had he been willing, is a mystery. The solution which came to me on reading some of the “stories” was that they were completely devoid of imagination.




  A very large proportion of such manuscripts were dirty, dogeared and more or less illiterate. Many failed even to enclose an envelope for their return. Edgar Wallace should not only give up an hour or two of his time, and present them free with a written criticism of their literary efforts, but should himself pay the return postage.




  What is the practice of other authors I do not know; but Edgar was so scrupulous about unwittingly absorbing an idea or a situation, and subsequently making innocent use of it in one of his own stories, that it was a rule, from which he departed only in the case of one or two personal friends, never to read a single manuscript so sent him.




  I, on the contrary, spent many an amusing half-hour with some of the cleaner specimens; but I have no smallest fear that any ideas or plots may have seeped into my subconscious mind and subsequently pop up into objective consciousness as my own, for the very good reason that I did not come upon one which had any merit of originality.




  Some of the covering letters were amazing in their audacity. Here is a sample:




  




  “Dear Mr. Wallace, I have just come out of Dartmoor where I have bin for 13 years and have writen the story of my life which a marvelous one. Sir, if you will put your name on it I will go 50 50 with you in the prophets. Sir I hope you'll do this bekos its as good as anny you ever wrote and I can do with the dough bekos I'm going strait now.”




  




  They always were, these crooks, but they never did.




  




  Many were of another type.




  “Dear Mr. Wallace, I am only a young girl of 16, but I have always had the impulse to write and at school I took first prize in the essay-writing competition. I lie in bed for hours thinking out plots and have made several of them into stories. I hope you can read them. All the best authors write badly, do they not? Will you go through them and tell me your candid opinion, and then send them on to one of your publishers? I enclose my photograph.”




  




  I looked at it. Exactly why it was enclosed was a mystery worthy almost of a Wallace novel.




  Then there were the letters from would-be “ghosts”. These are the gentry who make a sort of living by writing stories to which an established author puts his name and which are so foisted upon his admiring and unsuspecting public.




  A contemptible practice this, and utterly indefensible. Yet applications of this sort were received in scores. They came from all kinds of people, both men and women, many of them scarcely literate, a few from journalists whose names are so well known that it was amazing they should have sought to make a dishonest living in the shadow of a greater man.




  They all shared the same fate; I had four capacious wastepaper baskets in my office.




  There were, of course, usually one or two anonymous communications, and I never brought these to Wallace’s notice unless they were of an amusing character.




  One gentleman living in a southeastern slum regularly every fortnight for the last four or five years treated himself to a letter card on which he scribbled abuse and addressed it usually to Edgar but sometimes to Mrs. Wallace, marked “Private” but bearing no signature.




  A Scotland Yard official was in my office one morning when I was going through the correspondence. I came upon the familiar handwriting and handed him the letter card.




  “Know anything about this bloke?” I asked.




  One glance at the handwriting, and the C.I.D. man nodded.




  “Oh, yes, we know all about him,” he said.




  Our retiring correspondent was, it appeared, a man named Tickle or Pickle (it may have been Winkle, but that is immaterial). He was quite mad, though harmlessly so, and found his recreation in writing scurrilous letter-cards to prominent men. All his spare cash must have gone in postage stamps. A queer hobby for even a demented man.




  There was a type of letter with which we were not troubled until Wallace became really famous. Thereafter, it appeared that his particular branch of the Wallace family (or should it be clan?) had ramifications all over the civilised and uncivilised world. The number of people who wrote claiming kinship with Edgar was legion. It is unnecessary to mention that they were without exception obviously in straitened circumstances!




  The more intelligent of them wrote in general terms, confining themselves to the known facts of Wallace’s upbringing and career; the rest allowed their imagination a free rein and endeavoured to carry conviction by the detailed narration of all the circumstances leading up to the discovery of their blood relationship with Edgar.




  At first I used to show him such letters. He was not impressed, or even amused.




  “Throw them away, Bob,” he said. “I know all my relatives. These people are only trying it on.”




  Almost every day we received one or two letters from correspondents in all parts of the world pointing out what we came to designate as “stock errors”. These occurred mainly in Wallace’s early books, before I became his duly appointed watchdog whose duty it was to ward off these invaders from his pages; but even the best of watchdogs is occasionally caught napping, and there were certain slips which sometimes escaped us both.




  Wallace, for instance, could never remember whether the gas from the exhaust of a motorcar was carbon dioxide or carbon monoxide. The exhaust pipes of the cars of his stories consequently emitted the two gases more or less alternately. Motor engineers all over the world were unanimously incredulous of the existence of a car that emitted dioxide, and wrote to tell us so.




  Another “stock error” was that he invariably fitted the starboard side of a ship with a red light, which, as all the world, apparently, knew, save only Wallace and myself, would be liable to produce chaos on the high seas. I eventually hit on a means of making him remember that a starboard light is green. “Starboard Light”, I told him, was a well-known brand of crème de menthe, and crème de menthe is green. Wallace was very grateful.




  Another habit which he had in the early days of motoring was to describe the driver of a car as starting up his “engines”.




  There were, of course, a few genuinely “personal” letters with the handwriting of whose authors one was familiar. I only once remember making a mistake.




  Wallace was opening his private correspondence one morning when he paused at an impressive-looking envelope and studied the handwriting carefully.




  “Why has this come to me? I’ll lay you six to four it’s from an abandoned and destitute young woman contemplating suicide.”




  The amazing thing is that it was.




  “How on earth could you tell that?” I asked. “I thought it was from—” mentioning the name of one of his friends.




  I was not really astonished. Years with Edgar Wallace had destroyed my capacity for wonderment at anything he said, did or perceived.




  “No, she makes the ‘W’ a shade different, and the slope is wrong, too. This is unmistakably the writing of a neurotic woman in deep depression, and the story is the same nine times out of ten And neurotic women in deep depression almost invariably threaten suicide.”




  Wallace had an uncanny instinct for handwriting. He did not, however, rely altogether upon the technique of graphology. Although in early days I had questioned his claim to the possession of psychometric ability, I later had to revise my opinion. He sensed rather than deduced the personality of his correspondent.




  While on the subject of handwriting, it is curious to recall how years of intimate association with a prolific writer provoke one to unconscious imitation of his calligraphy. I have of course signed thousands of letters in Edgar Wallace’s name, and in recent years I found myself producing, quite without intention, a colourable imitation of his signature.




  This led to an amusing if embarrassing contretemps while we were in Hollywood. Edgar asked me one morning to cash a cheque for him at his local bank. A form was handed to me for signature, and I wrote “Edgar Wallace”, scribbling my own initials below. The bank teller took the form, looked at it, looked at me, then at the cheque, back to me again, and finally:




  “Just a minute,” he murmured, and disappeared into the office of the branch manager, emerging shortly afterwards. “Will you come in, please?” he said, a hint of coldness in his tone.




  I went, with the firm step born of conscious rectitude.




  The manager was urbane but firm.




  “We can’t cash this cheque, Mr.—”




  “Curtis,” I supplied, beginning to feel almost guilty.




  “Just look,” he went on, “at the difference between the signature on the cheque and that which Mr. Wallace gave us when he opened the account.”




  I looked. There certainly was a marked dissimilarity. The first signature had obviously been written carefully, that it might be readable. I said as much.




  “Perhaps you’re right,” said the bank manager, “but now you come along and sign Mr. Wallace’s name so that we can hardly tell the difference. What’s the great idea?”




  I suggested mildly that the best idea would be to ring up Edgar at his house, and quoted the number.




  They telephoned to Wallace. Fortunately he was in. He said he would be round at the bank within a few minutes and settle the matter in person.




  “This cheque, Mr. Wallace,” began the manager, when Edgar strolled in. “The signature is so unlike the one you gave us—”




  Wallace took the cheque, examined it, and turned to me.




  “Bob,” he said, “did you sign this or did I? All right,” he went on, pulling out his cheque book. “I expect I wrote it in a hurry and it’s not much like my usual signature. I’ll write you another.”




  He wrote and signed another cheque and handed it to the manager, who carefully compared it with the specimen signature, and, with a sad shake of his head, returned it to Wallace.




  “Thank you, Mr. Wallace,” he said, “but this signature is even less like the specimen. I’ll pay out on the first cheque. But don’t write another or I guess I’ll change my mind.”




  Chapter Twelve
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  With the sole exception of horse-racing, no form of sport made the least appeal to Wallace. It is, I believe, a fact that he never took part in any athletic game; and the keen interest in some outdoor game or other which most boys develop in their ‘teens and retain throughout their lives is a typical English characteristic which Wallace completely lacked.




  The truth is, I suppose, that at the age when most boys are playing their cricket and football, Wallace was far too fully occupied in selling newspapers and running errands or acting as cook in a trawler or following one of the other strange vocations of his kaleidoscopic youth, to have time to disport himself on the playing fields.




  But it is rather surprising that, in later years at any rate, he should not have taken up some game. He liked to try his hand at everything; he was inclined to believe that he could do everything at which he did try his hand rather better than anyone else; and it would have been more in keeping with his character if he had decided to take up, say, boxing, fully determined to show Camera just how the business of pugilism should be conducted. Yet I never knew him evince the least ambition to excel at any game, or even to claim that he could excel if he cared to take it up.




  Racing was little less than a consuming passion with him and absorbed his interest to the exclusion of all other forms of sport.




  Wallace not only played no athletic game himself, but was unspeakably bored if he had to watch others doing so. Cup Finals, Test Matches, Tennis Championships, Golf Tournaments, one of which at least has an attraction for most men, left him cold. I often tried to coax him into attending one of the great festivals of sport, but never succeeded in doing so. If he could not go racing he preferred to spend his leisure hours at home.




  I did once attend an Association football match with him. It was at Blackpool during his political campaign. Both Wallace and his opponent were invited to be present at a football match between Blackpool and, I believe, Huddersfield. Wallace did not want to go; he would, I am sure, far sooner have addressed a dozen political meetings than spend an afternoon watching football. But his election agent was adamant. Political considerations, he insisted, must come first, and it would never do to create the impression among the electors of Blackpool, who take their football very seriously, that the prospective representative of Lloyd George Liberalism was not a thoroughgoing sportsman to whom football was the breath of life and the fortunes of the local club a matter of supreme importance. Wallace, he said, must attend the match and display in public his interest in the game. If he could manage to get a little excited about it, so much the better for his prospects of election.




  Wallace, who was really anxious to win the election, yielded to his agent’s superior wisdom and attended the match. It is to be hoped that none of his constituents noticed him there. He sat throughout the game like a statue of Depression, gazing dully at the field, smoking cigarette after cigarette, constantly consulting his watch, rarely speaking except to inquire at what time the match would be over, and with an expression on his face which plainly declared his boredom and his inability to understand what all the excitement was about. I reminded him that an occasional “Well played!” or a faint cheer from his lips might easily be worth a few hundred votes on polling day, but he only sighed and looked at his watch again. If his agent had seen him it would have broken his loyal heart.




  I did my best to compensate for Wallace’s deplorable neglect of his political interests. I am something of a football fan, and to display a little enthusiasm for the Blackpool team was not difficult. During one sparkling movement by the home forward line I remember that I joined spontaneously in the outburst of encouraging cheers. I believe I rose from my seat in my excitement.




  Wallace turned to me with an expression of pitying wonder in his eyes.




  “Does this sort of thing really thrill you, Bob?” he inquired.




  I said that it did.




  Wallace shrugged.




  “I suppose there must be something in it which I don’t understand,” he sighed. “Now, if this were Epsom…”




  The same thought often occurred to me during our political campaign in Blackpool. If only Wallace had been contesting Epsom, even Liberalism might have stood a chance. He was a familiar figure on all the southern racecourses, almost as much a permanent feature of the landscape as the starting-gate and winning-post. Everyone, great or small, in the racing world knew him, and most of them loved him — not excluding the bookmakers — and I imagine that in any constituency where racing was a dominant interest he would have headed the poll without much difficulty. Often I found myself wishing that his friends in the racing world had not loved him quite so well; the deluge of “information” might then have been smaller, and Wallace’s weekly cheques to his bookmakers for less impressive sums.




  The nearest approach to indulgence in any sport to which Wallace ever admitted was revolver shooting. He often told me that when he was a young man he was a crack revolver shot. I know that he possessed a revolver, but during our association he never used it, and I had no chance of seeing an exhibition of his skill. No other kind of shooting interested him. “Shooting”, as understood by the frequenters of the grouse moors, he did not classify as a “sport”.




  Although he was passionately fond of horse-racing and everything connected with it, Wallace, in all the years that I knew him, never once got on a horse. He had ridden a good deal as a young man when he was abroad — chiefly, I believe, because in those days a motorcar was unobtainable and a horse was the only available means of transport — but he always admitted that he was a very bad horseman and that he never enjoyed the experience. He was fond of telling an amusing story against himself as a rider, which, though it must have appeared in print before, is worth retelling.




  He was acting as special newspaper correspondent at the time in Morocco, and one day, in order to keep an appointment with some brigand chief in the interests of his paper, he hired a weedy old horse and set out. He had not gone far before his horse slipped, and Wallace, readily quitting his insecure seat, was deposited on the ground.




  He was rather badly shaken, and an old Jew, seeing what had happened, ran out of the bazaar, helped him to his feet and assisted him into the saddle again.




  “You were thrown from your horse, my friend,” explained the Jew, “because you are using the wrong sort of saddle. This one is quite unsuited to your requirements. If you would care to have it, I can send you a saddle from which you cannot fall.”




  That, declared Wallace, was just the saddle for which he had always yearned, and he eagerly gave an order for one to be delivered at his hotel.




  That afternoon it duly arrived. It was a pair of boots!




  Actually, physical exertion of any kind was distasteful to Wallace. He detested walking even the shortest distance, and he used to boast that he did not walk four miles in the course of a year.




  I doubt if any man in an equal span of years travelled a greater total distance in lifts, and I am sure that no one ever travelled shorter distances in a car. He would summon his car to carry him a distance which he could have covered comfortably on foot by the time the car could reach his door; and though he rarely patronised public vehicles, I was once with him when he took a taxi from one side of Cavendish Square to the other.




  Had the idea ever occurred to him, I am firmly convinced that Wallace would have had escalators connecting the floors of his house, and probably moving platforms to bear him from room to room.




  It is not surprising that this physical laziness produced a tendency to stoutness, and in turn his stoutness tended to make him still more physically lazy. Thus a vicious circle was formed, and on various occasions, since Wallace would periodically become gravely concerned over his vanishing slimness, I did my best to cut into it.




  There is a lake in Regent’s Park, close to which Edgar lived for many years, where boats, complete with sliding-seats and outriggers and all other inducements to strenuous effort, may be hired; and it struck me that if he could be induced to take a taxi each morning to the lake — I was not optimistic enough to entertain the idea of his walking — and indulge in half-an-hour’s exercise with the sculls, the problem of checking his growing waistline would be solved.




  I suggested the scheme to him, and, in order to stimulate him into competitive action, volunteered to arrive each morning an hour earlier at the flat, accompany him to the Park and join him in a good stiff bout of sculling. We would then return to the flat, refreshed, invigorated, and glowing with robust health, to tackle the day’s work. Once a week, I proposed, we should run a tape round ourselves and keep a record of our progress.




  It was no small undertaking on my part, since I was at that time living in the country, and to share in Edgar’s morning exercise would mean rising with the lark, which would certainly not rise at the hour it does if it had a long day of secretarial work before it. But I had a fellow-feeling for Edgar over this question of his figure, and my motives were not entirely altruistic.




  Wallace was almost enthusiastic about the plan.




  “Fine!” he said. “Just what I need. We’ll start tomorrow — if you can get up in time.”




  “It will also be necessary,” I reminded him, “for you to be up and ready to go out at eight o’clock. In the morning,” I added, as an afterthought.




  “If you can do it, I can,” he said. “It’s a bet.”




  As a bet it proved on a par with so many of Wallace’s bets. With touching faith in his good resolutions, I set my alarm for lark-time, and promptly at eight o’clock the next morning arrived at the flat. I walked into the study hopefully, but there was no sign of Wallace. His morning mail lay unopened on top of a pile of folded newspapers in the centre of a tidy desk.




  I waited for some time and then retired to my office and began to work. A couple of hours later Wallace strolled in.




  “Sorry, Bob,” he apologised. “But I sat up until three o’clock this morning talking to So-and-So. We’ll begin our rowing tomorrow. Don’t be late.”




  The next morning I again arrived an hour before my usual time and again waited two hours for Wallace to appear. As it was a wet morning, he said, he took it for granted that we should not go. But it had only started raining twenty minutes before he put in an appearance.




  The following morning I did not reach the flat until my usual time. It was a fine morning, but Wallace made no comment. Thereafter neither of us referred to the Regent’s Park plan again.




  There were other outbreaks of good intentions. Wallace was most fastidious about his personal appearance, and would periodically be plunged into gloom by the realisation that his once slim figure was disappearing; and then, for a brief spell, some new scheme of weight-reduction would be mooted, and, on rare occasions, tried.




  I remember arriving one morning at the flat rather earlier than usual. From the study, generally silent at that hour, came strange noises — rattlings, creakings and queer twanging sounds. I approached the door in wonder and listened; someone inside was breathing heavily, and there came an occasional muttered curse. I opened the door and went in.




  Wallace, clad in singlet and trousers, was lying prone on the floor; a heavy weight was attached to his ankles, and his hands were gripping the business end of a bewildering contraption of elastic ropes, belts, pulleys and springs, with which he was performing, clumsily but with desperately keen resolution, prodigious feats of contortion and muscular effort.




  As I entered he paused, disentangled himself with difficulty, and rose to his feet. From the alacrity with which he abandoned his exercises I was certain that he welcomed my arrival as an excuse for stopping his self-torture.




  “It’s coming down, Bob,” he said breathlessly.




  I inspected the moorings of his amazing home-exerciser, and pronounced them quite secure and in no danger of coming down.




  “I mean my waist measurement,” explained Edgar. “I’ve been doing this every morning for a week now, and it’s beginning to tell. Look!” He pulled the band of his trousers away from the site of his most pronounced corpulence. “Inches less, isn’t it?”




  “Four, at least,” I agreed.




  So it was — as long as he could hold his breath.




  For some weeks he persisted with the machine, and did in fact part with a little weight; but the day soon came when a heavy accumulation of arrears of work had to be tackled, and Edgar, provided with a pretext which enabled him to retire from his athletic activities with dignity, dismantled his home-exerciser and concentrated on the less strenuous labour involved in the use of a Dictaphone. When last I saw the home-exerciser, it lay, a discarded tangle of ropes and springs, on the floor of a cupboard.




  On another occasion he patronised a system of morning exercises designed to reduce abdominal measurements, and, had he persisted with them, that desirable result would no doubt have been attained. But it did not take many days of that sort of effort to bore Wallace, and I soon learned that it was more discreet, within a few days of the inauguration of any new scheme for the attainment of slimness, to make no inquiries as to the progress of his waistline.




  Once, I remember, chiefly with the same object in view, he decided that he would take up golf. Golf was going to do the trick. Twice a week at least he would spend a whole day tramping round the links. There was nothing, after all, like walking; it exercised practically every muscle of the body. He swung a walkingstick in the study to show me how the swinging of a driver, if executed with the correct pivoting of the body, brought into play just those muscles which he was most anxious to affect.




  Wallace set about his golfing in his usual thoroughgoing way. He joined a famous golf-club, and was provided by his tailor with golfing raiment in which to cut an impressive figure on the famous links on which he was to play. He even went so far as to arrange with a friend — George Dilnot, I think it was — to initiate him into the mysteries of the royal and ancient game.




  It was an excellent arrangement both for the golf-club’s funds and the tailor’s business, but as far as Wallace was concerned its benefit was limited to the kudos conferred by membership of a very exclusive club. Never once did he go near the golf-course!




  The truth was that he was prepared to do anything in order to recover his youthful figure save abandon the habits which were doubtless the main cause of his losing it — excessive tea drinking and entire lack of exercise. At one period he tried massage, and he was always on the point of adopting a strict weight-reducing diet. But massage, though chiefly exercise by proxy, was none the less a kind of exercise; and dieting is one of those convenient affairs which need never be started until tomorrow.




  Wallace could never be persuaded into taking such gentle exercises as a game or billiards; the only attraction of a billiard-table for him was that the cloth reminded him of the fresh, green turf over which thoroughbreds raced at Ascot. In the grounds of his country house he had tennis courts constructed and a miniature golf-course, but never, to my knowledge, did he make any personal use of them.




  Of golf, as of most other games, he knew practically nothing. He certainly had no interest in the game. But he was on one occasion invited to a dinner given by the Stage Golfing Society at which the Prince of Wales was to be the guest of honour.




  Wallace went. He might not care for golf, but talking was the one form of exercise of which he was really fond — he was a most fascinating conversationalist — and an evening of that kind would provide plenty of opportunity for talking. Evidently he talked to some purpose. The Prince of Wales, at any rate, next to whom Wallace sat at dinner, and to whom he was talking throughout the evening, scarcely stopped laughing during the meal.




  After dinner Wallace was called upon to make a speech. At the time, his much-talked-of play On the Spot, dealing with American gunmen, was running at Wyndham’s Theatre, and Edgar, in the course of his speech, remarked that he understood very little about golf. All he knew was that you put a small white ball “on the spot” and then proceeded to “bump it off”.




  In the circumstances, particularly in view of the large number of theatrical people at the dinner, the joke was quite a legitimate one; but someone present, with a covetous eye, perhaps, on the chance of any publicity that might be going, made the audible suggestion that Wallace was indulging in self-advertisement. Wallace caught the remark.




  “If that was self-advertisement,” he said, with a bland smile, “this is the first time in my life that I have ever been guilty of such a thing.”




  Few men, as all present were well aware, understood the art of publicity better than did Wallace, and the remark drew an even bigger laugh than the one to which objection had been taken.




  Considering his habits, it is remarkable that throughout his life Wallace enjoyed excellent health. Apart from a slight tendency to bronchial troubles, I never knew him to be ill, and he always regarded his constant good health as his greatest blessing. The mere idea of illness he detested, and on the slightest suspicion of feeling not quite up to the mark he would promptly begin to treat himself.




  In his early days he had been in the Army Medical Corps, as it then was, and had acquired a knowledge of the properties and uses of drugs, and was as competent, he used to say, as any doctor to deal with his own trifling ailments and those of his family. He had, however, the greatest possible faith in the medical profession, and for anything but a very minor trouble would immediately call in his family doctor. But trifling ailments came within Edgar’s province, and he had a cupboard stocked with all the usual drugs, with which he would dispense his own prescriptions. He deprived my doctor of many a fee.




  Even the mild exercise involved in driving a car did not appeal to Wallace. Motoring for the sake of motoring he did not care about, and a car was simply a vehicle of transport. Every now and then he would startle everyone, particularly his chauffeur, with a determined announcement that he was going to learn to drive, but it never got beyond the announcement.




  He told me, during our last trip across the Atlantic, that he had decided to do two things while we were in Hollywood — reduce his weight and learn to drive a car. Weight-reduction schemes I had learned to ignore, and I did not seriously expect this one to mature; and after our first experience of Los Angeles traffic during the 10-mile drive to our hotel in Beverly Hills — the south coast roads of England on a fine Bank Holiday are peaceful oases in comparison with the road along which we travelled — I was not surprised to find that his longing to become an owner-driver had evaporated.




  Once I thought he had actually made a start at driving. I received one Sunday morning an urgent summons to his country house, where Wallace was staying, to help him cope with the concluding chapters of a serial which was to be delivered the following day.




  “By the time you get here,” he said on the telephone, “I’ll have five thousand words dictated.”




  When I arrived I went straight to the study, expecting to find Wallace working at high pressure. He was not there; nor was he in the diningroom or the drawingroom or anywhere in the house. The servants had not seen him for an hour.




  Eventually, after searching the garden, I ran him to earth — in the garage. He was sitting at the driving-wheel of his car, alternately starting and stopping the engine, while his chauffeur, in dumb despair, stood by and witnessed the exhaustion of the batteries.




  But Wallace, I discovered, had no serious intention of taking the car on the road. He had, it appeared, reached a point in his story where the villain was being chased in a fast motorcar by the hero sleuth, and Edgar, with that meticulous attention to detail which was characteristic of him, was only familiarising himself with the controls so that there should be no mistake in his description of the various actions which a driver makes. The self-starter had fascinated him, and he had forgotten his story — and his secretary ruthlessly caning a decrepit car all the way from London in order to arrive in time.




  Later Wallace acquired a motor-launch, which, I was told, he would drive for hours at a time up and down the river. I never saw him do it. If he did, it must have been a very comfortable motor-launch.




  Wallace had a tremendous appreciation of natural beauty and a keen eye for colour; yet in art his taste was entirely uncultivated and untutored. He knew when he liked a picture, but it would have puzzled him to say why he liked it; and of the technical side of painting he knew nothing. He used to claim, humorously, that he had far too much appreciation of art ever to visit the Royal Academy. He was, in all his journalistic wanderings, never an art critic — but only, I am sure, because he was never invited to be.




  I never once heard him express even a liking for music of any kind. It occurs to me now, when I look back on the years I spent with him, that I never heard him whistle and never heard him sing. Even the bathroom, that auditorium selected by most men for their vocal efforts, never, to my knowledge, drew a snatch of song from his lips. When he went there he would take with him a supply of cigarettes and some tome of heavy matter about the Roman Empire or the French Revolution or an equally weighty subject, and remain for lengthy periods closeted in silence. On the day of an important race meeting he would probably substitute “Racing Up to Date” for the Roman Empire, but not even the prospect of an imminent fortune could make him whistle or sing.




  Sporadically, he would amuse himself twirling the knobs of a wireless set, but never for more than ten minutes at a time; and a march played by a military band was the type of music which attracted him most, or, rather, bored him least.




  He had, of course, a great fondness for literature. Only rarely, however, did he read fiction — except the newspapers; and I never found him reading poetry. History probably interested him as much as anything. There were few things, however, which did not interest Wallace, and he had a remarkable fund of information on a wide range of subjects, partly acquired by reading and partly gleaned from his own variegated experience, which was of enormous use to him in his work as a novelist. He had, too, an extraordinarily retentive memory, and rarely forgot the least detail of what he had read.




  It was not often that he was obliged to consult a book of reference, but he greeted me one morning with:




  “Look up St. Andrew for me, will you, Bob, and tell me all about him?”




  I was a little surprised that Wallace did not know all that there was to be known about so famous a person as Scotland’s patron saint, but I consulted the reference books and prepared a comprehensive digest of all the information which I could find about the holy man, and took it in to Wallace.




  He glanced at it, frowned at it, and then at me.




  “What the devil’s this?” he demanded.




  “St. Andrew,” I reminded him. “You asked me to turn him up. There seems to be a little obscurity about the exact date of his death, but—”




  Wallace stared at me with genuine distress in his eyes.




  “Bob, my poor lad,” he sighed, “it’s the three-year-old St. Andrew I want to know about — the one that’s entered for the Derby!”




  He had confused saintliness and knightliness, and I had done an hour’s investigation for nothing. He had meant Sir Andrew.




  For all his zest for the exciting business of living, Wallace loved his home, and his happiest times were those which he spent with his family. He used to say that of all the gods’ gifts to man the greatest was good health, and next to that he placed a serene, happy home life, for the sake of which, had occasion arisen, he would have made almost any sacrifice.




  Social engagements encroach heavily on the evenings of a man as popular as Wallace was, but the evenings which gave him most pleasure were those which — editors, serials, articles, plays, perhaps even racing forgotten — he could spend quietly in his home.




  He always had visions of a future when he would be able to leave the turmoil behind him, retire to some secluded country place, and there, racing a little, working a little, and idling a great deal, live peacefully, surrounded by his family and his friends.




  He had a wide circle of friends and acquaintances — they must have numbered thousands — of both sexes. He was no misogynist; he did not understand women.




  It was always a difficult task to persuade Wallace that his ideas on any subject might be fallacious; on questions of psychology in particular he prided himself on being an expert; and on this subject of woman he was firmly convinced that to question the soundness of his ideas was a near approach to blasphemy.




  In dealing with his own sex there is no doubt that Wallace’s judgment was rarely at fault. In real life he could appraise a man’s character, analyse his motives and foretell his actions in a given set of circumstances with an accuracy which was at times almost uncanny; and in all the stories which he wrote it would be difficult to find among the hundreds of male characters born of his imagination one whose words or actions are not psychologically correct. But if there was a weakness in his equipment as a writer of fiction, it was the conception he formed of woman and her ways.




  We had many an amusing argument on the subject; while Dictaphone and typewriter stood idle and the telephone was burdened with the beseeching voices of editors hungry for overdue copy. I used to tell him that he did not understand women because he made the initial mistake of believing that they are difficult to understand.




  Actually, I insisted, they are far less complex beings than men, definitely lower in the scale of evolution, and capable of being classified into, at the most, four different categories. Once it is known to which category a woman belongs, it is simplicity itself to foretell exactly how she will react to any known set of circumstances.




  There is no mystery about woman. That she is a complex creature veiled in mystery is only a popular belief which she is at pains to foster, because she knows that a man-huntress deprived of her veil of mystery is deprived of the weapon most useful in the chase. With beauty and mystery in her quiver her prey has little chance of escape; deprive her of one or the other, and the average male will become so fleet of foot that she will be lucky if she ever gets within shooting distance of her quarry.




  Wallace would have none of it. Woman was a mystery — and he understood her. I was a soured and disillusioned cynic who was talking through my hat — and there were 20,000 words to be done to-day, anyway.




  But if proof be needed that Wallace knew little about women, it can be found in abundance in his books. In all his stories I do not think there is one woman whom he managed to present as a clear-cut, convincing character. The firm, definite lines with which he drew his male characters became vague and hesitating when he tried to depict a woman; and, despite the infinite variety of complex feelings and motives which he always attributed to them, the pictures of women in his stories are always drawn to one of two or three standardised models.




  It is the same with the women in his plays. Not one of them creates the impression of being alive. I always used to tell Wallace that no one with any humane feelings could fail to pity the hero who was forced by the conventional necessity of a happy ending to marry one of his heroines.




  Wallace was never really happy when dealing with his women characters. Whenever one of them had to appear in a story, there was always a very appreciable decrease in the speed at which he worked; and I am sure that both in his plays and in his novels he introduced women simply because a play or a serial without a love interest would make managers and editors shudder, and that it would have been an enormous relief to him if he could have cut heroines clean out of his stories.




  Love scenes he simply could not write convincingly. I remember in particular a serial story which he was writing for a popular periodical. He spent a very long time on one instalment, in which was a love scene between the hero and the heroine, and when it was finished and the manuscript despatched to the editor, he told me that it was the most convincingly passionate love scene he had ever written.




  The next day the manuscript was returned to him with a note from the editor which ran somewhat as follows:




  




  “Dear Edgar,




  “This bloke is supposed to be burning with love and longing for the girl, and you’ve made him carry on as if he were visiting his aunt. Ginger him up a bit, will you? — Kisses on lips and throat, and strong encircling arms that tremble as he clasps her — you know the sort of thing. And the girl’s rather like a cold pancake, isn’t she?”




  Wallace did his best at the gingering business, but not with much success. We had a temporary lady typist at the time who typed the revised instalment. She remarked, as she handed me the manuscript, that she was glad her boy was not as soppy as that.




  Wallace’s ignorance of feminine psychology was not due to any lack of opportunity of studying it. Throughout his life he was very popular with women and had a large circle of women friends. His personal magnetism was strong, and he could be very charming. Moreover, there is no surer way to a woman’s good books than to admit, as Wallace did, that she is a mysterious creature, hard to understand.




  In everything with the exception of music, Wallace had a keen appreciation of beauty, and ugliness in any shape or form depressed him. Occasionally, when there was a rush of work, we were obliged to engage a temporary typist to help us cope with it, and Wallace’s instructions to the agency were invariably the same. They were not to send him some sour-faced woman with scraggy hair and an expression like a wet Good Friday. The typist must be some nicelooking girl with a sunny smile and a cheerful disposition, neatly dressed and with tidy hair. Incidentally, one who could type. And if the lady supplied did not reach his standard of minimum requisite beauty, he would soon be telephoning to the agency for a substitute.




  Providing a woman was beautiful, Wallace did not demand in her any other quality. Given the beauty, he would promptly endow her with every other natural gift. A beautiful actress was inevitably a great actress and a competent adviser on theatrical matters. If a woman were sufficiently beautiful she was a genius, and he would accept from her criticism of his work which, coming from any less attractive pair of lips, would have annoyed and hurt him. I am sure that a “Perfectly adorable play, Mr. Wallace”, from a pretty woman carried more weight with him than the unanimous verdict of all the dramatic critics in Fleet Street.




  But most of us, after all, are just like that.
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  It was a popular belief during his lifetime that Edgar Wallace was a great criminologist; but it is in no way belittling his abilities to say that his reputation on that score was largely the product of journalistic exaggeration and public credulity.




  He was the author of some of the best and most popular books and plays of the day; most of his books and plays dealt with some aspect of crime; and it was, I suppose, inevitable that Fleet Street, with that tendency to overstatement which is a feature of popular journalism, should represent him as a sort of super-Sherlock Holmes with an unrivalled knowledge of crime and criminals and uncanny powers of inference and deduction which made the solution of the most baffling murder mystery mere child’s play to him.




  It was almost equally inevitable that the public, with its tendency towards the apotheosis of any popular figure of the day, should readily accept the reputation with which Fleet Street endowed him, and fill up any gap in it which Fleet Street might inadvertently have overlooked. To him that hath a great reputation from Fleet Street shall be given a greater reputation with the generous British public. The journalistic mind loves extremes and has scant use for the happy mean in the neighbourhood of which accuracy and truth are most generally to be found. Give Fleet Street a penny balloon and it will instantly inflate it to the size of an airship; and the public will accept it as an airship, and be hurt and angry with anyone who tries to puncture it with a pin.




  Wallace would have been the last to set himself up as a sort of master-mind in criminal matters. From the day when he began to write doggerel verses for the edification of his comrades in the Army Medical Corps, right up to the day of his death, when he was earning £600 a week for writing scenarios for the films in Hollywood, he was, first and foremost, a journalist.




  He was, moreover, a very rapid writer, and one who could be relied on to produce at the shortest notice an interesting article on almost any subject under the sun. He always had something novel and arresting to say; and since most of his books had crime as their theme, it was natural that an editor who wanted an article with some such title as “Who killed Cock Robin?” should ask Wallace to write it for him, and seek to add to the weight of his theory of the crime by boosting him as a great expert in the subject. Wallace, as every editor knew, would be sure to produce an interesting and ingenious, though not necessarily correct, theory.




  As a detective, however, and particularly as an armchair detective, Wallace was far from deserving the reputation which journalism thrust on him. With that self-assurance which was at once his strength and his weakness, he would tackle any problem which an editor asked him to tackle, and evolve a solution which would be sufficiently plausible to satisfy the editor and sufficiently sensational to satisfy his readers; but some of his theories, if they ever read them, must have caused convulsions among the Big Five of Scotland Yard.




  The belief, which Fleet Street fostered, in Wallace’s high qualifications as an expert in all criminal matters was also prevalent on the Continent, where his books were widely read. When I was with him on one of his visits to Berlin, the German public was shocked and frightened by a series of particularly daring and atrocious murders which occurred in the neighbourhood of Düsseldorf. The police seemed completely baffled. No arrest, at any rate, was made, and the murders continued; and Wallace was approached by one of the Berlin newspapers with the suggestion that, as one of the leading criminologists of this country, he should study all the evidence that was available in respect of each of the various murders and write an article giving his conclusions. It was intended, I fancy, that he should teach the police a thing or two about the detection of crime.




  Wallace was no fool, but he was not the man, particularly when a fat cheque was involved, to hesitate to step in where angels might have been forgiven if they had feared to tread.




  I asked him, one morning at breakfast, what was the programme for that day.




  “To-day?” he said. “I’m going to solve those Düsseldorf murders.”




  I could only say that I very much hoped he would.




  He spent the morning studying all available details of the various crimes, and then dictated to me an article in which were embodied the conclusions he had formed. As a criminologist he was as thorough and ingenious as in everything else at which he tried his hand. By a process of deduction and intuition peculiarly his own — the criminal classes, I am sure, would breathe more freely if the process were adopted at Scotland Yard — Wallace was able to issue a confidently detailed account not only of the murderer’s methods and motives, but also of his character, tastes, habits, personal appearance, and, if I remember rightly, his profession. It was all very plausible and very ingenious.




  Eventually the perpetrator of the crimes was arrested, and not one single detail which Wallace had supplied was found to be correct. He was not in the least abashed.




  “It made a much better story my way,” he grinned.




  In order to write a thrilling crime story it is not, of course, necessary for an author to be a great criminologist. It is necessary for him to have the ability, which Wallace possessed to an amazing degree, to construct an ingenious plot which will interest and baffle his readers, and he must have a sufficient acquaintance with the ways of criminals to ensure that he will make no mistakes so glaring that they will be noticed by his readers. His knowledge of police methods and routine must also be above criticism, if he wishes to avoid, when his book is published, an avalanche of letters from professional and amateur sleuths pointing out the error into which he has fallen, and offering, in many cases, to place their expert knowledge at his disposal — for a suitable fee, of course — when next he is writing a similar story. He has always to remember that his book will be eagerly seized on by the real and would-be experts and rigorously scrutinised for some technical error which will afford them the opportunity of displaying their own superior knowledge.




  The same is true, of course, not only in regard to the habits of criminals and police procedure, but in regard to the most commonplace details of everyday life. There is a type of reader who delights in discovering that an author has made a slip, no matter how trivial, and in writing to point it out to him. I remember that in one of Wallace’s stories the detective in the case was made to light a cigar, and several pages further on, after the lapse of only a few minutes, he was described as carelessly tossing the stub of his cigarette into the fire, and there came a swarm of letters, some couched in the most sarcastic language, pointing out the mistake.




  Wallace had his full share of such letters, particularly in the early days. Later, it was part of my duty to comb every story for such inaccuracies and see that no manuscript went to the publishers with any such blemish.




  Working, as he usually did, at breakneck speed, he was bound to make a number of such trifling slips in any story that he wrote; and as I invariably had to type them in a hurricane last-minute rush, and be constantly on the alert for errors at the same time, it was inevitable that occasionally some trifling inaccuracy should be missed. It is surprising how difficult it is, even given unlimited time, to detect some errors.




  I remember, for instance, that in one story Wallace described a house as being divided into three self-contained flats, one on each floor, the topmost flat being occupied by the heroine. In describing the arrival of her fiancé to visit her, Wallace said that he sprang from a taxi, hurried up to the third floor, and rang the bell of flat No. 3. I was rather proud of spotting that one. In a house divided into three flats, one on each floor, flat No. 3 would, of course, be on the second floor and not on the third. I was sorely tempted to leave the error uncorrected — to see how many readers would detect it!




  Wallace had the details of police procedure at his fingertips, and readers who searched in books for errors in that respect must have gleaned a very poor harvest. Moreover, throughout his life he had been in constant contact with criminals of all types and had got to know their habits, their haunts, their methods and their way of talking sufficiently well to enable him to create the right atmosphere in any story which he wrote about them.




  It is the small details which most help to create the right atmosphere, and small details were exactly what Wallace, with his extraordinarily keen observation and retentive memory, was least likely to miss. He was a journalist who was quick to seize on everything which would help to make a good story; but to credit him with a profound insight into the criminal mind or abnormal gifts in the solution of criminal problems was, as he would have been the first to admit, absurd.




  Probably nothing is so effective in creating the right atmosphere in a crime story — and incidentally in giving readers an impression of the author’s familiarity with his subject — as the use of the correct slang. To call a coin “snide” instead of merely “counterfeit”, or to say that a man is going “on the whizz” instead of using the commonplace and unromantic expression that he is going pocket-picking, is an immense help towards plunging a reader into the atmosphere of the underworld, and Wallace’s most valuable acquisition from his contact with the criminal classes was, I think, the command it gave him over their slang. He knew it from A to Z, and was at pains to keep his knowledge up to date. Wallace above all else was a great craftsman; even the highbrows will grudgingly admit the craftsmanship of his stories; and, like every good craftsman, he was careful to keep his tools in perfect order.




  In one of his earlier stories he so far forgot himself for the moment — the only possible explanation is that he was writing at an even greater speed than usual in order to be present at the first race — as to make one of his characters, whose profession was that of a coiner, refer to the products of his skill as “counterfeit half-crowns”. In due course there came a letter, scrawled in pencil on a grubby slip of paper, which ran somewhat as follows:




  




  “Sir — See page 74 of your book. We don’t call them counterfeit half-crowns, we call them snide half-dollars. I’ve been inside for making them and planting them round Kentish Town so I reckon I ought to know. Hoping this information will come in handy, Yours truly,—”




  




  The name was that of a man who subsequently harvested a heavy sentence for planting another crop of snide money.




  Except for his knowledge of their slang and a rough and ready acquaintance with their habits, Wallace did not glean much material for his stories from his intercourse with criminals. The crooks in his stories were usually far more ingenious and far more daring than any whose names figure in the records of Scotland Yard. Certainly they were more attractive, as he rarely created a criminal character without endowing it with a saving grace or two. Wallace was always charitable.




  As regards the psychology of the criminal, he had formed one or two generalisations, and he judged every case by reference to these. He had no sympathy for criminals, not even a sneaking sympathy. In his eyes crime, except in so far as it provided a theme on which a good story could be written, had nothing fascinating about it; if romantic figures like Raffles and Jimmy Valentine existed in the real world of crime, he had neither met one nor known anyone who had. He had always found criminals to be dull, unromantic, uninteresting people, living drab, ugly lives, who indulged in their criminal practices only because they lacked the energy or intelligence to earn a living honestly.




  One of his generalisations, to which he clung tenaciously in spite of all evidence to the contrary, was that no criminal had any intelligence worth mention. They were all stupid — and he hated stupidity — and they owed their ability to live by criminal practices solely to the fact that there were people in the world even more stupid than they. Yet on more than one occasion Wallace himself, who had as shrewd a mind as any man could wish for, was cheated by an astute rogue.




  On his first crossing to America, for instance, he fell in with a gang of cardsharpers, who, despite their lamentable lack of intelligence, mulcted him in the sum of £80 or so — not a great deal of money to those stupid gentlemen, no doubt, but in those days a heavy blow to Wallace’s pocket, and a fairly broad hint that his low estimate of the criminal’s intelligence might be in need of revision. It did not strike him, I fancy, in this light. But it struck him, as it always did, that adversity could be turned to profitable uses, and as a result of this experience he wrote a delightful series of short stories dealing with the activities of the cardsharping gentry, for each of which he was paid a sum larger than the £80 of which he had been cheated.




  “That’s where I’m cleverer than they were, Bob,” he explained to me.




  The criminal’s chance of escaping detection in this country is a fairly remote one; but Wallace always maintained that, were it not for his utter lack of intelligence, his habit of specialising, and the fact that the “nose”, or police informer, will always give away his best friend for a ten-shilling note, the police would never be able to cope with him. He was sure that, if he committed a crime, it would take more than the Big Five to lay him by the heels.




  Another of Wallace’s firm convictions was that all criminals are liars. He always said that he had never met one who was not; and he always maintained that any man who habitually told lies — useless, unnecessary lies — for the joy of lying was a potential criminal and would sooner or later find himself in the hands of the police. Yet he would believe any sort of hard luck story from someone who was down and out, no matter how blatantly untrue. If he did not believe it, he acted as if he had. It may have been that a lie told by a man who was in desperate trouble was not classified by Wallace as an unnecessary lie, and it was the deliberate, unnecessary lie which he abominated.




  I remember once venturing a protest when a particularly clumsy story told by a particularly unpleasant individual had extracted two precious one-pound notes from Wallace’s wallet.




  “You didn’t really believe that rigmarole, did you?” I asked him. “If that fellow’s yarn was true, it was the most amazing series of coincidences that ever occurred to any man.”




  “Oh, you never know,” said Wallace. “It might have been true. Coincidence is a queer thing.”




  And then, to illustrate the queerness of coincidence, and to prove to me that many a coincidence that occurs in real life is far too fantastic for a novelist to include in a story, he told me the following anecdote, which he assured me was true.




  A man he knew took a lady out to dinner. The lady, to his sorrow, was not his wife, and he took her, prudently as he thought, to a small, little known restaurant in Soho. Scarcely had they taken their seats than in walked the man’s greatest friend in the company of a lady of whom he was not the husband. The friend informed him that he had been patronising that restaurant more or less regularly for years.




  Within ten minutes the husband of the lady whom his friend was entertaining entered the same restaurant, and with him was a lady who was not his wife; and not many minutes later, the father of the man’s lady companion (who was not his wife) seated himself at a neighbouring table, and with him was a lady whom she failed to recognise as her mother.




  “Put that in a serial, Bob,” said Wallace, “and not a single editor in the country would stand for it.”




  On the whole, I should not blame the editors; but Wallace insisted that, from his own personal knowledge, the incredible series of coincidences had actually occurred. The inference was, I suppose, that he had been justified in parting with the two one-pound notes.




  He had yet another firmly rooted conviction regarding criminals — that any man who had twice seen the inside of a gaol was a crook beyond all hope of redemption. A man’s first conviction, he would say, meant little or nothing; it might be the result of a sudden yielding to temptation which would never occur again, of worry, of stress of circumstances, of a dozen causes other than criminal instincts. But if a man, after serving one term of imprisonment, was sentenced to another, it was sheer waste of time to try to help him any more.




  There must, during Wallace’s life, have been hundreds of men who, on their discharge from prison, either wrote to him or called to see him, begging him to give them the chance of a fresh start, and vowing that in future nothing would induce them to forsake the straight and narrow path of spotless honesty; and Wallace, labouring under that sentimental disability which made it impossible for him to say “No” to anyone who was in genuine distress or could pitch a moderately plausible tale of hard luck, could rarely find it in his heart to send them away empty. But he many times told me that in all his experience he had never come across a man or woman who had managed to go straight after serving a second term of imprisonment.




  I doubt whether this conviction of his is borne out by the facts. Even Wallace, though he always insisted that he was right, must, I think, in his heart have had some doubts on the matter. Many a man, at any rate, who had served more than the single term of imprisonment which allowed of subsequent redemption, was given the chance of making a fresh start by Wallace.




  Another pet theory of his was that at a murder trial it was always possible to tell what the jury’s verdict would be before it was announced. He maintained that when the jury returned to court after considering their verdict, not one of the members, if the verdict were “Guilty”, would ever look at the prisoner.




  This, at any rate, was a theory on which he was not afraid to act. In the early days of his journalistic career he had a good deal to do with crime stories. He had witnessed several executions, and had attended many murder trials; and he often told the story of how, when he had been sent by his newspaper to report the trial of a certain notorious murderer, he put this theory of his to the test. The case had received tremendous prominence in the papers, the whole country was eagerly awaiting the verdict, and the paper which could first publish the news would score a big scoop.




  Wallace, the keen young reporter, determined that the scoop should be his. While the jury were considering their verdict he placed himself conveniently close to the door, and as they reentered the court he watched them carefully. None of them, he noticed, even glanced at the prisoner, and Wallace, confident in the soundness of his theory, did not wait to hear the verdict announced. He dashed from the court and telephoned to his paper that the verdict was “Guilty” with the result that his paper was out with the news well ahead of any other.




  “Suppose,” I said, when he told me the story, “your theory had been wrong?”




  Wallace gave his self-complacent smile.




  “It wasn’t wrong,” he said.




  The incident is typical of him. Gambling was in his blood; and to a man who would risk both his own and his newspaper’s reputation on a chance like that, putting his last £100 on a horse which had not a dog’s chance of winning, for no better reason than that his barber, who had once cut Steve Donoghue’s hair, had a strong tip for it, was the merest trifle.




  Of prisons and the prison system Wallace had a thorough knowledge, as was essential for accuracy in his work. In his army days he himself had experience of a military prison. He had written a song which was being sung in a certain musical play, and in order to go and hear his composition performed in public he absented himself from barracks without leave. With his usual thoroughness he stayed away for five days — it was only quite a short song — and on his return was duly arrested, charged with the offence and sentenced to ninety-six hours of hard labour.




  Long before he had served his sentence, he told me, any curiosity he had felt about prison life was more than satisfied. He picked oakum and hated it; he experienced the terrible strain of shot drill, and broke down under it; he lived on bread and water and potatoes, and for many years after, so he said, could partake of none of them with any pleasure. He left prison fully determined never again to run the least risk of receiving a second taste of it.




  And that, in his view, was precisely the effect which a term of imprisonment should have on the criminal. Libraries and concerts and a diet which is probably far better than the convicted man is accustomed to live on outside, were not, according to Wallace, the right methods to employ to bring about a decrease in crime. He always urged the institution of disciplinary prisons, where the punishment would be short but sharp, and where, without exceeding the bounds set by humanity, the prisoner would serve his sentence in conditions sufficiently intolerable to make him determined never to risk incurring another sentence. A fortnight of the sort of misery which he underwent in the military prison would, he said, effect a permanent cure in the case of any but the hardened, habitual criminal. And why support a prisoner, and at the same time prevent him from supporting his family for six months, when a better result could be obtained by a fortnight of a less comfortable regime?




  Wallace’s experience had been that the habitual criminal, and his wife and family, had no horror of prison; they regarded it simply as a recurrent annoyance which sooner or later was inevitable, to be borne philosophically and got through with as little inconvenience and discomfort as possible. Neither the hardened criminal nor his dependents, as a rule, bore any grudge against either police or judge or jury responsible for sending him down for a spell.




  In this connection Wallace once had an amusing experience. He was serving as foreman on a jury some years ago, and one of the cases with which the court had to deal was that of a burglar, I believe, who was duly convicted and sentenced to a term of imprisonment.




  When the session was over and Wallace was leaving the court, he felt a touch on his arm and turned to find a woman, of the rougher working-class type, beside him.




  “I’m So-and-So’s wife,” she announced, naming the burglar who had just been sentenced. “You’ve just helped to send him down for a stretch.”




  Wallace was prepared for an outburst of abuse for the part he had played, as foreman of the jury, in depriving her innocent husband of his liberty, and his starving family of their sole means of support. Nothing of the sort, however.




  “You’re Edgar Wallace, ain’t you?” demanded the woman. “Him as writes stories?”




  Wallace, wondering, admitted that he was. The woman produced a small book from her pocket, opened it and held it out to him.




  “Then if you’ll excuse the liberty, sir,” she said, “I’d be real grateful if you’d sign your name in my autograph album.”




  Wallace signed.




  Had his inclinations lain in the direction of crime, he would, I think, have made a most competent crook, and would probably have earned — and spent — as a member of the criminal fraternity an income even larger than he earned by writing about criminals.




  He may not have been a Sherlock Holmes in the solution of a criminal problem, but he had many of the qualities needful to the perfect crook. His jobs would, I am sure, have soon become easily recognisable by Scotland Yard by the thoroughness, the ingenuity, the daring, the coolness with which they were carried out. During the flat racing season, no doubt, the speed of their execution, as in the case of his stories, would have been another characteristic mark of his handiwork.




  Wallace, however, had no ambitions towards crime. He admitted that he had tried his hand at it, as he had tried most other things. As a youth he deserted from the fishing-boat on which he had run away to sea — with forged papers, having stolen a shilling and a pair of sea boots, many sizes too large, from the captain’s cabin, and set out to walk to London. On the way he stole bread from bakers’ vans when he could earn no money, and because progress was almost impossible in the captain’s capacious boots, he discarded them en route and stole a pair of shoes from a window-ledge.




  To get away undetected with forgery, desertion and theft, all within the space of a few weeks, was a promising enough beginning for a would-be crook, but Wallace evidently found a life of crime an overrated sort of existence, for he resolutely abandoned it. It was as well, perhaps, for the sake of his pet theory that all criminals are stupid. Had he joined the ranks of crookdom, there would have been at least one clever criminal.




  There was another reason, quite as cogent, perhaps, as his contempt of crime and criminals, which would in any case have kept him away from a criminal career. I remember saying to him one day, when he had been telling me of a particularly ingenious plot which he had been elaborating for a story, that he would have been a great success as a criminal. He smiled and shook his head.




  “It would never have suited me, Bob,” he said. “Criminals are always broke!”
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  Wallace died poor. Worse than that, he died insolvent. The state of affairs disclosed when the details of his estate were made public was appalling. His assets were stated to be £13,000 and his liabilities £81,000. I doubt if even Wallace, cool-headed and confident as he was, particularly when he found himself in a tight corner, could have faced that position, had he ever known of it, with his usual composure.




  Thanks largely to the Press, it was a popular idea that Wallace was enormously wealthy. Fabulous sums were quoted as his yearly income, and staggering figures given as the prices he received for book and film rights; and though during the last few years he certainly made a large income, the figures so freely circulated were generally far in excess of his actual earnings. The journalistic exaggerations always amused Wallace, who had been a journalist himself. When it became known that he was going to Hollywood last year the newspapers vied with one another as to which could endow him with the biggest salary from the film company to which he was under contract.




  “You’ve probably seen in the Press,” said Wallace, when speaking at a dinner just before his departure, “the various enormous salaries which I am going to earn in Hollywood. Personally, I’m pinning my faith to the Daily Express. So far it has given me a larger salary than any other newspaper. But there’s still time for the others to increase their figures.”




  On my return to England from Hollywood after Wallace’s death, I heard the most absurd estimates of the amount of the fortune which he would be found to have left. They varied from a quarter of a million to two million pounds; the most general estimate was somewhere in the neighbourhood of half a million. When the true state of affairs was eventually disclosed, the public was amazed.




  But there was only one thing which amazed those who had known Wallace intimately and not merely through the newspapers, and that was the fact that his assets had been so large. We were puzzled to know where that sum of £13,000 could possibly have come from. Wallace, we knew, was incapable of saving money, and however long he had lived, and however large his income might have become, he would never have spent less than all of it — probably more — and he would certainly have died poor.




  Wallace himself had a shrewd suspicion that he would eventually join that vast company of men who live in affluence and die in poverty; a company, be it noted, to which many a famous name belongs, and which gains so many of its recruits from those who during their lifetime were artists in some form or another.




  I remember vividly the morning when he announced to me that he was making his will. It had been, for me, a week of surprises. Wallace had started it by backing a horse on the strength of some utterly preposterous tip, and the horse had won at 8-1; still more surprising, he had urged its claims so eloquently and proved so conclusively that no other horse in the race could finish less than three lengths behind it, that he had lured me too into making a modest bet on it; a serial story on which he was engaged, and which I had despaired of delivering to the editor by the appointed date, was suddenly completed and actually in the editor’s hands several days before the day agreed; the weekly bank statement, usually a neat but depressing document, admitted that Wallace’s long-suffering account actually showed a credit balance; and now here was Wallace evincing yet another incredible symptom of dawning business instincts and prudence by proposing to make a will.




  I found him at his desk, gazing thoughtfully at a couple of sheets of foolscap.




  “We’re doing well just now, Bob,” he said, “and in case I die suddenly while there’s anything to leave, I’m making my will.”




  I looked interested, and Wallace evidently misconstrued my interest.




  “Oh, no, I’m not mentioning you in it, Bob,” he went on; “but somehow I’ve an idea that won’t make much difference to you. As a matter of fact, I’ve been wondering whether I’m being a bit too optimistic in making a will at all. There probably won’t be anything to leave.”




  I witnessed his signature without the faintest regret that my name was not included in the list of those destined to be legatees. I think that at that moment I, too, had a flash of prophetic vision and knew that he would die poor. As things turned out, I am glad that my name was not inscribed on one of those sheets of foolscap. It would have been galling to have been left a legacy of, say, £1,000 and not be able to collect it. Wallace, by his foresight, spared me that bitter pill. He was always considerate.




  Two things were chiefly responsible for the distressing state of his finances disclosed by his death: racing and the theatre.




  As a racing journalist I doubt if there was a better informed or better equipped man than Wallace in the country. His knowledge of all matters pertaining to the turf was colossal; his services were eagerly sought after in Fleet Street, and the articles on racing which he contributed to one paper or another during most of the time I was with him were deservedly considered some of the best of their kind.




  But when it was a question of applying his knowledge to his own affairs, Wallace made a very poor showing. His bets were often bets of which the veriest tyro at the game would have been ashamed, and his luck as a general rule was such as would have forced many a man to the belief that the world was governed by some malignant demon whose main object and delight was to drive him to despair and ruin. I do not know whether in any years his betting resulted in a profit. Wallace, who had a comforting way of forgetting the cheques which he sent to bookmakers and remembering only those which bookmakers sent to him — they did not require a very capacious memory — would doubtless have stoutly maintained that the yearly balance was quite frequently in his favour. But I am certain that on almost any year’s betting transactions his losses must have been very heavy.




  Betting, however, would only account for part of his racing losses. He was an owner, too. The cost of buying, training and running racehorses is enormous, and this expensive hobby must have made many a hole in a pocket which already had holes enough.




  Of bloodstock as such Wallace knew nothing whatever, and when he wished to buy another racehorse he was obliged to depend almost entirely on the advice of those around him, to whom his childlike credulousness prevented his attributing any but the purest and most disinterested motives of friendship. Himself scrupulously honest, he imagined others to be the same until he was compelled to believe them otherwise.




  A charitable attitude towards one’s fellow creatures, no doubt, but one which, especially in the racing world, is likely to put an undue strain on one’s pocket. He bought horses which, had he been a competent judge of horse flesh, he must surely have realised could never be expected to pay for their keep; and he paid prices for them which must have made him as dear to the hearts of the sellers as he was to the hearts of his bookmakers. But each one that he bought he firmly believed would train into a big winner.




  As with his horses, so with his plays; all his geese were swans, and that fact alone accounts for a considerable proportion of his losses on his theatrical ventures. Critics and public nowadays know geese when they see them, and give them short shrift. Add to that his habit of keeping a play running long after it had ceased to be a paying proposition, and of thus losing in London more than the play was earning in the provinces, and a further considerable proportion of his losses is explained.




  Had Wallace followed the earnest advice of those best qualified to give it, and been content merely to write plays and draw his royalties, and leave the financing of them to others, the theatre would undoubtedly have provided a rich harvest for him.




  And how many tens of thousands of pounds businesslike methods would have saved Wallace! He had, particularly during more recent years, so many irons in the fire that, even had he possessed business instincts of the highest order, he could not possibly have superintended them all efficiently and still continued his writing, and his few business instincts were of the most rudimentary kind.




  What Wallace needed was a thoroughly efficient business manager of the strong, silent, inflexible type, a man who would have kept a keen eye on his accounts, controlled his expenditure, and had the courage to tell him flatly, when Wallace airily proposed to spend a few thousands on this or that, that he could not afford to do so. For years I periodically made the suggestion that such a man should be found and set to work; others, I know, many times made the same suggestion. But Wallace never betrayed the slightest interest in the scheme, and the business manager was never appointed.




  Perhaps such a man as was needed did not exist in this imperfect world. He would have had to be very strong and not so very silent. Somehow I can hardly visualise a scene like the following:




  A bright morning in spring. Edgar Wallace, clad in his dressing-gown, is lounging comfortably in his big, swivel armchair, smoking one Gold Flake after another through his long cigarette tube, and scanning, with an occasional reference to the book of form, the day’s racing programme. His Newbury member’s badge is glittering on the table beside his cup of tea.




  Enter the very strong but not so very silent business manager, a sheaf of unpaid accounts in his hand, and a stern, uncompromising look in his eyes.




  “Good morning, Mr. Wallace.”




  “‘Morning, old boy! Know anything?”




  “Your betting losses last week, Mr. Wallace, amount to the sum of three hundred pounds, cheques for which I have just sent off. This will leave your current account again overdrawn above the stipulated limit. It is essential that you should write a story this morning—”




  “Not this morning, old boy. There’s one I’ve already been paid for which I haven’t finished yet.”




  “Then what do you propose to do about it?”




  “That’s all right, old cock!” says Wallace airily. “There’s a horse in this race” — tapping the newspaper impressively with his forefinger— “that wasn’t trying a yard the last time out. I was with his jockey last night and he told me. He’ll win to-day, and I’m going down to Newbury to back him. By the way, I shall want a couple of hundred quid.”




  “That, Mr. Wallace, is quite impossible. Your overdraft must be reduced and these bills paid before you can spend another penny. How do you propose to do it?”




  “Aren’t I telling you?” exclaims Edgar impatiently. “I’ll have that two hundred in tens and fives.”




  “I’m sorry, Mr. Wallace, but I am obliged to refuse. My first duty, however distasteful it may be to both of us, is to keep you solvent, and your present financial position does not justify—”




  Wallace touches a bellpush and his secretary, thirteen stone of stalwart manhood, comes in. Wallace jerks a finger in the direction of the very strong but not so very silent business manager.




  “Bob, throw him out,” he orders, “and then take a taxi to the bank.”




  No; I think not!




  Though not a good business man in any sense of the word, Wallace had amazingly acute perceptions, as those soon discovered who tried to exploit him.




  Some years ago he was approached by a syndicate which had been formed for the ostensible purpose of founding a new evening newspaper. The suggestion of these plausible gentlemen was that Edgar should be the nominal editor, a further and even more attractive suggestion being that he should draw £10,000 a year salary besides a substantial share of the profits.




  From the first he expressed to me his doubts as to the soundness of the proposition.




  “But we’ll see what there is in it,” he added. “You never know… and I could do with another ten thousand. If it comes off you’re on an extra thousand a year.”




  This was generous, even for Wallace, and I am afraid I deduced from the carelessness of the gesture the inherent slightness of the prospects. I was not wrong.




  From the first he had insisted that to put a new evening paper on the map a capital of at least £250,000 was needed.




  “We’ve got it,” said the syndicate.




  “Good,” replied Edgar. “Show me that the money is in the bank and we’ll draw up the agreement.”




  It then transpired that the money was not exactly in the bank but that it would be deposited the following day, or the next week. Need I add that up to the moment when Wallace finally broke off the negotiations, no documents had been produced establishing the existence of any funds whatever.




  With characteristic shrewdness Wallace had perceived from the very beginning that his name was to be the bait with which the syndicate intended to fish for, and were confident of getting, the required quarter of a million. They had hoped he would be content with their assurance that the money was at the bank; but he was not as easily duped as that. Wallace found it very hard ever to believe there was money at the bank.




  That was some years ago; the paper has never yet been inaugurated, and it is a fairly safe bet, I imagine, that it never will be.




  “Sorry about that thousand, Bob,” said Wallace when he had definitely turned down the proposal, “but you can make a bit on the big ‘un to-day. I’ve had a tip for—”




  The horse won.




  This experience was so unusual that it deserves a paragraph all to itself.




  Despite his lapses from grace during the flat-racing season, Wallace, throughout his life, up to the time when, with the production of his play The Ringer in 1926, his first really big success came to him, had been a tremendously hard worker. He had an enormous capacity for long-sustained effort, drove himself ruthlessly to the full limit of that capacity, and could do as much work in a week as any normally hardworking man, to say nothing of a trade unionist, would do in six times that period. Now, when success came to him, he began to see visions of a little more leisure.




  “I’ve been working it out,” he told me one day soon after The Ringer had been produced. “If I go on working at the same pressure for another five years, I shall be able to buy a place in the country and only write a book or a play occasionally. After all, I can’t keep up this pace for ever.”




  That had always been his secretly cherished ambition — a place in the country and freedom from the constant necessity of turning out stories to meet his financial needs. Even then, in 1926, the strain of the preceding years was beginning to tell on him, and he was becoming a tired man, longing for the peace and quietude of a country life and for a financial security which, with his income, he had every right to expect.




  Vain, pathetic hope! Within twelve months of his first taste of big success, he had not only bought a fleet of cars, but had incurred a fourteen years’ liability for the £1,000 a year rental of a luxurious maisonette in Portland Place. Within a few more months he had bought his place in the country and spent about three times its purchase price in alterations and additions to it.




  A little while longer and he had leased Wyndham’s Theatre for a term of seven years and had made his entry into theatrical management. Was there at the time a slump in the theatre? He would soon put that right — as far as one theatre was concerned, anyway.




  After he had plunged into this whirlpool of expenditure Wallace never again referred to his Five Years Plan. I think he realised that it would never be possible for him to carry it out, and that to satisfy the ever-growing demands on him he would always have to work as hard as he had ever worked. There were so many around him to help him spend his money as fast as he could make it, so many needing help which he would never have the heart to refuse.




  Yet, had his affairs been efficiently managed, and had he been able to continue living, after success had come to him, on the modest scale on which he had hitherto lived, he could have died not merely solvent but rich. For himself he had no hankering after splendour. He liked ease and comfort — even luxury; he had in most things extravagant tastes and a liking for the best — with all of which his income could have provided him; but he disliked ostentation and display. After paying a visit to Portland Place to inspect the sumptuous rooms of the maisonette which he had just rented, he came back unusually depressed.




  “I don’t really like the place,” he confided to me. “It’s altogether too palatial for me.”




  It was five years, almost to the day, after Wallace had outlined to me his Five Years Plan that he found himself so hard up that something drastic had to be done to put matters right. Even then he had no real notion of the gravity of the situation, and the efficient business manager who should have put the true facts before him was not there to do so. Wallace had no idea that he was hopelessly insolvent. He even told me, when we were discussing the position, that, though he owed a good deal of money, there was more than enough owing to him to cover his liabilities. But he was vaguely uneasy, and for Wallace to reach the stage of vague uneasiness over financial matters, the outlook must have been gloomy indeed.




  It was at this time, when, had he but realised it, he was rapidly approaching a financial crash, that there arrived an invitation to pay a visit to Hollywood. It was a trip which he had many times told me that he would like to make, and I was all the more surprised when I found that his first impulse was to turn the offer down. For some reason which he did not confide to me then, and which I could not fathom, he did not want to leave England. He seemed uneasy at the prospect of so long an absence from the country as the trip would necessitate. It was all the more remarkable because he was always a keen traveller, loved to visit new countries, meet new people, live in new surroundings, and got a tremendous kick out of exploring and conquering new fields. Novelty and adventure were the spice of life to him. Moreover, he loved sunshine and warmth and detested the murk and cold and damp of an English winter.




  California offered the sunshine; Hollywood, the great centre of the film world, was a citadel well worth storming; yet he did not want to go.




  The contract, too, which was offered him by the R.K.O. Studios was a tempting one. He was to receive 2,000 dollars a week, the equivalent, at the then rate of exchange, of about £600, which was a big sum even for Wallace. But he still hesitated, and for weeks the contract lay in the drawer of his desk only awaiting his signature.




  I could see quite clearly that he was playing for time, hoping that something else might turn up to solve the financial problem and make the trip to Hollywood unnecessary. He was constantly telling me fresh arguments against his going.




  The month before we actually sailed for America we went to Blackpool, which Wallace was contesting in the Liberal interest. During the journey he was unusually quiet, and seemed to be brooding over some problem; but just before we arrived he turned to me with a smile as though he had just discovered the solution.




  “If I get in at Blackpool,” he said laconically, “the Hollywood trip is off.”




  I was aghast. Arrangements by this time were so far advanced, though the contract was still unsigned, that our passages were provisionally booked; £600 a week seemed a preposterous sacrifice to make to avoid leaving a seat in the House of Commons unoccupied for a few months; and it had always been one of my dreams to visit California. Now there seemed to be every prospect of the dream dissolving, for Wallace then had little doubt of his victory at the polls.




  “But surely,” I protested, “the temporary absence of one Independent Lloyd George Free Trade Liberal won’t make any difference in the next House of Commons?”




  “Maybe not,” replied Wallace, “but I can’t let ’em down by pushing off for the winter immediately I’m elected.”




  It was, perhaps, the best excuse for that unsigned contract which he had so far discovered.




  Wallace’s confidently expected victory at the polls proved in the event an overwhelming defeat; but even with the excuse of Parliamentary duties withdrawn, he still hesitated. And then one morning:




  “Bob,” he said, “we’ve got to go. I’m not exactly broke, but I owe a lot of money and it’s time I squared things up. We’ll make ten thousand pounds in the next four months and come back with money in the bank.”




  “Not exactly broke!” That was all he knew of his financial position. He would make ten thousand pounds in four months, and everything would be all right. Yet a few months later, after his death, his liabilities were found to be £81,000!




  So he went to Hollywood — reluctantly. I am convinced that it was only a stern sense of duty and a determination to square up his financial affairs and let nobody down that sent him on that fatal trip. Even after our passages had been definitely booked he still talked of refusing the contract, and it was only on the day before we actually sailed that the journey was sufficiently definite for me to buy my outfit for the trip. Even then my shopping was made a little difficult by Wallace’s decision to finish the writing of a serial story before he left England. Actually he did not sign the contract until we reached New York.




  Wallace was an enormous success in Hollywood. He had not been there many days before there was already talk of further and still more tempting contracts, and had he been allowed to spend a few more months there, I do not see how even he could have avoided becoming solvent — for the moment.




  Throughout his life Wallace spent money as fast as and often faster than he made it. Those who knew him best knew him as a great-hearted, lovable spendthrift, reckless and improvident if you will, but generous to a fault; one of those men who are invariably known as the best of good fellows during their lifetimes — as indeed they usually are — and as improvident wastrels when death has put a stop to their generosity.




  But his business capacity was negligible. For years he must have been insolvent, but he did not know it, and went gaily on his way, running a newspaper here, fighting an election there, and every now and then buying another racehorse, producing another play, adding another name to the list of those whom every week his generosity helped to support.




  Wallace, within limits, could always get money if he needed it. A man earning an income like his always can. If I were to ask my bank manager for an overdraft of £100, that genial man could be relied upon at the best to raise an eyebrow, and at the worst to do something more emphatic. Yet if Wallace had asked him for a thousand pounds I have not the least doubt that the same manager would have tossed the notes to him with a friendly smile.




  It was a pity that he could get money so easily. He sorely needed some sort of brake to slow down his rate of expenditure. Encouraged, no doubt, in the belief by the facility with which, in moments of stress, funds could always be conjured up, he seemed to believe that the supply of money was inexhaustible.




  Had he been aware during his lifetime of the serious crisis in his affairs which was revealed by his death, he would have been terribly distressed. His golden rule of conduct was that Edgar Wallace must never let anyone down, and he would have set to work more furiously than ever to avert the crisis. And I know exactly what would have happened. He would have sat down at his desk, called me into his study, and greeted me with his usual smile.




  “Bob, I’m broke,” he would have said. “We shall have to write some serials.”




  Not plays, be it noted. Wallace, when funds became an urgent necessity, never turned to playwriting. At the back of his mind he knew, as was undoubtedly the case, that present and future financial security lay in the writing of books and not in the precarious and hazardous business of writing and producing plays.




  Once, when I had been trying to persuade him of this fact, he all but promised that he would give up his stage gambles and stick to the job of writing stories, at which he was sure of making a big, steady income. But the glamour of the stage and the lure of big money were too strong for him, and had he lived to be a hundred I do not think anything or anybody would have enticed him away from the theatre.




  In the days of his boyhood he was broke for the price of a bottle of ginger-beer; later, when first I knew him, he was broke for fivers; later still he was broke for fifties; at the time of his death he was broke or thousands. Had he lived, nothing on earth could lave prevented him from being broke for millions.




  Racing, the theatre, improvidence — a dozen causes may have contributed to the financial chaos; but the one real cause of it was — Edgar Wallace.
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  It was on Saturday, November 21st, 1931, that Edgar Wallace, after hesitating for weeks as to whether he should accept or decline the tempting contract which had been offered him if he would go to Hollywood, reluctantly, almost as if he were impelled by some force to do so against his will and better judgment, left England for America.




  I was to meet him at Waterloo Station. Somehow the date and time of his departure had leaked out, and there was a crowd of friends and sightseers and Press photographers on the platform when he arrived.




  He looked terribly tired, I remember, but in spite of the weariness caused by months of overwork and worry, he was no sooner among that crowd on the platform than he became his usual cheerful, buoyant, high-spirited self. He chatted cheerily with everyone, and goodnaturedly posed for twenty different shots for the persistent camera men, and he would have me in the pictures. When they had finished:




  “I’ll give you a good caption for those pictures,” said Wallace. “England’s fastest workers leave for America.”




  Had Wallace a premonition of his approaching end? Did some whisper reach his subconsciousness that one of England’s fastest workers would never see England again?




  Naturally, at the time one did not recognise such glimpses as one got as being in any way significant; but, as I look back now on our last few weeks together, the memory of one or two little incidents convinces me that he had some vague feeling of uneasiness that the trip would prove disastrous, that he would have escaped it if he could have done so, but that fate thrust him remorselessly on to the stage where he was destined to play the final scene of his romantic career.




  I do not mean that Wallace for one moment consciously contemplated death. In spirit, at any rate, he was still a young man, full of life and hope and plans for the future; and, as Robert Louis Stevenson said, no young man believes he will ever die. But there is no doubt in my mind now that some premonitory murmur reached him before ever he left England.




  We were sailing on the Empress of Britain. No greater comfort or luxury can be imagined than is to be found on this wonderful liner, and as soon as we got on board we spent some time inspecting our quarters — they reminded me more of the Carlton Hotel than of a ship at sea — had lunch, and then, half an hour before the ship was due to sail, made our way together to one of the upper decks.




  The scene that met our eyes was a brilliant one. Thousands of streamers of gaily coloured paper were being thrown from the decks by the passengers, who held one end, to the crowd on the quay below, and the whole side of the huge vessel was festooned with fluttering streaks of colour. It was a wretched day — cold, grey and gloomy as only a November day in England can be; but this was the beginning of a pleasure cruise round the world, and everyone was in the best of spirits. Almost everyone.




  Wallace and I stood for some time, with arms resting on the rail, silently surveying the scene. Presently he turned towards me, and there was a brooding, faraway look in his eyes which I had seen there only once before.




  “Bob, I’ve got a hunch—” he began, and stopped abruptly.




  I waited a while, but he said nothing more.




  “You’ve a hunch?” I prompted.




  Wallace made no reply. Instead, he beckoned to a passing cabin-boy who was carrying a tray of paper streamers. He took one, unrolled the end and wrote on it with his fountain-pen: “Goodbye! Edgar Wallace”. Then, turning again to me with a rather wistful smile:




  “Let’s say goodbye to somebody, Bob,” he said, and tossed the yellow streamer among the crowd that thronged the quay.




  Again we rested our arms on the rail, and as the vessel began to move, we stood in silence, while others shouted and cheered and called their good wishes and parting messages, watching the quay slowly recede.




  All the passengers seemed in the best of spirits. They had that gleam of happy excitement in their eyes which comes to a traveller when the English coastline, gloomy and rather forbidding on a dull November day, grows misty and indistinct, becomes just a vague smudge on the horizon, and finally fades altogether from view, and he realises with a pleasant thrill that rain and fog and cold are being left behind, and that ahead of him lie warmth and blue skies and sunshine.




  But not Wallace; and since, from long and intimate association with him, I almost invariably reflected his moods, not I. We were setting out on a wonderful trip, we were going to blue skies and sunshine, we were going to conquer a new world and in doing so make a great deal of money, meet a great many interesting people, do a great many interesting things, see a great many interesting sights. We were off on just such an adventure as Wallace loved. Yet, despite all this, there was some undercurrent of sadness about our departure, some streak of disharmony which jarred and put us out of tune with our surroundings. It struck me forcibly at the time that our sailing was not the cheerful, lighthearted business I had expected it to be, but I dismissed the idea as being only my fancy. Now I am sure that it was not only fancy.




  When the last faint wisp of land had faded, Wallace lifted his arms from the rail and turned to me.




  “Let’s go below, Bob,” he said in a subdued voice.




  “There’s an article to be done for the Star and another for the Graphic, and I want to post them both at Cherbourg.”




  It is my firm belief that at that moment, as the English coastline faded from view, Wallace had an intuitive knowledge that he had caught his last glimpse of “This England”, of which he had written so delightfully.




  It may be said in passing that in his book “This England”, Wallace undoubtedly did some of the best work that ever came from his pen, and gave an indication of the sort of reputation he could have made for himself in an entirely different field of literature had his story-writing, with its certain financial rewards, not been so necessary and not absorbed his time so completely.




  The book is a collection of cameo pictures of typical English characters, which were originally published in the Morning Post — charming pen portraits, in which Wallace’s keen observation and powers of descriptive writing had free scope, and, I fancy, took the critics by surprise.




  It was typical of Wallace that, with such a fear oppressing him, he thrust it aside. He had promised to get the articles written, and they had got to be written before we reached Cherbourg. Besides, though he did not even now fully realise how serious was the state of his finances, he knew that he owed a considerable sum of money and that to put matters right he needed every penny which he could make. Nobody, he was determined, should be let down through any fault of his, and the trip had been undertaken with that one object in view. We were travelling seven thousand miles so that he might earn a few more hundreds a week and meet the demands of some of his more clamant creditors. Of course the work must go on.




  I did my best to persuade him that he was badly in need of a rest, and that the six days’ trip to New York would afford an excellent opportunity of taking it before starting on the heavy spell of work which lay before him in Hollywood. One could loaf at sea, I urged, more delightfully and with greater advantage to health than in any other environment, and he had certainly earned a six days’ loaf.




  Wallace agreed — he would always agree in theory with any reasonable suggestion — and assured me that, with the exception of five articles, the opening instalment of a serial story and the rough draft of a scenario which he had in his mind, he would spend the six days in absolute idleness!




  Throughout that week on the Atlantic and the four days’ train journey across America I was conscious that something was oppressing his normally blithe nature; something was weighing him down and saddening him. He was disinclined to talk, disinclined to read, disinclined to do anything but stare moodily at the landscape. He had been strangely reluctant to leave England, and I got the impression that all the time he was regretting his decision to make the trip.




  When at length, however, leaving behind us the bleak, icy Middle West and the stark, awful bronze majesty of the Arizona desert, we came to mile after mile of orange groves, with snow-capped mountains in the background, and overhead a warm sun shining in a sky incredibly blue, and we realised that at last we were in California, Wallace’s spirits soared at once to their normally cheerful level.




  I think he realised that ever since we had sailed he had been a dull sort of travelling companion and that he owed me something of an apology.




  “We’ve been facing away from home all the time, Bob,” he now explained. “As soon as we get there and sort of turn round and face eastwards, I shall be happier.”




  He was right. No sooner did we reach Hollywood and plunge into the excitement of work again than he seemed to shake off his moodiness and to become his keen, buoyant, enthusiastic self again. If he had any regrets at having made the trip, he forgot them now and threw himself wholeheartedly into the work on hand.




  The arrival of Edgar Wallace in Hollywood set a new standard of achievement which made even the citizens of a country which is commonly, but quite undeservedly, credited with being the true home of hustle, open their eyes wide in wonder. We detrained on a Friday evening, and we had not set foot in Hollywood many minutes before Wallace was trying to get into touch with the film company to whom he was under contract. He was anxious to get started on the writing of his first scenario that evening.




  Unfortunately the film studios were closed, and it was not until the Saturday morning that he was able to start his campaign. By ten o’clock he was at the studios, interviewing some of the R.K.O. executives. They had imagined that no Englishman works on a Saturday or Sunday, and that he would not dream of visiting the studios until the Monday morning. But when it came to hustling, Wallace meant to “show ‘em”.




  “What sort of stories do you want me to write for you?” he asked.




  They told him.




  “All right,” he said, and we returned to the hotel. “Bob,” he said, with that anticipatory smile which I had come to know so well, “you won’t see much of Hollywood this weekend. We’re going to turn in a complete story by Monday morning.”




  And on Monday morning the complete story was duly delivered at the studios. Wallace himself took the manuscript to Merian Cooper.




  “There you are,” he murmured modestly. “If that isn’t just what you want I’ll get another done for you in a day or two.”




  During our first week in Hollywood we stayed at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, and, but for one distressing disability under which guests at that hotel laboured, we should in all probability have remained there throughout the winter. It was practically impossible to obtain a cup of tea after 9 p m.; and since Wallace, when he was working, invariably got through at least six cups of tea between 9 p in and midnight, the hotel became, as far as he was concerned, uninhabitable. The restriction of his tea supply meant that he could not work much after 9 p m., when, the craving becoming unbearably acute, we would abandon work and adjourn across the road to the Brown Derby, there to regale ourselves with coffee and “flapjacks” — the typically unattractive and descriptive name with which Americans desecrate pancakes.




  Wallace stood it as best he could for a week, during which we searched for some abode where tea could be drunk at all hours of the day or night without hindrance and our work in consequence continued to any hour of the morning. A suitable furnished house was found in Beverly Hills, and we promptly moved in. Edgar, characteristically, was detained at the film studios on important business until the moving-in process was safely completed.




  It is generally understood by the rest of the world that in America the sale of intoxicating liquor is prohibited by law, but a visitor to the country may be forgiven for not noticing the signs of prohibition. The very next morning after we had moved into the house there drove up to the door, in a powerful Packard car, a very handsome young man, tastefully and expensively dressed, who introduced himself to us as the local bootlegger. He could supply us, he said, with any alcoholic beverage which we might care to order, and could promise us immediate delivery up to any quantity. He supplied, he assured us, all the best people in Hollywood.




  We instructed him to stock our cellar, which he did — expensively — with every known intoxicating liquor from champagne down to beer. The contraband goods were delivered the following morning in broad daylight, with no attempt at concealment, and in full view of any patrolling policeman who might pass. Actually there seems to be less difficulty about getting a drink in dry America than there is in “free” England.




  Wallace was never completely happy without a Dictaphone. Long use had accustomed him to it, and he was always at a loss when obliged to work without one. In every country which he visited one of his first inquiries was for the local Dictaphone agent from whom he might hire a set of machines, and I had accordingly arranged for the necessary outfit to be installed before we took possession of the house.




  Thus completely equipped, he set to work. The amount of work he got through during the ensuing eight weeks can only be described as colossal. In addition to the main work for which he made the trip to America — that of writing film scenarios — he was continuing his weekly articles for the Star and the Sunday Graphic, with an occasional article for the Daily Mail. In his spare moments he dictated his diary, which he sent to Mrs. Wallace. He rewrote an act of his new play, The Green Pack, which was being put on at Wyndham’s Theatre during his absence. He wrote a 20,000-word short story and an 80,000-word serial, the latter produced at hurricane speed during one fevered weekend; Edgar downstairs in his sittingroom murmuring thrilling incidents into the mouthpiece of his Dictaphone until far into the night; I upstairs working my typewriter, producing the finished copy of the manuscript in quadruplicate straight from the Dictaphone cylinders, amending and revising where necessary as I went along; and Robert, the valet, weary but round-eyed, for he had never before seen us working at high pressure, producing cups of tea with chronological exactitude every half-hour, and wondering how long it would be before this seemingly impossible pressure would be relaxed and he could go to his well-earned rest.




  Considering that the writing of film scenarios was entirely new work to Wallace and therefore meant far more labour than the writing of a story of which he had the technique at his fingertips, it was amazing that he managed to adhere to his enormous schedule of work. But when he chose to work, nobody had a greater capacity for sustained effort.




  During those last eight weeks in Hollywood we all worked hard, but none worked harder than Robert. With the sole assistance of a coloured cook, who came on duty after breakfast and went off after dinner, he ran the whole household. It became a familiar experience for him to have no more than four hours’ sleep; yet every morning, at 7.30 precisely, he was at one’s bedside, bright and uncomplaining, with the familiar cup of tea and the local meteorological information. And during those ghastly last two days Robert was a tower of strength.




  Wallace was very concerned over the burden which rested on Robert’s willing shoulders, and, in an effort to relieve him of some of his work, engaged a “night watchman”. This young man’s job was to come on duty at 9 o’clock each night and to remain on duty until 7 o’clock each morning, during which period he was to defend the house against bandits, burglars, gunmen, kidnappers and such other dangers as infest the night in God’s own country, and make tea for Wallace if he should take it into his head, as he frequently did both at home and in Hollywood, to get up and work in the very small hours. For these not too onerous duties he asked for and received the sum of $25 weekly.




  The night watchman, no doubt, had many admirable qualities; he was, I am sure, a model husband, a paragon of a father, and kindness itself in his treatment of dumb animals. He “packed a gat”, as they say out there, and for all I know had the courage to put up a good fight should any bandit, burglar, gunman or kidnapper attempt to disturb the peace of the house which he was watching by night.




  The trouble with him was that he had a tendency towards sleep which was totally out of keeping with a good night watchman’s character. In Edgar’s most comfortable armchair, reinforced by all the cushions which he could collect from all over the house, he slept more soundly than any night watchman I have ever known.




  But whatever laxity there may have been in his watch over the house was more than compensated by the vigilant watch which he kept on the gin bottle. No sooner was it empty than he would take the trouble of courteously indicating the fact to Robert; and if Robert had sufficient bad taste to repay his courtesy with a reminder that nobody in the house drank gin or any other alcoholic beverage, and that since the bottle was last replenished no guests had been entertained, he was always righteously indignant at the slur cast on his honesty.




  As far as relieving Robert was concerned, our night watchman was a failure. If Wallace got up at 5 a in and asked for a cup of tea, the night watchman would wake Robert to make it for him; and once, aroused from his watchful slumbers at 4 am in by the ringing of the telephone bell, he politely woke me so that I might have the privilege of informing the caller that the previous tenant of the house now lived somewhere else.




  Add that our night watchman’s name was Clarence, and you have a perfect picture of a true American democrat.




  A week before Wallace was taken ill occurred one of those queer incidents to which one pays but little attention at the time, but which in retrospect make one wonder whether they may not, after all, have had some significance.




  Wallace was in conference at the film studios, and I, awaiting his return to continue work on a scenario with him, was lounging in an armchair in the sittingroom, reading a newspaper. It was a beautiful morning, the sky blue and the sun warm. Everyone who is familiar with California in February knows how inadequate is any language to describe its beauty.




  The tall French windows which led into the garden were wide open. Suddenly there came a flutter, and I glanced up from my paper. A bird, of a species unknown to me, but a little larger than a thrush, had flown into the sittingroom, and was fluttering round in a desperate effort to find its way out again.




  Robert at that moment came into the room, gently caught the intruder in his hands, carried it to the window and set it free into the sunlight. When he turned again towards me there was a strangely anxious expression on his face.




  “What’s the matter, Robert?” I asked.




  He shook his head gravely.




  “That bird, sir,” he said. “That looks bad — flying in the house like that.”




  I did not for the moment remember that Robert is a countryman born and bred, and that a number of what we superior folk call idle superstitions are in the country articles of strong faith.




  “It means a death for sure,” said Robert; and for the rest of the day the cloud did not clear from his face.




  A coincidence? Very well; we will call it that. But a curious coincidence, you will agree.




  Sunday, February 7th, was a cold, wet day. Such days are unusual in California, and when they occur are far more depressing than they would be if they were more frequent — particularly to an Englishman who has had enough of cold and wet, and is looking to California to provide him with something better.




  Early in the day Wallace complained of a headache, but I put it down to the general feeling of depression caused by California’s lapse from grace, and did not attach any importance to it.




  Nor did it strike me as strange that he did no work, but spent the whole day at his desk, writing letters. Often, when he was a little puzzled as to how to begin or develop a story, he would spend many hours in that way. His habit when he was stuck with his work was to place himself in a receptive frame of mind, abandon all attempts at wrestling with the problem, and quietly wait for the inspiration to come — as it invariably did.




  At midnight I went into his sittingroom. He was still at his desk, a green shade over his eyes, writing a letter. His headache was still troublesome.




  I told him I was going to bed.




  “All right, Bob. Good night, old boy!”




  These were Edgar Wallace’s last coherent words to me. At nine o’clock the following morning a telephone call came through from Mrs. Wallace in London. Edgar was not up, so I went into his bedroom. He seemed drowsy, I thought, but it was not until he lifted the receiver and tried to speak that I realised, with a gasp of horror, that he could only mumble unintelligibly.




  I took the instrument from him and spoke as reassuringly as possible to Mrs. Wallace.




  Doctor and nurses were called. The doctor, a very eminent Hollywood physician, came downstairs. I listened to him dumbly.




  “… critically ill… pneumonia… diabetes… oxygen…”




  Was I dreaming? Scores of times during that ensuing forty-four hours of vigil I pinched myself to be certain. It did not seem credible that the man who yesterday was full of love, life and laughter, should to-day be prostrate upon a bed of sickness, fighting for breath, sometimes faintly conscious, but generally comatose.




  I saw him during one of the increasingly rare lucid intervals.




  “Mrs. Wallace is on her way over,” I said.




  I think he did not at first understand; he mumbled something incoherent. I repeated my news, a little more distinctly, and a gleam of comprehension came into his eyes. He smiled faintly and relapsed into unconsciousness.




  From the moment lobar pneumonia had been diagnosed I think I knew instinctively that his doom was sealed. Overwork and worry had taken their toll of his constitution, and he was in no condition to fight such an enemy. He was tired, harassed and unfit.




  I had notified his more intimate friends of his condition. Mrs. Wallace, with whom I was in constant touch on the telephone, had told me on the Tuesday that she was leaving for America on the Majestic the following day. And on the Tuesday night came Walter Huston, the film star, and his wife, eager to do anything they could to help. I can never be sufficiently grateful for Walter Huston’s kindness and help throughout those trying days. But at the moment there was nothing to be done but to wait and hope.




  Walter Huston and his wife stayed with me the whole night. Upstairs doctors and nurses were fighting for Wallace’s life with every weapon in the armoury of medical science. Edgar himself, I am sure, was fighting too, as he always fought when things went wrong with him, with every ounce of that vigorous pugnacity which characterised his whole life. But we, who could take no hand in the fighting, could only sit and wait.




  We sat in the sittingroom, grouped around Wallace’s desk. From time to time Robert would appear with cups of tea for us, and every now and then the chauffeur and the night watchman would nervously come in and ask if there were any news. Throughout that night we hardly spoke a word. We were all, I think, intent on listening. Wallace was in the room overhead; we could even hear his heavy breathing; every footstep of the doctor or nurses reached us, and into every sound we tried to read some meaning.




  Edgar during his life had fought and won many a fight which had looked hopeless; but this time the odds against him were too great. At midnight it was announced that nothing but a miracle could save him. At three o’clock in the morning the stertorous note left his breathing, and he sank into a deeper stupor. We sat on, waiting for the sound of the doctor’s footsteps on the stairs, which would tell us that the end had come.




  We did not wait long. At 4.45, just as the tide in Los Angeles harbour turned back from the shore and flowed out again into the ocean, the soul of Edgar Wallace turned back from this world and sought again the sphere whence it had come.




  The physician came into the room.




  “It is all over,” he said.




  Just that. In less than two days Edgar Wallace, the great-hearted gambler, reckless, improvident, generous, tender and altogether lovable, had been vanquished by death. A vigorous, energetic, healthy man, full of the joy of life and of hopes and plans for the future, world-famous and not yet at the pinnacle of achievement, his soul had been jerked from his body and thrown into the darkness of the beyond. Or the light. Who knows?




  As Edgar himself said: “What next? Whatever it is, I’ll bet it’s interesting.”




  The End
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  Mr Commissioner Sanders had graduated to West Central Africa by such easy stages that he did not realize when his acquaintance with the back lands began.




  Long before he was called upon by the British Government to keep a watchful eye upon some quarter of a million cannibal folk, who ten years before had regarded white men as we regard the unicorn; he had met the Basuto, the Zulu, the Fingo, and Pondo, Matabele, Mashona, Barotse, Hottentot, and Bechuana. Then curiosity and interest took him westward and northward, and he met the Angola folk, then northward to the Congo, westward to the Masai, and finally, by way of the Pigmy people, he came to his own land.




  Now, there is a subtle difference between all these races, a difference that only such men as Sanders know.




  It is not necessarily a variety of colour, though some are brown and some yellow, and some — a very few — jet black. The difference is in character. By Sanders’ code you trusted all natives up to the same point, as you trust children, with a few notable exceptions. The Zulu were men, the Basuto were men, yet childlike in their grave faith. The black men who wore the fez were subtle, but trustworthy; but the browny men of the Gold Coast, who talked English, wore European clothing, and called one another “Mr,” were Sanders’ pet abomination.




  Living so long with children of a larger growth, it follows that he absorbed many of their childlike qualities. Once, on furlough in London, a confidence trick was played on him, and only his natural honesty pulled him out of a ridiculous scrape.




  For, when the gold-brick man produced his dull metal ingot, all Sanders’ moral nerves stood endways, and he ran the confiding “bunco steerer” to the nearest station, charging him, to the astonishment of a sorely-puzzled policeman, with “I.G.B.,” which means illicit gold buying. Sanders did not doubt that the ingot was gold, but he was equally certain that the gold was not honestly come by. His surprise when he found that the “gold” was gold-leaf imposed upon the lead of commerce was pathetic.




  You may say of Sanders that he was a statesman, which means that he had no exaggerated opinion of the value of individual human life. When he saw a dead leaf on the plant of civilization, he plucked it off, or a weed growing with his ‘flowers’ he pulled it up, not stopping to consider the weed’s equal right to life. When a man, whether he was capita or slave, by his bad example endangered the peace of his country, Sanders fell upon him. In their unregenerate days, the Isisi called him “Ogani Isisi,” which means “The Little Butcher Bird,” and certainly in that time Sanders was prompt to hang. He governed a people three hundred miles beyond the fringe of civilization. Hesitation to act, delay in awarding punishment, either of these two things would have been mistaken for weakness amongst a people who had neither power to reason, nor will to excuse, nor any large charity.




  In the land which curves along the borders of Togo the people understand punishment to mean pain and death, and nothing else counts. There was a foolish Commissioner who was a great humanitarian, and he went up to Akasava — which is the name of this land — and tried moral suasion.




  It was a raiding palaver. Some of the people of Akasava had crossed the river to Ochori and stolen women and goats, and I believe there was a man or two killed, but that is unimportant. The goats and the women were alive, and cried aloud for vengeance. They cried so loud that down at headquarters they were heard and Mr Commissioner Niceman — that was not his name, but it will serve — went up to see what all the noise was about. He found the Ochori people very angry, but more frightened.




  “If,” said their spokesman, “they will return our goats, they may keep the women, because the goats are very valuable.” So Mr Commissioner Niceman had a long, long palaver that lasted days and days, with the chief of the Akasava people and his councillors, and in the end moral suasion triumphed, and the people promised on a certain day, at a certain hour, when the moon was in such a quarter and the tide at such a height, the women should be returned and the goats also.




  So Mr Niceman returned to headquarters, swelling with admiration for himself and wrote a long report about iris genius and his administrative abilities, and his knowledge of the native, which was afterwards published in Blue Book (Africa) 7943-96.




  It so happened that Mr Niceman immediately afterwards went home to England on furlough, so that he did not hear the laments and woeful wailings of the Ochori folk when they did not get their women or their goats.




  Sanders, working round the Isisi River, with ten Houssas and an attack of malaria, got a helio message: “Go Akasava and settle that infernal woman palaver. — ADMINISTRATION.” So Sanders girded up his loins, took 25 grains of quinine, and leaving his good work — he was searching for M’Beli, the witchdoctor, who had poisoned a friend — trekked across country for the Akasava.




  In the course of time he came to the city and was met by the chief.




  “What about these women?” he asked.




  “We will have a palaver,” said the chief. “I will summon my headmen and my councillors.”




  “Summon nothing,” said Sanders shortly. “Send back the women and the goats you stole from the Ochori.”




  “Master,” said the chief, “at full moon, which is our custom, when the tide is so, and all signs of gods and devils are propitious, I will do as you bid.”




  “Chief,” said Sanders, tapping the ebony chest of the other with the thin end of his walkingstick, “moon and river, gods or devils, those women and the goats go back to the Ochori folk by sunset, or I tie you to a tree and flog you till you bleed.”




  “Master,” said the chief, “the women shall be returned.”




  “And the goats,” said Sanders.




  “As to the goats,” said the chief airily, “they are dead, having been killed for a feast.”




  “You will bring them back to life,” said Sanders.




  “Master, do you think I am a magician?” asked the chief of the Akasava.




  “I think you are a liar,” said Sanders impartially, and there the palaver finished.




  That night goats and women returned to the Ochori, and Sanders prepared to depart.




  He took aside the chief, not desiring to put shame upon him or to weaken his authority.




  “Chief,” he said, “it is a long journey to Akasava, and I am a man fulfilling many tasks. I desire that you do not cause me any further journey to this territory.”




  “Master,” said the chief truthfully, “I never wish to see you again.” Sanders smiled aside, collected his ten Houssas, and went back to the Isisi River to continue his search for M’Beli.




  It was not a nice search for many causes, and there was every reason to believe, too, that the king of Isisi himself was the murderer’s protector. Confirmation of this view came one morning when Sanders, encamped by the Big River, was taking a breakfast of tinned milk and toast. There arrived hurriedly Sato-Koto, the brother of the king, in great distress of mind, for he was a fugitive from the king’s wrath. He babbled forth all manner of news, in much of which Sanders took no interest whatever. But what he said of the witchdoctor who lived in the king’s shadow was very interesting indeed, and Sanders sent a messenger to headquarters, and, as it transpired, headquarters despatched in the course of time Mr Niceman — who by this time had returned from furlough — to morally ‘suade’ the king of the Isisi.




  From such evidence as we have been able to collect it is evident that the king was not in a melting mood. It is an indisputable fact that poor Niceman’s head, stuck on a pole before the king’s hut, proclaimed the king’s high spirits.




  H.M.S. St. George, H.M.S. Thrush, H.M.S. Philomel, H.M.S. Phoebe sailed from Simonstown, and H.M.S. Dwarf came down from Sierra Leone hec dum, and in less than a month after the king killed his guest he wished he hadn’t.




  Headquarters sent Sanders to clear up the political side of the mess.




  He was shown round what was left of the king’s city by the flag-lieutenant of the St George.




  “I am afraid,” said that gentleman, apologetically, “I am afraid that you will have to dig out a new king; we’ve rather killed the old one.”




  Sanders nodded. “I shall not go into mourning,” he said.




  There was no difficulty in finding candidates for the vacant post. Sato-Koto, the dead king’s brother, expressed his willingness to assume the cares of office with commendable promptitude.




  “What do you say?” asked the admiral, commanding the expedition.




  “I say no, sir,” said Sanders, without hesitation. “The king has a son, a boy of nine; the kingship must be his. As for Sato-Kato, he shall be regent at pleasure.” And so it was arranged, Sato-Koto sulkily assenting.




  They found the new king hidden in the woods with the women folk, and he tried to bolt, but Sanders caught him and led him back to the city by the ear.




  “My boy,” he said kindly, “how do people call you?”




  “Peter, master,” whimpered the wriggling lad; “in the fashion of the white people.”




  “Very well,” said Sanders, “you shall be King Peter, and rule this country wisely and justly according to custom and the law. And you shall do hurt to none, and put shame on none nor shall you kill or raid or do any of the things that make life worth living, and if you break loose, may the Lord help you!” Thus was King Peter appointed monarch of the Isisi people, and Sanders went back to headquarters with the little army of bluejackets and Houssas, for M’Beli, the witchdoctor, had been slain at the taking of the city, and Sanders’ work was finished.




  The story of the taking of Isisi village, and the crowning of the young king, was told in the London newspapers, and lost nothing in the telling. It was so described by the special correspondents, who accompanied the expedition, that many dear old ladies of Bayswater wept, and many dear young ladies of Mayfair said: “How sweet!” and the outcome of the many emotions which the description evoked was the sending out from England of Miss Clinton Calbraith, who was an M.A., and unaccountably pretty.




  She came out to “mother” the orphan king, to be a mentor and a friend. She paid her own passage, but the books which she brought and the school paraphernalia that filled two large packing cases were subscribed for by the tender readers of Tiny Toddlers, a magazine for infants. Sanders met her on the landing-stage, being curious to see what a white woman looked like.




  He put a hut at her disposal and sent the wife of his coast clerk to look after her.




  “And now, Miss Calbraith,” he said, at dinner that night, “what do you expect to do with Peter?”




  She tilted her pretty chin in the air reflectively. “We shall start with the most elementary of lessons — the merest kindergarten, and gradually work up. I shall teach him callisthenics, a little botany — Mr Sanders, you’re laughing.”




  “No, I wasn’t,” he hastened to assure her; “I always make a face like that — er — in the evening. But tell me this — do you speak the language — Swaheli, Bomongo, Fingi?”




  “That will be a difficulty,” she said thoughtfully.




  “Will you take my advice?” he asked.




  “Why, yes.”




  “Well, learn the language.” She nodded. “Go home and learn it.” She frowned. “It will take you about twentyfive years.”




  “Mr Sanders,” she said, not without dignity, “you are pulling — you are making fun of me.”




  “Heaven forbid!” said Sanders piously, “that I should do anything so wicked.” The end of the story, so far as Miss Clinton Calbraith was concerned, was that she went to Isisi, stayed three days, and came back incoherent.




  “He is not a child!” she said wildly; “he is — a — a little devil!”




  “So I should say,” said Sanders philosophically.




  “A king? It is disgraceful! He lives in a mud hut and wears no clothes. If I’d known!”




  “A child of nature,” said Sanders blandly. “You didn’t expect a sort of Louis Quinze, did you?”




  “I don’t know what I expected,” she said desperately; “but it was impossible to stay — quite impossible.”




  “Obviously,” murmured Sanders.




  “Of course, I knew he would be black,” she went on; “and I knew that — oh, it was too horrid!”




  “The fact of it is, my dear young lady,” said Sanders, “Peter wasn’t as picturesque as you imagined him; he wasn’t the gentle child with pleading eyes; and he lives messy — is that it?” This was not the only attempt ever made to educate Peter. Months afterwards, when Miss Calbraith had gone home and was busily writing her famous book, “Alone in Africa: by an English Gentlewoman,” Sanders heard of another educative raid.




  Two members of an Ethiopian mission came into Isisi by the back way. The Ethiopian mission is made up of Christian black men, who, very properly, basing their creed upon Holy Writ, preach the gospel of Equality. A black man is as good as a white man any day of the week, and infinitely better on Sundays if he happens to be a member of the Reformed Ethiopian Church.




  They came to Isisi and achieved instant popularity, for the kind of talk they provided was very much to the liking of Sato-Koto and the king’s councillors.




  Sanders sent for the missioners. The first summons they refused to obey, but they came on the second occasion, because the message Sanders sent was at once peremptory and ominous.




  They came to headquarters, two cultured American negroes of good address and refined conversation. They spoke English faultlessly, and were in every sense perfect gentlemen.




  “We cannot understand the character of your command,” said one, “which savours somewhat of interference with the liberty of the subject.”




  “You’ll understand me better,” said Sanders, who knew his men, “when I tell you that I cannot allow you to preach sedition to my people.”




  “Sedition, Mr Sanders!” said the negro in shocked tones. “That is a grave charge.”




  Sanders took a paper from a pigeonhole in his desk; the interview took place in his office.




  “On such a date,” he said, “you said this, and this, and that.” In other words he accused them of overstepping the creed of Equality and encroaching upon the borderland of political agitation.




  “Lies!” said the elder of the two, without hesitation.




  “Truth or lies,” he said, “you go no more to Isisi.”




  “Would you have the heathen remain in darkness?” asked the man, in reproach. “Is the light we kindle too bright, master?”




  “No,” said Sanders, “but a bit too warm.” So he committed the outrage of removing the Ethiopians from the scene of their earnest labours, in consequence of which questions were asked in Parliament.




  Then the chief of the Akasava people — an old friend — took a hand in the education of King Peter. Akasava adjoins that king’s territory, and the chief came to give hints in military affairs.




  He came with drums a-beating, with presents of fish and bananas and salt.




  “You are a great king!” he said to the sleepy-eyed boy who sat on a stool of state, regarding him with openmouthed interest. “When you walk the world shakes at your tread; the mighty river that goes flowing down to the big water parts asunder at your word, the trees of the forest shiver, and the beasts go slinking to cover when your mightiness goes abroad.”




  “Oh, ko, ko!” giggled the king, pleasantly tickled.




  “The white men fear you,” continued the chief of the Akasava; “they tremble and hide at your roar.”




  Sato-Koto, standing at the king’s elbow, was a practical man. “What seek ye, chief?” he asked, cutting short the compliments.




  So the chief told him of a land peopled by cowards, rich with the treasures of the earth, goats, and women.




  “Why do you not take them yourself?” demanded the regent.




  “Because I am a slave,” said the chief; “the slave of Sandi, who would beat me. But you, lord, are of the great; being king’s headman, Sandi would not beat you because of your greatness.” There followed a palaver, which lasted two days.




  “I shall have to do something with Peter,” wrote Sanders despairingly to the Administrator; “the little beggar has gone on the warpath against those unfortunate Ochori. I should be glad if you would send me a hundred men, a Maxim, and a bundle of rattan canes; I’m afraid I must attend to Peter’s education myself.”




  *




  “Lord, did I not speak the truth?” said the Akasava chief in triumph. “Sandi has done nothing! Behold, we have wasted the city of the Ochori, and taken their treasure, and the white man is dumb because of your greatness! Let us wait till the moon comes again, and I will show you another city.”




  “You are a great man,” bleated the king, “and some day you shall build your hut in the shadow of my palace.”




  “On that day,” said the chief, with splendid resignation, “I shall die of joy.” When the moon had waxed and waned and come again, a pencilled silver hoop of light in the eastern sky, the Isisi warriors gathered with spear and broad-bladed sword, with ingola on their bodies, and clay in their hair.




  They danced a great dance by the light of a huge fire, and all the women stood round, clapping their hands rhythmically.




  In the midst of this there arrived a messenger in a canoe, who prostrated himself before the king, saying: “Master, one day’s march from here is Sandi; he has with him five score of soldiers and the brass gun which says: ‘Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!’”




  A silence reigned in court circles, which was broken by the voice of the Akasava chief. “I think I will go home,” he said. “I have a feeling of sickness; also, it is the season when my goats have their young.”




  “Do not be afraid,” said Sato-Koto brutally. “The king’s shadow is over you, and he is so mighty that the earth shakes at his tread, and the waters of the big river part at his footfall; also, the white men fear him.”




  “Nevertheless,” said the chief, with some agitation, “I must go, for my youngest son is sickening with fever, and calls all the time for me.”




  “Stay!” said the regent, and there was no mistaking his tone.




  Sanders did not come the next day, nor the next. He was moving leisurely, traversing a country where many misunderstandings existed that wanted clearing up. When he arrived, having sent a messenger ahead to carry the news of his arrival, he found the city peaceably engaged.




  The women were crushing corn, the men smoking, the little children playing and sprawling about the streets.




  He halted at the outskirts of the city, on a hillock that commanded the main street, and sent for the regent.




  “Why must I send for you?” he asked. “Why does the king remain in his city when I come? This is shame.”




  “Master,” said Sato-Koto, “it is not fitting that a great king should so humble himself.” Sanders was neither amused nor angry. He was dealing with a rebellious people, and his own fine feelings were as nothing to the peace of the land.




  “It would seem that the king has had bad advisers,” he reflected aloud, and Sato-Koto shuffled uneasily. “Go, now, and tell the king to come — for I am his friend.”




  The regent departed, but returned again alone. “Lord, he will not come,” he said sullenly.




  “Then I will go to him,” said Sanders.




  King Peter, sitting before his hut, greeted Mr Commissioner with downcast eyes, Sanders’ soldiers, spread in a semicircle before the hut, kept the rabble at bay.




  “King,” said Sanders — he carried in his hand a rattan cane of familiar shape, and as he spoke he whiffled it in the air, making a little humming noise— “stand up!”




  “Wherefore?” said Sato-Koto.




  “That you shall see,” said Sanders.




  The king rose reluctantly, and Sanders grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.




  Swish!




  The cane caught him most undesirably, and he sprang into the air with a yell.




  Swish, swish, swish!




  Yelling and dancing, throwing out wild hands to ward off the punishment, King Peter blubbered for mercy.




  “Master!” Sato-Koto, his face distorted with rage, reached for his spear.




  “Shoot that man if he interferes,” said Sanders, without releasing the king, The regent saw the levelled rifles and stepped back hastily, “Now,” said Sanders, throwing down the cane, “now we will play a little game.”




  “Wow-wow-oh, ko!” sobbed his majesty.




  “I go back to the forest,” said Sanders. “By and by a messenger shall come to you, saying that the Commissioner is on his way. Do you understand?”




  “Yi-hi!” sobbed the king.




  “Then will you go out with your councillors and your old men and await my coming according to custom. Is that clear?”




  “Ye-es, master,” whimpered the boy.




  “Very good,” said Sanders, and withdrew his troops.




  In half an hour came a grave messenger to the king, and the court went out to the little hill to welcome the white man, This was the beginning of King Peter’s education, for thus was he taught obedience.




  Sanders went into residence in the town of Isisi, and held court, “Sato-Koto,” he said on the second day, “do you know the village of Ikan?”




  “Yes, master; it is two days’ journey into the bush.”




  Sanders nodded. “You will take your wives, your children, your servants, and your possessions to the village of Ikan, there to stay until I give you leave to return. The palaver is finished.”




  Next came the chief of the Akasava, very ill at ease. “Lord, if any man says I did you wrong, he lies,” said the chief.




  “Then I am a liar!” said Sanders. “For I say that you are an evil man, full of cunning.”




  “If it should be,” said the chief, “that you order me to go to my village as you have ordered Sato-Koto, I will go, since he who is my father is not pleased with me.”




  “That I order,” said Sanders; “also, twenty strokes with a stick, for the good of your soul. Furthermore, I would have you remember that down by Tembeli on the great river there is a village where men labour in chains because they have been unfaithful to the Government and have practised abominations.” So the chief of the Akasava people went out to punishment.




  There were other matters requiring adjustment, but they were of a minor character, and when these were all settled to the satisfaction of Sanders, but by no means to the satisfaction of the subjects, the Commissioner turned his attention to the further education of the king.




  “Peter,” he said, “tomorrow when the sun comes up I go back to my own village, leaving you without councillors.”




  “Master, how may I do without councillors, since I am a young boy?” asked the king, crestfallen and chastened.




  “By saying to yourself when a man calls for justice: ‘If I were this man how should I desire the king’s justice?’”




  The boy looked unhappy. “I am very young,” he repeated; “and today there come many from outlying villages seeking redress against their enemies.”




  “Very good,” said Sanders. “Today I will sit at the king’s right hand and learn of his wisdom.” The boy stood on one leg in his embarrassment, and eyed Sanders askance.




  There is a hillock behind the town. A worn path leads up to it, and atop is a thatched hut without sides. From this hillock you see the broad river with its sandy shoals, where the crocodiles sleep with open mouth; you see the rising ground toward Akasava, hills that rise one on top of the other, covered with a tangle of vivid green. In this house sits the king in judgment, beckoning the litigants forward. Sato-Koto was wont to stand by the king, bartering justice. Today Sato-Koto was preparing to depart and Sanders sat by the king’s side.




  There were indeed many litigants.




  There was a man who had bought a wife, giving no less than a thousand rods and two bags of salt for her. He had lived for three months with her, when she departed from his house.




  “Because,” said the man philosophically, “she had a lover. Therefore, Mighty Sun of Wisdom, I desire the return of my rods and my salt.”




  “What say you?” said Sanders.




  The king wriggled uncomfortably.




  “What says the father?” he said hesitatingly, and Sanders nodded.




  “That is a wise question,” he approved, and called the father, a voluble and an eager old man.




  “Now, king,” he said hurriedly, “I sold this woman, my daughter; how might I know her mind? Surely I fulfil my contract when the woman goes to the man. How shall a father control when a husband fails?” Sanders looked at the king again, and the boy drew a long breath.




  “It would seem, M’bleni, that the woman, your daughter, lived many years in your hut, and if you do not know her mind you are either a great fool or she is a cunning one. Therefore, I judge that you sold this woman knowing her faults. Yet the husband might accept some risk also. You shall take back your daughter and return 500 rods and a bag of salt, and if it should be that your daughter marries again, you shall pay one-half of her dowry to this man.” Very, very slowly he gave judgment, hesitatingly, anxiously, glancing now and again to the white man for his approval.




  “That was good,” said Sanders, and called forward another pleader.




  “Lord king,” said the new plaintiff, “a man has put an evil curse on me and my family, so that they sicken.” Here was a little poser for the little judge, and he puzzled the matter out in silence, Sanders offering no help.




  “How does he curse you?” at last asked the king.




  “With the curse of death,” said the complainant in a hushed voice.




  “Then you shall curse him also,” said the king, “and it shall be a question of whose curse is the stronger.” Sanders grinned behind his hand, and the king, seeing the smile, smiled also.




  From here onward Peter’s progress was a rapid one, and there came to headquarters from time to time stories of a young king who was a Solomon in judgment.




  So wise he was (who knew of the formula he applied to each case?), so beneficent, so peaceable, that the chief of the Akasava, from whom was periodically due, took advantage of the gentle administration, and sent neither corn nor fish nor grain. He did this after a journey to faraway Ikan, where he met the king’s uncle, Sato-Koto, and agreed upon common action. Since the crops were good, the king passed the first fault, but the second tribute became due, and neither Akasava nor Ikan sent, and the people of Isisi, angry at the insolence, murmured, and the king sat down in the loneliness of his hut to think upon a course which was just and effective.




  *




  “I really am sorry to bother you,” wrote Sanders to the Administrator again, “but I shall have to borrow your Houssas for the Isisi country. There has been a tribute palaver, and Peter went down to Ikan and wiped up his uncle; he filled in his spare time by giving the Akasava the worst licking they have ever had. I thoroughly approve of all that Peter has done, because I feel that he is actuated only by the keenest sense of justice and a desire to do the right thing at the right time — and it was time Sato-Koto was killed — though I shall have to reprimand Peter for the sake of appearances. The Akasava chief is in the bush, hiding.” Peter came back to his capital after his brief but strenuous campaign, leaving behind him two territories that were all the better for his visit, though somewhat sore.




  The young king brought together his old men, his witchdoctors, and other notabilities.




  “By all the laws of white men,” he said, “I have done wrong to Sandi, because he has told me I must not fight, and, hold, I have destroyed my uncle, who was a dog, and I have driven the chief of the Akasava into the forest. But Sandi told me also that I must do what was just, and that I have done according to my lights, for I have destroyed a man who put my people to shame. Now, it seems to me that there is only one thing to do, and that is to go to Sandi, telling the truth and asking him to judge.”




  “Lord king,” said the oldest of his councillors, “what if Sandi puts you to the chain-gang?”




  “That is with tomorrow,” quoth the king, and gave orders for preparations to be made for departure.




  Halfway to headquarters the two met; King Peter going down and Sanders coming up. And here befell the great incident.




  No word was spoken of Peter’s fault before sunset; but when blue smoke arose from the fires of Houssa and warrior, and the little camp in the forest clearing was all a-chatter, Sanders took the king’s arm and led him along the forest path.




  Peter told his tale and Sanders listened.




  “And what of the chief of the Akasava?” he asked.




  “Master,” said the king, “he fled to the forest cursing me, and with him went many bad men.” Sanders nodded again gravely.




  They talked of many things till the sun threw long shadows, and then they turned to retrace their footsteps. They were within half a mile of the camp and the faint noise of men laughing, and the faint scent of fires burning came to them, when the chief of the Akasava stepped out from behind a tree and stood directly in their path.




  With him were some eight fighting men fully armed.




  “Lord king,” said the chief of the Akasava, “I have been waiting for you.” The king made neither movement nor reply, but Sanders reached for his revolver.




  His hand closed on the butt, when something struck him and he went down like a log.




  “Now we will kill the king of the Isisi, and the white man also.” The voice was the chief’s, but Sanders was not taking any particular interest in the conversation, because there was a hive of wild bees buzzing in his head, and a maze of pain; he felt sick.




  “If you kill me it is little matter,” said the king’s voice, “because there are many men who can take my place; but if you slay Sandi, you slay the father of the people, and none can replace him.”




  “He whipped you, little king,” said the chief of the Akasava mockingly.




  “I would throw him into the river,” said a strange voice after a long interval; “thus shall no trace be found of him, and no man will lay his death to our door.”




  “What of the king?” said another. Then came a crackling of twigs and the voices of men.




  “They are searching,” whispered a voice. “King, if you speak I will kill you now.”




  “Kill!” said the young king’s even voice, and shouted, “Oh, M’sabo! Betelei! Sandi is here!” That was all Sandi heard.




  Two days later he sat up in bed and demanded information. There was a young doctor with him when he woke, who had providentially arrived from headquarters.




  “The king?” he hesitated.




  “Well, they finished the king, but he saved your life. I suppose you know that?”




  Sanders said “Yes” without emotion.




  “A plucky little beggar,” suggested the doctor.




  “Very,” said Sanders. Then: “Did they catch the chief of the Akasava?”




  “Yes; he was so keen on finishing you that he delayed his bolting. The king threw himself on you and covered your body.”




  “That will do.” Sanders’ voice was harsh and his manner brusque at the best of times, but now his rudeness was brutal.




  “Just go out of the hut, doctor — I want to sleep.” He heard the doctor move, heard the rattle of the “chick” at the hut door, then he turned his face to the wall and wept.




  II. Keepers of the Stone
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  There is a people who live at Ochori in the big African forest on the Ikeli River, who are called in the native tongue “The Keepers of the Stone.” There is a legend that years and years ago, calacala, there was a strange, flat stone, “inscribed with the marks of the devils” (so the grave native storyteller puts it), which was greatly worshipped and prized, partly for its magic powers, and partly because of the two ghosts who guarded it.




  It was a fetish of peculiar value to the mild people who lived in the big forest, but the Akasava, who are neither mild nor reverential, and being, moreover, in need of gods, swooped down upon the Ochori one red morning and came away with this wonderful stone and other movables. Presumably, the “ghosts of brass” went also. It was a great business, securing the stone, for it was set in a grey slab in the solid rock, and many spearheads were broken before it could be wrenched from its place. But in the end it was taken away, and for several years it was the boast of the Akasava that they derived much benefit from this sacred possession. Then of a sudden the stone disappeared, and with it all the good fortune of its owners. For the vanishing of the stone coincided with the arrival of British rule, and it was a bad thing for the Akasava.




  There came in these far-off days (‘95?) a ridiculous person in white with an escort of six soldiers. He brought a message of peace and good fellowship, and talked of a new king and a new law. The Akasava listened in dazed wonderment, but when they recovered they cut off his head, also the heads of the escort. It seemed to be the only thing to do under the circumstances.




  Then one morning the Akasava people woke to find the city full of strange white folk, who had come swiftly up the river in steamboats. There were too many to quarrel with, so the people sat quiet, a little frightened and very curious, whilst two black soldiers strapped the hands and feet of the Akasava chief prior to hanging him by the neck till he was dead.




  Nor did the bad luck of the people end here; there came a lean year, when the manioc root was bad and full of death-water [There is a tremendous amount of free hydrocyanic acid (prussic acid) in manioc — EW], when goats died, and crops were spoilt by an unexpected hurricane. There was always a remedy at hand for a setback of this kind. If you have not the thing you require, go and take it. So, following precedents innumerable, the Akasava visited the Ochori, taking away much grain, and leaving behind dead men and men who prayed for death. In the course of time the white men came with their steamboats, their little brass guns, and the identical block and tackle, which they fastened to the identical tree and utilized in the inevitable manner.




  “It appears,” said the new chief — who was afterwards hanged for the killing of the king of the Isisi— “that the white man’s law is made to allow weak men to triumph at the expense of the strong. This seems foolish, but it will be well to humour them.” His first act was to cut down the hanging-tree — it was too conspicuous and too significant. Then he set himself to discover the cause of all the trouble which had come upon the Akasava. The cause required little appreciation. The great stone had been stolen, as he well knew, and the remedy resolved itself into a question of discovering the thief. The wretched Ochori were suspect.




  “If we go to them,” said the chief of the Akasava thoughtfully, “killing them very little, but rather burning them, so that they told where this godstone was hidden, perhaps the Great Ones would forgive us.”




  “In my young days,” said an aged councillor, “when evil men would not tell where stolen things were buried, we put hot embers in their hands and bound them tightly.”




  “That is a good way,” approved another old man, wagging his head applaudingly; “also to tie men in the path of the soldier-ants has been known to make them talkative.”




  “Yet we may not go up against the Ochori for many reasons,” said the chief; “the principal of which is that if the stone be with them we shall not overcome them owing to the two ghosts — though I do not remember that the ghosts were very potent in the days when the stone was with us,” he added, not without hope.




  The little raid which followed and the search for the stone are told briefly in official records. The search was fruitless, and the Akasava folk must needs content themselves with such picking as came to hand.




  Of how Mr Niceman, the deputy commissioner, and then Sanders himself, came up, I have already told. That was long ago, as the natives say, calacala, and many things happened subsequently that put from the minds of the people all thought of the stone.




  In course of time the chief of the Akasava died the death for various misdoings, and peace came to the land that fringes Togo.




  Sanders has been surprised twice in his life. Once was at Ikeli, which in the native tongue means “little river.” It is not a little river at all, but, on the contrary, a broad, strong, sullen stream that swirls and eddies and foams as it swings the corner of its tortuous course seaward. Sanders sat on a deckchair placed under the awning of his tiny steamer, and watched the river go rushing past. He was a contented man, for the land was quiet and the crops were good. Nor was there any crime.




  There was sleeping sickness at Bofabi, and beri-beri at Akasava, and in the Isisi country somebody had discovered a new god, and, by all accounts that came down river, they worshipped him night and day.




  He was not bothering about new gods, because gods of any kind were a beneficent asset. Milini, the new king of the Isisi, had sent him word: “Master,” said his mouthpiece, the messenger, “this new god lives in a box which is borne upon the shoulders of priests. It is so long and so wide, and there are four sockets in which the poles fit, and the god inside is a very strong one, and full of pride.”




  “Ko, ko!” said Sanders, with polite interest, “tell the lord king, your master, that so long as this god obeys the law, he may live in the Isisi country, paying no tax. But if he tells the young men to go fighting, I shall come with a much stronger god, who will eat your god up. The palaver is finished.” Sanders, with his feet stretched out on the rail of the boat, thought of the new god idly. When was it that the last had come? There was one in the N’Gombi country years ago, a sad god who lived in a hut which no man dare approach — there was another god who came with thunder demanding sacrifice — human sacrifice.




  This was an exceptionally bad god, and had cost the British Government six hundred thousand pounds, because there was fighting in the bush and a country unsettled.




  But, in the main, the gods were good, doing harm to none, for it is customary for new gods to make their appearance after the crops are gathered, and before the rainy season sets in.




  So Sanders thought, sitting in the shade of a striped awning on the foredeck of the little Zaire.




  The next day, before the sun came up, he turned the nose of the steamer upstream, being curious as to the welfare of the shy Ochori folk, who lived too near the Akasava for comfort, and, moreover, needed nursing. Very slow was the tiny steamer’s progress, for the current was strong against her. After two days’ travel Sanders got into Lukati, where young Carter had a station.




  The deputy commissioner came down to the beach in his pyjamas, with a big pith helmet on the back of his head, and greeted his chief boisterously.




  “Well?” said Sanders; and Carter told him all the news. There was a land palaver at Ebibi; Otabo, of Bofabi, had died of the sickness; there were two leopards worrying the outlying villages, and— “Heard about the Isisi god?” he asked suddenly; and Sanders said that he had.




  “It’s an old friend of yours,” said Carter. “My people tell me that this old god-box contains the stone of the Ochori.”




  “Oh!” said Sanders, with sudden interest.




  He breakfasted with his subordinate, inspected his little garrison of thirty, visited his farm, admired his sweet potatoes, and patronized his tomatoes.




  Then he went back to the boat and wrote a short dispatch in the tiniest of handwriting on the flimsiest of paper slips. “In case!” said Sanders.




  “Bring me 14,” he said to his servant, and Abiboo came back to him soon with a pigeon in his hand.




  “Now, little bird,” said Sanders, carefully rolling his letter round the red leg of the tiny courier and fastening it with a rubber band, “you’ve got two hundred miles to fly before sunrise tomorrow — and ‘ware hawks!” Then he gathered the pigeon in his hand, walked with it to the stern of the boat, and threw it into the air.




  His crew of twelve men were sitting about their cooking-pot — that pot which everlastingly boils.




  “Yoka!” he called, and his half-naked engineer came bounding down the slope.




  “Steam,” said Sanders; “get your wood aboard; I am for Isisi.” There was no doubt at all that this new god was an extremely powerful one.




  Three hours from the city the Zaire came up to a long canoe with four men standing at their paddles singing dolefully. Sanders remembered that he had passed a village where women, their bodies decked with green leaves, wailed by the river’s edge.




  He slowed down till he came abreast of the canoe, and saw a dead man lying stark in the bottom.




  “Where go you with this body?” he asked.




  “To Isisi, lord,” was the answer.




  “The middle river and the little islands are places for the dead,” said Sanders brusquely. “It is folly to take the dead to the living.”




  “Lord,” said the man who spoke, “at Isisi lives a god who breathes life; this man” — he pointed downwards— “is my brother, and he died very suddenly because of a leopard. So quickly he died that he could not tell us where he had hidden his rods and his salt. Therefore we take him to Isisi, that the new god may give him just enough life to make his relations comfortable.”




  “The middle river,” said Sanders quietly, and pointed to such a lone island, all green with tangled vegetation, as might make a burying ground. “What is your name?”




  “Master, my name is N’Kema,” said the man sullenly.




  “Go, then, N’Kema,” he said, and kept the steamer slow ahead whilst he watched the canoe turn its blunt nose to the island and disembark its cargo.




  Then he rang the engines full ahead, steered clear of a sandbank, and regained the fairway.




  He was genuinely concerned.




  The stone was something exceptional in fetishes, needing delicate handling. That the stone existed, he knew. There were legends innumerable about it; and an explorer had, in the early days, seen it through his glasses. Also the ‘ghosts clad in brass’ he had heard about these fantastic and warlike shades who made peaceable men go out to battle — all except the Ochori, who were never warlike, and whom no number of ghosts could incite to deeds of violence.




  You will have remarked that Sanders took native people seriously, and that, I remark in passing, is the secret of good government. To him, ghosts were factors, and fetishes potent possibilities. A man who knew less would have been amused, but Sanders was not amused, because he had a great responsibility. He arrived at the city of Isisi in the afternoon, and observed, even at a distance, that something unusual was occurring. The crowd of women and children that the arrival of the Commissioner usually attracted did not gather as he swung in from midstream and followed the water-path that leads to shoal.




  Only the king and a handful of old men awaited him, and the king was nervous and in trouble.




  “Lord,” he blurted, “I am no king in this city because of the new god; the people are assembled on the far side of the hill, and there they sit night and day watching the god in the box.” Sanders bit his lip thoughtfully, and said nothing.




  “Last night,” said the king, “The Keepers of the Stone appeared walking through the village.” He shivered, and the sweat stood in big beads on his forehead, for a ghost is a terrible thing.




  “All this talk of keepers of stones is folly,” said Sanders calmly; ‘they have been seen by your women and your unblooded boys.”




  “Lord, I saw them myself,” said the king simply; and Sanders was staggered, for the king was a sane man.




  “The devil you have!” said Sanders in English; then, “What manner of ghost were these?”




  “Lord,” said the king, “they were white of face, like your greatness. They wore brass upon their heads and brass upon their breasts. Their legs were bare, but upon the lower legs was brass again.”




  “Any kind of ghost is hard enough to believe,” said Sanders irritably, “but a brass ghost I will not have at any price.” He spoke English again, as was his practice when he talked to himself, and the king stood silent, not understanding him.




  “What else?” said Sanders.




  “They had swords,” continued the chief, “such as the elephant-hunters of the N’Gombi people carry. Broad and short, and on their arms were shields.” Sanders was nonplussed.




  “And they cry ‘war,’” said the chief. “This is the greatest shame of all, for my young men dance the death dance and streak their bodies with paint and tall boastfully.”




  “Go to your hut,” said Sanders; “presently I will come and join you.” He thought and thought, smoking one black cigar after another, then he sent for Abiboo, his servant.




  “Abiboo,” he said, “by my way of thinking, I have been a good master to you.”




  “That is so, lord,” said Abiboo.




  “Now I will trust you to go amongst my crew discovering their gods. If I ask them myself, they will lie to me out of politeness, inventing this god and that, thinking they please me.” Abiboo chose the meal hour, when the sun had gone out and the world was grey and the trees motionless. He came back with the information as Sanders was drinking his second cup of coffee in the loneliness of the tiny deckhouse.




  “Master,” he reported, “three men worship no god whatever, three more have especial family fetishes, and two are Christians more or less, and the four Houssas are with me in faith.”




  “And you?”




  Abiboo, the Kano boy, smiled at Sanders’ assumption of innocence. “Lord,” he said, “I follow the Prophet, believing only in the one God, beneficent and merciful.”




  “That is good,” said Sanders. “Now let the men load wood, and Yoka shall have steam against moonrise, and all shall be ready for slipping.” At ten o’clock by his watch he fell-in his four Houssas, serving out to each a short carbine and a bandoleer. Then the party went ashore.




  The king in his patience sat in his hut, and Sanders found him.




  “You will stay here, Milini,” he commanded, “and no blame shall come to you for anything that may happen this night.”




  “What will happen, master?”




  “Who knows!” said Sanders, philosophically.




  The streets were in pitch darkness, but Abiboo, carrying a lantern, led the way.




  Only occasionally did the party pass a tenanted hut. Generally they saw by the dull glow of the log that smouldered in every habitation that it was empty. Once a sick woman called to them in passing. It was near her time, she said, and there was none to help her in the supreme moment of her agony.




  “God help you, sister!” said Sanders, ever in awe of the mysteries of birth. “I will send women to you. What is your name?”




  “They will not come,” said the plaintive voice. “Tonight the men go out to war, and the women wait for the great dance.”




  “Tonight?”




  “Tonight, master — so the ghosts of brass decree.” Sanders made a clicking noise with his mouth.




  “That we shall see,” he said, and went on.




  The party reached the outskirts of the city. Before them, outlined against a bronze sky, was the dark bulk of a little hill, and this they skirted.




  The bronze became red, and rose, and dull bronze again, as the fires that gave it colour leapt or fell. Turning the shoulder of the hill, Sanders had a full view of the scene.




  Between the edge of the forest and slope of the hill was a broad strip of level land. On the left was the river, on the right was swamp and forest again.




  In the very centre of the plain a huge fire burnt. Before it, supported by its poles, on two high trestles, a square box.




  But the people!




  A huge circle, squatting on its haunches, motionless, silent; men, women, children, tiny babies, at their mothers’ hips they stretched; a solid wheel of humanity, with the box and the fire as a hub.




  There was a lane through which a man might reach the box — a lane along which passed a procession of naked men, going and returning. There were they who replenished the fire, and Sanders saw them dragging fuel for that purpose. Keeping to the edge of the crowd, he worked his way to the opening. Then he looked round at his men.




  “It is written,” he said, in the curious Arabic of the Kano people, “that we shall carry away this false god. As to which of us shall live or die through this adventure, that is with Allah, who knows all things.” Then he stepped boldly along the lane. He had changed his white ducks for a dark blue uniform suit, and he was not observed by the majority until he came with his Houssas to the box. The heat from the fire was terrific, overpowering. Close at hand he saw that the fierceness of the blaze had warped the rough-hewn boards of the box, and through the opening he saw in the light a slab of stone.




  “Take up the box quickly,” he commanded, and the Houssas lifted the poles to their shoulders. Until then the great assembly had sat in silent wonder, but as the soldiers lifted their burden, a yell of rage burst from five thousand throats, and men leapt to their feet.




  Sanders stood before the fire, one hand raised, and silence fell, curiosity dominating resentment.




  “People of the Isisi,” said Sanders, “let no man move until the godstone has passed, for death comes quickly to those who cross the path of gods.” He had an automatic pistol in each hand, and the particular deity he was thinking of at the moment was not the one in the box.




  The people hesitated, surging and swaying, as a mob will sway in its uncertainty. With quick steps the bearers carried their burden through the lane, they had almost passed unmolested when an old woman shuffled forward and clutched at Sanders’ arm.




  “Lord, lord!” she quavered, “what will you do with our god?”




  “Take him to the proper place,” said Sanders, “being by Government appointed his keeper.”




  “Give me a sign,” she croaked, and the people in her vicinity repeated, “A sign, master!”




  “This is a sign,” said Sanders, remembering the woman in labour. “By the god’s favour there shall be born to Ifabi, wife of Adako, a male child.” He heard the babble of talk; he heard his message repeated over the heads of the crowd; he saw a party of women go scurrying back to the village; then he gave the order to march. There were murmurings, and once he heard a deep-voiced man begin the war-chant, but nobody joined him. Somebody — probably the same man — clashed his spear against his wicker shield, but his warlike example was not followed. Sanders gained the village street. Around him was such a press of people that he followed the swaying box with difficulty. The river was in sight; the moon, rising a dull, golden ball over the trees, laced the water with silver, and then there came a scream of rage.




  “He lies! He lies! Ifabi, the wife of Adako, has a female child.”




  Sanders turned swiftly like a dog at bay; his lips upcurled in a snarl, his white, regular teeth showing. “Now,” said Sanders, speaking very quickly, “let any man raise his spear, and he dies.” Again they stood irresolute, and Sanders, over his shoulder, gave an order.




  For a moment only the people hesitated; then, as the soldiers gripped the poles of the god-box, with one fierce yell they sprang forward.




  A voice screamed something; and, as if by magic, the tumult ceased, and the crowd darted backward and outward, falling over one another in their frantic desire to escape.




  Sanders, his pistol still loaded, stood in openmouthed astonishment at the stampede.




  Save for his men he was alone; and then he saw.




  Along the centre of the street two men were walking. They were clad alike in short crimson kilts that left their knees bare; great brass helmets topped their heads, and brass cuirasses covered their breasts.




  Sanders watched them as they came nearer, then: “If this is not fever, it is madness,” he muttered, for what he saw were two Roman centurions, their heavy swords girt about their waists.




  He stood still, and they passed him, so close that he saw on the boss of one shield the rough-moulded letters: “AUGUSTUS CAE”




  “Fever” said Sanders emphatically, and followed the box to the ship.




  When the steamer reached Lukati, Sanders was still in a condition of doubt, for his temperature was normal, and neither fever nor sun could be held accountable for the vision. Added to which, his men had seen the same thing.




  He found the reinforcements his pigeon had brought, but they were unnecessary now.




  “It beats me,” he confessed to Carter, telling the story; “but we’ll get out the stone; it might furnish an explanation. Centurions — bah!” The stone, exposed in the light of day, was of greyish granite, such as Sanders did not remember having seen before.




  “Here are the ‘devil marks,’” he said, as he turned it over. “Possibly — whew!” No wonder he whistled, for closely set were a number of printed characters; and Carter, blowing the dust, saw—’MARIUS ET AUGUSTUS CENT…NERO IMPERAT…IN DEUS…DULCE.’ That night, with great labour, Sanders, furbishing his rusty Latin, and filling in gaps, made a translation: “Marius and Augustus, Centurions of Nero, Caesar and Emperor, Sleep sweetly with the gods.”




  “We are they who came beyond the wild lands which Hanno, the Carthaginian, found…




  “Marcus Septimus went up into Egypt, and with him Decimus Superbus, but by the will of Caesar, and the favour of the gods, we sailed to the black seas beyond…




  “Here we lived, our ships suffering wreck, being worshipped by the barbarians, teaching them warlike practices.




  “…You who come after…bear greetings to Rome to Cato Hippocritus, who dwells by the gate…” Sanders shook his head when he had finished reading, and said it was “rum.”




  III. Bosambo of Monrovia
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  For many years have the Ochori people formed a sort of grim comic relief to the tragedy of African colonization. Now it may well be that we shall laugh at the Ochori no more. Nor, in the small hours of the night, when conversation flags in the little circle about the fires in fishing camps, shall the sleepy-eyed be roused to merriment by stories of Ochori meekness. All this has come about by favour of the Liberian Government, though at present the Liberian Government is not aware of the fact.




  With all due respect to the Republic of Liberia, I say that the Monrovians are naturally liars and thieves.




  Once upon a time, that dignity might be added to the State, a warship was acquired — if I remember aright it was presented by a disinterested shipowner. The Government appointed three admirals, fourteen captains, and as many officers as the ship would hold, and they all wore gorgeous but ill-fitting uniforms. The Government would have appointed a crew also, but for the fact that the ship was not big enough to hold any larger number of people than its officers totalled.




  This tiny man-of-war of the black republic went to sea once, the admirals and captains taking it in turn to stoke and steer — a very pleasing and novel sensation, this latter.




  Coming back into the harbour, one of the admirals said— “It is my turn to steer now,” and took the wheel.




  The ship struck a rock at the entrance of the harbour and went down. The officers escaped easily enough, for your Monrovian swims like a fish, but their uniforms were spoilt by the sea water. To the suggestion that salvage operations should be attempted to refloat the warship, the Government very wisely said no, they thought not.




  “We know where she is,” said the President — he was sitting on the edge of his desk at Government House, eating sardines with his fingers— “and if we ever want her, it will be comforting to know she is so close to us.” Nothing more would have been done in the matter but for the fact that the British Admiralty decided that the wreck was a danger to shipping, and issued orders forthwith for the place where it lay to be buoyed.




  The Liberian Government demurred on account of expense, but on pressure being applied (I suspect the captain of H.M.S. Dwarf, who was a man with a bitter tongue) they agreed, and the bell-buoy was anchored to the submerged steamer.




  It made a nice rowdy, clanging noise, did that bell, and the people of Monrovia felt they were getting their money’s worth.




  But all Monrovia is not made up of the freed American slaves who were settled there in 1821. There are people who are described in a lordly fashion by the true Monrovians as “indigenous natives,” and the chief of these are the Kroomen, who pay no taxes, defy the Government, and at intervals tweak the official nose of the Republic.




  The second day after the bell was in place, Monrovia awoke to find a complete silence reigning in the bay, and that in spite of a heavy swell. The bell was still, and two ex-admirals, who were selling fish on the foreshore, borrowed a boat and rowed out to investigate. The explanation was simple — the bell had been stolen.




  “Now!” said the President of the Liberian Republic in despair, “may Beelzebub, who is the father and author of all sin, descend upon these thieving Kroomen!” Another bell was attached. The same night it was stolen. Yet another bell was put to the buoy, and a boatload of admirals kept watch. Throughout the night they sat, rising and falling with the swell, and the monotonous “clang-jangle-clong” was music in their ears. All night it sounded, but in the early morning, at the dark hour before the sun comes up, it seemed that the bell, still tolling, grew fainter and fainter.




  “Brothers,” said an admiral, “we are drifting away from the bell.” But the explanation was that the bell had drifted away from them, for, tired of half measures, the Kroomen had come and taken the buoy, bell and all, and to this day there is no mark to show where a sometime man-of-war rots in the harbour of Monrovia.




  The ingenious soul who planned and carried out this theft was one Bosambo, who had three wives, one of whom, being by birth Congolaise, and untrustworthy, informed the police, and with some ceremony Bosambo was arrested and tried at the Supreme Court, where he was found guilty of ‘theft and high treason’ and sentenced to ten years’ penal servitude.




  They took Bosambo back to prison, and Bosambo interviewed the black gaoler.




  “My friend,” he said, “I have a big ju-ju in the forest, and if you do not release me at once you and your wife shall die in great torment.”




  “Of your ju-ju I know nothing,” said the gaoler philosophically, “but I receive two dollars a week for guarding prisoners, and if I let you escape I shall lose my job.”




  “I know a place where there is much silver hidden,” said Bosambo with promptitude. “You and I will go to this place, and we shall be rich.”




  “If you knew where there was silver, why did you steal bells, which are of brass and of no particular value?” asked his unimaginative guard.




  “I see that you have a heart of stone,” said Bosambo, and went away to the forest settlement to chop down trees for the good of the State.




  Four months after this, Sanders, Chief Commissioner for the Isisi, Ikeli, and Akasava countries, received, inter alia, a communication of a stereotyped description —




  ‘TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN.




  ‘WANTED, — on a warrant issued by H.E. the President of Liberia, Bosambo Krooboy, who escaped from the penal settlement near Monrovia, after killing a guard. He is believed to be making for your country.’




  A description followed.




  Sanders put the document away with other such notices — they were not infrequent in their occurrence — and gave his mind to the eternal problem of the Ochori.




  Now, as ever, the Ochori people were in sad trouble. There is no other tribe in the whole of Africa that is as defenceless as the poor Ochori. The Fingoes, slaves as they are by name and tradition, were ferocious as the Masai, compared with the Ochori.




  Sanders was a little impatient, and a deputation of three, who had journeyed down to headquarters to lay the grievances of the people before him, found him unsympathetic.




  He interviewed them on his verandah.




  “Master, no man leaves us in peace,” said one. “Isisi folk, N’Gombi people from faraway countries, they come to us demanding this and that, and we give, being afraid.”




  “Afraid of what?” asked Sanders wearily.




  “We fear death and pain, also burning and the taking of our women,” said the other.




  “Who is chief of you?” asked Sanders, wilfully ignorant.




  “I am chief, lord,” said an elderly man, clad in a leopard skin.




  “Go back to your people, chief, if indeed chief you are, and not some old woman without shame; go back and bear with you a fetish — a most powerful fetish — which shall be, as me, watching your interest and protecting you. This fetish you shall plant on the edge of your village that faces the sun at noon. You shall mark the place where it shall be planted, and at midnight, with proper ceremony, and the sacrifice of a young goat, you shall set my fetish in its place. And after that whosoever ill-treats you or robs you shall do so at some risk.” Sanders said this very solemnly, and the men of the deputation were duly impressed. More impressed were they when, before starting on their homeward journey, Sanders placed in their hands a stout pole, to the end of which was attached a flat board inscribed with certain marks.




  They carried their trophy six days’ journey through the forest, then four days’ journey by canoe along the Little River, until they came to Ochori. There, by the light of the moon, with the sacrifice of two goats (to make sure), the pole was planted so that the board inscribed with mystic characters would face the sun at noon.




  News travels fast in the back lands, and it came to the villages throughout the Isisi and the Akasava country that the Ochori were particularly protected by white magic. Protected they had always been, and many men had died at the white man’s hand because the temptation to kill the Ochori folk had proved irresistible.




  “I do not believe that Sandi has done this thing,” said the chief of the Akasava. “Let us go across the river and see with our own eyes, and if they have lied we shall beat them with sticks, though let no man kill, because of Sandi and his cruelty.” So across the water they went, and marched until they came within sight of the Ochori city, and the Ochori people, hearing that the Akasava people were coming, ran away into the woods and hid, in accordance with their custom.




  The Akasava advanced until they came to the pole stuck in the ground and the board with the devil marks.




  Before this they stood in silence and in awe, and having made obeisance to it and sacrificed a chicken (which was the lawful property of the Ochori) they turned back.




  After this came a party from Isisi, and they must needs come through the Akasava country.




  They brought presents with them and lodged with the Akasava for one night.




  “What story is this of the Ochori?” asked the Isisi chief in command; so the chief of the Akasava told him.




  “You may save yourself the journey, for we have seen it.”




  “That,” said the Isisi chief, “I will believe when I have seen.”




  “That is bad talk,” said the Akasava people, who were gathered at the palaver; “these dogs of Isisi call us liars.” Nevertheless there was no bloodshed, and in the morning the Isisi went on their way.




  The Ochori saw them coming, and hid in the woods, but the precaution was unnecessary, for the Isisi departed as they came.




  Other folk made a pilgrimage to the Ochori, N’Gombi, Bokeli, and the Little People of the Forest, who were so shy that they came by night, and the Ochori people began to realize a sense of their importance.




  Then Bosambo, a Krooman and an adventurer at large, appeared on the scene, having crossed eight hundred miles of wild land in the earnest hope that time would dull the memory of the Liberian Government and incidentally bring him to a land of milk and honey.




  Now Bosambo had in his life been many things. He had been steward on an Elder Dempster boat, he had been scholar at a mission school — he was the proud possessor of a bound copy of The Lives of the Saints, a reward of industry — and among his accomplishments was a knowledge of English.




  The hospitable Ochori received him kindly, fed him with sweet manioc and sugar-cane, and told him about Sandi’s magic. After he had eaten, Bosambo walked down to the post and read the inscription — TRESPASSERS BEWARE.




  He was not impressed, and strolled back again thinking deeply.




  “This magic,” he said to the chief, “is good magic. I know, because I have white man’s blood in my veins.” In support of this statement he proceeded to libel a perfectly innocent British official at Sierra Leone.




  The Ochori were profoundly moved. They poured forth the story of their persecutions, a story which began in remote ages, when Tiganobeni, the great king, came down from the north and wasted the country as far south as the Isisi.




  Bosambo listened — it took two nights and the greater part of a day to tell the story, because the official storyteller of the Ochori had only one method of telling — and when it was finished Bosambo said to himself— “This is the people I have long sought. I will stay here.” Aloud he asked: “How often does Sandi come to you?”




  “Once every year, master,” said the chief, “on the twelfth moon, and a little after.”




  “When came he last?”




  “When this present moon is at full, three moons since; he comes after the big rains.”




  “Then,” said Bosambo, again to himself, “for nine months I am safe.” They built him a hut and planted for him a banana grove and gave him seed.




  Then he demanded for wife the daughter of the chief, and although he offered nothing in payment the girl came to him. That a stranger lived in the chief village of the Ochori was remarked by the other tribes, for news of this kind spreads, but since he was married, and into the chief’s family at that, it was accepted that the man must be of the Ochori folk, and such was the story that came to headquarters. Then the chief of the Ochori died. He died suddenly in some pain; but such deaths are common, and his son ruled in his place. Then the son died after the briefest reign, and Bosambo called the people together, the elders, the wise men, and the headman of the country.




  “It appears,” he said, “that the many gods of the Ochori are displeased with you, and it has been revealed to me in a dream that I shall be chief of the Ochori.




  “Therefore, O chiefs and wise men and headmen, bow before me, as is the custom, and I will make you a great people.” It is characteristic of the Ochori that no man said “nay” to him, even though in the assembly were three men who by custom might claim the chieftainship.




  Sanders heard of the new chief and was puzzled. “Etabo?” he repeated — this was how Bosambo called himself— “I do not remember the man — yet if he can put backbone into the people I do not care who he is.” Backbone or cunning, or both, Bosambo was certainly installed.




  “He has many strange practices,” reported a native agent to Sanders. “Every day he assembles the men of the village and causes them to walk past a pelebi (table) on which are many eggs. And it is his command that each man as he passes shall take an egg so swiftly that no eye may see him take it. And if the man bungle or break the egg, or be slow, this new chief puts shame upon him, whipping him.”




  “It is a game,” said Sanders; but for the life of him he could not see what game it was. Report after report reached him of the new chief’s madness. Sometimes he would take the unfortunate Ochori out by night, teaching them such things as they had never known before. Thus he instructed them in what manner they might seize upon a goat so that the goat could not cry. Also how to crawl on their bellies inch by inch so that they made no sound or sign. All these things the Ochori did, groaning aloud at the injustice and the labour of it.




  “I’m dashed if I can understand it!” said Sanders, knitting his brows, when the last report came in. “With anybody but the Ochori this would mean war. But the Ochori!” Notwithstanding his contempt for their fighting qualities, he kept his Police Houssas ready.




  But there was no war. Instead, there came complaint from the Akasava that “many leopards were in the woods.” Leopards will keep, thought Sanders, and, anyway, the Akasava were good enough hunters to settle that palaver without outside help. The next report was alarming. In two weeks these leopards had carried off three score of goats, twenty bags of salt, and much ivory.




  Leopards eat goats; there might conceivably be fastidious leopards that cannot eat goats without salt; but a leopard does not take ivory tusks even to pick his teeth with. So Sanders made haste to journey up the river, because little things were considerable in a country where people strain at gnats and swallow whole caravans.




  “Lord, it is true,” said the chief of the Akasava, with some emotion, ‘these goats disappear night by night, though we watch them; also the salt and ivory, because that we did not watch.”




  “But no leopard could take these things,” said Sanders irritably. “These are thieves.”




  The chief’s gesture was comprehensive. “Who could thieve?” he said. “The N’Gombi people live very far away; also the Isisi. The Ochori are fools, and, moreover, afraid.” The Sanders remembered the egg games, and the midnight manoeuvres of the Ochori.




  “I will call on this new chief,” he said; and crossed the river that day.




  Sending a messenger to herald his coming, he waited two miles out of the city, and the councillors and wise men came out to him with offerings of fish and fruit.




  “Where is your chief?” he asked.




  “Lord, he is ill,” they said gravely. “This day there came to him a feeling of sickness, and he fell down moaning. We have carried him to his hut.”




  Sanders nodded. “I will see him,” he said grimly.




  They led him to the door of the chief’s hut, and Sanders went in. It was very dark, and in the darkest corner lay a prostrate man. Sanders bent over him, touched his pulse lightly, felt gingerly for the swelling on the neck behind the ears for a sign of sleeping sickness. No symptom could he find; but on the bare shoulder, as his fingers passed over the man’s flesh, he felt a scar of singular regularity; then he found another, and traced their direction. The convict brand of the Monrovian Government was familiar to him.




  “I thought so,” said Sanders, and gave the moaning man a vigorous kick.




  “Come out into the light, Bosambo of Monrovia,” he said; and Bosambo rose obediently and followed the Commissioner into the light.




  They stood looking at one another for several minutes; then Sanders, speaking in the dialect of the Pepper Coast, said, “I have a mind to hang you, Bosambo.”




  “That is as your Excellency wishes,” said Bosambo.




  Sanders said nothing, tapping his boot with his walkingstick and gazing thoughtfully downward.




  “Having made thieves, could you make men of these people?” he said, after a while.




  “I think they could fight now, for they are puffed with pride because they have robbed the Akasava,” said Bosambo.




  Sanders bit the end of his stick like a man in doubt.




  “There shall be neither theft nor murder,” he said. “No more chiefs or chiefs’ sons shall die suddenly,” he added significantly.




  “Master, it shall be as you desire.”




  “As for the goats you have stolen, them you may keep, and the teeth [ivory — EW] and the salt also. For if you hand them back to Akasava you will fill their stomachs with rage, and that would mean war.” Bosambo nodded slowly. “Then you shall remain, for I see you are a clever man, and the Ochori need such as you. But if—”




  “Master, by the fat of my heart I will do as you wish,” said Bosambo; “for I have always desired to be a chief under the British.”




  Sanders was halfway back to headquarters before he missed his field-glasses, and wondered where he could have dropped them. At that identical moment Bosambo was exhibiting the binoculars to his admiring people.




  “From this day forth,” said Bosambo, “there shall be no lifting of goats nor stealing of any kind. This much I told the great Sandi, and as a sign of his love, behold, he gave me these things of magic that eat up space.”




  “Lord,” said a councillor in awe, “did you know the Great One?”




  “I have cause to know him,” said Bosambo modestly, “for I am his son.” Fortunately Sanders knew nothing of this interesting disclosure.




  IV. The Drowsy One
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  There were occasions when Sanders came up against the outer world, when he learnt, with something like bewilderment, that beyond the farthermost forests, beyond the lazy, swelling, blue sea, there were men and women who lived in houses and carefully tabooed such subjects as violent death and such horrid happenings as were daily features of his life.




  He had to treat with folk who, in the main, were illogical and who believed in spirits. When you deal in the abstract with government of races so influenced, a knowledge of constitutional law and economics is fairly valueless.




  There is one type of man that can rule native provinces wisely, and that type is best represented by Sanders.




  There are other types, as, for instance: Once upon a time a young man came from England with a reputation. He was sent by the Colonial Office to hold a district under Sanders as Deputy Commissioner.




  He was a Bachelor of Law, had read Science, and had acquired in a methodical fashion a working acquaintance with Swehili, bacteriology, and medicines. He was a very grave young man, and the first night of his arrival he kept Sanders (furtively yawning) out of his bed whilst he demonstrated a system whereby the aboriginal could be converted — not converted spiritually, but from unproductive vagrancy to a condition of good citizenship.




  Sanders said nothing beyond using the conventional expressions of polite interest, and despatched the young man and his tremendous baggage to an up-country station, with his official blessing.




  Torrington — this was the grave young man’s name — established himself at Entoli, and started forth to instil into the heathen mind the elementary principles of applied mechanics. In other words he taught them, through the medium of Swaheli — which they imperfectly understood — and a tin kettle, the lesson of steam. They understood the kettle part, but could not quite comprehend what meat he was cooking, and when he explained for the fortieth time that he was only cooking water, they glanced significantly one at the other and agreed that he was not quite right in his head.




  They did not tell him this much to his face, for cannibals have very good manners — though their table code leaves much to be desired.




  Mr Torrington tried them with chemical experiments, showing them how sulphuric acid applied to sugar produced Su2, Su4, or words to that effect. He gained a reputation as a magician as a result, and in more huts than one he was regarded and worshipped as a Great and Clever Devil — which in a sense he was. But the first time he came up against the spirit of the people, his science, his law, and his cut-and-dried theories went phutt! And that is where Sanders came in — Sanders who had forgotten all the chemistry he ever knew, and who, as a student of Constitutional Law, was the rankest of failures.




  It came about in this way.




  There was a young man in Isisi who prophesied that on such a day, at such an hour, the river would rise and drown the people. When Mr Torrington heard of this prophecy he was amused, and at first took no notice of it. But it occurred to him that here might be a splendid opportunity for revealing to the barbarian a little of that science with which he was so plentifully endowed.




  So he drew a large sectional plan, showing (a) the bed of the river; (b) the height of the banks; (c) the maximum rise of the river; (d) the height of the surrounding country; and demonstrated as plainly as possible the utter absurdity of the prophecy.




  Yet the people were unconvinced, and were preparing to abandon the village when Sanders arrived on the scene. He sent for the prophet, who was a young man of neurotic tendencies, and had a wooden prison cage built on the bank of the river, into which the youth was introduced.




  “You will stay here,” said Sanders, “and when the river rises you must prophesy that it will fall again, else assuredly you will be drowned.” Whereupon the people settled down again in their homes and waited for the river to drown the prophet and prove his words. But the river at this season of the year was steadily falling, and the prophet, like many another, was without honour in his own country. Sanders went away; and, although somewhat discouraged, Mr Torrington resumed his experiments. First of all, he took up sleeping sickness, and put in three months’ futile work, impressing nobody save a gentleman of whom more must be written in a further chapter. Then he dropped that study suddenly and went to another.




  He had ideas concerning vaccination, but the first baby he vaccinated died of croup, and Torrington came flying down the river telling Sanders a rambling story of a populace infuriated and demanding his blood. Then Torrington went home.




  “The country is now quiet,” wrote Sanders to the Administrator, with sardonic humour. “There are numerous palavers pending, but none of any particular moment. The Isisi people are unusually quiet, and Bosambo, the Monrovian, of whom I have written your Excellency, makes a model chief for the Ochori. No thefts have been traced to him for three months. I should be grateful if full information could be supplied to me concerning an expedition which at the moment is traversing this country under the style of the Isisi Exploitation Syndicate.” Curiously enough, Torrington had forgotten the fact that a member of this expedition had been one of the most interested students of his sleeping sickness clinics.




  The Isisi Exploitation Syndicate, Limited, was born between the entree and the sweet at the house of a gentleman whose Christian name was Isidore, and who lived in Maida Vale. At dinner one night with a dear friend — who called himself McPherson every day of the year except on Yum Kippur, when he frankly admitted that he had been born Isaacs — the question of good company titles came up, and Mr McPherson said he had had the “Isisi Exploitation” in his mind for many years. With the aid of an atlas the Isisi country was discovered. It was one of those atlases on which are inscribed the staple products of the lands, and across the Isisi was writ fair “Rubber,” “Kola-nut,” “Mahogany,” and “Tobacco.” I would ask the reader to particularly remember “Tobacco.”




  “There’s a chief I’ve had some correspondence with,” said Mr McPherson, chewing his cigar meditatively; “we could get a sort of concession from him. It would have to be done on the quiet, because the country is a British Protectorate. Now, if we could get a man who’d put up the stuff, and send him out to fix the concession, we’d have a company floated before you could say knife.” Judicious inquiry discovered the man in Claude Hyall Cuthbert, a plutocratic young gentleman, who, on the strength of once having nearly shot a lion in Uganda, was accepted by a large circle of acquaintances as an authority on Africa.




  Cuthbert, who dabbled in stocks and shares, was an acquisition to any syndicate, and on the understanding that part of his duty would be the obtaining of the concession, he gladly financed the syndicate to the extent of seven thousand pounds, four thousand of which Messrs Isidore and McPherson very kindly returned to him to cover the cost of his expedition.




  The other three thousand were earmarked for office expenses.




  As Mr McPherson truly said: “Whatever happens, we’re on velvet, my boy,” which was perfectly true.




  Before Cuthbert sailed, McPherson offered him a little advice.




  “Whatever you do,” he said, “steer clear of that dam’ Commissioner Sanders. He’s one of those pryin’ interferin’—”




  “I know the breed,” said Cuthbert wisely. “This is not my first visit to Africa. Did I ever tell you about the lion I shot in Uganda?” A week later he sailed.




  In course of time came a strange white man through Sanders’ domain. This white man, who was Cuthbert, was following the green path to the death — but this he did not know. He threw his face to the forest, as the natives say, and laughed, and the people of the village of O’Tembi, standing before their wattle huts, watched him in silent wonder.




  It was a wide path between huge trees, and the green of the undergrowth was flecked with sunlight, and, indeed, the green path was beautiful to the eye, being not unlike a parkland avenue.




  N’Beki, chief of this village of the O’Tembi, a very good old man, went out to the path when the white man began his journey.




  “White man,” he said solemnly, “this is the road to hell, where all manner of devils live. Night brings remorse, and dawn brings self-hatred, which is worse than death.” Cuthbert, whose Swaheli was faulty, and whose Bomongo talk was nil, grinned impatiently as his coastboy translated unpicturesquely.




  “Dam nigger done say, this be bad place, no good; he say bimeby you libe for die.”




  “Tell him to go to blazes!” said Cuthbert noisily; “and, look here, Flagstaff, ask him where the rubber is, see? Tell him we know all about the forest, and ask him about the elephants, where their playground is?” Cuthbert was broad-shouldered and heavily built, and under his broad sun helmet his face was very hot and moist.




  “Tell the white man,” said the chief quietly, “there is no rubber within seven days’ journey, and that we do not know ivory; elephants there were cala cala — but not now.”




  “He’s a liar!” was Cuthbert’s only comment. “Get these beggars moving, Flagstaff. Hi, alapa’, avanti, trek!”




  “These beggars,” a straggling line of them, resumed their loads uncomplainingly. They were good carriers, as carriers go, and only two had died since the march began.




  Cuthbert stood and watched them pass, using his stick dispassionately upon the laggards. Then he turned to go.




  “Ask him,” he said finally, “why he calls this the road to what-d’ye-call-it?” The old man shook his head.




  “Because of the devils,” he said simply.




  “Tell him he’s a silly ass!” bellowed Cuthbert and followed his carriers.




  This natural path the caravan took extended in almost a straight line through the forest. It was a strange path because of its very smoothness, and the only drawback lay in the fact that it seemed to be the breeding-place of flies — little black flies, as big as the housefly of familiar shape, if anything a little bigger.




  They terrified the natives for many reasons, but principally because they stung.




  They did not terrify Cuthbert, because he was dressed in tapai cloth; none the less, there were times when these black flies found joints in his armour and roused him to anger. This path extended ten miles and made pleasant travelling. Then the explorer struck off into the forest, following another path, well beaten, but more difficult.




  By devious routes Mr Cuthbert came into the heart of Sanders’ territories, and he was successful in this, that he avoided Sanders. He had with him a caravan of sixty men and an interpreter, and in due course he reached his objective, which was the village of a great chief ruling a remarkable province — Bosambo, of the Ochori, no less; sometime Krooman, steward of the Elder Dempster line, chief on sufferance, but none the less an interesting person. Bosambo, you may be sure, came out to greet his visitor.




  “Say to him,” said Cuthbert to this interpreter, “that I am proud to meet the great chief.”




  “Lord chief,” said the interpreter in the vernacular, “this white man is a fool, and has much money.”




  “So I see,” said Bosambo.




  “Tell him,” said Cuthbert, with all the dignity of an ambassador, “that I have come to bring him wonderful presents.”




  “The white man says,” said the interpreter, “that if he is sure you are a good man he will give you presents. Now,” said the interpreter carefully, “as I am the only man who can speak for you, let us make arrangements. You shall give me one-third of all he offers. Then will I persuade him to continue giving, since he is the father of mad people.”




  “And you,” said Bosambo briefly, “are the father of liars.” He made a sign to his guard, and they seized upon the unfortunate interpreter and led him forth. Cuthbert, in a sweat of fear, pulled a revolver.




  “Master,” said Bosambo loftily, “you no make um fuss. Dis dam’ nigger, he no good; he make you speak bad t’ings. I speak um English proper. You sit down, we talk um.” So Cuthbert sat down in the village of Ochori, and for three days there was a great giving of presents, and signing of concessions. Bosambo conceded the Ochori country — that was a small thing. He granted forest rights of the Isisi, he sold the Akasava, he bartered away the Lulungo territories and the “native products thereof” — I quote from the written document now preserved at the Colonial Office and bearing the scrawled signature of Bosambo — and he added, as a lordly afterthought, the Ikeli district.




  “What about river rights?” asked the delighted Cuthbert.




  “What will you give um?” demanded Bosambo cautiously.




  “Forty English pounds?” suggested Cuthbert.




  “I take um,” said Bosambo.




  It was a remarkably simple business; a more knowledgeable man than Cuthbert would have been scared by the easiness of his success, but Cuthbert was too satisfied with himself to be scared at anything.




  It is said that his leave-taking with Bosambo was of an affecting character, that Bosambo wept and embraced his benefactor’s feet.




  Be that as it may, his “concessions” in his pocket, Cuthbert began his coastward journey, still avoiding Sanders.




  He came to Etebi and found a deputy-commissioner, who received him with open arms. Here Cuthbert stayed a week.




  Mr Torrington at the time was tremendously busy with a scheme for stamping out sleeping sickness. Until then, Cuthbert was under the impression that it was a pleasant disease, the principal symptom of which was a painless coma. Fascinated, he extended his stay to a fortnight, seeing many dreadful sights, for Torrington had established a sort of amateur clinic, and a hundred cases a day came to him for treatment.




  “And it comes from the bite of a tsetse fly?” said Cuthbert. “Show me a tsetse.” Torrington obliged him, and when the other saw the little black insect he went white to the lips.




  “My God!” he whispered, “I’ve been bitten by that!”




  “It doesn’t follow—” began Torrington; but Cuthbert was blundering and stumbling in wild fear to his carriers’ camp.




  “Get your loads!” he yelled. “Out of this cursed country we get as quick as we can!” Torrington, with philosophical calm, endeavoured to reassure him, but he was not to be appeased.




  He left Etebi that night and camped in the forest. Three days later he reached a mission station, where he complained of headaches and pains in the neck (he had not attended Torrington’s clinics in vain). The missionary, judging from the man’s haggard appearance and general incoherence that he had an attack of malaria, advised him to rest for a few days; but Cuthbert was all afret to reach the coast.




  Twenty miles from the mission, Cuthbert sent his carriers back, and said he would cover the last hundred miles of the journey alone.




  To this extraordinary proposition the natives agreed — from that day Cuthbert disappeared from the sight of man.




  Sanders was taking a short cut through the forest to avoid the interminable twists and bends of the river, when he came suddenly upon a village of death — four sad little huts, built hastily amidst a tangle of underwood. He called, but nobody answered him. He was too wary to enter any of the crazy habitations.




  He knew these little villages in the forest. It was the native custom to take the aged and the dying — especially those who died sleepily — to faraway places, beyond the reach of man, and leave them there with a week’s food and a fire, to die in decent solitude.




  He called again, but only the forest answered him. The chattering, noisy forest, all acrackle with the movements of hidden things. Yet there was a fire burning which told of life.




  Sanders resumed his journey, first causing a quantity of food to be laid in a conspicuous place for the man who made the fire.




  He was on his way to take evidence concerning the disappearance of Cuthbert.




  It was the fourth journey of its kind he had attempted. There had been palavers innumerable.




  Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, had sorrowfully disgorged the presents he had received, and admitted his fault.




  “Lord!” he confessed, “when I was with the white man on the coast I learnt the trick of writing — it is a cursed gift — else all this trouble would not have come about.




  “For, desiring to show my people how great a man I was, I wrote a letter in the English fashion, and sent it by messenger to the coast and thence to friends in Sierra Leone, telling them of my fortune. Thus the people in London came to know of the treasure of this land.” Sanders, in a few illuminative sentences, conveyed his impression of Bosambo’s genius.




  “You slave and son of a slave,” he said, “whom I took from a prison to rule the Ochori, why did you deceive this white man, selling him lands that were not yours?”




  “Lord!” said Bosambo simply, “there was nothing else I could sell.” But there was no clue here as to Cuthbert’s whereabouts, nor at the mission station, nor amongst the carriers detained on suspicion. One man might have thrown light upon the situation, but Torrington was at home fulfilling the post of assistant examiner in mechanics at South Kensington (more in his element there) and filling in his spare time with lecturing on “The Migration of the Bantu Races.” So that the end of Sanders’ fourth quest was no more successful than the third, or the second, or the first, and he retraced his steps to headquarters, feeling somewhat depressed.




  He took the path he had previously traversed, and came upon the Death Camp late in the afternoon. The fire still burnt, but the food he had placed had disappeared. He hailed the hut in the native tongue, but no one answered him. He waited for a little while, and then gave orders for more food to be placed on the ground.




  “Poor devil!” said Sanders, and gave the order to march. He himself had taken half a dozen steps, when he stopped. At his feet something glittered in the fading light. He stooped and picked it up. It was an exploded cartridge. He examined it carefully, smelt it — it had been recently fired. Then he found another. They were Lee-Metford, and bore the mark “07,” which meant that they were less than a year old.




  He was still standing with the little brass cylinders in his band, when Abiboo came to him.




  “Master,” said the Houssa, “who ties monkeys to trees with ropes?”




  “Is that a riddle?” asked Sanders testily, for his mind was busy on this matter of cartridges.




  Abiboo for answer beckoned him.




  Fifty yards from the hut was a tree, at the foot of which, whimpering and chattering and in a condition of abject terror, were two small black monkeys tethered by ropes.




  They spat and grinned ferociously as Sanders approached them. He looked from the cartridges to the monkeys and back to the cartridges again, then he began searching the grass. He found two more empty shells and a rusting lancet, such as may be found in the pocket-case of any explorer.




  Then he walked back to the hut before which the fire burnt, and called softly— “Mr Cuthbert!” There was no answer, and Sanders called again— “Mr Cuthbert!”




  From the interior of the hut came a groan.




  “Leave me alone. I have come here to die!” said a muffled voice.




  “Come out and be civil,” said Sanders coolly; “you can die afterwards.” After a few moments’ delay there issued from the door of the hut the wreck of a man, with long hair and a month-old beard, who stood sulkily before the Commissioner.




  “Might I ask,” said Sanders, “what your little game is?”




  The other shook his head wearily. He was a pitiable sight. His clothes were in tatters; he was unwashed and grimy.




  “Sleeping sickness,” he said wearily. “Felt it coming on — seen what horrible thing it was — didn’t want to be a burden. Oh, my God! What a fool I’ve been to come to this filthy country!”




  “That’s very likely,” said Sanders. “But who told you that you had sleeping sickness?”




  “Know it — know it,” said the listless man.




  “Sit down,” said Sanders. The other obeyed, and Sanders applied the superficial tests.




  “If you’ve got sleeping sickness,” said Sanders, after the examination, “I’m suffering from religious mania — man, you’re crazy!”




  Yet there was something in Cuthbert’s expression that was puzzling. He was dull, heavy, and stupid. His movements were slow and lethargic. Sanders watched him as he pulled a black wooden pipe from his ragged pocket, and with painful slowness charged it from a skin pouch.”




  “It’s got me, I tell you,” muttered Cuthbert, and lit the pipe with a blazing twig from the fire. “I knew it (puff) as soon as that fellow Torrington (puff) described the symptoms (puff); — felt dull and sleepy — got a couple of monkeys and injected my blood (puff) — they went drowsy, too — sure sign—”




  “Where did you get that tobacco from?” demanded Sanders quickly.




  Cuthbert took time to consider his answer.




  “Fellow gave it me — chief fellow, Bosambo. Native tobacco, but not bad — he gave me a devil of a lot.”




  “So I should say,” said Sanders, and reaching over took the pouch and put it in his pocket.




  When Sanders had seen Mr Cuthbert safe on board a homeward-bound steamer, he took his twenty Houssas to the Ochori country to arrest Bosambo, and expected Bosambo would fly; but the imperturbable chief awaited his coming, and offered him the customary honours.




  “I admit I gave the white man the hemp,” he said. “I myself smoke it, suffering no ill. How was I to know that it would make him sleep?”




  “Why did you give it him?” demanded Sanders.




  Bosambo looked the Commissioner full in the face.




  “Last moon you came, lord, asking why I gave him the Isisi country and the rights of the little river, because these were not mine to give. Now you come to me saying why did I give the white man native tobacco — Lord, that was the only thing I gave him that was mine.”




  V. The Special Commissioner
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  The Hon. George Tackle had the good fortune to be the son of his father; otherwise I am free to confess he had no claim to distinction. But his father, being the proprietor of the Courier and Echo (with which are incorporated I don’t know how many dead and gone stars of the Fleet Street firmament), George had a “pull” which no amount of competitive merit could hope to contend with, and when the stories of atrocities in the district of Lukati began to leak out and questions were asked in Parliament, George opened his expensively-bound Gazetteer, discovered that the district of Lukati was in British territory, and instantly demanded that he should be sent out to investigate these crimes, which were a blot upon our boasted civilization.




  His father agreed, having altogether a false appreciation of his son’s genius, and suggested that George should go to the office and ‘get all the facts’ regarding the atrocities. George, with a goodnatured smile of amusement at the bare thought of anybody instructing him in a subject on which he was so thoroughly conversant, promised; but the Courier and Echo office did not see him, and the librarian of the newspaper, who had prepared a really valuable dossier of newspaper cuttings, pamphlets, maps, and health hints for the young man’s guidance, was dismayed to learn that the confident youth had sailed without any further instruction in the question than a man might secure from the hurried perusal of the scraps which from day to day appeared in the morning press.




  As a special correspondent, I adduce, with ill-suppressed triumph, the case of the Hon. George Tackle as an awful warning to all newspaper proprietors who allow their parental affections to overcome their good judgment.




  All that the Hon. George knew was that at Lukati there had been four well authenticated cases of barbarous acts of cruelty against natives, and that the Commissioner of the district was responsible for the whippings and the torture. He thought, did the Hon. George, that this was all that it was necessary to know. But this is where he made his big mistake.




  Up at Lukati all sorts of things happened, as Commissioner Sanders knows, to his cost. Once he visited the district and left it tranquil, and for Carter, his deputy, whom he left behind, the natives built a most beautiful hut, planting gardens about, all off their own bat.




  One day, when Carter had just finished writing an enthusiastic report on the industry of his people, and the wholehearted way they were taking up and supporting the new regime, the chief of the village, whom Carter had facetiously named O’Leary (his born name was indeed Olari), came to him.




  Carter at the moment was walking through the well-swept street of the village with his hands in his coat pockets and his big white helmet tipped on the back of his head because the sun was setting at his back.




  “Father,” said the Chief Olari, “I have brought these people to see you.” He indicated with a wave of his hand six strange warriors carrying their shields and spears, who looked at him dispassionately.




  Carter nodded.




  “They desire,” said Olari, “to see the wonderful little black fetish that my father carries in his pocket that they may tell their people of its powers.”




  “Tell your people,” said Carter good-humouredly, “that I have not got the fetish with me — if they will come to my hut I will show them its wonders.” Whereupon Olari lifted his spear and struck at Carter, and the six warriors sprang forward together. Carter fought gamely, but he was unarmed.




  When Sanders heard the news of his subordinate’s death he did not faint or fall into a fit of insane cursing. He was sitting on his broad verandah at headquarters when the dusty messenger came. He rose with pursed lips and frowning eyes, fingering the letter — this came from Tollemache, inspector of police at Bokari — and paced the verandah.




  “Poor chap, poor chap!” was all that he said.




  He sent no message to Olari; he made no preparations for a punitive raid; he went on signing documents, inspecting Houssas, attending dinner parties, as though Carter had never lived or died. All these things the spies of Olari reported, and the chief was thankful.




  Lukati being two hundred miles from headquarters, through a savage and mountainous country, an expedition was no light undertaking, and the British Government, rich as it is, cannot afford to spend a hundred thousand pounds to avenge the death of a subordinate official. Of this fact Sanders was well aware, so he employed his time in collecting and authenticating the names of Carter’s assassins.




  When he had completed them he went a journey seventy miles into the bush to the great witchdoctor Kelebi, whose name was known throughout the coast country from Dakka to the Eastern borders of Togoland.




  “Here are the names of men who have put shame upon me,” he said; “but principally Olari, chief of the Lukati people.”




  “I will put a spell upon Olari,” said the witchdoctor; “a very bad spell, and upon these men. The charge will be six English pounds.” Sanders paid the money, and ‘dashed’ two bottles of squareface and a piece of proper cloth. Then he went back to headquarters.




  One night through the village of Lukati ran a whisper, and the men muttered the news with fearful shivers and backward glances.




  “Olari, the chief, is cursed!” Olari heard the tidings from his women, and came out of his hut into the moonlight, raving horribly.




  The next day he sickened, and on the fifth day he was near to dead and suffering terrible pains, as also were six men who helped in the slaying of Carter. That they did not die was no fault of the witchdoctor, who excused his failure on account of the great distance between himself and his subjects.




  As for Sanders, he was satisfied, saying that even the pains were cheap at the price, and that it would give him great satisfaction to write ‘finis’ to Olari with his own hand.




  A week after this, Abiboo, Sanders’ favourite servant, was taken ill. There was no evidence of fever or disease, only the man began to fade as it were.




  Making inquiries, Sanders discovered that Abiboo had offended the witchdoctor Kelebi, and that the doctor had sent him the death message.




  Sanders took fifty Houssas into the bush and interviewed the witchdoctor.




  “I have reason,” he said, “for believing you to be a failure as a slayer of men.”




  “Master,” said Kelebi in extenuation, “my magic cannot cross mountains, otherwise Olari and his friends would have died.”




  “That is as it may be,” said Sanders. “I am now concerned with magic nearer at hand, and I must tell you that the day after Abiboo dies I will hang you.”




  “Father,” said Kelebi emphatically, “under those circumstances Abiboo shall live.” Sanders gave him a sovereign, and rode back to headquarters, to find his servant on the high road to recovery.




  I give you this fragment of Sanders’ history, because it will enable you to grasp the peculiar environment in which Sanders spent the greater part of his life, and because you will appreciate all the better the irony of the situation created by the coming of the Hon. George Tackle.




  Sanders was taking breakfast on the verandah of his house. From where he sat he commanded across the flaming beauties of his garden a view of a broad, rolling, oily sea, a golden blaze of light under the hot sun. There was a steamer lying three miles out (only in five fathoms of water at that), and Sanders, through his glasses, recognized her as the Elder Dempster boat that brought the monthly mail. Since there were no letters on his table, and the boat had been “in” for two hours, he gathered that there was no mail for him, and was thankful, for he had outlived the sentimental period of life when letters were pleasant possibilities.




  Having no letters, he expected no callers, and the spectacle of the Hon. George being carried in a hammock into his garden was astonishing.




  The Hon. George carefully alighted, adjusted his white pith helmet, smoothed the creases from his immaculate ducks, and mounted the steps that led to the stoep.




  “How do?” said the visitor. “My name is Tackle — George Tackle.” He smiled, as though to say more was an insult to his hearer’s intelligence.




  Sanders bowed, a little ceremoniously for him. He felt that his visitor expected this.




  “I’m out on a commission,” the Hon. George went on. “As you’ve doubtless heard, my governor is the proprietor of the Courier and Echo, and so he thought I’d better go out and see the thing for myself. I’ve no doubt the whole thing is exaggerated—”




  “Hold hard,” said Sanders, a light dawning on him. “I gather that you are a sort of correspondent of a newspaper?”




  “Exactly.”




  “That you have come to inquire into—”




  “Treatment of natives, and all that,” said the Hon. George easily.




  “And what is wrong with the treatment of the native?” asked Sanders sweetly.




  The hon. gentleman made an indefinite gesture.




  “You know — things in newspapers — missionaries,” he said rapidly, being somewhat embarrassed by the realization that the man, if any, responsible for the outrages was standing before him.




  “I never read the newspapers,” said Sanders, “and—”




  “Of course,” interrupted rhe Hon. George eagerly, “we can make it all right as far as you are concerned.”




  “Oh, thank you!” Sanders’ gratitude was a little overdone, but he held out his hand. “Well, I wish you luck — let me know how you get on.”




  The Hon. George Tackle was frankly nonplussed. “But excuse me,” he said, “where — how — Hang it all, where am I to put up?”




  “Here?”




  “Yes — dash it, my kit is on shore! I thought—”




  “You thought I’d put you up?”




  “Well, I did think—”




  “That I’d fall on your neck and welcome you?”




  “Not exactly, but—”




  “Well,” said Sanders, carefully folding his napkin, “I’m not so glad to see you as all that.”




  “I suppose not,” said the Hon. George, bridling.




  “Because you’re a responsibility — I hate extra responsibility. You can pitch your tent just wherever you like — but I cannot offer you the hospitality you desire.”




  “I shall report this matter to the Administrator,” said the Hon. George ominously.




  “You may report it to my grandmother’s maiden aunt,” said Sanders politely.




  Half an hour later he saw the Hon. George rejoin the ship that brought him to Isisi Bassaro, and chuckled. George would go straight to the Administrator, and would receive a reception beside which a Sahara storm would be zephyrs of Araby.




  At the same time Sanders was a little puzzled, and not a little hurt. There never had been a question of atrocities in his district, and he was puzzled to account for the rumours that had brought the “commissioner” on his tour of investigation — could it be a distorted account of Olari’s punishment?




  “Go quickly to the ship, taking a book to the lord who has just gone from here,” was his command to a servant, and proceeded to scribble a note: “I am afraid,” he wrote, “I was rather rude to you — not understanding what the devil you were driving at. An overwhelming curiosity directs me to invite you to share my bungalow until such time as you are ready to conduct your investigation.”




  The Hon. George read this with a self-satisfied smirk.




  “The way to treat these fellows,” he said to the Elder Dempster captain, “is to show ’em you’ll stand no nonsense. I thought he’d climb down.” The Elder Dempster captain, who knew Sanders by repute, smiled discreetly, but said nothing. Once more the special correspondent’s mountain of baggage was embarked in the surf boat, and the Hon. George waved a farewell to his friends on the steamer.




  The Elder Dempster skipper, leaning over the side of his bridge, watched the surf boat rising and falling in the swell.




  “There goes a man who’s looking for trouble,” he said, “and I wouldn’t take a half-share of the trouble he’s going to find for five hundred of the best. Is that blessed anchor up yet, Mr Simmons? Half ahead — set her due west, Mr What’s-your-name.”




  It was something of a triumph for the Hon. George. There were ten uniformed policemen awaiting him on the smooth beach to handle his baggage, and Sanders came down to his garden gate to meet him.




  “The fact of it is—” began Sanders awkwardly; but the magnanimous George raised his hand.




  “Let bygones,” he said, “be bygones.”




  Sanders was unaccountably annoyed by this generous display. Still more so was he when the correspondent refused to reopen the question of atrocities.




  “As your guest,” said George solemnly, “I feel that it would be better for all concerned if I pursued an independent investigation. I shall endeavour as far as possible, to put myself in your place, to consider all extenuating circumstances—”




  “Oh, have a gin-swizzle!” said Sanders rudely and impatiently; “you make me tired.”




  “Look here,” he said later, “I will only ask you two questions. Where are these atrocities supposed to have taken place?”




  “In the district of Lukati,” said the Hon. George.




  “Olari,” thought Sanders. “Who was the victim?” he asked.




  “There were several,” said the correspondent, and produced his notebook. “You understand that I’d really much rather not discuss the matter with you, but, since you insist,” he read, “Efembi of Wastambo.”




  “Oh!” said Sanders, and his eyebrows rose.




  “Kabindo of Machembi.”




  “Oh, lord!” said Sanders.




  The Hon. George read six other cases, and with everyone a line was wiped from Sanders’ forehead.




  When the recital was finished the Commissioner said slowly— “I can make a statement to you which will save you a great deal of unnecessary trouble.”




  “I would rather you didn’t,” said George, in his best judicial manner.




  “Very good,” said Sanders; and went away whistling to order dinner.




  Over the meal he put it to the correspondent: “There, are a number of people on this station who are friends of mine. I won’t disguise the fact from you — there is O’Neill, in charge of the Houssas; the doctor, Kennedy, the chap in charge of the survey party; and half a dozen more. Would you like to question them?”




  “They are friends of yours?”




  “Yes, personal friends.”




  “Then,” said the Hon. George, gravely, “perhaps it would be better if I did not see them.”




  “As you wish,” said Sanders.




  With an escort of four Houssas, and fifty carriers recruited from the neighbouring villages, the Hon. George departed into the interior, and Sanders saw him off.




  “I cannot, of course, guarantee your life,” he said, at parting, “and I must warn you that the Government will not be responsible for any injury that comes to you.”




  “I understand,” said the Hon. George knowingly, “but I am not to be deterred. I come from a stock—”




  “I dare say,” Sanders cut his genealogical reminiscences short; “but the last traveller who was ‘chopped’ in the bush was a D’Arcy, and his people came over with the Conqueror.”




  The correspondent took the straight path to Lukati, and at the end of the third day’s march came to the village of Mfabo, where lived the great witchdoctor, Kelebi.




  George pitched his camp outside the village, and, accompanied by his four Houssas, paid a call upon the chief, which was one of the first mistakes he made, for he should have sent for the chief to call upon him; and if he called upon anybody, he should have made his visit to the witchdoctor, who was a greater man than forty chiefs.




  In course of time, however, he found himself squatting on the ground outside the doctor’s house, engaged, through the medium of the interpreter he had brought from Sierra Leone, in an animated conversation with the celebrated person.




  “Tell him,” said George to his interpreter, “that I am a great white chief whose heart bleeds for the native.”




  “Is he a good man?” asked George.




  The witchdoctor, with the recollection of Sanders’ threat, said “No!”




  “Why?” asked the Hon. George eagerly. “Does he beat the people?” Not only did he beat the people, explained the witchdoctor with relish, but there were times when he burnt them alive.




  “This is a serious charge,” said George, wagging his head warningly; nevertheless he wrote with rapidity in his diary:




  “Interviewed Kelebi, respected native doctor, who states:




  “I have lived all my life in this district, and have never known so cruel a man as Sandi (Sanders). I remember once he caused a man to be drowned, the man’s name I forget; on another occasion he burned a worthy native alive for refusing to guide him and his Houssas through the forest. I also remember the time when he put a village to the fire, causing the people great suffering.




  “The people of the country groan under his oppressions, for from time to time he comes demanding money and crops, and if he does not receive all that he asks for he flogs the villagers until they cry aloud.” (I rather suspect that there is truth in the latter statement, for Sanders finds no little difficulty in collecting the hut-tax, which is the Government’s due.)




  George shook his head when he finished writing.




  “This,” he said, “looks very bad.” He shook hands with the witchdoctor, and that aged villain looked surprised, and asked a question in the native tongue.




  “You no be fit to dash him somet’ing,” said the interpreter.




  “Dash him?”




  “Give ‘um present — bottle gin.”




  “Certainly not,” said George. “He may be satisfied with the knowledge that he is rendering a service to humanity; that he is helping the cause of a downtrodden people.” The witchdoctor said something in reply, which the interpreter very wisely refrained from putting into English.




  “How go the investigations?” asked the captain of Houssas three weeks later.




  “As far as I can gather,” said Sanders, “our friend is collecting a death-roll by the side of which the records of the Great Plague will read like an advertisement of a health resort.”




  “Where is he now?”




  “He has got to Lukati — and I am worried”; and Sanders looked it.




  The Houssa captain nodded, for all manner of reports had come down from Lukati country. There had been good crops, and good crops mean idleness, and idleness means mischief. Also there had been devil dances, and the mild people of the Bokari district, which lies contiguous to Lukati, had lost women.




  “I’ve got a free hand to nip rebellion in the bud,” Sanders reflected moodily; “and the chances point to rebellion — What do you say? Shall we make a report and wait for reinforcements, or shall we chance our luck?”




  “It’s your funeral,” said the Houssa captain, “and I hate to advise you. If things go wrong you’ll get the kicks; but if it were mine I’d go, like a shot — naturally.”




  “A hundred and forty men,” mused Sanders.




  “And two Maxims,” suggested the other.




  “We’ll go,” said Sanders; and half an hour later a bugle blared through the Houssas’ lines, and Sanders was writing a report to his chief in faraway Lagos.




  The Hon. George, it may be said, had no idea that he was anything but welcome in the village of Lukati. Olari the chief had greeted him pleasantly, and told him stories of Sanders’ brutality — stories which, as George wrote, “if true, must of necessity sound the death-knell of British integrity in our native possessions.” Exactly what that meant, I am not disposed to guess.




  George stayed a month as the guest of Lukati. He had intended to stay at the most three days, but there was always a reason for postponing his departure.




  Once the carriers deserted, once the roads were not safe, once Olari asked him to remain that he might see his young men dance. George did not know that his escort of four Houssas were feeling uneasy, because his interpreter — as big a fool as himself — could not interpret omens. George knew nothing of the significance of a dance in which no less than six witchdoctors took part, or the history of the tumbledown hut that stood in solitude at one end of the village. Had he taken the trouble to search that hut, he would have found a table, a chair, and a truckle bed, and on the table a report, soiled with dust and rain, which began: “I have the honour to inform your Excellency that the natives maintain their industrious and peaceable attitude.” For in this hut in his lifetime lived Carter, Deputy Commissioner; and the natives, with their superstitious regard for the dead, had moved nothing.




  It was approaching the end of the month, when the Hon. George thought he detected in his host a certain scarcely-veiled insolence of tone, and in the behaviour of the villagers something more threatening.




  The dances were a nightly occurrence now, and the measured stamping of the feet, the clash of spear against cane shield, and the never-ending growl of the song the dancers sang, kept him awake at nights. Messengers came to Olari daily from long distances, and once he was awakened in the middle of the night by screams. He jumped out of bed and pushed aside the fly of his tent to see half a dozen naked women dragged through the streets — the result of a raid upon the unoffending Bokari. He dressed, in a sweat of indignation and fear, and went to the chief’s hut, fortunately without his interpreter, for what Olari said would have paralysed him.




  In the morning (after this entirely unsatisfactory interview) he paraded his four Houssas and such of his carriers as he could find, and prepared to depart.




  “Master,” said Olari, when the request was interpreted, “I would rather you stayed. The land is full of bad people, and I have still much to tell you of the devilishness of Sandi. Moreover,” said the chief, “tonight there is to be a great dance in your honour,” and he pointed to where the three slaves were engaged in erecting a big post in the centre of the village street.




  “After this I will let you go,” said Olari, “for you are my father and my mother.” The Hon. George was hesitating, when, of a sudden, at each end of the street there appeared, as if by magic, twenty travel-stained Houssas. They stood at attention for a moment, then opened outwards, and in the centre of each party gleamed the fat water-jacket of a Maxim gun.




  The chief said nothing, only he looked first one way and then the other, and his brown face went a dirty grey. Sanders strolled leisurely along toward the group. He was unshaven, his clothes were torn with bush-thorn, in his hand was a long barrelled revolver.




  “Olari,” he said gently; and the chief stepped forward.




  “I think, Olari,” said Sanders, “you have been chief too long.”




  “Master, my father was chief before me, and his father,” said Olari, his face twitching.




  “What of Tagondo, my friend?” asked Sanders, speaking of Carter by his native name.




  “Master, he died,” said Olari; “he died of the sickness mongo — the sickness itself.”




  “Surely,” said Sanders, nodding his head, “surely you also shall die of the same sickness.”




  Olari looked round for a way of escape. He saw the Hon. George looking from one to the other in perplexity, and he flung himself at the correspondent’s feet.




  “Master!” he cried, “save me from this man who hates me!” George understood the gesture; his interpreter told him the rest; and, as a Houssa servant reached out his hand to the chief, the son of the house of Widnes, strong in the sense of his righteousness, struck it back.




  “Look here, Sanders,” forgetting all his previous misgivings and fears concerning the chief, “I should say that you have punished this poor devil enough!”




  “Take that man, sergeant,” said Sanders sharply; and the Houssa gripped Olari by the shoulder and flung him backward.




  “You shall answer for this!” roared the Hon. George Tackle, in impotent wrath.




  “What are you going to do with him? My God! No, no! — not without a trial!” He sprang forward, but the Houssas caught him and restrained him.




  “For what you have done,” said the correspondent — this was a month after, and he was going aboard the homeward steamer— “you shall suffer!”




  “I only wish to point out to you,” said Sanders, “that if I had not arrived in the nick of time, you would have done all the suffering — they were going to sacrifice you on the night I arrived. Didn’t you see the post?”




  “That is a lie!” said the other. “I will make England ring with your infamy. The condition of your district is a blot on civilization!”




  “There is no doubt,” said Mr Justice Keneally, summing up in the libel action, Sanders v. The Courier and Echo and another, “that the defendant Tackle did write a number of very libellous and damaging statements, and, to my mind, the most appalling aspect of the case is that, commissioned as he was to investigate the condition of affairs in the district of Lukati, he did not even trouble to find out where Lukati was. As you have been told, gentlemen of the jury, there are no less than four Lukatis in West Africa, the one in Togoland being the district in which it was intended the defendant should go. How he came to mistake Lukati of British West Africa for the Lukati of German Togoland, I do not know, but in order to bolster up his charges against a perfectly-innocent British official he brought forward a number of unsupported statements, each of which must be regarded as damaging to the plaintiff, but more damaging still to the newspaper that in its colossal ignorance published them.” The jury awarded Sanders nine thousand seven hundred and fifty pounds.




  VI. The Dancing Stones
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  Heroes should be tall and handsome, with flashing eyes; Sanders was not so tall, was yellow of face, moreover had grey hair. Heroes should also be of gentle address, full of soft phrases, for such tender women who come over their horizon; Sanders was a dispassionate man who swore on the slightest provocation, and had no use for women any way.




  When you place a man upon a throne, even though that throne be a wooden stool worth in the mart fourpence more or less, you assume a responsibility which greatly outweighs all the satisfaction or personal gratification you may derive from your achievement. There is a grave in Toledo, a slab of brass, over a great kingmaker who lived long enough to realize his insignificance. The epitaph upon that brass tomb of his is eloquent of his sum knowledge of life and human effort. PULVIS ET NIHIL says the inscription, and Powder and Nothing is the ultimate destiny of all kingmakers.




  Sanders was a maker of kings in the early days. He helped break a few, so it was in obedience to the laws of compensation that he took his part in reconstructive work.




  He broke Esindini, Matabini, T’saki — to name three — and helped, in the very old days, and in another country, to break Lobengula, the Great Bull.




  Kingmaker he was beyond question — you could see Republicanism written legibly in the amused grin with which he made them — but the kings he made were little ones — that is the custom of the British-African rule, they break a big king and put many little kings in his place, because it is much safer.




  Somewhere about 12° north; and in longitude 0°, is a land which is peculiar for the fact that it is British, French, German, and Italian — according to which map of Africa you judge it by.




  At the time of which I write it was neither, but it was ruled by Mensikilimbili for the Great King. He was the most powerful of monarchs, and, for the matter of that, the most cruel. His dominion stretched ‘from moonrise to sunset’ said the natives, and he held undisputed sway.




  He had a court, and sat upon an ivory throne, and wore over the leopard skins of his rank a mantle woven of gold thread and scarlet thread, and he administered justice. He had three hundred wives and forty thousand fighting men, and his acquaintance with white men began and ended with the coming of a French Mission, who presented him with a tall hat, a barrel organ, and one hundred thousand francs in gold.




  This was Limbili, the great King of Yitingi.




  The little kings of the Southern lands spoke of him with bated breath; his name was uttered in a low voice, as of a god; he was the symbol of majesty and of might — the Isisi people, themselves a nation of some importance, and boastful likewise, referred to themselves disparagingly when the kingdom of Yitingi was mentioned.




  Following the French Mission, Sanders went up as envoy to the Limbilu, carrying presents of a kind and messages of good will.




  He was escorted into the territory by a great army and was lodged in the city of the king. After two days’ waiting he was informed that his Majesty would see him, and was led to the Presence.




  The Presence was an old man, a vicious old man, if Sanders was any judge of character, who showed unmistakable signs of anger and contempt when the Commissioner displayed his presents.




  “And what are these, white man?” said the king. “Toys for my women, or presents for my little chiefs?”




  “These are for your Greatness,” said Sanders quietly, “from a people who do not gauge friendship by the costliness of presents.”




  The king gave a little sniff. “Tell me, white man,” he said; “in your travels have you ever seen so great a king as I?”




  “Lord king,” said Sanders, frank to a fault “I have seen greater.”




  The king frowned, and the crowd about his sacred person muttered menacingly.




  “There you lie,” said the king calmly; “for there never was a greater king than I.”




  “Let the white man say who is greater,” croaked an aged councillor, and a murmur of approval arose.




  “Lord,” said Sanders, looking into the eyes of the old man who sat on the throne, “I have seen Lo Ben.” [Lo Bengola, the King of the Matabele — EW] The king frowned again, and nodded.




  “Of him I have heard,” he said; “he was a great king and an eater-up of nations — who else?”




  “King,” lied Sanders, “also Ketcewayo”; and something like a hush fell upon the court, for the name of Ketcewayo was one that travelled north.




  “But of white kings,” persisted the chief; “is there a white king in the world whose word when it goes forth causes men to tremble?” Sanders grinned internally, knowing such a king, but answered that in all his life he had never met such a king.




  “And of armies,” said the king, “have you ever seen an army such as mine?” And so through the category of his possessions he ran; and Sanders, finding that the lie was to save himself a great deal of trouble, lied and acclaimed King Limbili as the greatest king in all the world, commander of the most perfect army, ruler of a sublime kingdom.




  It may be said that the kingdom of Yitingi owed its integrity to its faults, for, satisfied with the perfection of all his possessions, the great king confined his injustices, his cruelties, and his little wars within the boundaries of his state. Also he sought relaxation therein.




  One day, just after the rains, when the world was cool and the air filled with the faint scent of African spring, Sanders made a tour through the little provinces.




  These are those lands which lie away from the big rivers. Countries curled up in odd corners, bisected sharply on the map by this or that international boundary line, or scattered on the fringe of the wild country vaguely inscribed by the cartographer as “Under British Influence.” It was always in interesting journey — Sanders made it once a year — for the way led up strange rivers and through unfamiliar scenes, past villages where other white men than Sanders were never seen. After a month’s travel the Commissioner came to Icheli, which lies on the border of the great king’s domain, and with immense civility he was received by the elders and the chiefs.




  “Lord, you have come at a good moment,” said the chief solemnly, “tonight Daihili dances.”




  “And who is Daihili?” asked Sanders.




  They told him; later they brought for his inspection a self-conscious girl, a trifle pert, he thought, for a native.




  A slim girl, taller than the average woman, with a figure perfectly modelled, a face not unpleasant even from the European standpoint, graceful in carriage, her every movement harmonious. Sanders, chewing the end of his cigar, took her in at one glance.




  “My girl, they tell me that you dance,” he said.




  “That is so, master,” she said; “I am the greatest dancer in all the world.”




  “So far I cannot go,” said the cautious Commissioner; “but I do not doubt that your dancing is very wonderful.”




  “Lord,” she said, with a gesture, “when I dance men go mad, losing their senses. Tonight when the moon is high I will show you the dance of the Three Lovers.”




  “Tonight,” said Sanders briefly, “I shall be in bed — and, I trust, asleep.” The girl frowned a little, was possibly piqued, being a woman of fifteen, and in no wise different to women elsewhere in the world. This Sanders did not know, and I doubt whether the knowledge would have helped him much if he did.




  He heard the tom-tom beating, that night as he lay in bed, and the rhythmical clapping of hands, and fell asleep wondering what would be the end of a girl who danced so that men went mad.




  The child was the chief’s daughter, and at parting Sanders had a few words to say concerning her.




  “This daughter of yours is fifteen, and it would be better if she were married,” he said.




  “Lord, she has many lovers, but none rich enough to buy her,” said the proud father, “because she is so great a dancer. Chiefs and headmen from villages far distant come to see her.” He looked round and lowered his voice. “It is said,” he whispered, “that the Great One himself has spoken of her. Perhaps he will send for her, offering this and that. In such a case,” said the chief hopefully, “I will barter and bargain, keeping him in suspense, and every day the price will rise—”




  “If the Great One need her, let her go,” said Sanders, “lest instead of money presents he sends an army. I will have no war, or women palaver, which is worse than war, in my country — mark that, chief.”




  “Lord, your word is my desire,” said the chief conventionally.




  Sanders went back to his own people by easy stages. At Isisi he was detained for over a week over a question of witchcraft; at Belembi (in the Isisi country) he stopped three days to settle a case of murder by fetish. He was delivering judgement, and Abiboo, the Sergeant of Police, was selecting and testing his stoutest cane for the whipping which was to follow, when the chief of the Icheli came flying down the river with three canoes, and Sanders, who, from where he sat, commanded an uninterrupted view of the river, knew there was trouble — and guessed what that trouble was.




  “Justice!” demanded the chief, his voice trembling with the rage and fear he had nursed, “justice against the Old One, the stealer of girls, the destroyer of cities — may death go to him. Iwa!—” The very day Sanders had left, the messenger of the great king had come, and with him a hundred warriors, demanding the dancing girl. True to his prearranged scheme, the chief began the inevitable bargaining over terms. The presents offered were too small. The girl was worth a hundred thousand rods — nay, a thousand bags of salt.




  “You were mad,” said Sanders calmly; “no woman is worth a thousand bags of salt.”




  “Well, that might be,” admitted the outraged father; “yet it would be folly to begin by naming a price too low. The bargaining went on through the night and all the next day, and in the end the envoy of the great king grew impatient.




  “Let the woman be sent for,” he said, and obedient to the summons came Daihili, demure enough, yet with covert glances of encouragement to the unemotional ambassador, and with subtle exhibitions of her charms.




  “Woman,” said the messenger, “the greatest of kings desires you, will you come?”




  “Lord,” said the girl, “I wish for nothing better.” With that, the hundred armed warriors in attendance at the palaver closed round the girl.




  “And so,” said Sanders, “you got nothing?”




  “Lord, it is as you say,” moaned the old chief.




  “It is evident,” said Sanders, “that an injustice has been done; for no man may take a woman unless he pay. I think,” he added, with a flash of that mordant humour which occasionally illuminated his judgments, “that the man pays twice, once to the father, and all his life to his wife — but that is as may be.”




  Six weeks later, after consultation, Sanders sent a messenger to the great king, demanding the price of the woman.




  What happened to the messenger I would rather not describe. That he was killed, is saying the least. Just before he died, when the glaze of death must have been on his eyes, and his poor wrecked body settling to the rest of oblivion, he was carried to a place before the king’s hut, and Daihili danced the Dance of the Spirits. This much is now known.




  Sanders did nothing; nor did the British Government, but hurried notes were exchanged between ambassadors and ministers in Paris, and that was the end of the incident.




  Two Icheli spies went up into the great king’s country. One came back saying that the dancing girl was the favourite wife of the old king, and that her whims swayed the destinies of the nation. Also he reported that because of this slim girl who danced, many men, councillors, and captains of war had died the death.




  The other spy did not come back.




  It may have been his discovery that induced the girl to send an army against the Icheli, thinking perchance that her people were spying upon her.




  One day the city of Icheli was surrounded by the soldiers of the great king, and neither man, women nor child escaped.




  The news of the massacre did not come to Sanders for a long time. The reason was simple; there was none to carry the message, for the Icheli are isolated folk.




  One day, however, an Isisi hunting party, searching for elephants, came upon a place where there was a smell of burning and many skeletons — and thus Sanders knew— “We cannot,” wrote Monsieur Leon Marchassa, Minister for Colonial Affairs, “accept responsibility for the misdoings of the king of the Yitingi, and my Government would regard with sympathetic interest any attempt that was made by His Majesty’s Government to pacify this country.” But the British Government did nothing, because war is an expensive matter, and Sanders grinned and cursed his employers genially.




  Taking his life in his hands, he went up to the border of Yitingi, with twenty policemen, and sent a messenger — a Yitingi messenger — to the king. With the audacity which was not the least of his assets, he demanded that the king should come to him for a palaver.




  This adventure nearly proved abortive at the beginning, for just as the Zaire was steaming to the borders Sanders unexpectedly came upon traces of a raiding expedition. There were unmistakable signs as to the author.




  “I have a mind to turn back and punish that cursed Bosambo, Chief of the Ochori,” he said to Sergeant Abiboo, “for having sworn by a variety of gods and devils that he would keep the peace; behold he has been raiding in foreign territory.”




  “He will keep, master,” said Abiboo, “besides which, he is in the neighbourhood, for his fires are still warm.” So Sanders went on, and sent his message to the king.




  He kept steam in his little boat — he had chosen the only place where the river touches the Yitingi border — and waited, quite prepared to make an ignominious, if judicious, bolt.




  To his astonishment, his spies brought word that the king was coming. He owed this condescension to the influence of the little dancing girl, for she, womanlike, had a memory for rebuffs, and had a score to settle with Mr Commissioner Sanders.




  The great king arrived, and across the meadow-like lands that fringe the river on both sides Sanders watched the winding procession with mingled feelings. The king halted a hundred yards from the river, and his big scarlet umbrella was the centre of a black line of soldiers spreading out on either hand for three hundred yards.




  Then a party detached itself and came towards the dead tree by the water side, whereon hung limply in the still air the ensign of England.




  “This,” said Sanders to himself, “is where I go dead one time.” It is evidence of the seriousness of the situation, as it appealed to him, that he permitted himself to descend to Coast English.




  “The king, the Great One, awaits you, white man, offering you safety in his shadow,” said the king’s messenger; and Sanders nodded. He walked leisurely toward the massed troops, and presently appeared before the old man squatting on a heap of skins and blinking like an ape in the sunlight.




  “Lord king, live for ever,” said Sanders glibly, and as he raised his hand in salute he saw the girl regarding him from under knit brows.




  “What is your wish, white man?” said the old king; “what rich presents do you bring, that you call me many days’ journey?”




  “Lord, I bring no presents,” said Sanders boldly; “but a message from a king who is greater than you, whose soldiers outnumber the sands of the river, and whose lands extend from the east to the west, from the north to the south.”




  “There is no such king,” snarled the old man. “You lie, white man, and I will cut your tongue into little strips.”




  “Let him give his message, master,” said the girl.




  “This is the message,” said Sanders. He stood easily, with his hands in the pockets of his white uniform jacket, and the king was nearer death than he knew. “My master says: ‘Because the Great King of Yitingi has eaten up the Icheli folk: because he has crossed the borderland and brought suffering to my people, my heart is sore. Yet, if the Great King will pay a fine of one thousand head of cattle and will allow free access to his country for my soldiers and my commissioners, I will live in peace with him.’”




  The old man laughed, a wicked, cackling laugh.




  “Oh, ko!” he chuckled; “a great king!” Then the girl stepped forward.




  “Sandi,” she said, “once you put me to shame, for when I would have danced for you, you slept.”




  “To you, Daihili,” said Sanders steadily, “I say nothing; I make no palaver with women, for that is not the custom or the law. Still less do I talk with dancing girls. My business is with Limbili the king.” The king was talking rapidly behind his hand to a man who bent over him, and Sanders, his hands still in his jacket pockets, snapped down the safety catches of his automatic Colts.




  All the time the girl spoke he was watching from the corners of his eyes the man who talked with the king. He saw him disappear in the crowd of soldiers who stood behind the squatting figures, and prepared for the worst.




  “Since I may not dance for you,” the girl was saying, “my lord the king would have you dance for me.”




  “That is folly; said Sanders: then he saw the line on either side wheel forward, and out came his pistols.




  “Crack! Crack!” The shot intended for the king missed him, and broke the leg of a soldier behind.




  It had been hopeless from the first; this Sanders realized with some philosophy, as he lay stretched on the baked earth, trussed like a fowl, and exceedingly uncomfortable. At the first shot Abiboo, obeying his instructions, would turn the bows of the steamer down stream; this was the only poor satisfaction he could derive from the situation.




  Throughout that long day, with a pitiless sun beating down upon him, he lay in the midst of an armed guard, waiting for the death which must come in some dreadful form or other.




  He was undismayed, for this was the logical end of the business. Toward the evening they gave him water, which was most acceptable. From the gossip of his guards he gathered that the evening had been chosen for his exit, but the manner of it he must guess.




  From where he lay he could see, by turning his head a little, the king’s tent, and all the afternoon men were busily engaged in heaping fiat stones upon the earth before the pavilion. They were of singular uniformity, and would appear to be specially hewn and dressed for some purpose. He asked his guard a question.




  “They are the dancing stones, white man,” said the soldier, “they come from the mountain near the city.” When darkness fell a huge fire was lit; it was whilst he was watching this that he heard of the Zaire’s escape, and was thankful.




  He must have been dozing, exhausted in body and mind, when he was dragged to his feet, his bonds were slipped, and he was led before the king. Then he saw what form his torture was to take.




  The flat stones were being taken from the fire with wooden pincers and laid to form a rough pavement before the tent.




  “White man,” said the king, as rude hands pulled off the Commissioner’s boots, “the woman Daihili would see you dance.”




  “Be assured, king,” said Sanders, between his teeth, “that some day you shall dance in hell in more pleasant company, having first danced at the end of a rope.”




  “If you live through the dancing,” said the king, “you will be sorry.” A ring of soldiers with their spears pointing inward surrounded the pavement, those on the side of the tent crouching so that their bodies might not interrupt the Great One’s view.




  “Dance,” said the king; and Sanders was thrown forward. The first stone he touched was only just warm, and on this he stood still till a spear-thrust sent him to the next. It was smoking hot, and he leapt up with a stifled cry. Down he came to another, hotter still, and leapt again— “Throw water over him,” said the amused king, when they dragged the fainting man off the stones, his clothes smouldering where he lay in an inert heap.




  “Now dance,” said the king again — when out of the darkness about the group leapt a quivering pencil of yellow light.




  Ha-ha-ha-ha-a-a-a!




  Abiboo’s Maxim-gun was in action at a range of fifty yards, and with him five hundred Ochori men under that chief of chiefs, Bosambo.




  For a moment the Yitingi stood, and then, as with a wild yell which was three parts fear, the Ochori charged, the king’s soldiers broke and fled.




  They carried Sanders to the steamer quickly, for the Yitingi would re-form, being famous night fighters. Sanders, sitting on the deck of the steamer nursing his burnt feet and swearing gently, heard the scramble of the Ochori as they got into their canoes, heard the grunting of his Houssas hoisting the Maxim on board, and fainted again.




  “Master,” said Bosambo in the morning, “many moons ago you made charge against the Ochori, saying they would not fight. That was true, but in those far-off days there was no chief Bosambo. Now, because of my teaching, and because I have put fire into their stomachs, they have defeated the soldiers of the Great King.” He posed magnificently, for on his shoulders was a mantle of gold thread woven with blue, which was not his the night before.




  “Bosambo,” said Sanders, “though I have a score to settle with you for breaking the law by raiding, I am grateful that the desire for the properties of others brought you to this neighbourhood. Where did you get that cloak?” he demanded.




  “I stole it,” said Bosambo frankly, “from the tent of the Great King; also I brought with me one of the stones upon which my lord would not stand. I brought this, thinking that it would be evidence.” Sanders nodded, and bit his cigar with a little grimace. “On which my lord would not stand,” was very prettily put.




  “Let me see it,” he said; and Bosambo himself carried it to him.




  It had borne the heat well enough, but rough handling had chipped a corner; and Sanders looked at this cracked corner long and earnestly.




  “Here,” he said, “is an argument that no properly constituted British Government can overlook — I see Limbili’s finish.” The rainy season came round and the springtime, before Sanders again stood in the presence of the Great King. All around him was desolation and death. The plain was strewn with the bodies of men, and the big city was a smoking ruin. To the left, three regiments of Houssas were encamped; to the right, two battalions of African Rifles sat at “chop,” and the snappy notes of their bugles came sharply through the still air.




  “I am an old man,” mumbled the king; but the girl who crouched at his side said nothing. Only her eyes never left the brick-red face of Sanders.




  “Old you are,” he said, “yet not too old to die.”




  “I am a great king,” whined the other, “and it is not proper that a great king should hang.”




  “Yet if you live,” said Sanders, “many other great kings will say, ‘We may commit these abominations, and because of our greatness we shall live.’”




  “And what of me, lord?” said the girl in a low voice.




  “You!” Sanders looked at her. “Ho, hi,” he said, as though he had just remembered her. “You are the dancing girl? Now we shall do nothing with you, Daihili — because you are nothing.” He saw her shrink as one under a lash.




  After the execution, the Colonel of the Houssas and Sanders were talking together.




  “What I can’t understand,” said the Colonel, “is why we suddenly decided upon this expedition. It has been necessary for years — but why this sudden activity?”




  Sanders grinned mysteriously.




  “A wonderful people, the English,” he said airily. “Old Man Limbili steals British subjects, and I report it. ‘Very sad,’ says England. He wipes out a nation. ‘Deplorable!’ says England. He makes me dance on the original good-intention stones of Hades. ‘Treat it as a joke,’ says England; but when I point out that these stones assay one ounce ten pennyweights of refined gold, and that we’ve happed upon the richest reef in Central Africa, there’s an army here in six months!”




  I personally think that Sanders may have been a little unjust in this point of view. After all, wars cost money, and wars of vengeance are notoriously unprofitable.




  VII. The Forest of Happy Dreams
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  Sanders was tied up at a “wooding,” being on his way to collect taxes and administer justice to the folk who dwell on the lower Isisi River.




  By the riverside the little steamer was moored. There was a tiny bay here, and the swift currents of the river were broken to a gentle flow; none the less, he inspected the shore-ends of the wire hawsers before he crossed the narrow plank that led to the deck of the Zaire. The wood was stacked on the deck ready for tomorrow’s run. The new water-gauge had been put in by Yoka, the engineer, as he had ordered; the engines had been cleaned; and Sanders nodded approvingly. He stepped lightly over two or three sleeping forms curled upon the deck, and gained the shore. “Now I think I’ll turn in,” he muttered, and looked at his watch. It was nine o’clock. He stood for a moment on the crest of the steep bank, and stared back across the river. The night was black, but he saw the outlines of the forest on the other side. He saw the jewelled sky, and the pale reflection of stars in the water.




  Then he went to his tent, and leisurely got into his pyjamas. He jerked two tabloids from a tiny bottle, swallowed them, drank a glass of water, and thrust his head through the tent opening. “Ho, Sokani!” he called, speaking in the vernacular, “let the lo-koli sound!” He went to bed.




  He heard the rustle of men moving, the gurgles of laughter as his subtle joke was repeated, for the Cambul people have a keen sense of humour, and then the penetrating rattle of sticks on the native drum — a hollow tree-trunk. Fiercely it beat — furiously, breathlessly, with now and then a deeper note as the drummer, using all his art, sent the message of sleep to the camp.




  In one wild crescendo, the lo-koli ceased, and Sanders turned with a sigh of content and closed his eyes — he sat up suddenly. He must have dozed; but he was wide awake now.




  He listened, then slipped out of bed, pulling on his mosquito boots. Into the darkness of the night he stepped, and found N’Kema, the engineer, waiting.




  “You heard, master?” said the native.




  “I heard,” said Sanders, with a puzzled face, “yet we are nowhere near a village.” He listened.




  From the night came a hundred whispering noises, but above all these, unmistakable, the faint clatter of an answering drum. The white man frowned in his perplexity. “No village is nearer than the Bongindanga,” he muttered, “not even a fishing village; the woods are deserted—” The native held up a warning finger, and bent his head, listening. He was reading the message that the drum sent. Sanders waited; he knew the wonderful fact of this native telegraph, how it sent news through the trackless wilds. He could not understand it, no European could; but he had respect for its mystery.




  “A white man is here,” read the native; “he has the sickness.”




  “A white man!” In the darkness Sanders’ eyebrows rose incredulously.




  “He is a foolish one,” N’Kema read; “he sits in the Forest of Happy Thoughts, and will not move.”




  Sanders clicked his lips impatiently. “No white man would sit in the Forest of Happy Thoughts,” he said, half to himself, “unless he were mad.” But the distant drum monotonously repeated the outrageous news. Here, indeed, in the heart of the loveliest glade in all Africa, encamped in the very centre of the Green Path of Death, was a white man, a sick white man — in the Forest of Happy Thoughts — a sick white man.




  So the drum went on and on, till Sanders, rousing his own lo-koli man, sent an answer crashing along the river, and began to dress hurriedly.




  In the forest lay a very sick man. He had chosen the site for the camp himself. It was in a clearing, near a little creek that wound between high elephant-grass to the river. Mainward chose it, just before the sickness came, because it was pretty.




  This was altogether an inadequate reason; but Mainward was a sentimentalist, and his life was a long record of choosing pretty camping places, irrespective of danger.




  “He was,” said a newspaper, commenting on the crowning disaster which sent him a fugitive from justice to the wild lands of Africa, “overburdened with imagination.”




  Mainward was cursed with ill-timed confidence; this was one of the reasons he chose to linger in that deadly strip of land of the Ituri, which is clumsily named by the natives ‘The Lands-where-all-bad-thoughts-become-good-thoughts’ and poetically adapted by explorers and daring traders as ‘The Forest of Happy Dreams.’ Overconfidence had generally been Mainward’s undoing — overconfidence in the ability of his horses to win races; overconfidence in his own ability to secure money to hide his defalcations — he was a director in the Welshire County Bank once — overconfidence in securing the love of a woman, who, when the crash came, looked at him blankly and said she was sorry, but she had no idea he felt towards her like that — Now Mainward lifted his aching head from the pillow and cursed aloud at the din. He was endowed with the smattering of pigeon-English which a man may acquire from a three months’ sojourn divided between Sierra Leone and Grand Bassam.




  “Why for they make ’em cursed noise, eh?” he fretted. “You plenty fool-man, Abiboo.”




  “Si, senor,” agreed the Kano boy, calmly.




  “Stop it, d’ye hear? stop it!” raved the man on the tumbled bed; “this noise is driving me mad — tell them to stop the drum.” The lo-koli stopped of its own accord, for the listeners in the sick man’s camp had heard the faint answer from Sanders.




  “Come here, Abiboo — I want some milk; open a fresh tin; and tell the cook I want some soup, too.” The servant left him muttering and tossing from side to side on the creaking camp bedstead. Mainward had many strange things to think about. It was strange how they all clamoured for immediate attention; strange how they elbowed and fought one another in their noisy claims to his notice. Of course, there was the bankruptcy and the discovery at the bank — it was very decent of that inspector fellow to clear out — and Ethel, and the horses, and — and — The Valley of Happy Dreams! That would make a good story if Mainward could write; only, unfortunately, he could not write. He could sign things, sign his name to ‘three months after date pay to the order of—’ He could sign other people’s names; he groaned, and winced at the thought.




  But here was a forest where bad thoughts became good, and, God knows, his mind was ill-furnished. He wanted peace and sleep and happiness — he greatly desired happiness. Now suppose ‘Fairy Lane’ had won the Wokingham Stakes? It had not, of course (he winced again at the bad memory), but suppose it had?




  Suppose he could have found a friend who would have lent him £16,000, or even if Ethel —




  “Master,” said Abiboo’s voice, “dem puck-a-puck, him lib for come.”




  “Eh, what’s that?” Mainward turned almost savagely on the man.




  “Puck-a-puck — you hear ‘um?” But the sick man could not hear the smack of the Zaire’s stern wheel, as the little boat breasted the downward rush of the river — he was surprised to see that it was dawn, and grudgingly admitted to himself that he had slept. He closed his eyes again and had a strange dream. The principal figure was a small, tanned, cleanshaven man in a white helmet, who wore a dingy yellow overcoat over his pyjamas.




  “How are you feeling?” said the stranger.




  “Rotten bad,” growled Mainward, “especially about Ethel; don’t you think it was pretty low down of her to lead me on to believe she was awfully fond of me, and then at the last minute to chuck me?”




  “Shocking,” said the strange, white man gravely, “but put her out of your mind just now; she isn’t worth troubling about. What do you say to this?” He held up a small, greenish pellet between his forefinger and thumb, and Mainward laughed weakly.




  “Oh, rot!” he chuckled faintly. “You’re one of those Forest of Happy Dreams Johnnies; what’s that? A love philtre?” He was hysterically amused at the witticism.




  Sanders nodded.




  “Love or life, It’s all one,” he said, but apparently unamused. “Swallow it!” Mainward giggled and obeyed. “And now,” said the stranger — this was six hours later— “the best thing you can do is to let my boys put you on my steamer and take you down river.”




  Mainward shook his head. He had awakened irritable and lamentably weak.




  “My dear chap, it’s awfully kind of you to have come — by the way, I suppose you are a doctor?”




  Sanders shook his head. “On the contrary, I am the Commissioner of this district,” he said flippantly— “but you were saying—”




  “I want to stay here — It’s devilish pretty.”




  “Devilish is the very adjective I should have used — my dear man, this is the plague spot of the Congo; It’s the home of every death-dealing fly and bug in Africa.” He waved his hand to the hidden vistas of fresh green glades, of gorgeous creepers shown in the light of the camp fires.




  “Look at the grass,” he said; “It’s homeland grass — that’s the seductive part of it; I nearly camped here myself. Come, my friend, let me take you to my camp.” Mainward shook his head obstinately.




  “I’m obliged, but I’ll stay here for a day or so. I want to try the supernatural effects of this pleasant place,” he said with a weary smile. “I’ve got so many thoughts that need treatment.”




  “Look here,” said Sanders roughly, “you know jolly well how this forest got its name; it is called Happy Dreams because it’s impregnated with fever, and with every disease from beri-beri to sleeping sickness. You don’t wake from the dreams you dream here. Man, I know this country, and you’re a newcomer; you’ve trekked here because you wanted to get away from life and start all over again.”




  “I beg your pardon.” Mainward’s face flushed; and he spoke a little stiffly.




  “Oh, I know all about you — didn’t I tell you I was the Commissioner? I was in England when things were going rocky with you, and I’ve read the rest in the papers I get from time to time. But all that is nothing to me. I’m here to help you start fair. If you had wanted to commit suicide, why come to Africa to do it? Be sensible and shift your camp; I’ll send my steamer back for your men. Will you come?”




  “No,” said Mainward sulkily. “I don’t want to, I’m not keen; besides, I’m not fit to travel.” Here was an argument which Sanders could not answer. He was none too sure upon that point himself, and he hesitated before he spoke again.




  “Very well,” he said at length, “suppose you stay another day to give you a chance to pull yourself together. I’ll come along tomorrow with a tip-top invalid chair for you — is it a bet?”




  Mainward held out his shaking hand, and the ghost of a smile puckered the corners of his eyes. “It’s a bet,” he said.




  He watched the Commissioner walk through the camp, speaking to one man after another in a strange tongue. A singular, masterful man this, thought Mainward. Would he have mastered Ethel? He watched the stranger with curious eyes, and noted how his own lazy devils of carriers jumped at his word.




  “Goodnight,” said Sanders’ voice; and Mainward looked up. “You must take another of these pellets, and tomorrow you’ll be as fit as a donkey-engine. I’ve got to get back to my camp tonight, or I shall find half my stores stolen in the morning; but if you’d rather I stopped—”




  “No, no,” replied the other hastily. He wanted to be alone. He had lots of matters to settle with himself. There was the question of Ethel, for instance.




  “You won’t forget to take the tabloid?”




  “No. I say, I’m awfully obliged to you for coming. You’ve been a good white citizen.”




  Sanders smiled. “Don’t talk nonsense!” he said good-humouredly. “This is all brotherly love. White to white, and kin to kin, don’t you know? We’re all alone here, and there isn’t a man of our colour within five hundred miles. Goodnight, and please take the tabloid—”




  Mainward lay listening to the noise of departure. He thought he heard a little bell tingle. That must be for the engines. Then he heard the puck-a-puck of the wheel — so that was how the steamer got its name.




  Abiboo came with some milk. “You take um medicine, master?” he inquired.




  “I take um,” murmured Mainward; but the green tabloid was underneath his pillow.




  Then there began to steal over him a curious sensation of content. He did not analyse it down to its first cause. He had had sufficient introspective exercise for one day. It came to him as a pleasant shock to realize that he was happy.




  He opened his eyes and looked round. His bed was laid in the open, and he drew aside the curtains of his net to get a better view.




  A little man was walking briskly toward him along the velvet stretch of grass that sloped down from the glade, and Mainward whistled.




  “Atty,” he gasped. “By all that’s wonderful.” Atty, indeed, it was: the same wizened Atty as of yore; but no longer pulling the long face to which Mainward had been accustomed. The little man was in his white riding-breeches, his diminutive top-boots were splashed with mud, and on the crimson of his silk jacket there was evidence of a hard race. He touched his cap jerkily with his whip, and shifted the burden of the racing saddle he carried to the other arm.




  “Why, Atty,” said Mainward, with a smile, “what on earth are you doing here?”




  “It’s a short way to the jockeys’ room, sir,” said the little man. “I’ve just weighed in. I thought the Fairy would do it, sir, and she did.”




  Mainward nodded wisely. “I knew she would, too,” he said. “Did she give you a smooth ride?”




  The jockey grinned again. “She never does that,” he said. “But she ran gamely enough. Coming up out of the Dip, she hung a little, but I showed her the whip, and she came on as straight as a die. I thought once the Stalk would beat us — I got shut in, but I pulled her round, and we were never in difficulties. I could have won by ten lengths,” said Atty.




  “You could have won by ten lengths,” repeated Mainward in wonder. “Well, you’ve done me a good turn, Atty. This win will get me out of one of the biggest holes that ever a reckless man tumbled into — I shall not forget you, Atty.”




  “I’m sure you won’t, sir,” said the little jockey gratefully; “if you’ll excuse me now, sir—” Mainward nodded and watched him, as he moved quickly through the trees.




  There were several people in the glade now, and Mainward looked down ruefully at his soiled duck suit. “What an ass I was to come like this,” he muttered in his annoyance. “I might have known that I should have met all these people.” There was one he did not wish to see; and as soon as he sighted Venn, with his shy eyes and his big nose, Mainward endeavoured to slip back out of observation.




  But Venn saw him, and came tumbling through the trees, with his big, flabby hand extended and his dull eyes aglow.




  “Hullo, hullo!” he grinned, “been looking for you.” Mainward muttered some inconsequent reply. “Rum place to find you, eh?” Venn removed his shining silk hat and mopped his brow with an awesome silk handkerchief.




  “But look here, old feller — about that money?”




  “Don’t worry, my dear man,” Mainward interposed easily. “I shall pay you now.”




  “That ain’t what I mean,” said the other impetuously; “a few hundred more or less does not count. But you wanted a big sum—”




  “And you told me you’d see me—”




  “I know, I know,” Venn put in hastily; “but that was before Kaffirs started jumpin’. Old feller, you can have it!” He said this with grotesque emphasis, standing with his legs wide apart, his hat perched on the back of his head, his plump hands dramatically outstretched: and Mainward laughed outright.




  “Sixteen thousand?” he asked.




  “Or twenty,” said the other impressively. “I want to show you—” Somebody called him, and with a hurried apology he went blundering up the green slope, stopping and turning back to indulge in a little dumb show illustrative of his confidence in Mainward and his willingness to oblige.




  Mainward was laughing, a low, gurgling laugh of pure enjoyment. Venn, of all people! Venn, with his accursed questions and talk of securities. Well! Well!




  Then his merriment ceased, and he winced again, and his heart beat faster and faster, and a curious weakness came over him — How splendidly cool she looked.




  She walked in the clearing, a white, slim figure; he heard the swish of her skirt as she came through the long grass — white, with a green belt all encrusted with gold embroidery. He took in every detail hungrily — the dangling gold ornaments that hung from her belt, the lace collar at her throat, the — She did not hurry to him, that was not her way.




  But in her eyes dawned a gradual tenderness — those dear eyes that dropped before him shyly.




  “Ethel!” he whispered, and dared to take her hand.




  “Aren’t you wonderfully surprised?” she said.




  “Ethel! Here!”




  “I — I had to come.” She would not look at him, but he saw the pink in her cheek and heard the faltering voice with a wild hope. “I behaved so badly, dear — so very badly.” She hung her head.




  “Dear! dear!” he muttered, and groped toward her like a blind man.




  She was in his arms, crushed against his breast, the perfume of her presence in his brain.




  “I had to come to you.” Her hot cheek was against his. “I love you so.”




  “Me — love me? Do you mean it?” He was tremulous with happiness, and his voice broke— “Dearest.” Her face was upturned to his, her lips so near; he felt her heart beating as furiously as his own. He kissed her — her lips, her eyes, her dear hair— “O, God, I’m happy!” she sobbed, “so — so happy—”




  Sanders sprang ashore just as the sun was rising, and came thoughtfully through the undergrowth to the camp. Abiboo, squatting by the curtained bed, did not rise.




  Sanders walked to the bed, pulled aside the mosquito netting, and bent over the man who lay there.




  Then he drew the curtains again, lit his pipe slowly, and looked down at Abiboo.




  “When did he die?” he asked.




  “In the dark of the morning, master,” said the man.




  Sanders nodded slowly. “Why did you not send for me?” For a moment the squatting figure made no reply, then he rose and stretched himself.




  “Master,” he said, speaking in Arabic — which is a language which allows of nice distinctions—’this man was happy; he walked in the Forest of Happy Thoughts; why should I call him back to a land where there was neither sunshine nor happiness, but only night and pain and sickness?”




  “You’re a philosopher,” said Sanders irritably.




  “I am a follower of the Prophet,” said Abiboo, the Kano boy; “and all things are according to God’s wisdom.”




  VIII. The Akasavas
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  You who do not understand how out of good evil may arise must take your spade to some virgin grassland, untouched — by the hand of man from the beginning of time.




  Here is soft, sweet grass, and never a sign of nettle, or rank, evil weed. It is as God made it. Turn the soil with your spade, intent on improving His handiwork, and next season — weeds, nettles, lank creeping things, and coarse-leafed vegetation cover the ground.




  Your spade has aroused to life the dormant seeds of evil, germinated the ugly waste life that all these long years has been sleeping out of sight — in twenty years, with careful cultivation, you may fight down the weeds and restore the grassland, but it takes a lot of doing.




  Your intentions may have been the best in disturbing the primal sod; you may have had views of roses flourishing where grass was; the result is very much the same.




  I apply this parable to the story of a missionary and his work. The missionary was a good man, though of the wrong colour. He had large ideas on his duty to his fellows; he was inspired by the work of his cloth in another country; but, as Sanders properly said, India is not Africa.




  Kenneth McDolan came to Mr Commissioner Sanders with a letter of introduction from the new Administration.




  Sanders was at “chop” one blazing morning when his servant, who was also his sergeant, Abiboo, brought a card to him. It was a nice card, rounded at the corners, and gilt-edged, and in the centre, in old English type, was the inscription — REV. KENNETH McDOLAN.




  Underneath was scribbled in pencil: “On a brief visit.” Sanders sniffed impatiently, for ‘reverend’ meant ‘missionary,’ and ‘missionary’ might mean anything. He looked at the card again and frowned in his perplexity. Somehow the old English and the reverendness of the visiting card did not go well with the rounded corners and the gilt edge.




  “Where is he?” he demanded.




  “Master,” said Abiboo, “he is on the verandah. Shall I kick him off?” Abiboo said this very naturally and with simple directness, and Sanders stared at him.




  “Son of sin!” he said sternly, “is it thus you speak of God-men, and of white men at that?”




  “This man wears the clothes of a God-man,” said Abiboo serenely; “but he is a black man, therefore of no consequence.”




  Sanders pulled a pair of mosquito boots over his pyjamas and swore to himself.




  “White missionaries, yes,” he said wrathfully, “but black missionaries I will not endure.”




  The Reverend Kenneth was sitting in Sanders’ basket-chair, one leg flung negligently over one side of the chair to display a silk sock. His fingertips were touching, and he was gazing with goodnatured tolerance at the little green garden which was the Commissioner’s special delight.




  He was black, very black; but his manners were easy, and his bearing self possessed.




  He nodded smilingly to Sanders and extended a lazy hand.




  “Ah, Mr Commissioner,” he said in faultless English, “I have heard a great deal about you.”




  “Get out of that chair,” said Sanders, who had no small talk worth mentioning, “and stand up when I come out to you! What do you want?” The Reverend Kenneth rose quickly, and accepted the situation with a rapidity which will be incomprehensible to any who do not know how thumbnail deep is the cultivation of the cultured savage.




  “I am on a brief visit,” he said, a note of deference in his tone. “I am taking the small towns and villages along the coast, holding services, and I desire permission to speak to your people.” This was not the speech he had prepared. He had come straight from England, where he had been something of a lion in Bayswater society, and where, too, his theological attainments had won him regard and no small amount of fame in even a wider circle.




  “You may speak to my people,” said Sanders; “but you may not address the Kano folk nor the Houssas, because they are petrified in the faith of the Prophet.”




  Regaining his self-possession, the missionary smiled. “To bring light into dark places—” he began.




  “Cut it out,” said Sanders briefly; “the palaver is finished.” He turned on his heel and reentered the bungalow.




  Then a thought struck him.




  “Hi!” he shouted, and the retiring missionary turned back.




  “Where did you pick up the ‘Kenneth McDolan’?” he asked.




  The negro smiled again. “It is the patronymic bestowed upon me at Sierra Leone by a good Christian white man, who brought me up and educated me as though I were his own son,” he recited.




  Sanders showed his teeth. “I have heard of such cases,” he said unpleasantly.




  The next day the missionary announced his intention of proceeding up country. He came in to see Sanders as though nothing had happened. Perhaps he expected to find the Commissioner a little ashamed of himself; but if this was so he was disappointed, for Sanders was blatantly unrepentant.




  “You’ve got a letter from the Administration,” he said, “so I can’t stop you.”




  “There is work for me,” said the missionary, “work of succour and relief. In India some four hundred thousand—”




  “This is not India,” said Sanders shortly; and with no other word the native preacher went his way.




  Those who know the Akasava people best know them for their laziness — save in matter of vendetta, or in the settlement of such blood feuds as come their way, or in the lifting of each other’s goats, in all which matters they display an energy and an agility truly inexplicable. “He is an Akasava man — he points with his foot,” is a proverb of the Upper River, and the origin of the saying goes back to a misty time when (as the legend goes) a stranger happened upon a man of the tribe lying in the forest.




  “Friend,” said the stranger, “I am lost. Show me the way to the river”; and the Akasava warrior, raising a leg from the ground, pointed with his toe to the path.




  Though this legend lacks something in point of humour, it is regarded as the acme of mirth-provoking stories from Barna to the Lado country.




  It was six months after the Reverend Kenneth McDolan had left for his station that there came to Sanders at his headquarters a woeful deputation, arriving in two canoes in the middle of the night, and awaiting him when he came from his bath to the broad stoep of his house in the morning — a semicircle of chastened and gloomy men, who squatted on the wooden stoep, regarding him with the utmost misery.




  “Lord, we are of the Akasava people,” said the spokesman, “and we have come a long journey.”




  “So I am aware,” said Sanders, with arid dryness, “unless the Akasava country has shifted its position in the night. What do you seek?”




  “Master, we are starving,” said the speaker, “for our crops have failed, and there is no fish in the river; therefore we have come to you, who are our father.”




  Now this was a most unusual request; for the Central African native does not easily starve, and, moreover, there had come no news of crop failure from the Upper River.




  “All this sounds like a lie,” said Sanders thoughtfully, “for how may a crop fail in the Akasava country, yet be more than sufficient in Isisi? Moreover, fish do not leave their playground without cause, and if they do they may be followed.”




  The spokesman shifted uneasily.




  “Master, we have had much sickness,” he said, “and whilst we cared for one another the planting season had passed; and, as for the fish, our young men were too full of sorrow for their dead to go long journeys.” Sanders stared. “Therefore we have come from our chief asking you to save us, for we are starving.”




  The man spoke with some confidence, and this was the most surprising thing of all. Sanders was nonplussed, frankly confounded. For all the eccentric course his daily life took, there was a certain regularity even in its irregularity. But here was a new and unfamiliar situation. Such things mean trouble, and he was about to probe this matter to its depth.




  “I have nothing to give you,” he said, “save this advice — that you return swiftly to where you came from and carry my word to your chief. Later I will come and make inquiries.”




  The men were not satisfied, and an elder, wrinkled with age, and sooty-grey of head, spoke up. “It is said, master,” he mumbled, through his toothless jaws, “that in other lands when men starve there come many white men bringing grain and comfort.”




  “Eh?” Sanders’ eyes narrowed. “Wait,” he said, and walked quickly through the open door of his bungalow.




  When he came out he carried a pliant whip of rhinoceros-hide, and the deputation, losing its serenity, fled precipitately.




  Sanders watched the two canoes paddling frantically up stream, and the smile was without any considerable sign of amusement. That same night the Zaire left for the Akasava country, carrying a letter to the Reverend Kenneth McDolan, which was brief, but unmistakable in its tenor.




  “DEAR SIR,” — it ran— “You will accompany the bearer to headquarters, together with your belongings. In the event of your refusing to comply with this request, I have instructed my sergeant to arrest you. Yours faithfully, H. SANDERS, Commissioner.”




  “And the reason I am sending you out of this country,” said Sanders, “is because you have put funny ideas into the heads of my people.”




  “I assure you—” began the negro.




  “I don’t want your assurance,” said Sanders, “you are not going to work an Indian Famine Fund in Central Africa.”




  “The people were starving—”




  Sanders smiled.




  “I have sent word to them that I am coming to Akasava,” he said grimly, “and that I will take the first starved-looking man I see and beat him till he is sore.”




  The next day the missionary went, to the intense relief, be it said, of the many white missionaries scattered up and down the river; for, strange as it may appear, a negro preacher who wears a black coat and silk socks is regarded with a certain amount of suspicion. True to his promise, Sanders made his visit, but found none to thrash, for he came to a singularly well-fed community that had spent a whole week in digging out of the secret hiding-places the foodstuffs which, at the suggestion of a too zealous seeker after fame, it had concealed.




  “Here,” said Sanders, wickedly, “endeth the first lesson.”




  But he was far from happy. It is a remarkable fact that once you interfere with the smooth current of native life all manner of things happen. It cannot be truthfully said that the events that followed on the retirement from active life of the Reverend Kenneth McDolan were immediately traceable to his ingenious attempt to engineer a famine in Akasava. But he had sown a seed, the seed of an idea that somebody was responsible for their well-being — he had set up a beautiful idol of Pauperism, a new and wonderful fetish. In the short time of his stay he had instilled into the heathen mind the dim, vague, and elusive idea of the Brotherhood of Man.




  This Sanders discovered, when, returning from his visit of inspection, he met, drifting with the stream, a canoe in which lay a prone man, lazily setting his course with halfhearted paddle strokes.




  Sanders, on the bridge of his tiny steamer, pulled the little string that controlled the steam whistle, for the canoe lay in his track. Despite the warning, the man in the canoe made no effort to get out of his way, and since both were going with the current, it was only by putting the wheel over and scraping a sandbank that the steamer missed sinking the smaller craft.




  “Bring that man on board!” fumed Sanders, and when the canoe had been unceremoniously hauled to the Zaire’s side by a boathook, and the occupant rudely pulled on board, Sanders let himself go.




  “By your infernal laziness,” he said, “I see that you are of the Akasava people; yet that is no reason why you should take the middle of the channel to yourself.”




  “Lord, it is written in the books of your gods,” said the man, “that the river is for us all, black and white, each being equal in the eyes of the white gods.”




  Sanders checked his lips impatiently. “When you and I are dead,” he said, “we shall be equal, but since I am quick and you are quick, I shall give you ten strokes with a whip to correct the evil teaching that is within you.” He made a convert. But the mischief was done.




  Sanders knew the native mind much better than any man living, and he spent a certain period every day for the next month cursing the Reverend Kenneth McDolan.




  So far, however, no irreparable mischief had been done, but Sanders was not the kind of man to be caught napping. Into the farthermost corners of his little kingdom his secret-service men were dispatched, and Sanders sat down to await developments.




  At first the news was good: the spies sent back stories of peace, of normal happiness; then the reports became less satisfactory. The Akasava country is unfortunately placed, for it is the very centre territory, the ideal position for the dissemination of foolish propaganda, as Sanders had discovered before.




  The stories the spies sent or brought were of secret meetings, of envoys from tribe to tribe, envoys that stole out from villages by dead of night, of curious rites performed in the depth of the forest and other disturbing matters.




  Then came a climax.




  Tigili, the king of the N’Gombi folk, made preparations for a secret journey. He sacrificed a goat and secured good omens; likewise three witchdoctors in solemn conclave gave a favourable prophecy.




  The chief slipped down the river one night with fourteen paddlers, a drummer, his chief headsman, and two of his wives, and reached the Akasava city at sunset the next evening. Here the chief of the Akasava met him, and led him to his hut.




  “Brother,” said the Akasava chief, not without a touch of pompousness, “I have covered my bow with the skin of a monkey.” Tigili nodded gravely.




  “My arrows are winged with the little clouds,” he said in reply.




  In this cryptic fashion they spoke for the greater part of an hour, and derived much profit therefrom.




  In the shadow of the hut without lay a half-naked man, who seemed to sleep, his head upon his arm, his legs doubled up comfortably.




  One of the Akasava guard saw him, and sought to arouse him with the butt of his spear, but he only stirred sleepily, and, thinking that he must be a man of Tigili’s retinue, they left him.




  When the king and the chief had finished their palaver, Tigili rose from the floor of the hut and went back to his canoe, and the chief of the Akasava stood on the bank of the river watching the craft as it went back the way it had come.




  The sleeper rose noiselessly and took another path to the river. Just outside the town he had to cross a path of moonlit clearing, and a man challenged him.




  This man was an Akasava warrior, and was armed, and the sleeper stood obedient to the summons.




  “Who are you?”




  “I am a stranger,” said the man.




  The warrior came nearer and looked in his face.




  “You are a spy of Sandi,” he said, and then the other closed with him.




  The warrior would have shouted, but a hand like steel was on his throat. The sentinel made a little sound like the noise a small river makes when it crosses a shallow bed of shingle, then his legs bent limply, and he went down.




  The sleeper bent down over him, wiped his knife on the bare shoulder of the dead man, and went on his way to the river. Under the bush he found a canoe, untied the native rope hat fastened it, and stepping in, he sent the tiny dug-out down the stream.




  *




  “And what do you make of all this?” asked Sanders. He was standing on his broad stoep, and before him was the spy, a lithe young man, in the uniform of a sergeant of Houssa Police.




  “Master, it is the secret society, and they go to make a great killing,” said the sergeant.




  The Commissioner paced the verandah with his head upon his breast, his hands clasped behind his back.




  These secret societies he knew well enough, though his territories had been free of them. He knew their mushroom growth; how they rose from nothingness with rituals and practices ready-made. He knew their influence up and down the Liberian coast; he had some knowledge of the ‘silent ones’ of Nigeria, and had met the ‘white faces’ in the Kassai. And now the curse had come to his territory. It meant war, the upsetting of twenty years’ work — the work of men who died and died joyfully, in the faith that they had brought peace to the land — it meant the undermining of all his authority.




  He turned to Abiboo.




  “Take the steamer,” he said, “and go quickly to the Ochori country, telling Bosambo, the chief, that I will come to him — the palaver is finished.” He knew he could depend upon Bosambo if the worst came.




  In the days of waiting he sent a long message to the Administration, which lived in ease a hundred miles down the coast. He had a land wire running along the seashore, and when it worked it was a great blessing. Fortunately it was in good order now, but there had been times when wandering droves of elephants had pulled up the poles and twisted a mile or so of wire into a hopeless tangle.




  The reply to his message came quickly.




  “Take extreme steps to wipe out society. If necessary arrest Tigili. I will support you with four hundred men and a gunboat; prefer you should arrange the matter without fuss. ADMINISTRATION.”




  Sanders took a long walk by the sea to think out the situation and the solution. If the people were preparing for war, there would be simultaneous action, a general rising. He shook his head. Four hundred men and a gunboat more or less would make no difference. There was a hope that one tribe would rise before the other? he could deal with the Akasava; he could deal with the Isisi plus the Akasava; he was sure of the Ochori — that was a comfort — but the others? He shook his head again. Perhaps the inherent idleness of the Akasava would keep them back. Such a possibility was against their traditions.




  He must have come upon a solution suddenly, for he stopped dead in his walk, and stood still, thinking profoundly, with his head upon his breast. Then he turned and walked quickly back to his bungalow.




  What date had been chosen for the rising we may never know for certain. What is known is that the Akasava, the N’Gombi, the Isisi, and the Boleki folk were preparing in secret for a time of killing, when there came the great news.




  Sandi was dead.




  A canoe had overturned on the Isisi River, and the swift current had swept the Commissioner away, and though men ran up and down the bank no other sign of him was visible but a great white helmet that floated, turning slowly, out of sight.




  So a man of the Akasava reported, having learnt it from a sergeant of Houssas, and instantly the o-koli beat sharply, and the headmen of the villages came panting to the palaver house to meet the paramount chief of the Akasava.




  “Sandi is dead,” said the chief solemnly. “He was our father and our mother and carried us in his arms; we loved him and did many disagreeable things for him because of our love. But now that he is dead, and there is none to say ‘Yea’ or ‘Nay’ to us, the time of which I have spoken to you secretly has come; therefore let us take up our arms and go out, first against the God-men who pray and bewitch us with the sprinkling of water, then against the chief of the Ochori, who for many years have put shame upon us.”




  “Master,” said a little chief from the fishing village which is near to the Ochori border, “is it wise — our Lord Sandi having said there shall be no war?”




  “Our Lord Sandi is dead,” said the paramount chief wisely; “and being dead, it does not greatly concern us what he said; besides which,” he said, as a thought struck him, “last night I had a dream and saw Sandi; he was standing amidst great fires, and he said, ‘Go forth and bring me the head of the chief of the Ochori.’”




  No further time was wasted. That night the men of twenty villages danced the dance of killing, and the great fire of the Akasava burnt redly on the sandy beach to the embarrassment of a hippo family that lived in the high grasses near by.




  In the grey of the morning the Akasava chief mustered six hundred spears and three score of canoes, and he delivered his oration; “First, we will destroy the mission men, for they are white, and it is not right that they should live and Sandi be dead; then we will go against Bosambo, the chief of the Ochori. When rains came in the time of kidding, he who is a foreigner and of no human origin brought many evil persons with him and destroyed our fishing villages, and Sandi said there should be no killing. Now Sandi is dead, and, I do not doubt, in hell, and there is none to hold our pride.”




  Round the bend of the river, ever so slowly, for she was breasting a strong and treacherous current, came the nose of the Zaire. It is worthy of note that the little blue flag at her stern was not at half-mast. The exact significance of this was lost on the Akasava. Gingerly the little craft felt its way to the sandy strip of beach, a plank was thrust forth, and along it came, very dapper and white, his little ebony stick with the silver knob swinging between his fingers, Mr Commissioner Sanders, very much alive, and there were two bright Maxim-guns on either side of the gangway that covered the beach.




  A nation, paralysed by fear and apprehension, watched the debarquement, the chief of the Akasava being a little in advance of his painted warriors. On Sanders’ face was a look of innocent surprise. “Chief,” said he, “you do me great honour that you gather your young men to welcome me; nevertheless, I would rather see them working in their gardens.” He walked along one row of fighting men, plentifully besmeared with camwood, and his was the leisurely step of some great personage inspecting a guard of honour.




  “I perceive,” he went on, talking over his shoulder to the chief who, fascinated by the unexpected vision, followed him, “I perceive that each man has a killing spear, also a fighting shield of wicker work, and many have N’Gombi swords.”




  “Lord, it is true,” said the chief, recovering his wits, “for we go hunting elephant in the Great Forest.”




  “Also that some have the little bones of men fastened about their necks — that is not for the elephant,” he said this meditatively, musingly, as he continued his inspection, and the chief was frankly embarrassed.




  “There is a rumour,” he stammered, “it is said — there came a spy who told us — that the Ochori were gathering for war, and we were afraid—”




  “Strange,” said Sanders, half to himself, but speaking in the vernacular, “strange indeed is this story, for I have come straight from the Ochori city, and there I saw nothing but men who ground corn and hunted peacefully; also their chief is ill, suffering from a fever.” He shook his head in well-simulated bewilderment.




  “Lord,” said the poor chief of the Akasava, “perhaps men have told us lies — such things have happened—”




  “That is true,” said Sanders gravely. “This is a country of lies: some say that I am dead; and, lo! the news has gone around that there is no law in the land, and men may kill and war at their good pleasure.”




  “Though I die at this minute,” said the chief virtuously, “though the river turn to fire and consume my inmost stomach, though every tree become a tiger to devour me, I have not dreamt of war.”




  Sanders grinned internally.




  “Spare your breath,” he said gently, “you who go hunting elephants, for it is a long journey to the Great Forest, and there are many swamps to be crossed, many rivers to be swum. My heart is glad that I have come in time to bid you farewell.” There was a most impressive silence, for this killing of elephants was a stray excuse of the chief’s. The Great Forest is a journey of two months, one to get there and one to return, and is moreover through the most cursed country, and the Akasava are not a people that love long journeys save with the current of the river.




  The silence was broken by the chief.




  “Lord, we desire to put off our journey in your honour, for if we go, how shall we gather in palaver?”




  Sanders shook his head. “Let no man stop the hunter,” quoth he. “Go in peace, chief, and you shall secure many teeth.” [Tusks — EW] He saw a sudden light come to the chief’s eyes, but continued, “I will send with you a sergeant of Houssas, that he may carry back to me the story of your prowess” — the light died away again— “for there will be many liars who will say that you never reached the Great Forest, and I shall have evidence to confound them.” Still the chief hesitated, and the waiting ranks listened, eagerly shuffling forward, till they ceased to bear any semblance to an ordered army, and were as a mob.




  “Lord,” said the chief, “we will go tomorrow—”




  The smile was still on Sanders’ lips, but his face was set, and his eyes held a steely glitter that the chief of the Akasava knew. “You go today, my man,” said Sanders, lowering his voice till he spoke in little more than a whisper, “else your warriors march under a new chief, and you swing on a tree.”




  “Lord, we go,” said the man huskily, “though we are bad marchers and our feet are very tender.”




  Sanders, remembering the weariness of the Akasava, found his face twitching. “With sore feet you may rest,” he said significantly, “with sore backs you can neither march nor rest — go!” At dawn the next morning the N’Gombi people came in twentyfive war canoes to join their Akasava friends, and found the village tenanted by women and old men, and Tigili, the king, in the shock of the discovery, surrendered quietly to the little party of Houssas on the beach.




  “What comes to me, lord?” asked Tigili, the king. Sanders whistled thoughtfully.




  “I have some instructions about you somewhere,” he said.




  IX. The Wood of Devils
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  Four days out of M’Sakidanga, if native report be true, there is a trickling stream that meanders down from N’Gombi country. Native report says that this is navigable even in the dry season.




  The missionaries at Bonginda ridicule this report; and Arburt, the young chief of the station, with a gentle laugh in his blue eyes, listened one day to the report of Elebi about a fabulous land at the end of this river, and was kindly incredulous.




  “If it be that ivory is stored in this place,” he said in the vernacular, “or great wealth lies for the lifting, go to Sandi, for this ivory belongs to the Government. But do you, Elebi, fix your heart more upon God’s treasures in heaven, and your thoughts upon your unworthiness to merit a place in His kingdom, and let the ivory go.” Elebi was known to Sanders as a native evangelist of the tornado type, a thunderous, voluble sub-minister of the service; he had, in his ecstatic moments, made many converts. But there were days of reaction, when Elebi sulked in his mud hut, and reviewed Christianity calmly.




  It was a service, this new religion. You could not work yourself to a frenzy in it, and then have done with the thing for a week. You must needs go on, on, never tiring, never departing from the straight path, exercising irksome self-restraint, leaving undone that which you would rather do.




  “Religion is prison,” grumbled Elebi, after his interview, and shrugged his broad, black shoulders.




  In his hut he was in the habit of discarding his European coat for the loin cloth and the blanket, for Elebi was a savage — an imitative savage — but still barbarian.




  Once, preaching on the River of Devils, he had worked himself up to such a pitch of enthusiastic fervour that he had smitten a scoffer, breaking his arm, and an outraged Sanders had him arrested, whipped, and fined a thousand rods. Hereafter Elebi had figured in certain English missionary circles as a Christian martyr, for he had lied magnificently, and his punishment had been represented as a form of savage persecution.




  But the ivory lay buried three days’ march beyond the Secret River; thus Elebi brooded over the log that smouldered in his hut day and night. Three days beyond the river, branching off at a place where there were two graves, the country was reputably full of devils, and Elebi shuddered at the thought; but, being a missionary and a lay evangelist, and, moreover, the proud possessor of a copy of the Epistle to the Romans (laboriously rendered into the native tongue), he had little to fear. He had more to fear from a certain White Devil at a faraway headquarters, who might be expected to range the lands of the Secret River, when the rains had come and gone.




  It was supposed that Elebi had one wife, conforming to the custom of the white man, but the girl who came into the hut with a steaming bowl of fish in her hands was not the wife that the missionaries recognized as such.




  “Sikini,” he said, “I am going a journey by canoe.”




  “In the blessed service?” asked Sikini, who had come under the influence of the man in his more elated periods.




  “The crackling of a fire is like a woman’s tongue,” quoted Elebi; “and it is easier to keep the lid on a boiling pot than a secret in a woman’s heart.” Elebi had the river proverbs at his fingertips, and the girl laughed, for she was his favourite wife, and knew that in course of time the information would come to her.




  “Sikini,” said the man suddenly, “you know that I have kept you when the Blood Taker would have me put you away.” (Arburt had a microscope and spent his evenings searching the blood of his flock for signs of trynosomiasis.) “You know that for your sake I lied to him who is my father and my protector, saying, ‘There shall be but one wife in my house, and that Tombalo, the coast woman.’” The girl nodded, eyeing him stolidly.




  “Therefore I tell you that I am going beyond the Secret River, three days’ march, leaving the canoe at a place where there are two graves.”




  “What do you seek?” she asked.




  “There are many teeth in that country,” he said; “dead ivory that the people brought with them from a distant country, and have hidden, fearing one who is a Breaker of Stones. I shall come back rich, and buy many wives who shall wait upon you and serve you, and then I will no longer be Christian, but will worship the red fetish as my father did, and his father.” [Bula Matidi, i.e., “Stone Breaker,” is the native name for the Congo Government — EW]




  “Go,” she said, nodding thoughtfully.




  He told her many things that he had not revealed to Arburt — of how the ivory came, of the people who guarded it, of the means by which he intended to secure it.




  Next morning before the mission lo-koli sounded, he had slipped away in his canoe; and Arburt, when the news came to him, sighed and called him a disappointing beggar — for Arburt was human. Sanders, who was also human, sent swift messengers to arrest Elebi, for it is not a good thing that treasure-hunting natives should go wandering through a strange country, such excursions meaning war, and war meaning, to Sanders at any rate, solemn official correspondence, which his soul loathed.




  Who would follow the fortunes of Elebi must paddle in his wake as far as Okau, where the Barina meets the Lapoi, must take the left river path, past the silent pool of the White Devil, must follow the winding stream till the elephants’ playing ground be reached. Here the forest has been destroyed for the sport of the Great Ones; the shore is strewn with tree trunks, carelessly uprooted and as carelessly tossed aside by the gambolling mammoth. The ground is innocent of herbage or bush; it is a flat wallow of mud, with the marks of pads where the elephant has passed.




  Elebi drew his canoe up the bank, carefully lifted his cooking-pot, full of living fire, and emptied its contents, heaping thereon fresh twigs and scraps of dead wood.




  Then he made himself a feast, and went to sleep.




  A wandering panther came snuffling and howling in the night, and Elebi rose and replenished the fire. In the morning he sought for the creek that led to the Secret River, and found it hidden by the hippo grass.




  Elebi had many friends in the N’Gombi country. They were gathered in the village of Tambango — to the infinite embarrassment of the chief of that village — for Elebi’s friends laid hands upon whatsoever they desired, being strangers and well armed, and, moreover, outnumbering the men of the village three to one. One, O’Sako, did the chief hold in greatest dread, for he said little, but stalked tragically through the untidy street of Tambango, a bright, curved execution knife in the crook of his left arm. O’Sako was tall and handsome. One broad shoulder gleamed in its nakedness, and his muscular arms were devoid of ornamentation. His thick hair was plastered with clay till it was like a European woman’s, and his body was smeared with ingola dust.




  Once only he condescended to address his host.




  “You shall find me three young men against the Lord Elebi’s arrival, and they shall lead us to the land of the Secret River.”




  “But, master,” pleaded the chief, “no man may go to the Secret River, because of the devils.”




  “Three men,” said O’Sako softly, “three young men swift of foot, with eyes like the N’Gombi, and mouths silent as the dead.”




  “ — the devils,” repeated the chief weakly, but O’Sako stared straight ahead and strode on.




  When the sun blazed furiously on the rim of the world in a last expiring effort, and the broad river was a flood of fire, and long shadows ran through the clearings, Elebi came to the village. He came unattended from the south, and he brought with him no evidence of his temporary sojourn in the camps of civilization. Save for his loin cloth, and his robe of panther skin thrown about his shoulders, he was naked.




  There was a palaver house at the end of the village, a thatched little wattle hut perched on a tiny hill, and the Lord Elebi gathered there his captains and the chief of the village. He made a speech.




  “Caa, caa,” he began — and it means “long ago,” and is a famous opening to speeches— “before the white man came, and when the Arabi came down from the northern countries to steal women and ivory, the people of the Secret River buried their ‘points’ in a Place of Devils. Their women they could not bury, so they lost them. Now all the people of the Secret River are dead. The Arabi killed some, Bula Matadi killed others, but the sickness killed most of all. Where their villages were the high grass has grown, and in their gardens only the weaver bird speaks. Yet I know of this place, for there came to me a vision and a voice that said—” The rest of the speech from the European standpoint was pure blasphemy, because Elebi had had the training of a lay preacher, and had an easy delivery.




  When he had finished, the chief of the village of Tambango spoke. It was a serious discourse on devils. There was no doubt at all that in the forest where the cache was there was a veritable stronghold of devildom. Some had bad faces and were as tall as the gum-trees — taller, for they used whole trees for clubs; some were small, so small that they travelled on the wings of bees, but all were very potent, very terrible, and most effective guardians of buried treasure. Their greatest accomplishment lay in leading astray the traveller; men went into the forest in search of game or copal or rubber, and never came back, because there were a thousand ways in and no way out.




  Elebi listened gravely.




  “Devils of course there are,” he said, “including the Devil, the Old One, who is the enemy of God. I have had much to do with the casting out of devils — in my holy capacity as a servant of the Word. Of the lesser devils I know nothing, though I do not doubt they live. Therefore I think it would be better for all if we offered prayer.” On his instruction the party knelt in full view of the village, and Elebi prayed conventionally but with great earnestness that the Powers of Darkness should not prevail, but that the Great Work should go on triumphantly.




  After which, to make doubly sure, the party sacrificed two fowls before a squat bete that stood before the chief’s door, and a crazy witchdoctor anointed Elebi with human fat.




  “We will go by way of Ochori,” said Elebi, who was something of a strategist. “These Ochori folk will give us food and guides, being a cowardly folk and very fearful.” He took farewell of the old chief and continued his journey, with O’Sako and his warriors behind him. So two days passed. An hour’s distance from the city of the Ochori he called a conference.




  “Knowing the world,” he said, “I am acquainted with the Ochori, who are slaves; you shall behold their chief embrace my feet. Since it is fitting that one, such as I, who know the ways of white men and their magic, should be received with honour, let us send forward a messenger to say that the Lord Elebi comes, and bid them kill so many goats against our coming.”




  “That is good talk,” said O’Sako, his lieutenant, and a messenger was despatched.




  Elebi with his caravan followed slowly.




  It is said that Elebi’s message came to Bosambo of Monrovia, chief of the Ochori, when he was in the despondent mood peculiar to men of action who find life running too smoothly.




  It was Bosambo’s practice — and one of which his people stood in some awe — to reflect aloud in English in all moments of crisis, or on any occasion when it was undesirable that his thoughts should be conveyed abroad.




  He listened in silence, sitting before the door of his hut and smoking a short wooden pipe, whilst the messenger described the quality of the coming visitor, and the unparalleled honour which was to fall upon the Ochori.




  Said Bosambo at the conclusion of the recital, “Damn nigger.” The messenger was puzzled by the strange tongue.




  “Lord Chief,” he said, “my master is a great one, knowing the ways of white men.”




  “I also know something of white men,” said Bosambo calmly, in the River dialect, “having many friends, including Sandi, who married my brother’s wife’s sister, and is related to me. Also,” said Bosambo daringly, “I have shaken hands with the Great White King who dwells beyond the big water, and he has given me many presents.” With this story the messenger went back to the slowly advancing caravan, and Elebi was impressed and a little bewildered.




  “It is strange,” he said, “no man has ever known an Ochori chief who was aught but a dog and the son of a dog — let us see this Bosambo. Did you tell him to come out and meet me?”




  “No,” replied the messenger frankly, “he was such a great one, and was so haughty because of Sandi, who married his brother’s wife’s sister; and so proud that I did not dare tell him.”




  There is a spot on the edge of the Ochori city where at one time Sanders had caused to be erected a warning sign, and here Elebi found the chief waiting and was flattered. There was a long and earnest conference in the little palaver house of the city, and here Elebi told as much of his story as was necessary, and Bosambo believed as much as he could.




  “And what do you need of me and my people?” asked Bosambo at length.




  “Lord chief,” said Elebi, “I go a long journey, being fortified with the blessed spirit of which you know nothing, that being an especial mystery of the white men.”




  “There is no mystery which I did not know,” said Bosambo loftily, “and if you speak of spirits, I will speak of certain saints, also of a Virgin who is held in high respect by white men.”




  “If you speak of the blessed Paul—” began Elebi, a little at sea.




  “Not only of Paul but Peter, John, Luke, Matthew, Antonio, and Thomas,” recited Bosambo rapidly. He had not been a scholar at the Catholic mission for nothing. Elebi was nonplussed.




  “We will let these magic matters rest,” said Elebi wisely, “it is evident to me that you are a learned man. Now I go to seek some wonderful treasures. All that I told you before was a lie. Let us speak as brothers. I go to the wood of devils, where no man has been for many years. I beg you, therefore, to give me food and ten men for carriers.”




  “Food you can have but no men,” said Bosambo, “for I have pledged my word to Sandi, who is, as you know, the husband of my brother’s wife’s sister, that no man of mine should leave this country.” With this Elebi had to be content, for a new spirit had come to the Ochori since he had seen them last, and there was a defiance in the timid eyes of these slaves of other days which was disturbing. Besides, they seemed well armed.




  In the morning the party set forth and Bosambo, who took no risks, saw them started on their journey. He observed that part of the equipment of the little caravan were two big baskets filled to the brim with narrow strips of red cloth.




  “This is my magic,” said Elebi mysteriously, when he was questioned, “it is fitting that you should know its power.” Bosambo yawned in his face with great insolence.




  Clear of Ochori by one day’s march, the party reached the first straggling advance guard of the Big Forest. A cloud of gum-trees formed the approach to the wood, and here the magic of Elebi’s basket of cloth strips became revealed.




  Every few hundred yards the party stopped, and Elebi tied one of the strips to a branch of a tree.




  “In this way,” he communicated to his lieutenant, “we may be independent of gods, and fearless of devils, for if we cannot find the ivory we can at least find our way back again.” (There had been such an experiment made by the missionaries in traversing the country between Bonguidga and the Big River, but there were no devils in that country.) In two days’ marches they came upon a place of graves. There had been a village there, for Isisi palms grew luxuriously, and pushing aside the grass they came upon a rotting roof. Also there were millions of weaver birds in the nut-palms, and a choked banana grove.




  The graves, covered with broken cooking pots, Elebi found, and was satisfied.




  In the forest, a league beyond the dead village, they came upon an old man, so old that you might have lifted him with a finger and thumb.




  “Where do the young men go in their strength?” he mumbled childishly; “into the land of small devils? Who shall guide them back to their women? None, for the devils will confuse them, opening new roads and closing the old. Oh, Ko Ko!” He snivelled miserably.




  “Father,” said Elebi, dangling strips of red flannel from his hand, “this is white man’s magic, we come back by the way we go.” Then the old man fell into an insane fit of cursing, and threw at them a thousand deaths, and Elebi’s followers huddled back in frowning fear.




  “You have lived too long,” said Elebi gently, and passed his spear through the old man’s neck.




  They found the ivory two days’ journey beyond the place of killing. It was buried under a mound, which was overgrown with rank vegetation, and there was by European calculation some £50,000 worth.




  “We will go back and find carriers,” said Elebi, “taking with us as many of the teeth as we can carry.” Two hours later the party began its return journey, following the path where at intervals of every half-mile a strip of scarlet flannelette hung from a twig.




  There were many paths they might have taken, paths that looked as though they had been made by the hand of man, and Elebi was glad that he had blazed the way to safety.




  For eight hours the caravan moved swiftly, finding its direction with no difficulty; then the party halted for the night.




  Elebi was awakened in the night by a man who was screaming, and he leapt up, stirring the fire to a blaze.




  “It is the brother of Olambo of Kinshassa, he has the sickness mongo,” said an awestricken voice, and Elebi called a council.




  “There are many ways by which white men deal with this sickness,” he said wisely, “by giving certain powders and by sticking needles into arms, but to give medicine for the sickness when madness comes is useless — so I have heard the fathers at the station say, because madness only comes when the man is near death.”




  “He was well last night,” said a hushed voice. “There are many devils in the forest, let us ask him what he has seen.” So a deputation went to the screaming, writhing figure that lay trussed and tied on the ground, and spoke with him. They found some difficulty in gaining an opening, for he jabbered and mouthed and laughed and yelled incessantly.




  “On the question of devils,” at last Elebi said.




  “Devils,” screeched the madman. “Yi! I saw six devils with fire in their mouths — death to you, Elebi! Dog—” He said other things which were not clean.




  “If there were water here,” mused Elebi, “we might drown him; since there is only the forest and the earth, carry him away from the camp, and I will make him silent.” So they carried the lunatic away, eight strong men swaying through the forest, and they came back, leaving Elebi alone with his patient. The cries ceased suddenly and Elebi returned, wiping his hands on his leopard skin.




  “Let us sleep,” said Elebi, and lay down.




  Before the dawn came up the party were on the move.




  They marched less than a mile from their camping ground and then faltered and stopped.




  “There is no sign, lord,” the leader reported, and Elebi called him a fool and went to investigate.




  But there was no red flannel, not a sign of it. They went on another mile without success.




  “We have taken the wrong path, let us return,” said Elebi, and the party retraced its steps to the camp they had abandoned. That day was spent in exploring the country for three miles on either side, but there was no welcome blaze to show the trail.




  “We are all N’Gombi men,” said Elebi, “let us tomorrow go forward, keeping the sun at our back; the forest has no terrors for the N’Gombi folk — yet I cannot understand why the white man’s magic failed.”




  “Devils!” muttered his lieutenant sullenly.




  Elebi eyed him thoughtfully.




  “Devils sometimes desire sacrifices,” he said with significance, “the wise goat does not bleat when the priest approaches the herd.” In the morning a great discovery was made. A crumpled piece of flannel was found on the outskirts of the camp. It lay in the very centre of a path, and Elebi shouted in his joy.




  Again the caravan started on the path. A mile farther along another little red patch caught his eye, half a mile beyond, another.




  Yet none of these were where he had placed them, and they all bore evidence of rude handling, which puzzled the lay brother sorely. Sometimes the little rags would be missing altogether, but a search party would come upon one some distance off the track, and the march would go on.




  Near sunset Elebi halted suddenly and pondered. Before him ran his long shadow; the sun was behind him when it ought to have been in front.




  “We are going in the wrong direction,” he said, and the men dropped their loads and stared at him. “Beyond any doubt,” said Elebi after a pause, “this is the work of devils — let us pray.” He prayed aloud earnestly for twenty minutes, and darkness had fallen before he had finished.




  They camped that night on the spot where the last red guide was, and in the morning they returned the way they had come. There was plenty of provision, but water was hard to come by, and therein lay the danger. Less than a mile they had gone before the red rags had vanished completely, and they wandered helplessly in a circle.




  “This is evidently a matter not for prayer, but for sacrifice,” concluded Elebi, so they slew one of the guides.




  Three nights later, O’Sako, the friend of Elebi, crawled stealthily to the place where Elebi was sleeping, and settled the dispute which had arisen during the day as to who was in command of the expedition.




  *




  “Master,” said Bosambo of Monrovia, “all that you ordered me to do, that I did.” Sanders sat before the chief’s hut in his camp chair and nodded.




  “When your word came that I should find Elebi — he being an enemy of the Government and disobeying your word — I took fifty of my young men and followed on his tracks. At first the way was easy, because he had tied strips of cloth to the trees to guide him on the backward journey, but afterwards it was hard, for the N’Kema that live in the wood—”




  “Monkeys?” Sanders raised his eyebrows.




  “Monkeys, master,” Bosambo nodded his head, “the little black monkeys of the forest who love bright colours — they had come down from their trees and torn away the cloths and taken them to their houses after the fashion of the monkey people. Thus Elebi lost himself and with him his men, for I found their bones, knowing the way of the forest.”




  “What else did you find?” asked Sanders.




  “Nothing, master,” said Bosambo, looking him straight in the eye.




  “That is probably a lie!” said Sanders.




  Bosambo thought of the ivory buried beneath the floor of his hut and did not contradict him.




  X. The Loves of M’lino
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  When a man loves one woman, whether she be alive or dead, a deep and fragrant memory or a very pleasant reality, he is apt to earn the appellation of “woman hater,” a hasty judgment which the loose-minded pass upon any man whose loves lack promiscuity, and who does not diffuse his passions. Sanders was described as a woman-hater by such men who knew him sufficiently little to analyse his character, but Sanders was not a woman-hater in any sense of the word, for he bore no ill will toward woman kind, and certainly was innocent of any secret love.




  There was a young man named Ludley who had been assistant to Sanders for three months, at the end of which time Sanders sent for him — he was stationed at Isisi City.




  “I think you can go home,” said Sanders.




  The young man opened his eyes in astonishment.




  “Why?” he said.




  Sanders made no reply, but stared through the open doorway at the distant village.




  “Why?” demanded the young man again.




  “I’ve heard things,” said Sanders shortly — he was rather uncomfortable, but did not show it.




  “Things — like what?”




  Sanders shifted uneasily in his chair. “Oh — things,” he said vaguely, and added; “You go home and marry that nice girl you used to rave about when you first came out.”




  Young Ludley went red under his tan. “Look here, chief!” he said, half angrily, half apologetically, “you’re surely not going to take any notice — you know It’s the sort of thing that’s done in black countries — oh, damn it all, you’re not going to act as censor over my morals, are you?”




  Sanders looked at the youth coldly.




  “Your morals aren’t worth worrying about,” he said truthfully. “You could be the most depraved devil in the world — which I’ll admit you aren’t — and I should not trouble to reform you. No. It’s the morals of my cannibals that worry me. Home you go, my son; get married, crescit sub pandere virtus — you’ll find the translation in the foreign phrase department of any respectable dictionary. As to the sort of things that are done in black countries, they don’t do them in our black countries — monkey tricks of that sort are good enough for the Belgian Congo, or for Togoland, but they aren’t good enough for this little strip of wilderness.”




  Ludley went home. He did not tell anybody the real reason why he had come home, because it would not have sounded nice. He was a fairly decent boy, as boys of his type go, and he said nothing worse about Sanders than that he was a woman-hater.




  The scene that followed his departure shows how little the white mind differs from the black in its process of working. For, after seeing his assistant safely embarked on a homeward-bound boat. Sanders went up the river to Isisi, and there saw a woman who was called M’Lino.




  The average black woman is ugly of face, but beautiful of figure, but M’Lino was no ordinary woman, as you shall learn. The Isisi people, who keep extraordinary records in their heads, the information being handed from father to son, say that M’Lino came from an Arabi family, and certainly if a delicately-chiselled nose, a refinement of lip, prove anything, they prove M’Lino came from no pure Bantu stock.




  She came to Sanders when he sent for her, alert, suspicious, very much on her guard.




  Before he could speak, she asked him a question.




  “Lord, where is Lijingii?” This was the nearest the native ever got to the pronunciation of Ludley’s name.




  “Lijingii has gone across the black water,” said Sanders gently, “to his own people.”




  “You sent him, lord,” she said quickly, and Sanders made no reply.




  “Lord,” she went on, and Sanders wondered at the bitterness in her tone, “it is said that you hate women.”




  “Then a lie is told,” said Sanders. “I do not hate women; rather I greatly honour them, for they go down to the caves of hell when they bear children; also I regard them highly because they are otherwise brave and very loyal.”




  She said nothing. Her head was sunk till her chin rested on her bare, brown breast, but she looked at him from under her brows, and her eyes were filled with a strange luminosity. Something like a panic awoke in Sanders’ heart — had the mischief been done? He cursed Ludley, and breathed a fervent, if malevolent, prayer that his ship would go down with him. But her words reassured him.




  “I made Lijingii love me,” she said, “though he was a great lord, and I was a slave; I also would have gone down to hell, for some day I hoped I should bear him children, but now that can never be.”




  “And thank the Lord for it!” said Sanders, under his breath.




  He would have given her some words of cheer, but she turned abruptly from him and walked away. Sanders watched the graceful figure as it receded down the straggling street, and went back to his steamer.




  He was ten miles down the river before he remembered that the reproof he had framed for the girl had been undelivered.




  “That is very extraordinary,” said Sanders, with some annoyance, “I must be losing my memory.”




  Three months later young Penson came out from England to take the place of the returned Ludley. He was a fresh-faced youth, bubbling over with enthusiasm, and, what is more important, he had served a two-years’ apprenticeship at Sierra Leone.




  “You are to go up to Isisi,” said Sanders, “and I want to tell you that you’ve got to be jolly careful.”




  “What’s the racket?” demanded the youth eagerly. “Are the beggars rising?”




  “So far as I know,” said Sanders, putting his feet up on the rail of the verandah, “they are not — it is not bloodshed, but love that you’ve got to guard against.” And he told the story of M’Lino, even though it was no creditable story to British administration.




  “You can trust me,” said young Penson, when he had finished.




  “I trust you all right,” said Sanders, “but I don’t trust the woman — let me hear from you from time to time,” if you don’t write about her I shall get suspicious, and I’ll come along in a very unpleasant mood.”




  “You can trust me,” said young Penson again; for he was at the age when a man is very sure of himself.




  Remarkable as it may read, from the moment he left to take up his new post until he returned to headquarters, in disgrace, a few months later, he wrote no word of the straight, slim girl, with her wonderful eyes. Other communications came to hand, official reports, terse and to the point, but no mention of M’Lino, and Sanders began to worry.




  The stories came filtering through, extraordinary stories of people who had been punished unjustly, of savage floggings administered by order of the sub-commissioner, and Sanders took boat and travelled up the river hec dum.




  He landed short of the town, and walked along the river bank. It was not an easy walk, because the country hereabouts is a riot of vegetation. Then he came upon an African idyll — a young man, who sat playing on a squeaky violin, for the pleasure of M’Lino, lying face downwards on the grass, her chin in her hands.




  “In the name of a thousand devils!” said Sanders wrathfully; and the boy got up from the fallen tree on which he sat, and looked at him calmly, and with no apparent embarrassment. Sanders looked down at the girl and pointed.




  “Go back to the village, my woman,” he said softly, for he was in a rage.




  “Now, you magnificent specimen of a white man,” he said, when the girl had gone — slowly and reluctantly— “what is this story I hear about your flogging O’Sako?”




  The youth took his pipe from his pocket and lit it coolly. “He beat M’Lino,” he said, in the tone of one who offered full justification.




  “From which fact I gather that he is the unfortunate husband of that attractive nigger lady you were charming just now when I arrived?”




  “Don’t be beastly,” said the other, scowling. “I know she’s a native and all that sort of thing, but my people at home will get used to her colour—”




  “Go on board my boat,” said Sanders quietly. “Regard yourself as my prisoner.”




  Sanders brought him down to headquarters without troubling to investigate the flogging of O’Sako, and no word passed concerning M’Lino till they were back again at headquarters.




  “Of course I shall send you home,” said Sanders.




  “I supposed you would,” said the other listlessly. He had lost all his self-assurance on the journey down river, and was a very depressed young man indeed.




  “I must have been mad,” he admitted, the day before the mail boat called en route for England; “from the very first I loved her — good heavens, what an ass I am!”




  “You are,” agreed Sanders, and saw him off to the ship with a cheerful heart.




  “I will have no more sub-commissioners at Isisi,” he wrote acidly to the Administration. “I find my work sufficiently entertaining without the additional amusement of having to act as chaperon to British officials.” He made a special journey to Isisi to straighten matters out, and M’Lino came unbidden to see him.




  “Lord, is he gone, too?” she asked.




  “When I want you, M’Lino,” said Sanders, “I will send for you.”




  “I loved him,” she said, with more feeling than Sanders thought was possible for a native to show.




  “You are an easy lover,” said Sanders.




  She nodded. “That is the way with some women,” she said. “When I love, I love with terrible strength; when I hate, I hate for ever and ever — I hate you, master!”




  She said it very simply.




  “If you were a man,” said the exasperated Commissioner, “I would tie you up and whip you.”




  “F-f-b!” said the girl contemptuously, and left him staring.




  To appreciate the position, you have to realize that Sanders was lord of all this district; that he had the power of life and death, and no man dared question or disobey his word. Had M’Lino been a man, as he said, she would have suffered for her treason — there is no better word for her offence — but she was a woman, and a seriously gifted woman, and, moreover, sure of whatever powers she had.




  He did not see her again during the three days he was in the city, nor (this is the extraordinary circumstance) did he discuss her with the chief. He learned that she had become the favourite wife of O’Sako; that she had many lovers and scorned her husband, but he sought no news of her. Once he saw her walking towards him, and went out of his way to avoid her. It was horribly weak and he knew it, but he had no power to resist the impulse that came over him to give her a wide berth.




  Following this visit, Sanders was coming down stream at a leisurely pace, — he himself at the steering wheel, and his eyes searching the treacherous river for sand banks. His mind was filled with the problem of M’Lino, when suddenly in the bush that fringes the Isisi river, something went “woof,” and the air was filled with flying potlegs. One struck his cabin, and splintered a panel to shreds, many fell upon the water, one missed Sergeant Abiboo’s head and sent his tarbosh flying.




  Sanders rang his engines astern, being curious to discover what induced the would-be assassin to fire a blunderbuss in his direction, and Abiboo, bareheaded, went pattering forward and slipped the canvas cover from the gleaming little Maxim.




  Then four Houssa soldiers jumped into the water and waded ashore, holding their rifles above their heads with the one hand and their ammunition in the other, and Sanders stood by the rail of the boat, balancing a sporting Lee-Enfield in the crook of his arm.




  Whoever fired the shot had chosen the place of killing very well. The bush was very thick, the approach to land lay through coarse grass that sprang from the swamp, vegetation ran rank, and a tangle of creeper formed a screen that would have been impenetrable to a white man.




  But the Houssas had a way — they found the man with his smoking gun, waiting calmly.




  He was of the Isisi people — a nation of philosophers — and he surrendered his weapon without embarrassment.




  “I think,” he said to Sergeant Abiboo, as they hurried down the bank to the riverside, “this means death.”




  “Death and the torments of hell to follow,” said Abiboo, who was embittered by the loss of his tarbosh, which had cost him five francs in the French territory.




  Sanders put up his rifle when he saw the prisoner. He held an informal court in the shattered deck cabin.




  “Did you shoot at me?” he asked.




  “I did, master,” said the man.




  “Why?”




  “Because,” the prisoner replied, “you are a devil and exercise witchcraft.”




  Sanders was puzzled a little. “In what particular section of the devil department have I been busy?” he asked in the vernacular.




  The prisoner was gazing at him steadily. “Master,” he replied, “it is not my business to understand these things. It is said to me, ‘kill’ — and I kill.”




  Sanders wasted no more time in vain questions. The man was put in irons, the nose of the steamer turned again down stream, and the Commissioner resumed his vigil.




  Midway between B’Fani and Lakaloli he came to a tying-up place. Here there were dead trees for the chopping, and he put his men to replenish his stock of fuel.




  He was annoyed, not because a man had attempted to take his life, nor even because his neat little cabin forward was a litter of splinters and broken glass where the potleg had struck, but because he nosed trouble where he thought all was peace and harmony.




  He had control of some sixteen distinct and separate nations, each isolated and separated from the other by custom and language. They were distinct, not as the French are from the Italian, but as the Slav is from the Turk.




  In the good old times before the English came there were many wars, tribe against tribe, people against people. There were battles, murders, raidings, and wholesale crucifixions, but the British changed all that. There was peace in the land.




  Sanders selected with care a long, thin cigar from his case, nibbled at the end and lit it.




  The prisoner sat on the steel deck of the Zaire near the men’s quarters. He was chained by the legiron to a staple, and did not seem depressed to any extent. When Sanders made his appearance, a camp stool in his hand, the Commissioner seated himself, and began his inquisition.




  “How do they call you, my man?”




  “Bofabi of Isisi.”




  “Who told you to kill me?”




  “Lord, I forget.”




  “A man or a woman?”




  “Lord, it may have been either.”




  More than that Sanders could not learn, and the subsequent examination at Isisi taught Sanders nothing, for, when confronted with M’Lino, the man said that he did not know her.




  Sanders went back to his base in a puzzled frame of mind, and Bofabi of Isisi was sent to the convict establishment at the river’s mouth. There matters stood for three months, and all that Sanders learnt of the girl was that she had a new lover whose name was Tebeki, and who was chief of the Akasava.




  There were three months of peace and calm, and then Tebeki, coveting his neighbour’s wife, took three hundred spears down into the Isisi country, burnt the village that sheltered her, crucified her husband, and carried her back with him.




  In honour of this achievement Tebeki gave a feast and a beer dance. There were great and shameless orgies that lasted five days, and the strip of forest that fringes the river between the Isisi and the lower river became a little inferno.




  At the end of the five days Tebeki sat down to consider his position. He was in the act of inventing justification for his crime, when Sanders came on the scene.




  More ominous were the ten Houssas and the Maxim which accompanied the brown faced little man.




  Sanders walked to Tebeki’s hut and called him out, and Tebeki, blear-eyed and shaky, stepped forth into the hot sunshine, blinking.




  “Tebeki,” said Sanders, “what of O’Sako and his village?”




  “Master,” said Tebeki, slowly, “he put shame upon me—”




  “Spare me your lies,” said Sanders coldly, and signed to the Houssas.




  Then he looked round for a suitable tree. There was one behind the hut — a great copal-gum.




  “In half an hour I shall hang you,” said Sanders, looking at his watch.




  Tebeki said nothing; only his bare feet fidgeted in the dust.




  There came out of the hut a tall girl, who stood eyeing the group with curiosity; then she came forward, and laid her hand on Tebeki’s bare shoulder.




  “What will you do with my man?” she asked. “I am M’Lino, the wife of O’Sako.”




  Sanders was not horrified, he showed his teeth in a mirthless grin and looked at her.




  “You will find another man, M’Lino,” he said, “as readily as you found this one.” Then he turned away to give directions for the hanging. But the woman, followed him, and boldly laid her hand on his arm.




  “Master,” she said, “if any was wronged by O’Sako’s death, was it not I, his wife? Yet I say let Tebeki go free, for I love him.”




  “You may go to the devil,” said Sanders politely; “I am getting tired of you and your lovers.” He hanged Tebeki, expeditiously and with science, and the man died immediately, because Sanders was very thorough in this sort of business. Then he and the Houssa corps marched away, and the death song of the woman sounded fainter and fainter as the forest enveloped him. He camped that night on the Hill of Trees, overlooking the sweeping bend of the river, and in the morning his orderly came to tell him that the wife of O’Sako desired to see him.




  Sanders cursed the wife of O’Sako, but saw her.




  She opened her mission without preliminary.




  “Because of the death I brought to O’Sako, my husband, and Tebeki, my lover, the people have cast me forth,” she said. “Every hand is against me, and if I stay in this country I shall die.”




  “Well?” said Sanders.




  “So I will go with you, until you reach the Sangar River, which leads to the Congo. I have brothers there.”




  “All this may be true,” said Sanders dispassionately; “on the other hand, I know that your heart is filled with hate because I have taken two men from you, and hanged a third. Nevertheless, you shall come with us as far as the Sangar River, but you shall not touch the ‘chop’ of my men, nor shall you speak with them.”




  She nodded and left him, and Sanders issued orders for her treatment.




  In the middle of the night Abiboo, who, in addition to being Sanders’ servant, was a sergeant of the Houssas, came to Sanders’ tent, and the Commissioner jumped out of bed and mechanically reached for his Express.




  “Leopards?” he asked briefly.




  “Master,” said Sergeant Abiboo, “it is the woman M’Lino — she is a witch.”




  “Sergeant,” said the exasperated Sanders, “if you wake me up in the middle of the night with that sort of talk, I will break your infernal head.”




  “Be that as it may, master,” said the sergeant stolidly, “she is a witch, for she has talked with my men and done many wonderful things — such as causing them to behold their children and faraway scenes.”




  “Have I an escort of babies?” asked Sanders despairingly. “I wish,” he went on, with quiet savageness, “I had chosen Kroomen or Bushmen—” the sergeant winced— “or the mad people of the Isisi River, before I took a half-company of the King’s Houssas.” The sergeant gulped down the insult, saying nothing.




  “Bring the woman to me,” said Sanders. He scrambled into his clothing, and lit his tent lantern.




  After a while he heard the pattering of bare feet, and the girl came into his tent, and regarded him quietly.




  “M’Lino,” said Sanders, “I told you that you were not to speak with my men.”




  “Lord,” she said, “they spoke with me first.”




  “Is this true?” The sergeant at the tent door nodded. “Tembeli, the son of Sekambano, spoke with her, thus disobeying orders, and the other men followed,” he said.




  “Bushmen by gad!” fumed Sanders. “You will take Tembeli, the son of Sekambano, tie him to a tree, and give him twenty lashes.” The sergeant saluted, produced a tawdry little notebook, all brass binding and gold edges, and made a laborious note.




  “As for you,” said Sanders to the woman, “you drop your damned bush mesmerism, or I’ll treat you in the same way — alaki?”




  “Yes, lord,” she said meekly, and departed.




  Two Houssas tied Tembeli to a tree, and the sergeant gave him twenty-one with a pliable hippo-hide — the extra one being the sergeant’s perquisite. In the morning the sergeant reported that Tembeli had died in the night, and Sanders worried horribly.




  “It isn’t the flogging,” he said; “he has had the chicalle before.”




  “It is the woman,” said the sergeant wisely. “She is a witch; I foresaw this when she joined the column.” They buried Tembeli, the son of Sekambano, and Sanders wrote three reports of the circumstances of the death, each of which he tore up. Then he marched on.




  That night the column halted near a village, and Sanders sent the woman, under escort, to the chief, with orders to see her safely to the Sangar River. In half an hour she returned, with the escort, and Sergeant Abiboo explained the circumstances.




  “The chief will not take her in, being afraid.”




  “Afraid?” Sanders spluttered in his wrath; “Afraid? What is he afraid of?”




  “Her devilry,” said the sergeant; “the la-kali has told him the story of Tebeki, and he will not have her.” Sanders swore volubly for five minutes; then he went off to interview the chief of the village.




  The interview was short and to the point. Sanders knew this native very well, and made no mistakes.




  “Chief,” he said at the end of the palaver, “two things I may do; one is to punish you for your disobedience, and the other is to go on my way.”




  “Master,” said the other earnestly, “if you give my village to the fire, yet I would not take the woman M’Lino.”




  “So much I realize,” said Sanders; “therefore I will go on my way.” He marched at dawn on the following day, the woman a little ahead of the column, and under his eye. Halting for a “chop” and rest at midday, a man of the Houssas came to him and said there was a dead man hanging from a tree in the wood. Sanders went immediately with the man to the place of the hanging, for he was responsible for the peace of the district.




  “Where?” he asked, and the man pointed to a straight gum-tree that stood by itself in a clearing.




  “Where?” asked Sanders again, for there was no evidence of tragedy. The man still pointed at the tree, and Sanders frowned.




  “Go forward and touch his foot,” said the Commissioner, and, after a little hesitation, the soldier walked slowly to the tree and put out his hand. But he touched nothing but air, as far as Sanders could see.




  “You are mad,” he said, and whistled for the sergeant.




  “What do you see there?” asked Sanders, and the sergeant replied instantly; “Beyond the hanging man—”




  “There is no hanging man,” said Sanders coolly — for he began to appreciate the need for calm reasoning— “nothing but a tree and some shadows.”




  The Houssa looked puzzled, and turned a grave face to his. “Master, there is a man hanging,” he said.




  “That is so,” said Sanders quietly, “we must investigate this matter.” And he signed for the party to return to the camp.




  On the way he asked carelessly if the sergeant had spoken with the woman M’Lino.




  “I saw her; but she did not speak, except with her eyes.”




  Sanders nodded. “Tell me,” he said, “where did you bury Tembeli, the son of Sekambano?”




  “Master, we left him, in accordance with our custom, on the ground at the foot of a tree.” Sanders nodded again, for this is not the custom of the Houssas.




  “We will go back on our tracks to the camping place where the woman came to us,” he said.




  They marched until sundown, and whilst two men pitched his tent Sanders strolled round the little camp. The men were sitting about their cooking-pots, but the woman M’Lino sat apart, her elbows on her knees, her face between her hands.




  “M’Lino,” he said to her, halting suddenly before her, “how many men have you killed in your life?”




  She looked at him long and fixedly, and he returned the stare; then she dropped her eyes. “Many men,” she said.




  “So I think,” said Sanders.




  He was eating his dinner when Abiboo came slowly toward him.




  “Master, the man has died,” he said.




  Sanders looked at him narrowly.




  “Which man?”




  “The man you chicotted with your own hand,” said Abiboo.




  Now, the Commissioner had neither chicotted a man, nor had he ordered punishment, but he replied in a matter-of-fact tone, “I will see him.” On the edge of the camp there was a little group about a prostrate figure. The Houssas fell apart with black looks as Sanders came near, and there was some muttering. Though Sanders did not see it, M’Lino looked strangely at Ahmid, a Houssa, who took up his rifle and went stealthily into the bush.




  The Commissioner bent over the man who lay there, felt his breast, and detected no beat of heart.




  “Get me my medicine chest,” he said, but no-one obeyed him.




  “Sergeant,” he repeated, “bring my medicine chest!” Abiboo saluted slowly, and, with every appearance of reluctance, went.




  He came back with the case of undressed skin, and Sanders opened it, took out the ammonia bottle, and applied it to the man’s nose. He made no sign.




  “We shall see,” was all that Sanders said when the experiment failed. He took a hypodermic syringe and filled the little tube with a solution of strychnine. This he jabbed unceremoniously into the patient’s back. In a minute the corpse sat up, jerkily.




  “Ha!” said Sanders, cheerfully, “I am evidently a great magician!” He rose to his feet, dusted his knees, and beckoned the sergeant.




  “Take four men and return to the place where you left Tembeli. If the leopards have not taken him, you will meet him on the road, because by this time he will have waked up.” He saw the party march off, then turned his attention to M’Lino.




  “My woman,” he said, “it is evident to me that you are a witch, although I have met your like before” — it was observed that the face of Sanders was very white. “I cannot flog you, because you are a woman, but I can kill you.”




  She laughed. Their eyes met in a struggle for mastery, and so they stared at one another for a space of time which seemed to Sanders a thousand years, but which was in all probability less than a minute.




  “It would be better if you killed yourself,” she said.




  “I think so,” said Sanders dully, and fumbled for his revolver.




  It was half drawn, his thumb on the hammer, when a rifle banged in the bushes and the woman fell forward without a word. Ahmid, the Houssa, was ever a bad shot.




  “I believe,” said Sanders, later, “that you took your rifle to kill me, being under the influence of M’Lino, so I will make no bad report against you.”




  “Master,” said the Houssa simply, “I know nothing of the matter.”




  “That I can well believe,” ‘said Sanders, and gave the order to march.




  XI. The Witchdoctor
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  Nothing surprised Sanders except the ignorance of the average stay-at-home Briton on all matters pertaining to the savage peoples of Africa. Queer things happened in the “black patch” — so the coast officials called. Sanders’ territory — miraculous, mysterious things, but Sanders was never surprised. He had dealings with folks who believed in ghosts and personal devils, and he sympathized with them, realizing that it is very difficult to ascribe all the evils of life to human agencies.




  Sanders was an unquiet man; or so his constituents thought him, and a little mad; this also was the native view. Worst of all, there was no method in his madness.




  Other commissioners might be depended upon to arrive after the rains, sending word ahead of their coming. This was a good way — the Isisi, the Ochori, and the N’Gombi people, everlastingly at issue, were agreed upon this — because, with timely warning of the Commissioner’s approach, it was possible to thrust out of sight the ugly evidence of fault, to clean up and make tidy the muddle of folly.




  It was bad to step sheepishly forth from your hut into the clear light of the rising sun, with all the debris of an overnight feast mutely testifying to your discredit, and face the cold, unwavering eyes of a little brownfaced man in immaculate white. The switch he carried in his hand would be smacking his leg suggestively, and there were always four Houssa soldiers in blue and scarlet in the background, immobile, but alert, quick to obey.




  Once Sanders came to a N’Gombi village at dawn, when by every known convention he should have been resting in his comfortable bungalow some three hundred miles down river.




  Sanders came strolling through the village street just as the sun topped the trees and long shadows ran along the ground before the flood of lemon-coloured light.




  The village was silent and deserted, which was a bad sign, and spoke of overnight orgies. Sanders walked on until he came to the big square near the palaver house, and there the black ruin of a dead fire smoked sullenly.




  Sanders saw something that made him go raking amongst the embers.




  “Pah!” said Sanders, with a wry face.




  He sent back to the steamer for the full force of his Houssa guard, then he walked into the chief’s hut and kicked him till he woke.




  He came out blinking and shivering, though the morning was warm.




  “Telemi, son of O’ari,” said Sanders, “tell me why I should not hang you — maneater and beast.”




  “Lord,” said the chief, “we chopped this man because he was an enemy, stealing into the village at night, and carrying away our goats and our dogs. Besides which, we did not know that you were near by.”




  “I can believe that,” said Sanders.




  A lo-koli beat the villages to wakefulness, and before a silent assembly the headman of the N’Gombi village was scientifically flogged.




  Then Sanders called the elders together and said a few words of cheer and comfort.




  “Only hyenas and crocodiles eat their kind,” he said, “also certain fishes.” (There was a general shudder, for amongst the N’Gombi to be likened to a fish is a deadly insult.) “Cannibals I do not like, and they are hated by the King’s Government. Therefore when it comes to my ears — and I have many spies — that you chop man, whether he be enemy or friend, I will come quickly and I will flog sorely; and if it should again happen I will bring with me a rope, and I will find me a tree, and there will be broken huts in this land.” Again they shuddered at the threat of the broken hut, for it is the custom of the N’Gombi to break down the walls of a dead man’s house to give his spirit free egress.




  Sanders carried away with him the chief of the village, with legirons at his ankles, and in course of time the prisoner arrived at a little labour colony on the coast, where he worked for five years in company with other indiscreet headmen who were suffering servitude for divers offences.




  They called Sanders in the Upper River districts by a long and sonorous name, which may be euphemistically translated as “The man who has a faithless wife,” the little joke of Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, and mightily subtle because Sanders was wedded to his people.




  North and south, east and west, he prowled. He travelled by night and by day.




  Sometimes his steamer would go threshing away up river, and be watched out of sight by the evildoing little fishing-villages.




  “Go you,” said Sarala, who was a little headman of the Akasava, “go you three hours’ journey in your canoe and watch the river for Sandi’s return. And at first sign of his steamer — which you may see if you climb the hill at the river’s bend — come back and warn me, for I desire to follow certain customs of my father in which Sandi has no pleasure.” He spoke to two of his young men and they departed. That night by the light of a fire, to the accompaniment of dancing and drum-beating, the son of the headman brought his firstborn, ten hours old, squealing noisily, as if with knowledge of the doom ahead, and laid it at his father’s feet.




  “People,” said the little chief, “it is a wise saying of all, and has been a wise saying since time began, that the firstborn has a special virtue; so that if we sacrifice him to sundry gods and devils, good luck will follow us in all our doings,” he said a word to the son, who took a broad-bladed spear and began turning the earth until he had dug a little grave. Into this, alive, the child was laid, his little feet kicking feebly against the loose mould.




  “Oh, gods and devils,” invoked the old man, “we shed no blood, that this child may come to you unblemished.” The son stirred a heap of loose earth with his foot, so that it fell over the baby’s legs; then into the light of the fire stepped Sanders, and the chief’s son fell back.




  Sanders was smoking a thin cigar, and he smoked for fully a minute without saying a word, and a minute was a very long time. Then he stepped to the grave, stooped, and lifted the baby up awkwardly, for he was more used to handling men than babes, gave it a little shake to clear it of earth, and handed it to a woman.




  “Take the child to its mother,” he said, “and tell her to send it to me alive in the morning, otherwise she had best find a new husband.” Then he turned to the old chief and his son.




  “Old man,” he said, “how many years have you to live?”




  “Master,” said the old man, “that is for you to say.” Sanders scratched his chin reflectively, and the old man watched him with fear in his eyes.




  “You will go to Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, telling him I have sent you, and you shall till his garden, and carry his water until you die,” said Sanders.




  “I am so old that that will be soon,” said the old man.




  “If you were younger it would be sooner,” said Sanders. “As for your son, we will wait until the morning.” The Houssas in the background marched the younger man to the camp Sanders had formed down river — the boat that had passed had been intended to deceive a chief under suspicion — and in the morning, when the news came that the child was dead — whether from shock, or injury, or exposure, Sanders did not trouble to inquire — the son of the chief was hanged.




  I tell these stories of Sanders of the River, that you may grasp the type of man he was and learn something of the work he had to do. If he was quick to punish, he acted in accordance with the spirit of the people he governed, for they had no memory; and yesterday, with its faults, its errors and its teachings, was a very long time ago, and a man resents an unjust punishment for a crime he has forgotten.




  It is possible to make a bad mistake, but Sanders never made one, though he was near to doing so once.




  Sanders was explaining his point of view in regard to natives to Professor Sir George Carsley, when that eminent scientist arrived unexpectedly at headquarters, having been sent out by the British Government to study tropical disease at first hand.




  Sir George was a man of some age, with a face of exceptional pallor and a beard that was snowy white.




  “There was a newspaper man who said I treated my people like dogs,” said Sanders slowly, for he was speaking in English, a language that was seldom called for. “I believe I do. That is to say, I treat them as if they were real good dogs, not to be petted one minute and kicked the next; not to be encouraged to lie on the drawingroom mat one day, and the next cuffed away from the diningroom hearthrug.” Sir George made no answer. He was a silent man, who had had some experience on the coast, and had lived for years in the solitude of a Central African province, studying the habits of the malarial mosquito.




  Sanders was never a great conversationalist, and the three days the professor spent at headquarters were deadly dull ones for the Commissioner.




  On one subject alone did the professor grow talkative.




  “I want to study the witchdoctor,” he said. “I think there is no appointment in the world that would give me a greater sense of power than my appointment by a native people to that post.” Sanders thought the scientist was joking, but the other returned to the subject again and again, gravely, earnestly, and persistently, and for his entertainment Sanders recited all the stories he had ever heard of witchdoctors and their tribe.




  “But you don’t expect to learn anything from these people?” said Sanders, half in joke.




  “On the contrary,” said the professor, seriously; “I anticipate making valuable scientific discoveries through my intercourse with them.”




  “Then you’re a silly old ass,” said Sanders; but he said it to himself.




  The pale professor left him at the end of the fourth day, and beyond an official notification that he had established himself on the border, no further news came of the scientist for six months, until one evening came the news that the palefaced old man had been drowned by the upsetting of a canoe. He had gone out on a solitary excursion, taking with him some scientific apparatus, and nothing more was heard of him until his birch-bark canoe was discovered, bottom up, floating on the river.




  No trace of Sir George was found, and in the course of time Sanders collected the dead man’s belongings and forwarded them to England.




  There were two remarkable facts about this tragedy, the first being that Sanders found no evidence either in papers or diaries, of the results of any scientific research work performed by the professor other than a small notebook. The second was, that in his little book the scientist had carefully recorded the stories Sanders had told him of witch doctors.




  (Sanders recognized at least one story which he had himself invented on the spur of the moment for the professor’s entertainment.) Six more or less peaceful months passed, and then began the series of events which make up the story of the Devil Man.




  It began on the Little River.




  There was a woman of the Isisi people who hated her husband, though he was very good to her, building her a hut and placing an older wife to wait upon her. He gave her many presents, including a great neck-ring of brass, weighing pounds, that made her the most envied woman on the Isisi River. But her hatred for her husband was unquenched; and one morning she came out from her hut, looking dazed and frightened, and began in a quavering voice to sing the Song of the Dead, mechanically pouring little handfuls of dust on her head, and the villagers went in, to find the man stark and staring, with a twisted grin on his dead face and the pains of hell in his eyes.




  In the course of two days they burned the husband in the Middle River; and as the canoe bearing the body swept out of sight round a bend of the river, the woman stepped into the water and laved the dust from her grimy body and stripped the green leaves of mourning from her waist. Then she walked back to the village with a light step, for the man she hated best was dead and there was an end to it.




  Four days later came Sanders, a grim little man, with a thin, brown face and hair inclined to redness.




  “M’Fasa,” he said, standing at the door of her hut and looking down at her, as with a dogged simulation of indifference she pounded her grain, “they tell me your man has died.”




  “Lord, that is true,” she said. “He died of a sudden sickness.”




  “Too sudden for my liking,” said Sanders, and disappeared into the dark interior of the hut. By and by Sanders came back into the light and looked down on her. In his hand was a tiny glass phial, such as Europeans know very well, but which was a remarkable find in a heathen village.




  “I have a fetish,” he said, “and my fetish has told me that you poisoned your husband, M’Fasa.”




  “Your fetish lies,” she said, not looking up.




  “I will not argue that matter,” said Sanders wisely, for he had no proofs beyond his suspicions; and straightway he summoned to him the chief man of the village.




  There was a little wait, the woman pounding her corn slowly, with downcast eyes, pausing now and then to wipe the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, and Sanders, his helmet on the back of his head, a half-smoked cheroot in his mouth, hands thrust deep into his duck-pockets and an annoyed frown on his face, looking at her.




  By and by came the chief tardily, having been delayed by the search for a soldier’s scarlet coat, such as he wore on great occasions.




  “Master, you sent for me,” he said.




  Sanders shifted his gaze.




  “On second thoughts,” he said, “I do not need you.” The chief went away with whole thanksgiving service in his heart, for there had been certain secret doings on the river for which he expected reprimand.




  “M’Fasa, you will go to my boat,” said Sanders, and the woman, putting down her mortar, rose and went obediently to the steamer. Sanders followed slowly, having a great many matters to consider. If he denounced this woman to the elders of the village, she would be stoned to death; if he carried her to headquarters and tried her, there was no evidence on which a conviction might be secured. There was no place to which he could deport her, yet to leave her would be to open the way for further mischief.




  She awaited him on the deck of the Zaire, a straight, shapely girl of eighteen, fearless, defiant.




  “M’Fasa,” said Sanders, “why did you kill your husband?”




  “Lord, I did not kill him; he died of the sickness,” she said, as doggedly as before.




  Sanders paced the narrow deck, his head on his breast, for this was a profound problem. Then he looked up.




  “You may go,” he said; and the woman, a little puzzled, walked along the plank that connected the boat with the shore, and disappeared into the bush.




  Three weeks later his spies brought word that men were dying unaccountably on the Upper River. None knew why they died, for a man would sit down strong and full of cheer to his evening meal, and lo! in the morning, when his people went to wake him, he would be beyond waking, being most unpleasantly dead. This happened in many villages on the Little River.




  “It’s getting monotonous,” said Sanders to the captain of the Houssas. “There is some wholesale poisoning going on, and I am going up to find the gentleman who dispenses the dope.” It so happened that the first case claiming investigation was at Isisi City. It was a woman who had died, and this time Sanders suspected the husband, a notorious evildoer.




  “Okali,” he said, coming to the point, “why did you poison your wife?”




  “Lord,” said the man, “she died of the sickness. In the evening she was well, but at the dark hour before sun came she turned in her sleep saying ‘Bah! oh!’ and straightway she died.”




  Sanders drew a long breath. “Get a rope,” he said to one of his men, and when the rope arrived Abiboo scrambled up to the lower branch of a copal-gum and scientifically lashed a block and tackle.




  “Okali,” said Sanders, “I am going to hang you for the murder of your wife, for I am a busy man and have no time to make inquiries; and if you are not guilty of her murder, yet there are many other abominable deeds you have been guilty of, therefore I am justified in hanging you.”




  The man was grey with terror when they slipped the noose over his neck and strapped his hands behind him.




  “Lord, she was a bad wife to me and had many lovers,” he stammered. “I did not mean to kill her, but the Devil Man said that such medicine would make her forget her lovers—”




  “Devil Man! What Devil Man?” asked Sanders quickly.




  “Lord, there is a devil greatly respected in these parts, who wanders in the forest all the time and gives many curious medicines.”




  “Where is he to be found?”




  “Lord, none know. He comes and goes, like a grey ghost, and he has a fetish more powerful than a thousand ordinary devils. Master, I gave the woman, my wife, that which he gave to me, and she died. How might I know that she would die?”




  “Cheg’li,” said Sanders shortly to the men at the rope-end, and cheg’li in the dialect of the River means “pull.”




  “Stop!” Sanders was in a changeable mood, and a little irritable by reason of the fact that he knew himself to be fickle.




  “How came this drug to you? In powder, in liquid, or—”




  The man’s lips were dry. He could do no more than shake his head helplessly.




  “Release him,” said Sanders, and Abiboo loosened the noose and unstrapped the man’s hands.




  “If you have lied to me,” said Sanders, “you die at sunset. First let me hear more of this Devil Man, for I am anxious to make his acquaintance.” He gave the man ten minutes to recover from the effects of his fear, then sent for him.




  “Lord,” said he; “I know nothing of the Devil Man save that he is the greatest witchdoctor in the world, and on nights when the moon is up and certain stars are in their places he comes like a ghost, and we are all afraid. Then those of us who need him go forth into the forest, and he gives to us according to our desires.”




  “How carried he the drug?”




  “Lord, it was in a crystal rod, such as white men carry their medicines in. I will bring it to you.” He went back to his hut and returned a few minutes later with a phial, the fellow to that which was already in Sanders’ possession. The Commissioner took it and smelt at the opening. There was the faintest odour of almonds, and Sanders whistled, for he recognized the after-scent of cyanide of potassium, which is not such a drug as untutored witchdoctors know, much less employ.




  “I can only suggest,” wrote Sanders to headquarters, “that by some mischance the medicine chest of the late Sir George Carsley has come into the possession of a native ‘doctor.’ You will remember that the chest was with the professor when he was drowned. It has possibly been washed up and discovered…In the meantime, I am making diligent inquiries as to the identity of the Devil Man, who seems to have leapt into fame so suddenly.” There were sleepless nights ahead for Sanders, nights of swift marchings and doublings, of quick runs up the river, of unexpected arrivals in villages, of lonely vigils in the forest and by strange pools. But he had no word of the Devil Man, though he learnt many things of interest. Most potent of his magical possessions was a box, “so small,” said one who had seen it, and indicated a six-inch square. In this box dwelt a small and malicious god who pinched and scratched (yet without leaving a mark), who could stick needles into the human body and never draw blood.




  “I give it up,” said Sanders in despair, and went back to his base to think matters out.




  He was sitting at dinner one night, when far away on the river the drum beat. It was not the regular lo-koli roll, but a series of staccato tappings, and, stepping softly to the door, the Commissioner listened.




  He had borrowed the Houssa signalling staff from headquarters, and stationed them at intervals along the river. On a still night the tapping of a drum carries far, but the rattle of ironwood sticks on a hollowed tree-trunk carries farthest of all.




  “Clok-clok, clockitty-clock.” It sounded like the faraway croaking of a bull-frog; but Sanders picked out the letters: “Devil Man sacrifices tomorrow night in the Forest of Dreams.” As he jotted down the message on the white sleeve of his jacket, Abiboo came running up the path.




  “I have heard,” said Sanders briefly. “There is steam in the pucapuc?”




  “We are ready, master,” said the man.




  Sanders waited only to take a hanging revolver from the wall and throw his overcoat over his arm, for his travelling kit was already deposited on the Zaire, and had been for three days.




  In the darkness the sharp nose of his little boat swung out to the stream, and ten minutes after the message came the boat was threshing a way against the swift river.




  All night long the steamer went on, tacking from bank to bank to avoid the shoals. Dawn found her at a wooding, where her men, working at fever speed, piled logs on her deck until she had the appearance of a timber-boat.




  Then off again, stopping only to secure news of the coming sacrifice from the spies who were scattered up and down the river.




  Sanders reached the edge of the Dream Forest at midnight and tied up. He had ten Houssa policemen with him, and at the head of these he stepped ashore into the blackness of the forest. One of the soldiers went ahead to find the path and keep it, and in single file the little force began its two-hour march. Once they came upon two leopards fighting; once they stumbled over a buffalo sleeping in their path. Twice they disturbed strange beasts that slunk into the shadows as they passed, and came snuffling after them, till Sanders flashed a white beam from his electric lamp in their direction. Eventually they came stealthily to the place of sacrifice.




  There were at least six hundred people squatting in a semicircle before a rough altar built of logs. Two huge fires blazed and crackled on either side of the altar; but Sanders’ eyes were for the Devil Man, who leant over the body of a young girl, apparently asleep, stretched upon the logs.




  Once the Devil Man had worn the garb of civilization; now he was clothed in rags. He stood in his grimy shirtsleeves, his white beard wild and uncombed, his pale face tense, and a curious light in his eyes. In his hand was a bright scalpel, and he was speaking — and, curiously enough, in English.




  “This, gentlemen,” said he, leaning easily against the rude altar, and speaking with the assurance of one who had delivered many such lectures, “is a bad case of trynosomiasis. You will observe the discoloration of skin, the opalescent pupils, and now that I have placed the patient under anaesthetics you will remark the misplacement of the cervical glands, which is an invariable symptom.” He paused and looked benignly around.




  “I may say that I have lived for a great time amongst native people. I occupied the honourable position of witchdoctor in Central Africa—” He stopped and passed his hand across his brow, striving to recall something; then he picked up the thread of his discourse.




  All the time he spoke the half-naked assembly sat silent and awestricken, comprehending nothing save that the witchdoctor with the white face, who had come from nowhere and had done many wonderful things — his magic box proved to be a galvanic battery — was about to perform strange rites.




  “Gentlemen,” the old man went on, tapping the breast of his victim with the handle of his scalpel, “I shall make an incision—” Sanders came from his place of concealment, and walked steadily towards the extemporized operating-table.




  “Professor,” he said gently, and the madman looked at him with a puzzled frown.




  “You are interrupting the clinic,” he said testily, “I am demonstrating—”




  “I know, sir.” Sanders took his arm, and Sir George Carsley, a great scientist, consulting surgeon to St Mark’s Hospital, London, and the author of many books on tropical diseases, went with him like a child.




  XII. The Lonely One
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  Mr Commissioner Sanders had lived so long with native people that he had absorbed not a little of their simplicity. More than this, he had acquired the uncanny power of knowing things which he would not and could not have known unless he were gifted with the prescience which is every aboriginal’s birthright.




  He had sent three spies into the Isisi country — which lies a long way from headquarters and is difficult of access — and after two months of waiting they came to him in a body, bearing good news.




  This irritated Sanders to an unjustifiable degree.




  “Master, I say to you that the Isisi are quiet,” protested one of the spies; “and there is no talk of war.”




  “H’m!” said Sanders, ungraciously. “And you?” He addressed the second spy.




  “Lord,” said the man, “I went into the forest, to the border of the land, and there is no talk of war. Chiefs and headmen told me this.”




  “Truly you are a great spy,” scoffed Sanders, “and how came you to the chiefs and headmen? And how did they greet you? ‘Hail! secret spy of Sandi’? Huh!” He dismissed the men with a wave of his hand, and putting on his helmet went down to the Houssa lines, where the bluecoated soldiers gambled in the shade of their neat white barracks.




  The Houssa captain was making palatable medicine with the aid of a book of cigarette papers and a six-ounce bottle of quinine sulphide.




  Sanders observed his shaking hand, and talked irritably.




  “There’s trouble in the Isisi,” he said, “I can smell it. I don’t know what it is — but there’s devilry of sorts.”




  “Secret societies?” suggested the Houssa.




  “Secret grandmothers,” snarled Sanders. “How many men have you got?”




  “Sixty, including the lame ‘uns,” said the Houssa officer, and swallowed a paperful of quinine with a grimace.




  Sanders tapped the toe of his boot with this thin ebony stick, and was thoughtful.




  “I may want ‘em” he said. “I’m going to find out what’s wrong with these Isisi people.”




  By the little river that turns abruptly from the River of Spirits, Imgani, the Lonely One, built a house. He built it in proper fashion, stealing the wood from a village five miles away. In this village there had been many deaths, owing to The Sickness; and it is the custom on the Upper River that whenever a person dies, the house wherein he died shall die also.




  No man takes shelter under the accursed roof whereunder the Spirit sits brooding; the arms of the dead man are broken and scattered on his shallow grave, and the cooking-pots of his wives are there likewise.




  By and by, under the combined influences of wind and rain, the reed roof sags and sinks, the doorposts rot; elephant-grass, coarse and strong, shoots up between crevices in wall and roof; then come a heavier rain and a heavier wind, and the forest has wiped the foul spot clean.




  Imgani, who said he was of the N’Gombi people, and was afraid of no devils — at any rate, no Isisi devil — stole doorposts and native rope fearlessly. He stole them by night, when the moon was behind the trees, and mocked the dead spirits, calling them by evil and tantalizing names.




  Yet he went cautiously to work; for whilst he did not hold spirits in account, he was wholesomely respectful of the live Isisi, who would have put him to death had his sacrilege been detected, though, strangely enough, death was the thing he feared least.




  So he stole the accursed supports and accursed roof-props, and would have stolen the roofs as well, but for the fact that they were very old and full of spiders.




  All these things he came and took, carrying them five miles to the turn of the river, and there, at his leisure, he built a little house. In the daytime he slept, in the night he trapped beasts and caught fish, but he made no attempt to catch the big bats that come over from the middle island of the river, though these are very edible, and regarded as a delicacy.




  One day, just before the sun went down, he went into the forest on the track of zebra. He carried two big hunting-spears, such as the N’Gombi make best; a wickerwork shield, and on his back, slung by a strip of hide, a bunch of dried fish he had caught in the river.




  A man of middle height was Imgani, spare of build, but broad of shoulder. His skin shone healthily, and his step was light. As he walked, you saw the muscles of his back ripple and weave like the muscles of a well-trained thoroughbred.




  He was half an hour’s journey within the forest, when he came upon a girl. She was carrying a bundle of manioc root on her head, and walked gracefully.




  When she saw Imgani she stopped dead, and the fear of death and worse came in her eyes, for she knew him to be an outcast man, with no tribe and no people.




  Such men are more dreadful than the ingali, who rears up from the grass and plunges his poison-fangs in your leg.




  They stood watching one another, the man leaning with both hands on the spears, his cheek against them; the girl trembled.




  “Woman, where do you go?” said Imgani.




  “Master, I go to the village which is by the river, this being the path,” she flurried.




  “What have you there?”




  “Manioc, for bread,” she whispered thickly.




  “You are a root-eater,” said Imgani, nodding his head.




  “Master, let me go,” she said, staring at him.




  Imgani jerked his head.




  “I see you are afraid of me — yet I want nothing from you,” he said. “I am Imgani, which means the Lonely One; and I have no desire for wives or women, being too high a man for such folly. You are safe, root-eater, for if I wished I would fill this forest with the daughters of chiefs, all very beautiful, all moaning for me.” The girl’s fear had disappeared, and she looked at him curiously. Moreover, she recognized that there was truth in his claim of austerity.




  Possibly she was a little piqued, for she said tartly enough, employing an Isisi proverb; “Only the goat bleats at the mouth of the leopard’s cave — the Isisi grow fat on strangers.”




  He looked at her, his head cocked on one side.




  “They say in the lower country that the Isisi sell men to the Arabi,” he said musingly. “That is bad talk; you may go.” With another jerk of his head he dismissed her.




  She had gone some little distance when he called her back.




  “Root-eater,” he said, “if men ask you who I be, you shall say that I am Imgani the Lonely One, who is a prince amongst the princes; also that I have killed many men in my day — so many that I cannot count them. Also say that from my house, which I have built by the river, to as far as a man can see in every way, is my kingdom, and let none stray therein, except to bring gifts in their hands, for I am very terrible and very jealous.”




  “Lord,” said the girl, “I will say all this.” And she went, half running, in the direction of the village, leaving Imgani to continue on his way.




  Now this village had many young men eager to please the girl, who carried manioc, for she was a chief’s daughter, and she was, moreover, fourteen, a marriageable age. So when she came flying along the village street, half hysterical in her fear, crying, babbling, incoherent, there was not wanting sympathy or knight valiant to wipe out the insult.




  Six young men, with spears and short swords, danced before the chief and the chief’s daughter (how important she felt, any woman of any race will tell you), and one of them, E’kebi, a man gifted with language, described from sunset to moonrise, which is roughly four hours, exactly what would happen to Imgani when the men of the Isisi fell upon him; how his eyes would shrivel as before a great and terrible fire, and his limbs wither up, and divers other physiological changes which need not be particularized.




  “That is good talk,” said the chief; “yet, since Sandi is our master and has spies everywhere, do not shed blood, for the smell of blood is carried farther than a man can see. And Sandi is very devilish on this question of killing. Moreover, this Lonely One is a stranger, and if we catch him we may sell him to the Arabi, who will give us cloth and gin for him.” Having heard all this, they sacrificed a young goat and marched. They came upon the house of Imgani, but the Lonely One was not there, for he was trapping beasts in the forest; so they burnt his house, uprooted his poor garden, and, being joined by many other Isisi people, who had followed at a respectful distance, lest Imgani’s estimate of his own prowess were justified by results, they held high revel, until of a sudden the sun came up over the middle island, and all the little stars in the sky went out.




  Imgani saw all this, leaning on his spears in the shadow of the forest, but was content to be a spectator.




  For, he reasoned, if he went out against them they would attempt to kill him or beat him with rods, and that his high spirit could not endure.




  He saw the flames lick away the house he had built with such labour.




  “They are foolish people,” he mused, “for they burn their own, and perhaps the spirits of the dead will be displeased and give them boils.” When all that was left of his habitation was a white heap of ash, a dark-red glow, and a hazy wisp of smoke, Imgani turned his face to the forest. All day long he walked, halting only to eat the fish he carried, and at night time he came upon another Isisi village, which was called O’Fasi.




  He came through the village street with his shoulders squared, his head erect, swinging his spears famously. He looked neither to the left nor to the right; and the villagers, crowding to the doors of their huts, put their clenched knuckles to the mouths, and said; “O hoi” which means that they were impressed.




  So he stalked through the entire length of the village, and was making for the forest-path beyond, when a messenger came pattering after him.




  “Lord,” said the messenger, “the capita of this village, who is responsible to the Government for all people who pass, and especially for thieves who may have escaped from the Village of Irons, desires your presence, being sure that you are no thief, but a great one, and wishing to do honour to you.” Thus he recited, and being a peaceable man, who had been chosen for the part because he was related by marriage to the principal wife of the chief, he kept a cautious eye on the broad-headed spear, and determined the line of his flight.




  “Go back to your master, slave,” said Imgani, “and say to him that I go to find a spot of sufficient loneliness, where I may sleep this night and occupy myself with high thoughts. When I have found such a place I will return. Say, also, that I am a prince of my own people, and that my father has legions of such quantity that if every fighting man of the legions were to take a handful of sand from the bottom of the river, the river would be bottomless; also say that I am named Imgani, and that I love myself better than any man has loved himself since the moon went white that it might not look like the sun.” He went on, leaving the messenger filled with thought.




  True to his promise, Imgani returned.




  He came back to find that there was a palaver in progress, the subject of the palaver being the unfortunate relative by marriage to the chief’s principal wife.




  “Who,” the chief was saying, “has put shame upon me, being as great a fool as his cousin, my wife.”




  “Master,” said the poor relation humbly, “I entreated him to return; but he was a man of great pride, and, moreover, impatient to go.”




  “Your mother was a fool,” said the chief; “her mother also was a fool, and your father, whoever he was, and no man knows, was a great fool.” This interesting beginning to a crude address on hereditary folly was interrupted by the return of Imgani, and as he came slowly up the little hillock the assembly took stock of him, from the square, steel razor stuck in the tight-fitting leopard-skin cap to the thin bangles of brass about his ankles.




  The chief, a portly man of no great courage, observed the spears, noting that the hafts were polished smooth by much handling.




  “Lord,” said he mildly, “I am chief of this village, appointed by the Government, who gave me a medal to wear about my neck, bearing on one side the picture of a great man with a beard, and on the other side certain devil marks and writings of vast power. This was given to me that all people might know I was chief, but I have lost the medal. None the less, I am chief of this village, as this will show.” He fumbled in the bosom of his cloth and brought out a bag of snake skin, and from this he extracted a very soiled paper.




  With tender care he unfolded it, and disclosed a sheet of official notepaper with a few scrawled words in the handwriting of Mr Commissioner Sanders. They ran; “To all Sub-Commissioners, Police Officers, and Commanders of Houssa Ports: Arrest and detain the bearer if found in any other territory than the Isisi.” There was a history attached to this singular document. It had to do with an unauthorized raid upon certain Ochori villages and a subsequent trial at headquarters, where a chief, all aquiver with apprehension, listened to a terse but knowledgeable prophecy as to what fate awaited him if he put foot out of his restricted dominion. Imgani took the paper in his hand and was interested. He turned it about, rubbed the writing lightly with his fingers to see whether it was permanent, and returned it to the chief.




  “That is very wonderful, though I do not fear magic, except an especial kind such as is practised by a certain witchdoctor of my father’s,” he said; “nor do I know any government which can govern me.” After which he proceeded to tell them of his father, and of his legions and wives, and various other matters of equal interest.




  “I do not doubt that you will understand me,” he said. “I am a Lonely One, hating the company of men, who are as changeable as the snow upon the mountains. Therefore, I have left my house with my wives, who were faithful as women go, and I have taken with me no legion, since they are my father’s.”




  The chief was puzzled. “Why you are lonely, I cannot tell,” he said, “but certainly you did right to leave your father’s legions. This is a great matter, which needs a palaver of older men.” And he ordered the lo-koli to be sounded and the elders of the village to be assembled. They came, bringing their own carved stools, and sat about the thatched shelter, where the chief sat in his presidency.




  Again Imgani told his story; it was about fifty wives, and legions of warriors as countless as the sand of the river’s beach; and the trustful Isisi listened and believed.




  “And I need this,” said Imgani, in his peroration; “a little house built on the edge of the river, in such a place that no path passes me and no human being comes within sight of me, for I am very lonely by nature — and a great hater of men.” Imgani went to live in the clearing Nature had made for him, and in a hut erected by his newfound friends. Other hospitalities he refused.




  “I have no wish for wives,” he stated, “being full of mighty plans to recover my kingdom from evil men who are my father’s councillors.”




  Lonely he was in very truth, for none saw him except on very special occasions.




  It was his practice to go hunting by night and to sleep away the hot days. Sometimes, when the red ball of the sun dropped down behind the trees on the western bank of the river, the villagers saw the straight, blue film of smoke as he cooked his evening meal; sometimes a homeward-bound boatman saw him slipping silently through the thin edge of the forest on his way to a kill.




  They called him the Silent One, and he enjoyed a little fame.




  More than this, he enjoyed the confidence of his hosts. The Isisi country is within reach of the Foreign River, down which strangely-shaped boats come by night empty, and return by night full of people who are chained neck to neck, and the officials of French West Africa — which adjoins the Isisi country — receive stories of raids and of burnings which they have not the facilities for investigating, for the Isisi border is nearly six hundred miles from the French headquarters, and lies through a wilderness.




  Imgani, in his hunting trips, saw things which might have filled him with amazement, but for the fact that he was a man who was not given to emotion.




  He saw little caravans that came stealing from the direction of the territory of France, with whimpering women and groaning men in bondage.




  He saw curious midnight shippings of human souls, and grew to know the white robed Arabs who handled the whip so deftly.




  One night as he stood watching all these things, El Mahmud, that famous trader, espied him in the moonlight and saw that he was of a strange people.




  “What man are you?” he asked.




  “Lord,” said Imgani, “I am of a strange people — the N’Gombi.”




  “That is a lie,” said the slaver, “for you have not the face marks of the N’Gombi; you are a half-bred Arab,” and he addressed him in Arabic.




  Imgani shook his head.




  “He does not understand,” said the slaver to his lieutenant; “find out where this man’s hut is; one night we will take him, for he is worth money.” He spoke in Arabic, and his subordinate nodded.




  When the slaver came again three men visited Imgani’s house, but he was hunting, and he was hunting every time the long boats came by night to O’Fasi.




  Sanders did not go to O’Fasi for six months, during which time, it should be emphasized, nothing happened which by any stretch of imagination could be held to justify any loss of prestige.




  He was due to make his half-yearly visit to the Isisi. The crops had been good, the fish plentiful, the rains gentle, and there had been no sickness. All these facts you may bear in mind.




  One morning, when swirls of grey mist looped from tree to tree and the east was growing grey, Imgani came back from the forest bearing on his shoulders all that was material of a small buck which he had snared in the night.




  When he saw a little fire before his hut and a man squatting chin on knee, he twirled those spears of his cheerfully and went on, for he was afraid of no man.




  “Is the world so full of people that you come to disturb my loneliness?” he asked. “I have a thought that I shall kill you and fry your heart, for I do not like to see you sitting by a fire before my hut,” he said all this with a ferocious mien, and the man before the fire shifted uneasily.




  “Master, I expected this,” he said, “for I see you are a proud man; but I come because of your pride, knowing your wisdom.”




  Imgani tossed the buck to one side and sat down, staring threateningly and laying the haft of his spears across his bare knee. Then the other man craned his neck forward and spoke eagerly. The sun came up and flushed the world rosy; but still he sat talking with great force, Imgani listening.




  “So, master,” he concluded, “we will kill Sandi when he comes to palaver. Ifiba, M’bwka, and a cousin of my mother’s, will put spears into him very quickly, and we shall be a great people.”




  Imgani nodded his head wisely. “That is true,” he said, “people who kill white men must be greatly honoured, because all the other nations will say ‘Behold, these are the people who kill white men!’”




  “And when he is dead,” the messenger went on, “many young men will go to the boat that smokes and slay all who are with him.”




  “That is wise also,” said Imgani; “when I kill white men I also kill their friends.” He discussed his deeds to some length and with great detail. After the man had gone, Imgani made a meal of fish and manioc, polished the steel blades of his spears with wet sand, dried them carefully with grass, and laid himself down in the shade of the hut to sleep.




  He was awake in the early part of the afternoon, and went plunging into the river, swimming far towards the middle stream with great, strong strokes.




  Then he swam back to shore, let the sun dry him, and dressed himself in his leopard skin.




  He came to the village slowly, and found it agitated. More especially so was the chief, that wise capita, for news had arrived that Sandi was coming in the night, and that even now his steamer was rounding the bend of the river.




  A plan had miscarried; Sanders was two days ahead of time, and Ifiba and M’bwka, his trusty men, were away on an expedition, and there was no time to substitute unseasoned assassins.




  The steamer drifted broadside to the shore, one stern wheel revolving lazily, and then they saw, Imgani amongst the rest, that the decks were crowded with soldiers, impassive brown men in blue uniforms and fezes.




  A plank bumped down, and holding their rifles high the soldiers came pattering to the shore, and with them a white officer — but not Sandi. It was a brusque, white man.




  “Who is the chief here?” he said crossly.




  “Lord, I am that man,” said the stout chief, all a-flutter.




  “Take that man.” A sergeant of Houssas grasped the chief and deftly swung him round; a corporal of Houssas snapped a pair of handcuffs on his wrists.




  “Lord,” he whined, “why this shame?”




  “Because you are a great thief,” said the Houssa officer, “a provoker of war and a dealer in slaves.”




  “If any man says that, it is a lie,” said the chief, “for no Government man has witnessed such abominations.”




  Imgani stepped forward.




  “Chief,” he said, “I have seen it.”




  “You are a great liar,” fumed the portly capita, trembling with rage, “and Sandi, who is my friend, will not believe you.”




  “I am Sandi,” said Imgani, and smiled crookedly.




  XIII. The Seer
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  There are many things that happen in the very heart of Africa that no man can explain; that is why those who know Africa best hesitate to write stories about it. Because a story about Africa must be a mystery story, and your reader of fiction requires that his mystery shall be, in the end, X-rayed so that the bones of it are visible.




  You can no more explain many happenings which are the merest commonplaces in latitude 2° N., longitude (say) 46° W., than you can explain the miracle of faith, or the wonder of telepathy, as this story goes to show.




  In the dead of a night Mr Commissioner Sanders woke.




  His little steamer was tied up by a wooding — a wooding he had prepared for himself years before by lopping down trees and leaving them to rot.




  He was one day’s steam either up or down the river from the nearest village, but he was only six hours’ march from the Amatombo folk, who live in the very heart of the forest, and employ arrows poisoned by tetanus.




  Sanders sat up in bed and listened.




  A night bird chirped monotonously; he heard the “clug-clug” of water under the steamer’s bows and the soft rustling of leaves as a gentle breeze swayed the young boughs of the trees that overhung the boat. Very intently he listened, then reached down for his mosquito boots and his socks.




  He drew them on, found his flannel coat hanging behind the door of his tiny cabin, and opened the door softly. Then he waited, standing, his head bent.




  In the darkness he grinned unpleasantly, and, thumbing back the leather strap that secured the flap of the holster which hung by his bunk he slipped out the Colt automatic, and noiselessly pulled back the steel envelope.




  He was a careful man, not easily flurried, and his every movement was methodical. He was cautious enough to push up the little safety-catch which prevents premature explosion, tidy enough to polish the black barrel on the soft sleeve of his coat, and he waited a long time before he stepped out into the hot darkness of the night.




  By and by he heard again the sound which had aroused him. It was the faint twitter of a weaver bird.




  Now weaver birds go to sleep at nights like sensible people, and they live near villages, liking the society of human beings. Certainly they do not advertise their presence so brazenly as did this bird, who twittered and twittered at intervals.




  Sanders watched patiently.




  Then suddenly, from close at hand, from the very deck on which he stood, came an answering call.




  Sanders had his little cabin on the bridge of the steamer; he walked farther away from it. In the corner of the bridge he crouched down, his thumb on the safety catch.




  He felt, rather than saw, a man come from the forest; he knew that there was one on board the steamer who met him. Then creeping round the deckhouse came two men. He could just discern the bulk of them as they moved forward till they found the door of the cabin and crept in. He heard a little noise, and grinned again, though he knew that their spearheads were making sad havoc of his bedclothes.




  Then there was a little pause, and he saw one come out by himself and look around.




  He turned to speak softly to the man inside.




  Sanders rose noiselessly.




  The man in the doorway said “Kah!” in a gurgling voice and went down limply, because Sanders had kicked him scientifically in the stomach, which is a native’s weak spot. The second man ran out, but fell with a crash over the Commissioner’s extended leg, and, falling, received the full weight of a heavy pistol barrel in the neighbourhood of his right ear.




  “Yoka!” called Sanders sharply, and there was a patter of feet aft, for your native is a light sleeper, “tie these men up. Get steam, for we will go away from here; it is not a nice place.” Sanders, as I have tried to explain, was a man who knew the native; he thought like a native, and there were moments when he acted not unlike a barbarian.




  Clear of the danger, he tied up to a little island in midstream just as the dawn spread greyly, and hustled his two prisoners ashore.




  “My men,” said he, “you came to kill me in the dark hours.”




  “Lord, that is true,” said one, “I came to kill, and this other man, who is my brother, told me when to come — yet it might have been another whom he called, for I am but one of many.” Sanders accepted the fact that a chain of cheerful assassins waited his advent without any visible demonstration of annoyance.




  “Now you will tell me,” he said, “who gave the word for the killing, and why I must die.” The man he addressed, a tall, straight youth of the Amatombo people, wiped the sweat from his forehead with his manacled hands.




  “Lord, though you chop me,” he said, “I will not tell you, for I have a great ju-ju, and there are certain fetishes which would be displeased.” Sanders tried the other man with no greater success. This other was a labourer he had taken on at a village four days’ journey down stream.




  “Lord, if I die for my silence I will say nothing,” he said.




  “Very good,” said Sanders, and nodded his head to Abiboo. “I shall stake you out,” he added, “flat on the ground, your legs and arms outstretched, and I will light a little fire on your chests, and by and by you will tell me all I want to know.” Staked out they were, with fluffy little balls of dried creeper on each breast, and Sanders took a lighted stick from the fire his servants had built.




  The men on the ground watched his every movement. They saw him blow the red stick to a flame and advance toward them, then one said, “Lord, I will speak.”




  “So I thought,” said Sanders; “and speak truth, or I will make you uncomfortable.” If you ask me whether Sanders would have employed his lighted stick, I answer truthfully that I think it possible; perhaps Sanders knew his men better than I know Sanders.




  The two men, released from their unhappy position, talked frankly, and Sanders was a busy man taking notes in English of the conversation which was mainly in Bomongo.




  When his interrogation was completed, Sanders gathered up his notes and had the men taken on board the steamer. Two hours later the Zaire was moving at its fullest speed in the direction of a village of the Akasava, which is called in the native tongue Tukalala.




  There was a missionary to Tukalala, a devoted young American Methodist, who had elected to live in the fever belt amongst heathen men that he might bring their hearts to the knowledge of God.




  Sanders had no special regard for missionaries; indeed, he had views on the brotherhood which did him no particular credit, but he had an affection for the young man who laboured so cheerfully with such unpromising material, and now he paced the little bridge of his steamer impatiently, for it was very necessary that he should reach Tukalala before certain things happened.




  He came round a bend of the little river just as the sun was going down behind the trees on the western bank, and the white beach before the mission station showed clearly.




  He motioned with two fingers to the man at the wheel and the little steamer swung almost broadside to the swift stream and headed for the bank, and the black water of the river humped up against his port bow as though it were a sluice gate.




  Into the beach he steamed; “pucka-pucka-pucka-puck,” sang the stern wheel noisily.




  Where the missionary’s house had stood was a chaos of blackened debris, and out of it rose lazy little wisps of smoke.




  He found the missionary dressed in white duck, greatly soiled, lying face downwards, and he found some difficulty in raising him, because he was pinned to the ground with a broad-bladed elephant spear which had been broken off flush with his shoulders.




  Sanders turned him on his back, closed the patient’s eyes, staring, it seemed, hungrily at the darkening sky as though at the last questioning God’s wisdom.




  The Commissioner took a gaudy bandana handkerchief from his pocket, and laid it on the dead man’s face.




  “Abiboo,” he said softly to his sergeant, “dig me a great hole by that copal gum, for this man was a great chief amongst his people, and had communion with gods.”




  “He was a Christ man,” said Abiboo sagely, who was a devout follower of the Prophet, “and in the Sura of Mary it is written: ‘The sects have fallen to variance about Jesus, but woe, because of the assembly of a great day to those who believe not!’” Abiboo bore the title of Haj because he had been to Mecca and knew the Koran better than most Christians know the Bible.




  Sanders said nothing. He took a cigar from his pocket and lit it, casting his eyes around.




  No building stood. Where the mission station with its trim garden had been, was desolation. He saw scraps of cloth in the fading light. These were other victims, he knew.




  In the mellow light of the moon he buried the missionary, saying the Lord’s Prayer over him, and reciting as much of the Burial Service as he could remember.




  Then he went back to the Zaire and set a guard. In the morning Sanders turned the nose of the Zaire down stream, and at sunset came to the big river — he had been sailing a tributary — and where the two rivers meet is the city of the Akasava.




  They brought a paramount chief of all the people to him, and there was a palaver on the little bridge with a lantern placed on the deck and one limp candle thereon to give light to the assembly.




  “Chief,” said Sanders, “there is a dead white man in your territory, and I will have the hearts of the men who killed him, or by The Death I will have your head,” he said this evenly, without passion, yet he swore by Ewa, which means death and is a most tremendous oath.




  The chief, squatting on the deck, fidgeting with his hands, shivered. “Lord,” he said, in a cracked voice, “this is a business of which I know nothing; this thing has happened in my territory, but so far from my hand that I can neither punish nor reward.” Sanders was silent save for an unsympathetic sniff.




  “Also, master,” said the chief, “if the truth be told, this palaver is not of the Akasava alone, for all along the big river men are rebellious, obeying a new ju-ju more mighty than any other.”




  “I know little of ju-jus,” said Sanders shortly, “only I know that a white man has died and his spirit walks abroad and will not rest until I have slain men. Whether it be you or another I do not care — the palaver is finished.” The chief rose awkwardly, brought up his hand in salute, and went shuffling down the sloping plank to land.




  As for Sanders, he sat thinking, smoking one cigar after another. He sat long into the night. Once he called his servant to replace the candle in the lantern and bring him a cushion for his head. He sat there until the buzzing little village hushed to sleep, until there was no sound but the whispering of bat wings as they came and went from the middle island — for bats love islands, especially the big vampire bats.




  At two o’clock in the morning he looked at his watch, picked up the lantern, and walked aft.




  He picked a way over sleeping men until he came to that part of the deck where a Houssa squatted with loaded carbine watching the two prisoners.




  He stirred them gently with his foot, and they sat up blinking at his light.




  “You must tell me some more,” he said. “How came this bad ju-ju to your land?” The man he addressed looked up at him.




  “Lord, how comes rain or wind?” he said. “It was a sudden thought amongst the people. There were certain rites and certain dances, and we chopped a man; then we all painted our faces with camwood, and the maidens said ‘Kill!’”




  Sanders could be very patient. “I am as your father and your mother,” he said. “I carry you in my arms; when the waters came up and destroyed your gardens I came with manioc and salt and saved you. When the sickness came I brought white men who scraped your arms and put magic in your blood; I have made peace, and your wives are safe from M’Gombi and Isisi folk, yet you are for killing me.”




  The other nodded. “That is true talk, master — but such is the way of ju-jus. They are very High Things, and do not remember.”




  Sanders was worried; this matter was out of his reach. “What said the ju-ju?”




  “Lord, it said very clearly, speaking through the mouth of an old man, M’fabaka of Begeli—”




  “M’fabaka of Begeli?” repeated Sanders softly, and noted the name for a speedy hanging.




  “This old man saw a vision, and in this vision, which he saw with great pain and foaming at the mouth and hot eyeballs, he saw white men slain by black men and their houses burnt.”




  “When was this?”




  “When the moon was full” — six days ago, thought Sanders— “and he saw a great king with many legions marching through the land making all white men fear him.” He went on to give, as only a native memory can recall, the minutest detail of the king’s march; how he slew white men and women and put their house to flames; how his legions went dancing before him.




  “And all this happened at the full of the moon,” he finished; “therefore we, too, went out to slay, and, knowing that your Highness would be coming as is your custom to give judgment at this season of the year, it was thought wise to kill you, also the Christ-man.” He told all this in a matter-of-fact tone, and Sanders knew that he spoke the truth.




  Another man would have been more affected by that portion of the narrative which touched him most nearly, but it was the king (“a great man, very large about the middle”), and his devastating legions who occupied the Commissioner’s thoughts.




  There was truth behind this, he did not doubt that. There was a rising somewhere that he had not heard of; very quickly he passed in mental review the kings of the adjoining territories and of his own lands.




  Bosambo of Monrovia, that usurper of the Ochori chieftainship, sent him from time to time news of the outlying peoples. There was no war, north or south or east.




  “I will see this old man M’fabaka of Begeli,” he said.




  Begeli is a village that lies on an in-running arm of the river, so narrow that it seems like a little river, so still that it is apparently a lake. Forests of huge trees slope down on either bank, and the trees are laced one to the other with great snakelike tendrils, and skirted at foot with rank undergrowth. The Zaire came cautiously down this stretch of calm water, two Maxim guns significantly displayed at the bridge.




  A tiny little steamer this Zaire. She had the big blue of England drooping from the flagstaff high above the stern wheel — an ominous sign, for when Sanders flew the Commissioner’s flag it meant trouble for somebody.




  He stood on the deck coatless, signalling with his raised fingers to the man at the wheel.




  “Phew!” An arrow was shivering in the wooden deckhouse. He pulled it out and examined its hammered steel point carefully, then he threw it overboard.




  “Bang!” A puff of smoke from the veiling foliage — a bullet splintered the back of his deckchair. He reached down and took up a rifle, noticed the drift of the smoke and took careful aim.




  “Bang!” There was no sign to show where the bullet struck, and the only sound that came back was the echo and the shrill swish of it as it lashed its way through the green bushes.




  There was no more shooting.




  ‘Puck-apuck-puck-apuck-puck,’ went the stern wheel slowly, and the bows of the Zaire clove the calm waters and left a fan of foam behind. Before the village was in view six war canoes, paddling abreast, came out to meet the Commissioner. He rang the engines to ‘Stop,’ and as the noise of them died away he could hear in the still air the beating of drums; through his glasses he saw fantastically-painted bodies, also a head stuck upon a spear.




  There had been a trader named Ogilvie in this part of the world, a mild, uncleanly man who sold cloth and bought wild rubber.




  “Five hundred yards,” said Sanders, and Sergeant Abiboo, fiddling with the grip of the port Maxim, gave the cartridge belt a little pull, swung the muzzle forward, and looked earnestly along the sights. At the same time the Houssa corporal, who stood by the tripod of the starboard gun, sat down on the little saddle seat of it with his thumb on the control.




  There came a spurt of smoke from the middle canoe; the bullet fell short.




  “Ogilvie, my man,” soliloquized Sanders, “if you are alive — which I am sure you are not — you will explain to me the presence of these Schneiders.” Nearer came the canoes, the paddle plunging rhythmically, a low, fierce drone of song accompanying the movement.




  “Four hundred yards,” said Sanders, and the men at the Maxims readjusted the sights.




  “The two middle canoes,” said Sanders. “Fire!” A second pause.




  “Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha!” laughed the guns sardonically.




  Sanders watched the havoc through his glasses.




  “The other canoes,” he said briefly.




  “Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, ha, hat” This gunner was a careful man, and fired spasmodically, desiring to see the effects of his shots.




  Sanders saw men fall, saw one canoe sway and overturn, and the black heads of men in the water; he rang the steamer ahead full speed.




  Somebody fired a shot from one of the uninjured canoes. The wind of the bullet fanned his face, he heard the smack of it as it struck the woodwork behind.




  There came another shot, and the boy at the wheel turned his head with a little grin to Sanders.




  “Lord,” he mumbled in Arabic, “this was ordained from the beginning.”




  Sanders slipped his arm about his shoulder and lowered him gently to the deck. “All things are with God,” he said softly.




  “Blessed be His name,” whispered the dying boy.




  Sanders caught the wheel as it spun and beckoned another steersman forward.




  The nose of the steamer had turned to the offending canoe. This was an unhappy circumstance for the men therein, for both guns now covered it, and they rattled together, and through the blue haze you saw the canoe emptied.




  That was the end of the fight. A warrior in the fifth boat held his spear horizontally above his head in token of surrender, and ten minutes later the chief of the rebels was on board.




  “Master,” he said calmly, as they led him to Sanders’ presence, “this is a bad palaver. How will you deal with me?”




  Sanders looked at him steadily. “I will be merciful with you,” he said, “for as soon as we come to the village I shall hang you.”




  “So I thought,” said the chief without moving a muscle; “and I have heard it said that you hang men very quickly so that they feel little pain.”




  “That is my practice,” said Sanders of the River, and the chief nodded his head approvingly.




  “I would rather it were so,” he said.




  It was to a sorrowful village that he came, for there were many women to wail their dead.




  Sanders landed with his Houssas and held a high palaver under the trees.




  “Bring me the old man M’fabaka who sees visions,” he said, and they brought him a man so old that he had nothing but bones to shape him.




  They carried him to the place of justice and set him down before the Commissioner.




  “You are an evil man,” said Sanders, “and because your tongue has lied many men have died; today I hang your chief upon a tree, and with him certain others. If you stand before your people and say, ‘Such a story, and such a story was a lie and no other thing,’ you may live your days; but, if you persist in your lying, by my God, and your god, you shall die!” It was a long time before the old man spoke, for he was very old and very frightened, and the fear of death, which is the ghost of some old men, was on him.




  “I spoke the truth,” he quavered at last. “I spoke of what I saw and of what I knew — only that.” Sanders waited.




  “I saw the great king slay and burn; yesterday I saw him march his regiments to war, and there was a great shouting, and I saw smoke.” He shook his head helplessly. “I saw these things. How can I say I saw nothing?”




  “What manner of king?” asked Sanders.




  Again there was a long interval of silence whilst the old man collected himself.




  “A great king,” he said shakily, “as big as a bull about the middle, and he wore great, white feathers and the skin of a leopard.”




  “You are mad,” said Sanders, and ended the palaver.




  Six days later Sanders went back to headquarters, leaving behind him a chastened people.




  Ill-news travels faster than steam can push a boat, and the little Zaire, keeping to midstream with the blue flag flying, was an object of interest to many small villages, the people of which crowded down to their beaches and stood with folded arms, or with clenched knuckles at their lips to signify their perturbation, and shouted in monotonous chorus after the boat.




  “Oh, Sandi — father! How many evil ones have you slain today? Oh, killer of devils — oh, hanger of trees! — we are full of virtues and do not fear.”




  “Ei-fo, Kalaba? Ei ko Sandi! Eiva fo elegi,” etc.




  Sanders went with the stream swiftly, for he wished to establish communication with his chief. Somewhere in the country there was a revolt — that he knew. There was truth in all the old man had said before he died — for die he did of sheer panic and age.




  Who was this king in revolt? Not the king of the Isisi, or of the M’Gombi, nor of the people in the forelands beyond the Ochori.




  The Zaire went swinging in to the Government beach, and there was a captain of Houssas to meet him. “Land wire working?” said Sanders as he stepped ashore.




  The Houssa captain nodded. “What’s the palaver?” he asked.




  “War of a kind,” said Sanders; “some king or other is on the rampage.” And he told the story briefly.




  The Houssa officer whistled. “By Lord High Keeper of the Privy Purse!” he swore mildly, “that’s funny!”




  “You’ve a poisonous sense of humour!” Sanders snapped.




  “Hold hard,” said the Houssa, and caught his arm. “Don’t you know that La Benguela is in rebellion? The description fits him.”




  Sanders stopped. “Of course,” he said, and breathed a sigh of relief.




  “But,” said the perplexed Houssa officer, “Matabeleland is three thousand miles away. Rebellion started a week ago. How did these beggars know?” For answer Sanders beckoned a naked man of the Akasava people who was of his boat’s crew, being a good chopper of wood.




  “I’fasi,” he said, “tell me, what do they do in your country today?”




  The man grinned sheepishly, and stood on one leg in his embarrassment, for it was an honour to common men that Sanders should address them by name. “Lord, they go to hunt elephant,” he said.




  “How many?” said Sanders.




  “Two villages,” said the man, “for one village has sickness and cannot go.”




  “How do you know this?” said Sanders. “Is not your country four days by river and three days by land?”




  The man looked uncomfortable. “It is as you say, master — yet I know,” he said.




  Sanders turned to the Houssa with a smile.




  “There is quite a lot to be learnt in this country,” he said.




  A month later Sanders received a cutting from the Cape Times. The part which interested him ran; “…the rumour generally credited by the Matebele rebels that their adherents in the north had suffered a repulse lacks confirmation. The Commissioner of Barotseland denies the native story of a rebellious tribe, and states that as far as he knows the whole of his people have remained quiet. Other northern Commissioners state the same; there has been no sympathetic rising, though the natives are emphatic that in a ‘faraway land,’ which they cannot define, such a rebellion has occurred. The idea is, of course, absurd.”




  Sanders smiled again.




  XIV. Dogs of War
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  Chiefest of the restrictions placed upon the black man by his white protector is that which prevents him, when his angry passions rise, from taking his enemy by the throat and carving him with a broad, curved blade of native make. Naturally, even the best behaved of the tribes chafe under this prohibition the British have made.




  You may be sure that the Akasava memory is very short, and the punishment which attended their last misdoing is speedily forgotten in the opportunity and the temptation which must inevitably come as the years progress. Thus, the Akasava, learning of certain misdoings on the part of the Ochori, found themselves in the novel possession of a genuine grievance, and prepared for war, first sending a message to “Sandi,” setting forth at some length the nature of the insult the Ochori had offered them. Fortunately, Sanders was in the district, and came on the spot very quickly, holding palaver, and soothing an outraged nation as best he could.




  Sanders was a tactful man, and tact does not necessarily imply soft-handedness. For there was a truculent soul who sat in the council and interpolated brusque questions.




  Growing bolder as the Commissioner answered suavely, he went, as a child or native will, across the border line which divides a good manner from a bad. Sanders turned on him.




  “What base-born slave dog are you?” he asked; and whilst the man was carefully considering his answer, Sanders kicked him down the slope of the hill on which the palaver house stood, and harmony was once more restored.




  Very soon on the heels of this palaver came a bitter complaint from the Isisi. It concerned fishing nets that had been ruthlessly destroyed by the Lulungo folk, and this was a more difficult matter for Sanders to settle. For one thing, all self-respecting people hate the Lulungo, a dour, wicked, mischievous people, without shame or salt. But the Isisi were pacified, and a messy war was averted. There were other and minor alarums — all these were in the days’ work — but Sanders worried about the Lulungo, because of their general badness, and because of all his people, Isisi, Ikeli, Akasava, and Ochori, who hated the Lulungo folk with a deep-rooted hatred. In his own heart, Sanders knew that war could only be postponed, and so advised London, receiving in reply, from an agitated UnderSecretary in Whitehall, the urgent request that the postponement should cover and extend beyond the conclusion of ‘the present financial year — for heaven’s sake!’ They had a proverb up in the Lulungo district — three days’ march beyond the Akasava — and it is to this effect; “When a man hath a secret enemy and cannot find him, pull down his own hut and search among the debris.” This is a cumbersome translation. There is another proverb which says, “Because of the enemy who lives in the shadow of your hut;” also another which says, “If you cannot find your enemy, kill your dearest friend.” The tendency of all these proverbs is to show that the Lulungo people took a gloomy view of life, and were naturally suspicious.




  Sanders had a cook of the Lulungo tribe, down at M’piti — which model city served as Mr Commissioner’s headquarters. He was a wanderer, and by way of being a cosmopolitan, having travelled as far north as Dacca, and as far south as Banana — and presumably up the Congo to Matadi. When he came to M’piti, applying for work, he was asked his name and replied in the “English” of the Coast; “Master, dey one call me Sixpence all’time. I make ‘um cook fine; you look ‘um for better cook, you no find ‘um-savvy.”




  “And what,” said Sanders, in the Lulungo dialect, “what mongrel talk do you call this?”




  “Master, it is English,” said the abashed native.




  “It is monkey talk,” said Sanders, cruelly; ‘the talk of krooboys and half-bred sailors who have no language. What are you called by your people?”




  “Lataki, master,” said the cook.




  “So shall you be called,” said Sanders. “Further, you shall speak no language but your own and your pay will be ten shillings a month.” Lataki made a good cook, and was a model citizen for exactly three months, at the end of which time Sanders, returning unexpectedly from a hunting trip, found Lataki asleep in his master’s bed — Lataki being very drunk, and two empty gin bottles by the bedside testifying mutely to his discredit. Sanders called his police, and Lataki was thrown into the lock-up to sober down, which he did in twentyfour hours.




  “I would have you understand,” said Sanders to the culprit the next day, “that I cannot allow my servants to get drunk; more especially I cannot allow my drunken servants to sleep off their potations on my bed.”




  “Lord, I am ashamed,” said Lataki cheerfully; “such things happen to a man who has seen much of the world.”




  “You may say the same about the whipping you are about to receive,” said Sanders, and gave an order to the sergeant of police.




  Lataki was no stoic and when, tied to a tree, ten strokes were laid upon his stout back by a bored Houssa, he cried out very loudly against Sanders, and against that civilization of which Sanders was the chosen instrument.




  After it was all over, and he had discovered that he was still alive, albeit sore, he confessed he had received little more than he deserved, and promised tearfully that the lesson should not be without result. Sanders, who had nothing more to say in the matter, dismissed him to his duties.




  It was a week after this that the Commissioner was dining in solitude on palm-oil chop — which is a delicious kind of coast curry — and chicken. He had begun his meal when he stopped suddenly, went to his office, and brought in a microscope. Then he took a little of the ‘chop’ — just as much as might go on the end of a pin-smeared it on a specimen glass, and focussed the instrument. What he saw interested him. He put away the microscope and sent for Lataki, and Lataki, in spotless white, came.




  “Lataki,” said Sanders carelessly, “knowing the ways of white men, tell me how a master might do his servant honour?” The cook in the doorway hesitated.




  “There are many ways,” he said, after a pause. “He might—” He stopped, not quite sure of his ground.




  “Because you are a good servant, though possessed of faults,” said Sanders, “I wish to honour you; therefore I have chosen this way; you, who have slept in my bed unbidden, shall sit at my table with me at my command.”




  The man hesitated, a little bewildered, then he shuffled forward and sat clumsily in the chair opposite his master.




  “I will wait upon you,” said Sanders, “according to the custom of your own people.” He heaped two large spoonfuls of palm-oil chop upon the plate before the man.




  “Eat,” he said.




  But the man made no movement, sitting with his eyes upon the tablecloth.




  “Eat,” said Sanders again, but still Lataki sat motionless, Then Sanders rose, and went to the open doorway of his bungalow and blew a whistle.




  There was a patter of feet, and Sergeant Abiboo came with four Houssas.




  “Take this man,” said Sanders, “and put him in irons. Tomorrow I will send him down country for judgment.” He walked back to the table, when the men had gone with their prisoner, carefully removed the poisoned dish, and made a meal of eggs and bananas, into neither of which is it possible to introduce ground glass without running the risk of instant detection.




  Ground glass — glass powdered so fine that it is like precipitated chalk to the touch — is a bad poison, because when it comes in contact with delicate membranes right down inside a man, it lacerates them and he dies, as the bad men of the coast know, and have known for hundreds of years. In the course of time Lataki came before a judge who sat in a big thatched barn of a courthouse, and Lataki brought three cousins, a brother, and a disinterested friend, to swear that Sanders had put the glass in his own “chop” with malice aforethought. In spite of the unanimity of the evidence — the witnesses had no less than four rehearsals in a little hut the night before the trial — the prisoner was sentenced to fifteen years’ penal servitude.




  Here the matter would have ended, but for the Lulungo people, who live far away in the north, and who chose to regard the imprisonment of their man as a casus belli.




  They were a suspicious people, a sullen, loveless, cruel people, and they were geographically favoured, for they lived on the edge of a territory which is indisputably French, and, moreover, unreachable.




  Sanders sent flying messages to all the white people who lived within striking distance of the Lulungo. There were six in all, made up of two missions, Jesuit and Baptist. They were most unsatisfactory people, as the following letters show. The first from the Protestant:




  “Losebi Mission.




  “DEAR MR COMMISSIONER, — My wife and I are very grateful to you for your warning, but God has called us to this place, and here we must stay; going about our Master’s business, until He, in His wisdom, ordains that we shall leave the scene of our labours.”




  Father Holling wrote;




  “Ebendo River




  “DEAR SANDERS, — I think you are wrong about the Lulungo people, several of whom I have seen recently. They are mighty civil, which is the only bad sign I have detected. I shall stay because I think I can fight off any attack they make. I have four Martini-Metford rifles, and three thousand rounds of ammunition, and this house, as you know, is built of stone. I hope you are wrong, but—”




  Sanders took his steamboat, his Maxim gun, and his Houssa police, and went up the river, as far as the little stern-wheeler would carry him. At the end of every day’s journey he would come to a place where the forest had been cleared, and where, stacked on the beach, was an orderly pile of wood. Somewhere in the forest was a village whose contribution to the State this ever-replenished woodpile was. Night and day two sounding men with long rods, sitting at the steamer’s bow, ‘stubbed’ the water monotonously. Shoal, sandbank, channel, shoal. Sometimes, with a shuddering jar, the boat would slide along the flat surface of a hidden bank, and go flop into the deep water on the other side; sometimes, in the night, the boat would jump a bank to find itself in a little ‘lake’ from which impassable ridges of hidden sand barred all egress. Then the men would slip over the sides of the vessel and walk the sandy floor of the river, pushing the steamer into deep water. When sixty miles from the Baptist Mission, Sanders got news from a friendly native; “Lord, the Lulungo came at early morning, taking away the missionary, his wife, and his daughter, to their city.” Sanders, yellow with fever, heavyeyed from want of sleep, unshaven and grimy, wiped the perspiration from his head with the back of his hand.




  “Take the steamer up the river,” he said to Abiboo. “I must sleep.” He was awakened at four o’clock in the afternoon by the smashing of a water bottle, which stood on a shelf by his bunk. It smashed for no apparent reason, and he was sprinkled with bits of glass and gouts of water.




  Then he heard a rifle go “pang!” close at hand, and as he sprang up and opened the wire woven door of his cabin, Abiboo came to report.




  “There were two men firing from the bank,” he said. “One I have shot.” They were nearing the village now, and turning a sharp bend of the river they came in sight of it, and the little Zaire’s siren yelled and squealed defiantly.




  Sanders saw a crowd of men come down to the beach, saw the glitter of spears, and through his glasses the paint on the bodies of the men. Then six canoes came racing out to meet the steamer.




  A corporal of Houssas sat down nonchalantly on a little saddle-seat behind the brass Maxim, and gripped its handles.




  “Five hundred yards,” said Sanders, and the corporal adjusted the sight without perceptible hurry.




  The canoes came on at a hurricane speed, for the current was with them. The man behind the gun polished a dull place on the brass water-jacket with the blue sleeve of his coat, and looked up.




  Sanders nodded.




  The canoes came nearer, one leading the rest in that race where hate nerved effort, and death was the prize.




  Suddenly— “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” laughed the little gun sardonically, and the leading canoe swung round broadside to the stream, because the men who steered it were dead, and half of the oarsmen also.




  “Ha-ha-ha-h-a-a!”




  There was a wild scramble on the second canoe; it swayed, capsized, and the river was full of black heads, and the air resounded with shrill cries.




  As for the remainder of the flotilla, it swung round and made for safety; the machinegun corporal slipped in another belt of cartridges, and made good practice up to nine hundred yards, from which two canoes, frantically paddled, were comparatively safe.




  Sanders put his tiny telegraph over to full speed ahead and followed.




  On the shore the Lulungo made a stand, and missiles of many kinds struck the little steamer. But the Maxim sprayed the village noisily, and soon there came a nervous man waving a palm leaf, and Sanders ceased firing, and shouted through his megaphone that the messenger must swim aboard.




  “Lord, we feel great shame,” said the man. He stood in a wet place on the deck, and little rills of water dripped from him. “We did not know we fought Sandi the lion, Sandi the buffalo, before the stamp of whose mighty feet—” Sanders cut him short.




  “There is a white man, a white woman, and a young girl in your city,” he said. “Bring them to the ship, and then I will sit in the palaver-house, and talk this matter over.”




  The man shuffled uneasily. “Master,” he said, “the white man died of the sickness; the woman is ill also; as for the girl, I know nothing.”




  Sanders looked at him, his head on one side like an inquisitive bird.




  “Bring me the white man, alive or dead,” he said softly; “also the white woman, well or ill, and the girl.” In an hour they brought the unfortunate missionary, having taken some time to make him look presentable. The wife of the missionary came in another canoe, four women holding her, because she was mad.




  “Where is the girl?” asked Sanders. He spoke very little above a whisper.




  The messenger made no answer.




  “The girl?” said Sanders, and lashed him across the face with his thin stick.




  “Master,” muttered the man, with his head on his chest, “the chief has her.” Sanders took a turn up and down the deck, then he went to his cabin and came out with two revolvers belted to his hips.




  “I will go and see this chief,” he said. “Abiboo, do you run the boat’s nose into the soft sand of the bank, covering the street with the Maxim whilst I go ashore.” He landed without opposition; neither gun banged nor spear flew as he walked swiftly up the broad street. The girl lay before the chief’s hut quite dead, very calm, very still. The hand to cut short her young life had been more merciful than Sanders dared hope. He lifted the child in his arms, and carried her back to the ship. Once he heard a slight noise behind him, but three rifles crashed from the ship, and he heard a thud and a whimper of pain.




  He brought the body on board, and laid it reverently on the little afterdeck.




  Then they told him that the woman had died, and he nodded his head slowly, saying it was better so.




  The Zaire backed out into midstream, and Sanders stood watching the city wistfully. He wanted the chief of the Lulungo badly; he wanted, in his cold rage, to stake him out in spreadeagle fashion, and kill him with slow fires. But the chief and his people were in the woods, and there were the French territories to fly to.




  In the evening he buried the missionary and his family on a little island, then drove downstream, black rage in his soul, and a sense of his impotence, for you cannot fight a nation with twenty Houssa policemen.




  He came to a little “wooding” at dusk, and tied up for the night. In the morning he resumed his journey, and at noon he came, without a moment’s warning, into the thick of a war fleet.




  There was no mistaking the character of the hundred canoes that came slowly upstream four abreast, paddling with machine-like regularity. That line on the right were Akasava men; you could tell that by the blunt noses of the dugouts. On the left were the Ochori; their canoes were streaked with red corn wood. In the centre, in lighter canoes of better make, he saw the white-barred faces of the Isisi people.




  “In the name of heaven!” said Sanders, with raised eyebrows.




  There was consternation enough in the fleet, and its irregular lines wavered and broke, but the Zaire went steaming into the midst of them. Then Sanders stopped his engines, and summoned the chiefs on board.




  “What shame is this?” said Sanders.




  Otako, of the Isisi, king and elder chief, looked uncomfortably to Ebeni of Akasava, but it was Bosambo, self-appointed ruler of the Ochori, who spoke.




  “Lord,” he said, “who shall escape the never-sleeping eye of Sandi? Lo! we thought you many miles away, but like the owl—”




  “Where do you go?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, we will not deceive you,” said Bosambo. “These great chiefs are my brothers, because certain Lulungo have come down upon our villages and done much harm, stealing and killing. Therefore, because we have suffered equally, and are one in misfortune, we go up against the Lulungo people, for we are human, and our hearts are sore.” A grin, a wicked, mirthless grin, parted Sanders’ lips.




  “And you would burn and slay?” he asked.




  “Master, such was the pleasure we had before us.”




  “Burning the city and slaying the chief, and scattering the people who hide in the forest?”




  “Lord, though they hide in hell we will find them,” said Bosambo; “yet, if you, who are as a father to us all, say ‘nay,’ we will assemble our warriors and tell them it is forbidden.” Sanders thought of the three new graves on a little island.




  “Go!” he said, pointing up the river.




  He stood on the deck of the Zaire and watched the last canoe as it rounded the bend, and listened to the drone of many voices, growing fainter and fainter, singing the Song of the Slayer, such as the Isisi sing before action.
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  Sanders had been away on a holiday.




  The Commissioner, whose work lay for the main part in wandering through a malarial country in some discomfort and danger, spent his holiday in travelling through another malarial country in as great discomfort and at no less risk. The only perceptible difference, so far as could be seen, between his work and his holiday was that instead of considering his own worries he had to listen to the troubles of somebody else.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders derived no small amount of satisfaction from such a vacation, which is a sure sign that he was most human.




  His holiday was a long one, for he went by way of St. Paul de Loanda overland to the Congo, shot an elephant or two in the French Congo, went by mission steamer to the Sangar River and made his way back to Stanley Pool.




  At Matadi he found letters from his relief, a mild youth who had come from headquarters to take his place as a temporary measure, and was quite satisfied in his inside mind that he was eminently qualified to occupy the seat of the Commissioner.




  The letter was a little discursive, but Sanders read it as eagerly as a girl reads her first love letter. For he was reading about a land which was very dear to him.




  “Umfebi, the headman of Kulanga, has given me a little trouble. He wants sitting on badly, and if I had control… “ Sanders grinned unpleasantly and said something about “impertinent swine,” but did he not refer to the erring Umfeb? “I find M’laka, the chief of the Little River, a very pleasant man to deal with: he was most attentive to me when I visited his village and trotted out all his dancing girls for my amusement.” Sanders made a little grimace. He knew M’laka for a rascal and wondered. “A chief who has been most civil and courteous is Bosambo of the Ochori. I know this will interest you because Bosambo tells me that he is a special protege of yours. He tells me how you had paid for his education as a child and had gone to a lot of trouble to teach him the English language. I did not know of this.”




  Sanders did not know of it either, and swore an oath to the brazen sky to take this same Bosambo, thief by nature, convict by the wise provision of the Liberian Government, and chief of the Ochori by sheer effrontery, and kick him from one end of the city to the other.




  “He is certainly the most civilised of your men,” the letter went on. “He has been most attentive to the astronomical mission which came out in your absence to observe the eclipse of the moon. They speak very highly of his attention and he has been most active in his attempt to recover some of their property which was either lost or stolen on their way down the river.”




  Sanders smiled, for he himself had lost property in Bosambo’s territory.




  “I think I will go home,” said Sanders.




  Home he went by the nearest and the quickest way and came to headquarters early one morning, to the annoyance of his relief, who had planned a great and fairly useless palaver to which all the chiefs of all the land had been invited.




  “For,” he explained to Sanders in a grieved tone, “it seems to me that the only way to ensure peace is to get at the minds of these people, and the only method by which one can get at their minds is to bring them all together.”




  Sanders stretched his legs contemptuously and sniffed. They sat at chop on the broad stoep before the Commissioner’s house, and Mr. Franks — so the deputy Commissioner was named — was in every sense a guest. Sanders checked the vitriolic appreciation of the native mind which came readily to his lips, and inquired:




  “When is this prec — when is this palaver?”




  “This evening,” said Franks.




  Sanders shrugged his shoulders.




  “Since you have gathered all these chiefs together,” he said, “and they are present in my Houssa lines, with their wives and servants, eating my ‘special expense’ vote out of existence, you had better go through with it.”




  That evening the chiefs assembled before the residency, squatting in a semicircle about the chair on which sat Mr. Franks — an enthusiastic young man with a very pink face and gold-mounted spectacles.




  Sanders sat a little behind and said nothing, scrutinising the assembly with an unfriendly eye. He observed without emotion that Bosambo of the Ochori occupied the place of honour in the centre, wearing a leopard skin and loop after loop of glittering glass beads. He had ostrich feathers in his hair and bangles of polished brass about his arms and ankles and, chiefest abomination, suspended by a scarlet ribbon from that portion of the skin which covered his left shoulder, hung a large and elaborate decoration.




  Beside him the kings and chiefs of other lands were mean, commonplace men. B’fari of the Larger Isisi, Kulala of the N’Gombi, Kandara of the Akasava, Etobi of the River-beyond-the-River, and a score of little kings and overlords might have been so many carriers.




  It was M’laka of the Lesser Isisi who opened the palaver.




  “Lord Franki,” he began, “we are great chiefs who are as dogs before the brightness of your face, which is like the sun that sets through a cloud.”




  Mr. Franks, to whom this was interpreted, coughed and went pinker than ever.




  “Now that you are our father,” continued M’laka, “and that Sandi has gone from us, though you have summoned him to this palaver to testify to your greatness, the land has grown fruitful, sickness has departed, and there is peace amongst us.”




  He avoided Sanders’ cold eye whilst the speech was being translated.




  “Now that Sandi has gone,” M’laka went on with relish, “we are sorry, for he was a good man according to some, though he had not the great heart and the gentle spirit of our lord Franki.”




  This he said, and much more, especially with regard to the advisability of calling together the chiefs and headmen that they might know of the injustice of taxation, the hardship of life under certain heartless lords — here he looked at Sanders — and need for restoring the old powers of chiefs.




  Other orations followed. It gave them great sorrow, they said, because Sandi, their lord, was going to leave them. Sandi observed that the blushing Mr. Franks was puzzled, and acquitted him of spreading the report of his retirement.




  Then Bosambo, sometime of Monrovia, and now chief of the Ochori, from-the-border-of-the-river-to-the mountains-by-the-forest.




  “Lord Franki,” he said, “I feel shame that I must say what I have to say, for you have been to me as a brother.”




  He said this much, and paused as one overcome by his feelings. Franks was doubly affected, but Sanders watched the man suspiciously.




  “But Sandi was our father and our mother,” said Bosambo; “in his arms he carried us across swift rivers, and with his beautiful body he shielded us from our enemies; his eyes were bright for our goodness and dim to our faults, and now that we must lose him my stomach is full of misery, and I wish I were dead.”




  He hung his head, shaking it slowly from side to side, and there were tears in his eyes when he lifted them. David lamenting Jonathan was no more woeful than Bosambo of Monrovia taking a mistaken farewell of his master.




  “Franki is good,” he went on, mastering himself with visible effort; “his face is very bright and pretty, and he is as innocent as a child; his heart is pure, and he has no cunning.”




  Franks shifted uneasily in his seat as the compliment was translated.




  “And when M’laka speaks to him with a tongue of oil,” said Bosambo, “lo! Franki believes him, though Sandi knows that M’laka is a liar and a breaker of laws, who poisoned his brother in Sandi’s absence and is unpunished.”




  M’laka half rose from his seat and reached for his elephant sword.




  “Down!” snarled Sanders; his hand went swiftly to his jacket pocket, and M’laka cowered.




  “And when Kulala of the N’Gombi raids into Ala-mandy territory stealing girls, our lord is so gentle of spirit—”




  “Liar and dog and eater of fish!”




  The outraged Kulala was on his feet, his fat figure shaking with wrath.




  But Sanders was up now, stiffly standing by his relief, and a gesture sent insulter and insulted squatting to earth.




  All that followed was Greek to Mr. Franks, because nobody troubled to translate what was said.




  “It seems to me,” said Sanders, “that I may divide my chiefs into three parts, saying this part is made of rogues, this part of fools, and this, and the greater part, of people who are rogues in a foolish way. Now I know only one of you who is a pure rogue, and that is Bosambo of the Ochori, and for the rest you are like children.




  “For when Bosambo spread the lie that I was leaving you, and when the master Franki called you together, you, being simpletons, who throw your faces to the shadows, thought, ‘Now this is the time to speak evilly of Sandi and well of the new master.’ But Bosambo, who is a rogue and a liar, has more wisdom than all of you, for the cunning one has said, ‘I will speak well of Sandi, knowing that he will stay with us; and Sandi, hearing me, will love me for my kindness.’”




  For one of the few times of his life Bosambo was embarrassed, and looked it.




  “Tomorrow,” said Sanders, “when I come from my house, I wish to see no chief or headman, for the sight of you already makes me violently ill. Rather I would prefer to hear from my men that you are hurrying back with all speed to your various homes. Later, I will come and there will be palavers — especially in the matter of poisoning. The palaver is finished.”




  He walked into the house with Franks, who was not quite sure whether to be annoyed or apologetic.




  “I am afraid my ideas do not exactly tally with yours,” he said, a little ruefully.




  Sanders smiled kindly.




  “My dear chap,” he said, “nobody’s ideas really tally with anybody’s! Native folk are weird folk — that is why I know them. I am a bit of a weird bird myself.”




  When he had settled his belongings in their various places the Commissioner sent for Bosambo, and that worthy came, stripped of his gaudy furnishings, and sat humbly on the stoep before Sanders.




  “Bosambo,” he said briefly, “you have the tongue of a monkey that chatters all the time.”




  “Master, it is good that monkeys chatter,” said the crestfallen chief, “otherwise the hunter would never catch them.”




  “That may be,” said Sanders; “but it their chattering attracts bigger game to stalk the hunter, then they are dangerous beasts. You shall tell me later about the poisoning of M’laka’s brother; but first you shall say why you desire to stand well with me. You need not lie, for we are men talking together.”




  Bosambo met his master’s eye fearlessly.




  “Lord,” he said, “I am a little chief of a little people. They are not of my race, yet I govern them wisely. I have made them a nation of fighters where they were a nation of women.”




  Sanders nodded. “All this is true; if it were not so, I should have removed you long since. This you know. Also that I have reason to be grateful to you for certain happenings.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, earnestly, “I am no beggar for favours, for I am, as you know, a Christian, being acquainted with the blessed Peter and the blessed Paul and other holy saints which I have forgotten. But I am a better man than all these chiefs and I desire to be a king.”




  “How much?” asked the astonished Sanders.




  “A king, lord,” said Bosambo, unashamed; “for I am fitted for kingship, and a witch doctor in the K-roo country, to whom I dashed a bottle of gin, predicted I should rule vast lands.”




  “Not this side of heaven,” said Sanders decisively. He did not say “heaven,” but let that pass.




  Bosambo hesitated.




  “Ochori is a little place and a little people,” he said, half to himself; “and by my borders sits M’laka, who rules a large country three times as large and very rich — ?”




  Sanders clicked his lips impatiently, then the humour of the thing took possession of him.




  “Go you to M’laka,” he said, with a little inward grin, “say to him all that you have said to me. If M’laka will deliver his kingdom into your hands I shall be content.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “this I will do, for I am a man of great attainments and have a winning way.”




  With the dignity of an emperor’s son he stalked through the garden and disappeared.




  The next morning Sanders said goodbye to Mr. Franks — a coasting steamer gave the Commissioner an excuse for hurrying him off. The chiefs had departed at sunrise, and by the evening life had resumed its normal course for Sanders.




  It ran smoothly for two months, at the end of which time M’laka paid a visit to his brotherin-law, K-ulala, a chief of N’Gombi, and a man of some importance, since he was lord of five hundred spears, and famous hunters.




  They held a palaver which lasted the greater part of a week, and at the end there was a big dance.




  It was more than a coincidence that on the last day of the palaver two shivering men of the Ochori were led into the village by their captors and promptly sacrificed.




  The dance followed.




  The next morning M’laka and his relative went out against the Ochori, capturing on their way a man whom M’laka denounced as a spy of Sandi’s. Him they did to death in a conventional fashion, and he died uncomplainingly. Then they rested three days.




  M’laka and his men came to the Ochori city at daybreak, and held a brief palaver in the forest.




  “Now news of this will come to Sandi,” he said; “and Sandi, who is a white devil, will come with his soldiers, and we will say that we were driven to do this because Bosambo invited us to a dance, and then endeavoured to destroy us.”




  “Bosambo would have destroyed us,” chanted the assembly faithfully.




  “Further, if we kill all the Ochori, we will say that it was not our people who did the killing, but the Akasava.”




  “Lord, the killing was done by the Akasava,” they chanted again.




  Having thus arranged both an excuse and an alibi, M’laka led his men to their quarry.




  In the grey light of dawn the Ochori village lay defenceless. No fires spluttered in the long village street, no curl of smoke uprose to indicate activity.




  M’laka’s army in one long, irregular line went swiftly across the clearing which separated the city from the forest.




  “Kill!” breathed M’laka; and along the ranks the order was taken up and repeated.




  Nearer and nearer crept the attackers; then from a hut on the outskirts of the town stepped Bosambo, alone.




  He walked slowly to the centre of the street, and M’laka saw, in a thin-legged tripod, something straight and shining and ominous.




  Something that caught the first rays of the sun as they topped the trees of the forest, and sent them flashing and gleaming back again.




  Six hundred fighting men of the N’Gombi checked and halted dead at the sight of it. Bosambo touched the big brass cylinder with his hand and turned it carelessly on its swivel until it pointed in the direction of M’laka, who was ahead of the others, and no more than thirty paces distant.




  As if to make assurance doubly sure, he stooped and glanced along the polished surface, and M’laka dropped his short spear at his feet and raised his hands.




  “Lord Bosambo,” he said mildly, “we come in peace.”




  “In peace you shall go,” said Bosambo, and whistled.




  The city was suddenly alive with armed men. From every hut they came into the open.




  “I love you as a man loves his goats,” said M’laka fervently; “I saw you in a dream, and my heart led me to you.”




  “I, too, saw you in a dream,” said Bosambo; “therefore I arose to meet you, for M’laka, the king of the Lesser Isisi, is like a brother to me.”




  M’laka, who never took his eyes from the brass-coated cylinder, had an inspiration.




  “This much I beg of you, master and lord,” he said; “this I ask, my brother, that my men may be allowed to come into your city and make joyful sacrifices, for that is the custom.”




  Bosambo scratched his chin reflectively.




  “This I grant,” he said; “yet every man shall leave his spear, stuck head downwards into earth — which is our custom before sacrifice.”




  M’laka shifted his feet awkwardly. He made the two little double-shuffle steps which native men make when they are embarrassed.




  Bosambo’s hand went slowly to the tripod.




  “It shall be as you command,” said M’laka hastily; and gave the order.




  Six hundred dejected men, unarmed, filed through the village street, and on either side of them marched a line of Ochori warriors — who were not without weapons. Before Bosambo’s hut M’laka, his brotherin-law, Kulala, his headmen, and the headmen of the Ochori, sat to conference which was half meal and half palaver.




  “Tell me. Lord Bosambo,” asked M’laka, “how does it come about that Sandi gives you the gun that says ‘Ha-ha-ha’? For it is forbidden that the chiefs and people of this land should be armed with guns.”




  Bosambo nodded.




  “Sandi loves me,” he said simply, “for reasons which I should be a dog to speak of, for does not the same blood run in his veins that runs in mine?”




  “That is foolish talk,” said Kulala, the brotherin-law; “for he is white and you are black.”




  “None the less it is true,” said the calm Bosambo; “for he is my cousin, his brother having married my mother, who was a chief’s daughter. Sandi wished to marry her,” he went on reminiscently; “but there are matters which it is shame to talk about. Also he gave me these.”




  From beneath the blanket which enveloped his shoulders he produced a leather wallet. From this he took a little package. It looked like a short, stumpy bato. Slowly he removed its wrapping of fine native cloth, till there were revealed three small cups of wood. In shape they favoured the tumbler of commerce, in size they were like very large thimbles.




  Each had been cut from a solid piece of wood, and was of extreme thinness. They were fitted one inside the other when he removed them from the cloth, and now he separated them slowly and impressively.




  At a word, a man brought a stool from the tent and placed it before him.




  Over this he spread the wisp of cloth and placed the cups thereon upside down.




  From the interior of one he took a small red ball of copal and camwood kneaded together.




  Fascinated, the marauding chiefs watched him.




  “These Sandi gave me,” said Bosambo, “that I might pass the days of the rains pleasantly; with these I play with my headman.”




  “Lord Bosambo,” said M’laka, “how do you play?”




  Bosambo looked up to the warm sky and shook his head sadly.




  “This is no game for you, M’laka,” he said, addressing the heavens; “but for one whose eyes are very quick to see; moreover, it is a game played by Christians.”




  Now the Isisi folk pride themselves on their keenness of vision. Is it not a proverb of the River, “The N’Gombi to hear, the Bushman to smell, the Isisi to see, and the Ochori to run”?




  “Let me see what I cannot see,” said M’laka; and, with a reluctant air, Bosambo put the little red ball on the improvised table behind the cup.




  “Watch then, M’laka! I put this ball under this cup: I move the cup — ?”




  Very leisurely he shifted the cups.




  “I have seen no game like this,” said M’laka; and contempt was in his voice.




  “Yet it is a game which pleased me and my men of bright eyes,” said Bosambo; “for we wager so much rods against so much salt that no man can follow the red ball.”




  The chief of the Lesser Isisi knew where the red ball was, because there was a slight scratch on the cup which covered it.




  “Lord Bosambo,” he said, quoting a saying, “only the rat comes to dinner and stays to ravage — yet if I did not sit in the shadow of your hut, I would take every rod from you.”




  “The nukusa is a Small animal, but he has a big voice,” said Bosambo, giving saying for saying; “and I would wager you could not uncover the red ball.”




  M’laka leant forward.




  “I will stake the spears of my warriors against the spears of the Ochori,” he said.




  Bosambo nodded.




  “By my head,” he said.




  M’laka stretched forward his hand and lifted the cup, but the red ball was not there. Rather it was under the next cup, as Bosambo demonstrated.




  M’laka stared.




  “I am no blind man,” he said roughly; “and your tongue is like the burning of dry sticks — clack, clack, clack!”




  Bosambo accepted the insult without resentment.




  “It is the eye,” he said meditatively; “we Ochori folk see quickly.”




  M’laka swallowed an offensive saying.




  “I have ten bags of salt in my house,” he said shortly, “and it shall be my salt against the spears you have won.”




  “By my heart and life,” said Bosambo, and put the ball under the cup.




  Very lazily he moved the cup to and fro, changing their positions.




  “My salt against your spears,” said M’laka exultantly, for he saw now which was the cup. It had a little stain near the rim.




  Bosambo nodded, and M’laka leant forward and lifted the cup. But the ball was not there.




  M’laka drew a deep breath, and swore by Iwa — which is death — and by devils of kinds unknown; by sickness and by his father — who had been hanged, and was in consequence canonised.




  “It is the eye,” said Bosambo sadly; “as they say by the River, ‘The Ochori to see — ?”




  “That is a lie!” hissed M’laka; “the Ochori see nothing but the way they run. Make this game again — ?”




  And again Bosambo covered the red ball; but this time he bungled, for he placed the cup which covered the ball on an uneven place on the stool. And between the rim of the cup and the cloth there was a little space where a small ball showed redly — and M’laka was not blind.




  “Bosambo,” he said, holding himself, “I wager big things, for I am a chief of great possessions, and you are a little chief, yet this time I will wager my all.”




  “M’laka of the Isisi,” responded Bosambo slowly, “I also am a great chief and a relative by marriage to Sandi. Also I am a God-man speaking white men’s talk and knowing of Santa Antonio, Marki, Luki, the blessed Timothi, and similar magics. Now this shall be the wager; if you find a red ball you shall find a slave whose name is Bosambo of the Ochori, but if you lose the red one you shall lose your country.”




  “May the sickness mango come to me if I do not speak the truth,” swore M’laka, “but to all this I agree.”




  He stretched out his hand and touched the cup.




  “It is here!” he shouted and lifted the cover.




  There was no red ball.




  M’laka was on his feet breathing quickly through his nose.




  He opened his mouth to speak, but there was no need, for an Ochori runner came panting through the street with news; before he could reach the hut where his overlord sat and tell it, the head of Sanders’ column emerged from the forest path.




  It is said that “the smell of blood carries farther than a man can see.” It had been a tactical error to kill one of Sanders’ spies.




  The Commissioner was stained and soiled and he was unshaven, for the call of war had brought him by forced marches through the worst forest path in the world.




  Into the open strode the column, line after line of bluecoated Houssas, barelegged, sandal-footed, scarlet-headed, spreading out as smoke spreads when it comes from a narrow barrel. Forming in two straggling lines, it felt its way cautiously forward, for the Ochori city might hold an enemy.




  Bosambo guessed the meaning of the demonstration and hurried forward to meet the Commissioner. At a word from Sanders the lines halted, and midway between the city and the wood they met — Bosambo and his master.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo conventionally, “all that I have is yours.”




  “It seems that you have your life, which is more than I expected,” said Sanders. “I know that M’laka, chief of the Lesser Isisi, is sheltering in your village. You shall deliver this man to me for judgment.”




  “M’laka, I know,” said Bosambo, carefully, “and he shall be delivered; but when you speak of the chief of the Lesser Isisi you speak of me, for I won all his lands by a certain game.”




  “We will talk of that later,” said Sanders.




  He led his men to the city, posting them on its four sides, then he followed Bosambo to where M’laka and his headman awaited his coming — for the guest of a chief does not come out to welcome other guests.




  “M’laka,” said Sanders, “there are two ways with chiefs who kill the servants of Government. One is a high and short way, as you know.”




  M’laka’s eyes sought a possible tree, and he shivered.




  “The other way,” said Sanders, “is long and tiresome, and that is the way for you. You shall sit down in the Village of Irons for my King’s pleasure.”




  “Master, how long?” asked M’laka in a shaky voice.




  “Whilst you live,” said Sanders.




  M’laka accepted what was tantamount to penal servitude for life philosophically — for there are worse things.




  “Lord,” he said, “you have always hated me. Also you have favoured other chiefs and oppressed me. Me, you deny all privilege; yet to Bosambo, your uncle — ?”




  Sanders drew a long breath.




  “ —— you give many favours, such as guns.”




  “If my word had not been given,” said Sanders coldly, “I should hang you, M’laka, for you are the father of liars and the son of liars. What guns have I given Bosambo?”




  “Lord, that is for you to see,” said M’laka and jerked his head to the terrifying tripod.




  Sanders walked towards the instrument.




  “Bosambo,” he said, with a catch in his voice, “I have in mind three white men who came to see the moon.”




  “Lord, that is so,” said Bosambo cheerfully; “they were mad, and they looked at the moon through this thing; also at stars.”




  He pointed to the innocent telescope. “And this they lost?” said Sanders.




  Bosambo nodded.




  “It was lost by them and found by an Ochori man who brought it to me,” said Bosambo. “Lord, I have not hidden it, but placed it here where all men can see it.”




  Sanders scanned the horizon. To the right of the forest was a broad strip of marshland, beyond, blurred blue in the morning sunlight rose the little hill that marks the city of the Lesser Isisi.




  He stooped down to the telescope and focused it upon the hill. At its foot was a cluster of dark huts.




  “Look,” he said, and Bosambo took his place. “What do you see?” asked Sanders.




  “The city of the Lesser Isisi,” said Bosambo.




  “Look well,” said Sanders, “but that is the city you have won by a certain game.”




  Bosambo shifted uncomfortably.




  “When I come to my new city—” he began.




  “I also will come,” said Sanders significantly. On the stool before the huts the three little wooden cups still stood, and Sanders had seen them, also the red ball. “Tomorrow I shall appoint a new chief to the Lesser Isisi. When the moon is at full I shall come to see the new chief,” he said, “and if he has lost his land by ‘a certain game’ I shall appoint two more chiefs, one for the Isisi and one for the Ochori, and there will be sorrow amongst the Ochori, for Bosambo of Monrovia will be gone from them.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, making one final effort for Empire, “you said that if M’laka gave, Bosambo should keep.”




  Sanders picked up the red ball and slipped it under one cup. He changed their positions slightly.




  “If your game is a fair game,” he said, “show me the cup with the ball.”




  “Lord, it is the centre one,” said Bosambo without hesitation.




  Sanders raised the cup.




  There was no ball.




  “I see,” said Bosambo slowly, “I see that my lord Sandi is also a Christian.”




  “It was a jest,” explained Bosambo to his headmen when Sanders had departed; “thus my lord Sandi always jested even when I nursed him as a child. Menchimis, let the lokali sound and the people be brought together for a greater palaver and I will tell them the story of Sandi, who is my half-brother by another mother.”




  II. The Eloquent Woman




  

    Table of Contents

  




  There was a woman of the N’Gombi people who had a suave tongue. When she spoke men listened eagerly, for she was of the kind peculiar to no race, being born with stirring words.




  She stirred the people of her own village to such effect that they went one night and raided French territory, bringing great shame to her father; for Sanders came hurriedly north, and there were some summary whippings, and nearly a burying. Thereupon her father thought it wise to marry this woman to a man who could check her tongue.




  So he married her to a chief, who was of the N’Gombi folk, and this chief liked her so much that he made her his principal wife, building a hut for her next to his. About her neck he had fixed a ring of brass, weighing some twentyfour pounds — a great distinction which his other wives envied.




  This principal wife was nearly fifteen years old — which is approaching middle age on the River — and was, in consequence, very wise in the ways of men. Too wise, some thought, and certainly her lord had cause for complaint when, returning from a hunting expedition a day or two before he could possibly return, he found his wife more happy than was to his liking and none too lonely.




  “M’fashimbi,” he said, as she knelt before him with her arms folded meekly on her bare, brown bosom, “in the days of my father I should bend down a stripling tree and rope your neck to it, and when your head was struck from your body I should burn you and he that made me ashamed. But that is not the law of the white man, and I think you are too worthless a woman for me to risk my neck upon.”




  “Lord, I am of little good,” she said.




  For a whole day she lay on the ground surrounded by the whole of the village, to whom she talked whilst the workmen sawed away at the brass collar. At the end of that time the collar was removed from her neck, and the chief sent her back to the parent from whom he had most expensively bought her. He sent her back in the face of great opposition, for she had utilised her time profitably and the village was so moved by her eloquence that it was ripe for rebellion.




  For no woman is put away from her man, whether she wears the feathers and silks of Paris or the camwood and oil of the N’Gombi, without harbouring for that man a most vengeful and hateful feeling, and no sooner had M’fashimbi paddled clear of her husband’s village than she set herself the task of avenging herself upon him.




  There accompanied her into exile the man with whom, and for whom, she had risked and lost so much. He was named Otapo, and he was a dull one.




  As they paddled, she, kneeling in the canoe behind him, said: “Otapo, my husband has done me a great wrong and put dust on my head, yet you say nothing.”




  “Why should I speak when you have spoken so much?” asked Otapo calmly. “I curse the day I ever saw you, M’fashimbi, for my error has cost me a fishing-net, which was the best in the village, also a new piece of cloth I bought from a trader; these our lord chief has taken.”




  “If you had the heart of a man you would have killed Namani, my husband,” she said.




  “I have killed myself and lost my net,” said Otapo; “also my piece of cloth.”




  “You are like a woman,” she jeered.




  “I could wish that my mother had borne a girl when she bore me,” said Otapo, “then I should not have been disgraced.”




  She paddled in silence for a while, and then she said of a sudden:




  “Let us go to the bank, for I have hidden some treasures of my husband near this spot.”




  Otapo turned the head of the canoe to the shore with one long stroke.




  As they neared the bank she reached behind her and found a short spear, such as you use for hunting animals where the grass is thick.




  She held it in both hands, laying the point on a level with the second rib beneath his shoulder blade.




  As the prow of the canoe grounded gently on the sandy shore she drove her spear forward, with all her might. Otapo half rose like a man who was in doubt whether he would rise or not, then he tumbled languidly into the shallow water.




  M’fashimbi waded to the shore, first securing the canoe, then she guided the body to land, and exerting all her strength, drew it to a place beneath some trees.




  “Otapo, you are dead,” she said to the figure, “and you are better dead than living, for by your death you shall revenge me, as living you feared to do.”




  She took the spear and flung it a few yards farther off from where the body lay. Then she got into the canoe, washed away such bloodstains as appeared on its side, and paddled downstream.




  In a day’s time she came to her father’s village, wailing.




  She wailed so loud and so long that the village heard her before she reached the shore and came out to meet her. Her comely body she had smeared with ashes, about her waist hung long green leaves, which is a sign of sorrow; but her grief she proclaimed long and loud, and her father, who was the chief of the village, said to his elders, as with languid strokes — themselves eloquent of her sorrow — she brought her canoe to land:




  “This woman is either mad or she has suffered some great wrong.”




  He was soon to learn, for she came running up to the bank towards him and fell before him, clasping his feet.




  “Ewa! Death to my husband, Namani, who has lied about me and beaten me, O father of fathers!” she cried.




  “Woman,” said the father, “what is this?”




  She told him a story — an outrageous story. Also, which was more serious, she told a story of the killing of Otapo.




  “This man, protecting me, brought me away from my husband, who beat me,” she sobbed, “and my husband followed, and as we sat at a meal by the bank of the river, behold my husband stabbed him from behind. Oe ai!”




  And she rolled in the dust at her father’s feet.




  The chief was affected, for he was of superior rank to Namani and, moreover, held the peace of that district for my lord the Commissioner.




  “This is blood and too great a palaver for me,” he said, “and, moreover, you being my daughter, it may be thought that I do not deal justice fairly as between man and man.”




  So he embarked on his canoe and made for Isau, where Sanders was.




  The Commissioner was recovering from an attack of malarial fever, and was not pleased to see the chief. Less pleased was he when he heard the story the “Eloquent Woman” had to tell.




  “I will go to the place of killing and see what is to be seen.” He went on board the Zaire, and with steam up the little stern-wheeler made posthaste for the spot indicated by the woman. He landed where the marks of the canoe’s prow still showed on the soft sand, for hereabouts the river neither rises nor falls perceptibly in the course of a month.




  He followed the woman into the wood, and here he saw all that was mortal of Otapo; and he saw the spear.




  M’fashimbi watched him closely.




  “Lord,” she said with a whimper, “here it was that Namani slew the young man Otapo as we sat at food.”




  Sanders’ keen eyes surveyed the spot.




  “I see no sign of a fire,” said Sanders suddenly.




  “A fire, lord?” she faltered.




  “Where people sit at food they build a fire,” said Sanders shortly, “and here no fire has been since the beginning of the world.”




  He took her on board again and went steaming upstream to the village of Namani.




  “Go you,” he said to the Houssa sergeant privately, “and if the chief does not come to meet me, arrest him, and if he does come you shall take charge of his huts and his women.”




  Namani was waiting to greet him and Sanders ordered him on board.




  “Namani,” said Sanders, “I know you as an honest man, and no word has been spoken against you. Now this woman, your wife, sayest you are a murderer, having killed Otapo.”




  “She is a liar!” said Namani calmly. “I know nothing of Otapo.”




  A diligent inquiry which lasted two days failed to incriminate the chief. It served rather to inflict some damage upon the character of M’fashimbi; but in a land where women have lovers in great numbers she suffered little.




  At the end of the two days Sanders delivered judgment.




  “I am satisfied Otapo is dead,” he said; “for many reasons I am not satisfied that Namani killed him. I am in no doubt that M’fashimbi is a woman of evil acts and a great talker, so I shall banish her to a far country amongst strangers.”




  He took her on board his steamer, and the Zaire cast off.




  In twentyfour hours he came to the “city of the forest,” which is the Ochori city, and at the blast of his steamer’s siren the population came running to the beach.




  Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, was the last to arrive, for he came in procession under a scarlet umbrella, wearing a robe of tinselled cloth and having before him ten elder men bearing tinselled sticks.




  Sanders watched the coming of the chief from the bridge of the steamer and his face betrayed no emotion. When Bosambo was come on board the Commissioner asked him:




  “What childish folly is this, Bosambo?”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “thus do great kings come to greater kings, for I have seen certain pictures in a book which the god-woman gave me and by these I know the practice.”




  “Thus also do people dress themselves when they go out to make the foolish laugh,” said Sanders unpleasantly. “Now I have brought you a woman who talks too much, and who has been put away by one man and has murdered another by my reckoning, and I desire that she shall live in your village.”




  “Lord, as you say,” said the obedient Bosambo, and regarded the girl critically.




  “Let her marry as she wishes,” said Sanders; “but she shall be of your house, and you shall be responsible for her safe keeping until then.”




  “Lord, she shall be married this night,” said Bosambo earnestly.




  When Sanders had left and the smoke of the departing steamer had disappeared behind the trees, Bosambo summoned his headman and his captains to palaver.




  “People,” he said, “the Lord Sandi, who loves me dearly, has come bringing presents — behold this woman.” He waved his hand to the sulky girl who stood by his side on the little knoll where the palaver house stood.




  “She is the most beautiful of all the women of the N’Gombi,” said Bosambo, “and her name is N’lami-n’safo, which means the Pearl, and Sandi paid a great price for her, for she dances like a leopard at play, and has many loving qualities.”




  The girl knew enough of the unfamiliar Ochori dialect to realise that her merits were being extolled, and she shifted her feet awkwardly.




  “She is a wife of wives,” said Bosambo impressively, “gentle and kind and tender, a great cooker of manioc, and a teller of stories — yet I may not marry her, for I have many wives and I am wax in their hands. So you shall take her, you who pay readily and fearlessly, for you buy that which is more precious than goats or salt.”




  For ten goats and a thousand rods this “gift” of Sandi’s passed into the possession of his headman.




  Talking to his chief wife of these matters, Bosambo said: “Thus is Sandi obeyed; thus also am I satisfied; all things are according to God’s will.”




  “If you had taken her Mahomet,” said the wife, who was a Kano woman and a true believer, “you would have been sorry.”




  “Pearl of bright light,” said Bosambo humbly, “you are the first in my life, as God knows; for you I have deserted all other gods, believing in the one beneficent and merciful; for you also I have taken an umbrella of state after the manner of the Kano kings.”




  The next day Bosambo went hunting in the forest and did not return till a week was past.




  It is the practice of the Ochori people, as it is of other tribes, to go forth to meet their chief on his return from hunting, and it was strange that none came to greet him with the Song of the Elephant.




  With his twenty men he came almost unnoticed to his own hut.




  Halfway along the village street he came upon an elder man, who ran to him.




  “Lord,” he said, “go not near the hut of Fabadimo, your chief headman.”




  “Has he sickness?” asked Bosambo.




  “Worse, lord,” said the old cynic. “He has a wife, and for six days and the greater part of six nights all the city has sat at her feet listening.”




  “What talk does she make?” asked Bosambo.




  “Lord, she talks so that all things are clear,” said the old man; “and all her words have meanings; and she throws a light like the very sun upon dark brains, and they see with her.”




  Bosambo had twenty men with him, men he could trust. The darkness was coming on, and at the far end of the city he could see the big fire where the “Eloquent Woman” talked and talked and talked.




  He went first to his hut. He found his Kano wife alone, for the other women of his house had fled.




  “Lord, I did not expect to see you alive,” she said, “so I waited for death when the time came.”




  “That shall be many years away,” said Bosambo.




  He sent her with two of his men to the woods to wait his coming, then the rest of the party, in twos and threes, made their way to the outskirt of the throng before his headman’s hut.




  It was admirably placed for a forum. It stood on the crest of a sharp rise, flanked on either side by other huts.




  Halfway down the slope a big fire blazed, and the leaping flames lit the slim figure that stood with arms outstretched before the hut.




  “… Who made you the slaves of a slave — the slave of Bosambo? Who gave him power to say ‘Go forth’ or ‘Remain’? None. For he is a man like you, no different in make, no keener of eye, and if you stab him with a spear, will he not die just as you will die?




  “And Sandi, is he not a man, though white? Is he stronger than Efambi or Elaki or Yako? Now I say to you that you will not be a free people whilst Bosambo lives or Sandi lives.”




  Bosambo was a man with keen animal instincts. He felt the insurrection in the air; he received through every tingling nerve the knowledge that his people were out of hand. He did not hesitate.




  A solid mass of people stood between him and the woman. He could not reach her.




  Never taking his eyes from her, he put his hand beneath his shield and drew his throwing spear. He had space for the swing; balanced and quivering, it lay on his open palm, his arm extended to the fullest.




  “Whew-w!”




  The light lance flickered through the air quicker than eye could follow.




  But she had seen the outstretched arm and recognised the thrower, and leapt on one side.




  The spear struck the man who stood behind her — and Fabadimo, the chief headman, died without speaking.




  “Bosambol” screamed the girl, and pointed. “Bosambo, kill — kill!”




  He heard the rustle of disengaging spears, and fled into the darkness.




  Sanders, at headquarters, was lying in a hammock swung between a pole of his verandah and a hook-fastened to the wall of his bungalow. He was reading, or trying to read, a long and offensive document from headquarters. It had to do with a census return made by Sanders, and apparently this return had fallen short in some respects.




  Exactly how, Sanders never discovered, for he fell asleep three times in his attempt and the third time he was awakened by his orderly, who carried a tired pigeon in his hand.




  “Master, here is a book,”* said the man.




  [Any written thing — a letter, a note.]




  Sanders was awake instantly and out of his hammock in a second. Fastened about one red leg of the bird by a long indiarubber band was a paper twice the size of a cigarette paper and of the same texture. He smoothed it out.




  Written in copying pencil were a few words in Arabic: “From Abiboo, the servant of God, to Sandi, the ever-wakeful father of his people.




  “Peace be to you and on your house. Declaring that there is but one God, the true and indivisible, I send you news that the woman you gave to Bosambo is causing great trouble. This has come to me by messengers, Bosambo having fled with twenty men to the edge of the Isisi country.




  “Written at a place on the Isisi River, where there are three crocodile creeks meeting in the form of an arrow.”




  Now Abiboo had been left in the village from which M’fashimbi had been ejected. He had been left to clear up the mystery of Otapo’s death and he was not a man easily alarmed.




  Pulling on his mosquito boots, Sanders walked over to the house occupied by the officer of Houssa.




  He found that gentleman sipping tea in solitary state.




  “I shall want you,” said Sanders; “there’s a dust-up in the Ochori country.”




  The officer raised his eyebrows. He was a young man on the cynical side of twentyfive.




  “Not the gentle Bosambo,” he protested ironically; “not that mirror of chivalry?”




  “Don’t be comic, my man,” snarled Sanders. “The Ochori are up, and there is a lady missionary somewhere on the border.”




  The Houssa captain sprang to his feet.




  “Bless the woman, I forgot her!” he said in a worried tone. He took a whistle from his breast pocket and blew it, and a barelegged bugler raced across the little parade ground from the guard hut.




  “Ta-ta-ta!” said the Houssa captain, and the quavering note of the assembly sounded.




  “What is the palaver?” demanded the officer, and briefly Sanders related the circumstances.




  With a full head of steam the little Zaire pushed her way upstream. Day and night she steamed till she came to the place “where three crocodile creeks meet in the form of an arrow,” and here Sanders stopped to relieve Abiboo and his handful of Houssas.




  Sanders learnt with relief that the fighting had not threatened the mission stations.




  “What of Bosambo?” he asked.




  “Living or dead, I do not know,” said Abiboo philosophically; “and if he is dead he died a believer, for the Kano woman he took to wife is a believer in the one Allah and of Mahmut, his prophet.”




  “All this may be true,” said Sanders patiently, “yet I am less concerned by his prospects of immortality than the present disposition of his body.”




  About this Abiboo could tell him nothing, save that ten miles farther on Bosambo had held an island in the middle of the river, and that up to two days before he was still holding it.




  Hereabouts the river twists and turns, and there was no sight of the middle island till the Zaire came curving round a sharp bend. “Stand by those maxims!” said Sanders sharply.




  The Houssa captain sank on the saddle seat of one little brass-coated gun, and Abiboo took the other.




  The water was alive with canoes.




  The Ochori were attacking the island; the thunder of the Zaire’s wheel drowned all sound.




  “They’re fighting all right,” said the captain. “What do you say, Sanders?”




  Sanders, with his hands on the wheel, waited, his eyes fixed ahead.




  Now he saw clearly. A party had landed, and there was fierce hand-to-hand fighting.




  “Let ’em go,” he said, and two trembling pencils of flame leapt from the guns.




  For answer the canoes formed like magic into first two, then three, then four lines, and down stream they came at a furious rate.




  Then one of the maxims jammed and as it did there came a shower of spears, one of which just missed Sanders.




  In an instant the little boat was surrounded — the magic of the maxim had failed for the first time on the big river. It was so unexpected, so inexplicable, that a man might be excused if he lost his head; but Sanders’ hand did not tremble as he swung the wheel over, and the steamer turned in a full circle.




  The Houssas were shooting point-blank with their carbines; the Houssa captain, bleeding from the head, was readjusting the breech-lock of the maxim without concern.




  Downstream at full speed went the Zaire. The canoes could not keep up with it save one that had fastened itself to the side; the Houssas bayoneted the occupants without asking or accepting explanation.




  “I’ve got the gun fixed,” said the Houssa officer as he slipped in a fresh belt of cartridges.




  Sanders nodded. A word to the steersman and the Zaire turned. She came back towards the lines of canoes, her maxim firing steadily.




  The second line wavered and broke; the third never formed. In the centre of the fleeing canoes was one larger than another. At the stern stood a woman, waving her arms and talking.




  “Abiboo,” said Sanders, and the Houssa turned his gun over to a comrade and came to his master. “Do you see that woman in the canoe?”




  “Lord, I see her,” said Abiboo.




  “It seems to me,” said Sanders gravely, “that this woman would be better dead.”




  He rang the telegraph to stop, and the grind of the engines ceased. The Zaire moved slowly forward without a tremble, and Abiboo, lying on the deck with the butt of his rifle pressed to his cheek, took careful aim.




  They found Bosambo conscious beneath a heap of dead. He lay across the Kano woman, who was also alive, for Bosambo had taken the spear-thrusts meant for her.




  He had, as Sanders counted, twentyfive wounds.




  “Lord,” he whispered as Sanders stood by his side, “did I not tell you the Ochoris could fight?”




  “They have fought to some purpose, my child,” said Sanders grimly.




  Bosambo grinned faintly.




  “Lord,” he said softly, “when I go back to them they will be sorry.”




  And sorry indeed they were, as I will tell you.




  III. The Affair of the Lady Missionary
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  The house of De Silva, Mackiney and Company is not so well known as, say, the Rockefeller or the house of Marshall Field; nor does it inspire the same confidence in circles of world-finance as, say, the house of Rothschild or Pierpoint Morgan. Yet on the coast De Silva and Mackiney (where they dug up the last ethnological abomination, I know not) held a position analogous to all the houses I have named in combination. They were the Rothschilds, the Marshall Fields, the Pierpoint Morgans, of that particular coast. It is said that they put up a proposition that they should coin their own money, but a conservative government — with a small “c” — politely declined to sanction the suggestion.




  They had a finger in all the pies that were baked in that part of the world. They had interests in steamship companies, controlled banks, financed exploration and exploitation companies, helped in the creation of railways, floated gold mines, but before and above all, they sold things to the natives and received in exchange other things of infinitely greater value than they gave. The trading store and the trading caravan were the foundation of the house of De Silva and Mackiney — De Silva had long since retired from the business, and was the Marquis de Something-or-other of the Kingdom of Portugal — and even in the days of its greater prosperity native truck was its long suit.




  A little steamer would come slowly to a sandy beach, where the only sign of civilisation was a tin-roofed shanty and a flagstaff. Great hogsheads bound together by rope would be cast overboard, and a steam pinnace would haul the consignment to land.




  Then would follow lighter after lighter loaded with straw-packed cases, and these a solitary white man, sweating under a huge sun-helmet, would receive on behalf of Messrs. De Silva and Mackiney and carefully remove to the store of De Silva and Mackiney till the caravans which had been despatched by the same reputable firm had returned from the dark interior. Then would the carriers be paid their wages — in gin. Some there were who preferred rum, and for these the big hogsheads would be tapped; but in the main the favourite form of recompense was to be found in the lightly packed cases, where between straw lay the squarefaced bottles of German spirit.




  Emanuel Mackiney was worth, if rumour be true, something over a million and, like John Bright’s visitor, that was all he was worth. He was immensely wealthy and immensely unscrupulous, so that while his cheques were honoured from French Dacca to Portuguese Benguela, he himself was not honoured anywhere.




  Though his English was not perfect, though his origin was obvious, he invariably spoke of England as “home.”




  That is all it is necessary to tell about Emanuel Mackiney. His son is entitled to a distinct description.




  Burney Mackiney had completed his education in England, having exploited it with less profit than his father had exploited the coast.




  He was big and coarse and strong. He had lived long enough in England to elaborate the vices he had acquired on the coast — for he had grown up in the business, knew the language of a dozen peoples, and the habits of every nation from the borders of Dahomey to Angola. A tall man, with plump cheeks of bronze rosiness, full of lip and plump of chin, he had all the confidence in himself which unlimited possessions beget.




  And Burney was in love.




  He made the girl’s acquaintance before the ship which was carrying him back to the handsome stucco mansion at Sierra Leone had reached Teneriffe.




  A slim girl, with a wise, sad face, delicately moulded. This was Ruth Glandynne.




  “Missionary, eh?” Burney’s goodnatured contempt, like Burney’s wealth, was obvious. “Africa isn’t the sort of place for a girl.”




  “I know worse,” she said with a smile.




  “And what part of the coast are you going to?” he asked.




  “I am going to open a mission on the Isisi River.”




  “Alone?”




  “It isn’t very unusual, you know,” she said. “There were two missionaries coming, but my companion fell sick — she will come out later.”




  “H’m!” said Burney. “Isisi River, eh?”




  “Do you know it?”




  She was interested. The grey eyes which had regarded him with suspicion and hostility were now alight with interest.




  “Not exactly; we’ve never got in there, ye know. My governor does all the trade of the coast, but they’ve kept us out of the Isisi. There was a commissioner man there, perfect dog of a man, named Sanders. You’ll hate him. He loathes missionaries and traders and all that.”




  This was the beginning of an acquaintance which led within two days to a proposal.




  To Burney’s intense amazement he was unhesitatingly rejected.




  “It is most flattering that you should think that way,” she said, meeting his eye without embarrassment; “but I have no wish to marry — anybody.”




  “One minute, Miss Glandynne,” he said roughly; “don’t make any mistake. You think my being rich and your being poor makes a difference. My father wouldn’t mind — ?”




  “I never gave your financial position a moment’s thought,” she said, rising; “and you really cannot be any judge of mine.”




  “I love you,” he muttered. “I’ve never met a girl as stunning as you. Look here,” he laid his hand on her arm, “I could have had the pick of women at home, on my word I could. Titled ladies, some of them; but there’s something about you — ?”




  They were alone on the promenade deck and it was dark and he had dined and was full of confidence.




  “There’s something about you” — he tightened his hold on her arm— “that gets into my blood — Ruth!”




  In a second she was clasped in his strong arms, struggling.




  “Let me go!” she cried.




  For answer he bent and kissed her fiercely.




  With a superhuman effort she treed herself and staggered back against the rail, pale and trembling.




  “You blackguard!” she breathed.




  The scorn in her steady grey eyes cowed him.




  “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I’m a fool — I’ve had a little to drink — ?”




  She walked swiftly along the deck and disappeared down the companion, and for three days he did not see her.




  Another man would have been ashamed to meet her again, but Burney Mackiney was not of this kind. He had views on women, and had no other regret than that he had apologised. That was weak, he felt. The stronger, the more masterful you are with women, the better they like it. He waited his opportunity.




  The night before the ship reached Sierra Leone he found her sitting on the forepart of the promenade deck, alone.




  “Miss Glandynne!” he greeted; and she looked up with a cold stare. “Look here, what’s the good of being bad friends. I’ve made up my mind to marry you.”




  She would have risen, but she feared a repetition of the scene in which she had been an unwilling actress. So she sat in silence and he misinterpreted her attitude.




  “I can’t get you out of my mind,” he went on. “It’s damnable to think of you on the Isisi River with nothing but cannibals and native brutes about you.”




  “Any variety of brute is preferable to you,” she said; and the insult went home.




  For a moment he stood incoherent with rage, then he loosed upon her a flood of invective.




  She took advantage of his humiliation to make her escape. He did not see her again, though she saw him, for she watched the boat that carried him to land at Sierra Leone with heartfelt gratitude.




  *




  MR. COMMISSIONER SANDERS came down to the beach to meet her and he was in no amiable frame of mind.




  She saw a man of medium height, dressed in spotless white, a big white helmet shading a face tanned to the colour of teak. His face was thin and cleanshaven, his eyes unwavering and questioning, his every movement conveying the impression of alert vitality.




  “I suppose I ought to be glad to see you,” he said, shaking his head reprovingly. “You’re the first white woman I’ve seen for many rains — but you’re a responsibility.”




  She laughed, and gave him a cool, soft hand to shake. “You don’t like missionaries, do you?” she smiled.




  “I don’t,” said Sanders; “but I’ve had all sorts of orders to see that you’re made comfortable; and really there is a lot of work on the river — medical work amongst the women. You’re the doctor, I suppose?”




  She shook her head.




  “I’m the nurse,” she said; “the doctor was taken ill before I sailed.”




  “Humph!” said Sanders.




  He had had a hut prepared for her, and two native women trained to the ways of white folk to wait upon her. He gave her dinner that night at his bungalow, and invited the Houssa captain to share the meal. It was the nearest approach to a chaperon he could find.




  “I’ve had a hut built for you,” he said; “and the stores and furniture which came for you have been sent up. There are three or four missionaries in the country. You will find Father O’Leary at Cosinkusu — that’s about a hundred miles from you. He’s a decent sort of chap. There’s a man named Boyton — he’s a Baptist, or something, and is always on the rampage against the father for proselytising his flock. Boyton lives about one hundred and fifty miles from you. They’re the principal missionaries.”




  He gave her a brief history of the district in which she was to live; indeed, he told her much more than he ever intended telling, but those grey eyes were very compelling and those lips were so ready to smile.




  She stayed two days at headquarters and on the third morning her belongings were packed on the Zaire.




  Before this she met Bosambo of Monrovia, specially summoned.




  “This man is chief of the tribe which lies nearest to your station,” said Sanders; “though you are practically in the Isisi country. I have sent for him to — to — ?”




  “Tell him to look after me,” she smiled, and Sanders smiled responsively.




  “Something like that. As a matter of fact, I wanted you to see him here so that he might know that you go as my guest and my friend.”




  He stammered a little, for Sanders was not used to saying pretty things.




  When he had seen her on board he sent for Bosambo.




  “Bosambo,” he said, in the vernacular, “this lady is of my race, and she will be alone amongst my people, who are wicked and cunning, seeking to deceive her, for she is a God-woman, though she is also a doctor. Now to you I say guard her till your last breath of life, and be in my place, as me, in all matters that touch her.”




  Bosambo stretched out his hands, palm upwards.




  “Master,” he said earnestly, “if I swore by the Blessed Virgin whom I worshipped in Liberia, behold I do not know who I swear by, for I have forgotten the holy things that the fathers taught me. But by my head and spirit, and by my life-ghost, I will do as you say.”




  He turned and walked majestically to the boat. Halfway down the beach he turned about and came back to Sanders.




  “Lord, when I have been faithful to your honour’s satisfaction, will you buy for me at Sierra Leone a piece of gold cloth, such as a chief might wear?”




  “Go, you bargaining child!” said Sanders, without irritation.




  He watched the little steamer until it swept round a bend of the river out of sight, and then walked slowly to the bungalow, with — it must be confessed — a sigh.




  In Sierra Leone, about this time, Burney Mackiney was engaged with his father.




  The elder Mackiney was not pleasant to look upon, being grossly stout, puckered and yellow of face, and affected with stertorous breathing.




  “It’s worth trying,” he said, after there had been long silence; “the country’s full of rubber, and there’s no law preventing the importation of liquor — except the law which gives the commissioner the right to make his own laws. How would you get in?”




  “Through the French territory,” said his son; “it’s dead easy.”




  There was another long pause.




  “But why do you want to go?” asked the elder. “It’s not like you to go to a lot of trouble.”




  “I want to see the country,” said the other carelessly. He wanted something more than that. For days he had been hatching his black plot — the Arabs had done such things, and it would not be difficult. Clear of civilisation, he would become an Arab — he spoke coast Arabic perfectly.




  He could buy his way through the tribes; a swift dash across the French frontier, he could reach the Isisi River — stay long enough to establish the fact that it was an Arab trader who was the guilty man. She would have to marry him then.




  This, in brief, was his plan.




  He chose his caravan carefully, and a month later left Sierra Leone in an “S. and M,” steamer for an unknown destination.




  Exactly three months after he had said goodbye to the missionary, Mr. Commissioner Sanders was serenely and leisurely making his way along a small river, which leads to a distant section of the Lesser Isisi, when he met a common man, named I’fambi M’Waka — or M’Wafamba as he was called.




  Sanders, at the time, was using a little launch, for the Zaire was in “dock” — in other words, she was beached.




  The Commissioner was proceeding up stream, M’Wafamba was floating down in his battered ironwood canoe and looking over the side, Sanders regarded the man with idle curiosity.




  As they came abreast, M’Wafamba sat upright and turned his face.




  “Ho, Sandi!” he called boisterously.




  “Ho, man!” called Sanders. “Take your canoe nearer the shore, for my swift boat will make the waters dance and you may suffer.”




  For answer came a peal of hoarse laughter.




  “Ho, Sandi!” bawled M’Wafamba; “white man, pig eater, white monkey!”




  Sanders’ hand tightened on the steering wheel, and he sent the launch round in a circle until he came up with the canoe.




  One Houssa caught the canoe with a boat hook, another reached over and gripped the insolent M’Wafamba by the arm.




  A little dazed, and resisting awkwardly, he was pulled into the launch.




  “Either one of two things you are,” said Sanders; “mad with sickness mango or a great rascal.”




  “You are a liar, and an eater of liars,” said the reckless M’Wafamba; and when Sanders put out his hand to feel the neck of the man for telltale swellings, M’Wafamba tried to bite it.




  Sanders drew back sharply, not from fear of the bite, but for another reason.




  Whilst two of his men sat on the struggling prisoner’s chest, he steered the boat for the bank.




  “Get him ashore,” said the commissioner; and the luckless captive was dragged to land without ceremony.




  “Tie him to a tree and make ready for a flogging,” said Sanders.




  They strapped his hands above the trunk of a young gum tree and stripped his cloth from his shoulders, whilst Sanders walked up and down, his hands in his pockets, his head sunk on his breast, for of a sudden on that sunlit day there had risen a cloud which blotted out all brightness from his official life.




  When his men had finished their work Sanders approached the prisoner, a little frightened now, though somewhat rambling of speech.




  “How do they call you, my man?” asked the commissioner.




  “I’fambi M’Waka,” whimpered the man by the tree, “commonly M’Wafamba — of the village of the Pool of Devils.”




  “M’Wafamba,” said Sanders, “being of the Isisi people, you know something of me and my way.”




  “Lord, I have seen you, and also your way,” said the man.




  “And if I say ‘death’ what do I mean?”




  “Lord, you mean death, as all men on the river know,” said M’Wafamba.




  Sanders nodded.




  “Now, I am going to flog you till you die,” he Said grimly, “if you do not tell me where you found drink in my land — for you are drunk with a certain evil poison, which is called ginni, and it is forbidden by law that ginni shall be bought or sold in this territory.”




  Then the man rolled his head drunkenly.




  “Strike, pig eater,” he said heroically, “for I have sworn an oath that I will tell no man.”




  “So be it,” said Sanders; “it is your oath against my whipping.”




  Abiboo, the sergeant of the Houssa, tall and strong of arm, took a firm grip of his hide-whip, stepped a little to one side and sent it whistling round his head, then —




  “Flack!”




  M’Wafamba woke the forest with a yell.




  “Enough!” he screamed. “I speak!”




  They loosed him.




  “Lord,” he wept, “it was an Arabi man, who came across the French border; this he gave me for certain rubber I collected, saying it would put the spirit of white men into my heart and make me equal in courage to the bravest. And so it did, lord; but now it has gone out of me, and my heart is like water.”




  “What manner of Arabi was this?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, he was big and strong, and had a fat face like a pig and he wore a ring.”




  “When did you see him?”




  “Two days’ journey from here, lord; but he has gone, for he has great matters on hand — so a man, who is my cousin, told me — for he goes to the Ochori country to lift the white woman, who gives us certain beastly waters to drink when we are sick.”




  The trees seemed of a sudden to spin and the ground to heave up under the Commissioner’s feet. He staggered a little, and Abiboo, suspecting fever, leapt to his side and put his strong arm on his shoulders. Only for a second he stood thus, white as death; then —




  “Into the boat!” he said.




  There was wood enough on board for six hours’ steaming — the mission station was twelve hours at the least.




  He swept down the little river swiftly and turned to breast the strong currents of the Isisi. Six hours, almost to the minute, the wood lasted. It brought him to a fishing village, where a store of government wood awaited him.




  But the “Arabi” had two days’ start.




  Mackiney had bribed and fought his way through the Mishadombi tribe (those “people-who-are-not-all-alike,” about which I must tell you), which serve as a buffer State between French and British territory; he had corrupted the Isisi, and now, with a guide — the cousin of that same M’Wafamba — was moving rapidly on the mission station.




  It had been built at the junction of two rivers, in the very spot where, a year before, Sanders had established himself as “the Silent One.”




  Mackiney had with him fifty men, mainly of the Kroo coast.




  His plan was to take to one of the smaller streams that feed the Isisi. It was navigable for eighty miles and would bring him to within a month’s march of the regular caravan route to Lago — by then he hoped the girl would be compliant.




  His party reached within striking distance of his objective late in the afternoon.




  The mission house was half a mile from the village, and he sent out spies who brought him word that beyond two native women and a couple of men there was no opposition to be feared.




  He sat apart from his men as they cooked their evening meal.




  In his long white burnous, his head enveloped in a filleted hood, he was an Arab to the life.




  When night came his headman approached him. “Master,” he asked, “what of this Kaffir?”




  He spoke of the guide.




  “Him you will kill,” said Mackiney in Arabic; “for I do not know how much he guesses.”




  “He guesses too much,” said the headman; “for he says that you are no Arab, but a white man.”




  “You must lose no time,” said Mackiney shortly.




  He sat waiting by the fire they had kindled for him. Soon he heard a little scuffle and turning his head saw a knot of swaying men and a muffled bellowing like that of a man with a cloth upon his face.




  The group went staggering into the forest, disappearing in the darkness of the night.




  By and by they came back laughing amongst themselves. The cousin of M’Wafamba, who went with them, did not come back.




  “It is time,” said his headman. “In two hours the moon will be here.”




  Very quickly the fires were extinguished and the cooking-pots stacked in the forepart of the big canoe, and in silence, with paddles striking evenly, they crossed the river.




  The canoe was beached two hundred yards from the mission house, near a clump of bush. From here to the path was a few steps.




  In single file, headed by the white-robed Arab, the party made its stealthy way along the twisting path. On either side the trees rose steeply, and save for the call of night birds there was no sound.




  The forest ended abruptly. Ahead of them was a little clearing and in the centre the dark bulk of the mission hut.




  “Now may Allah further our enterprise,” breathed Mackiney, and took a step forward.




  Out of the ground, almost at his feet, rose a dark figure.




  “Who walks in the night?” asked a voice.




  “Damn you!” grunted Mackiney in English.




  The figure moved ever so slightly.




  “Master,” he said, “that is a white man’s word, yet you have the dress of an Arabi.”




  Mackiney recovered himself.




  “Man, whoever you are, stand on one side, for I have business with the God-woman.”




  “I also,” was the calm reply, “for our Lord Sandi put me here; and I am as he; here have I stood every night save one.”




  Mackiney had a revolver in his hand, but he dare not fire for fear of alarming the occupants of the hut.




  “Let me go on,” he said. He knew, rather than saw, the long spear that was levelled at his breast in the darkness. “Let me be, and I will give you many bags of salt and rods more numerous than the trees of the forest.”




  He heard a little chuckle in the darkness.




  “You give too much for too little,” said the voice. “Oh, M’laka!”




  Mackiney heard the pattering of feet; he was trapped, for somewhere ahead of him armed men were holding the path.




  He raised his revolver and fired twice at the figure.




  A spear whizzed past him, and he leapt forward and grappled with the man in his path.




  He was strong as a young lion, but the man whose hand caught his throat was no weakling. For an instant they swayed, then fell, rolling over and over in the path.




  Mackiney reached his hand for another revolver. It closed round the butt, when he felt a shock — something hit him smoothly in the left side — something that sent a thrill of pain through every nerve in his body.




  “Oh, dear!” said Mackiney in English.




  He never spoke again.




  “Arabi, or white man, I do not know,” said Bosambo of Monrovia; “and there is none to tell us, because my people were quick to kill, and only one of his followers is left alive and he knows nothing.”




  “What have you done with this Arabi?” asked Sanders.




  They held their palaver in the mission house in the first hours of the dawn and the girl, pale and troubled, sat at the table looking from one man to the other, for she knew little of the language.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “him I buried according to my desire that no man should know of this raid, lest it put evil thoughts in their heads.”




  “You did wisely,” said Sanders.




  He went back to headquarters a little puzzled, for he knew none of the facts of the case.




  And when, months after, urgent inquiries came to him respecting the whereabouts of one Burney Mackiney, he replied in all truth that he could give no information.




  IV. The Swift Walker
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  They have a legend in the Akasava country of a green devil. He is taller than the trees, swifter than the leopard, more terrible than all other ghosts, for he is green — the fresh, young green of the trees in spring — and has a voice that is a strangled bark, like the hateful, rasping gr-r-r of a wounded crocodile.




  This is M’shimba-m’shamba, the Swift Walker.




  You sometimes find his erratic track showing clearly through the forest. For the space of twelve yards’ width the trees are twisted, broken and uprooted, the thick undergrowth swept together in tangled heaps, as though by two huge clumsy hands.




  This way and that goes the path of M’shimba-m’shamba, zig-zag through the forest — and woe to the hut or the village that stands in his way!




  For he will leave this hut intact, from this hut he will cut the propped verandah of leaves; this he will catch up in his ruthless fingers and tear it away swiftly from piece to piece, strewing the wreckage along the village street.




  He has lifted whole families and flung them broken and dying into the forest; he has wiped whole communities from the face of the earth.




  Once, by the Big River, was a village called N’kema-n-’kema, and means literally, “monkey-monkey.” It was a poor village, and the people lived by catching fish and smoking the same. This they sold to inland villages, profiting on occasions to the equivalent of twelve shillings a week. Generally it was less; but, more or less, some fifty souls lived in comfort on the proceeds.




  Some there were in that village that believed in M’shimba-m’shamba, and some who scoffed at him.




  And when the votaries of the green devil went out to make sacrifices to him the others laughed. So acute did the division between the worshippers and the non-worshippers become, that the village divided itself into two, some building their dwellings on the farther side of the creek which ran near by, and the disbelievers remaining on the other bank.




  For many months the sceptics gathered to revile the famous devil. Then one night M’shimba-m’shamba came. He came furiously, walking along the water of the creek — for he could do such miraculous things — stretching out his hairy arms to grab tree and bush and hut.




  In the morning the worshippers were alone alive, and of the village of the faithless there was no sign save one tumbled roof, which heaved now and then very slightly, for under it was the chief of the village, who was still alive.




  The worshippers held a palaver, and decided that it would be a sin to rescue him since their lord, M’shimba-m’shamba, had so evidently decreed his death. More than this, they decided that it would be a very holy thing and intensely gratifying to their green devil, if they put fire to the hut — the fallen roof of wood and plaited grass heaved pathetically at the suggestion — and completed the destruction.




  At this moment there arrived a great chief of an alien tribe, Bosambo of the Ochori, who came up against the tide in his State canoe, with its fifty paddlers and his State drummer.




  He was returning from a visit of ceremony and had been travelling before daylight, when he came upon the village and stopped to rest his paddlers and eat.




  “Most wonderful chief,” said the leader of the believers, “you have come at a moment of great holiness.” And he explained the passing of M’shimba-m’shamba, and pointed to the fallen roof, which showed at long intervals a slight movement. “Him we will burn,” said the headman simply; “for he has been a sinful reviler of our lord the devil, calling him by horrible names, such as ‘snake eater’ and ‘sand drinker.’”




  “Little man,” said Bosambo magnificently, “I will sit down with my men and watch you lift that roof and bring the chief before me; and if he dies, then, by Damnyou — which is our Lord Sandi’s own fetish — I will hang you up by your legs over a fire.”




  Bosambo did not sit down, but superintended the rescue of the unfortunate chief, accelerating the work — for the people of the village had no heart in it — by timely blows with the butt of his spear.




  They lifted the roof and brought an old man to safety. There had been three others in the hut, but they were beyond help.




  The old chief was uninjured, and had he been younger he would have required no assistance to free himself. They gave him water and a little corn to eat and he recovered sufficiently to express his contrition. For he had seen M’shimba-m’shamba, the green one.




  “Higher than trees, he stood, lord,” he said to the interested Bosambo; “and round about his head were little tearing clouds, that flew backwards and forwards to him and from him like birds.”




  He gave further anatomical particulars. He thought that one leg of the devil was longer than the other, and that he had five arms, one of which proceeded from his chest.




  Bosambo left the village, having established the chief in his chieftainship and admonished his would-be murderers.




  Now it need not be explained that Bosambo had no more right to establish chiefs or to admonish people of the Akasava than you and I have to vote in the Paris municipal elections. For Bosambo was a chief of the Ochori, which is a small, unimportant tribe, and himself was of no great consequence.




  It was not to offer an apology that he directed his paddlers to make for the Akasava city. It lay nearly ten miles out of his way, and Bosambo would not carry politeness to such lengths.




  When he beached his canoe before the wondering people of the city and marched his fifty paddlers (who became fifty spearmen by the simple expedient of leaving their paddles behind and taking their spears with them) through the main streets of the city, he walked importantly.




  “Chief,” he said to that worthy, hastily coming forth to meet him, “I come in peace, desiring a palaver on the high matter of M’shimba-m’shamba.”




  When the chief, whose name was Sekedimi, recognised him he was sorry that he had troubled to go out to greet him, for the Ochori were by all native reckoning very small fish indeed.




  “I will summon the children,” said Sekedimi sourly; “for they know best of ghosts and such stories.”




  “This is a palaver for men,” said Bosambo, his wrath rising; “and though the Akasava, by my way of thinking, are no men, yet I am willing to descend from my highness, where Sandi’s favour has put me, to talk with your people.”




  “Go to your canoe, little chief,” snarled Sekedimi, “before I beat you with rods. For we Akasava folk are very jealous, and three chiefs of this city have been hanged for their pride. And if you meet M’shimba-m’shamba, behold you may take him with you.”




  Thus it came about that Bosambo, paramount chief of the Ochori, went stalking back to his canoe with as much dignity as he could summon, followed by the evil jests of the Akasava and the rude words of little boys.




  Exactly what capital Bosambo could have made from his chance acquaintance with M’shimba-m’shamba need not be considered.




  It is sufficient for the moment, at any rate, to record the fact that he returned to his capital, having lost something of prestige, for his paddlers, who took a most solemn oath not to tell one word of what had happened in the Akasava village, told none — save their several wives.




  Bosambo was in many ways a model chief.




  He dispensed a justice which was, on the whole, founded on the purest principles of equity. Somewhere, hundreds of miles away, sat Sanders of the River, and upon his method Bosambo, imitative as only a coast man can be, based his own. He punished quickly and obeyed the law himself as far as it lay within him to obey anything.




  There was no chief as well disciplined as he, else it would have been a bad day’s work for Sekedimi of the Akasava, for Bosambo was a man of high spirit and quick to resent affront to his dignity. And Sekedimi had wounded him deeply.




  But Bosambo was a patient man; he had the gift which every native possesses of pigeonholing his grievances. Therefore he waited, putting aside the matter and living down his people’s disapproval.




  He carried a pliant stick of hippo hide that helped him considerably in preserving their respect.




  All things moved orderly till the rains had come and gone.




  Then one day at sunset he came again to the Akasava City, this time with only ten paddlers. He walked through the street unattended, carrying only three light spears in his left hand and a wicker shield on the same arm. In his right hand he had nothing but his thin, pliant stick of hippo skin, curiously carved.




  The chief of the Akasava had word of his coming and was puzzled, for Bosambo had arrived in an unaccustomed way — without ostentation.




  “The dawn has come early,” he said politely.




  “I am the water that reflects the light of your face,” replied Bosambo with conventional courtesy.




  “You will find me in a kind mood,” said Sekedimi; “and ready to listen to you.”




  He was fencing cautiously; for who knew what devilish lies Bosambo had told Sandi?




  Bosambo seated himself before the chief.




  “Sekedimi,” said he, “though my skin is black, I am of white and paramount people, having been instructed in their magic, and knowing their gods intimately.”




  “So I have heard; though, for my part, I take no account of their gods, being, as they tell me, for women and gentle things.”




  “That is true,” said Bosambo, “save one god, whose name was Petero, who was a great cutter off of ears.”




  Sekedimi was impressed.




  “Him I have not heard about,” he admitted.




  “Knowing these,” Bosambo went on, “I came before the rains to speak of M’shimba-m’shamba, the green one, who walks crookedly.”




  “This is the talk of children,” said Sekedimi; “for M’shimba-m’shamba is the name our fathers gave to the whirlwind that comes through the forest — and it is no devil.”




  Sekedimi was the most enlightened chief that ever ruled the Akasava and his explanation of M’shimba-m’shamba was a perfectly true one.




  “Lord chief,” said Bosambo earnestly, “no man may speak with better authority on such high and holy matters as devils as I, Bosambo, for I have seen wonderful sights and know the world from one side to the other. For I have wandered far, even to the edge of the world which looks down into hell; and I have seen wild leopards so great that they have drunk up whole rivers and eaten trees of surprising height and thickness.”




  “Ko, ko,” said the awestricken counsellors of the chief who stood about his person; and even Sekedimi was impressed.




  “Now I come to you,” said Bosambo, “with joyful news, for my young men have captured M’shimba-m’shamba, the green one, and have carried him to the land of the Ochori.”




  This he said with fine dramatic effect, and was pleased to observe the impression he had created.




  “We bound the green one,” he went on, “with N’Gombi chains, and laid the trunk of a tree in his mouth to silence his fearful roaring. We captured him, digging an elephant pit so deep that only men of strongest eyesight could see the bottom, so wide that no man could shout across it and be heard. And we took him to the land of the Ochori on a hundred canoes.”




  Sekedimi sat with open mouth.




  “The green one?” he asked incredulously.




  “The green one,” said Bosambo, nodding his head; “and we fastened together four shields, like that which I carry, and these we put over each of his eyes, that he might not see the way we took him or find his way back to the Akasava.”




  There was a long silence.




  “It seems,” said Sekedimi, after a while, “that you have done a wonderful thing; for you have removed a devil from our midst. Yet the Ochori people will be sorry, for the curse which you have taken from us you have given to your people, and surely they will rise against you.”




  “E-wa!” murmured his counsellors, nodding their heads wisely. “The Ochori will rise against their chief, for he has loosened an evil one in their midst.”




  Bosambo rose, for night was falling and he desired to begin the return stage of his journey.




  “The Ochori are a very proud people,” he said. “Never have they had a great devil before; the Isisi, the Akasava, the N’Gombi, the Bush folk, and the Lesser Isisi, the Bomongo, the Boungendi — all these tribes have devils in many variety, but the Ochori have had none and they were very sad. Now their stomachs are full of pride for M’shimba-m’shamba, the green one, is with them, roving the forest in which we have loosed him, in a most terrifying way.”




  He left the Akasava in a thoughtful mood, and set his State canoe for the juncture of the river.




  That night the Akasava chief called together all his headmen, his elders, his chief fighting men and all men of consequence.




  The staccato notes of the lokali called the little chiefs of outlying villages, and with them their elder men. From the fourth hour of night till the hour before dawn the palaver lasted.




  “O chiefs and people,” said Sekedimi, “I have called you together to tell you of a great happening. For M’shimba-m’shamba, who since the beginning of the world has been the own devil of the Akasava people, is now no longer ours. Bosambo, of the Ochori, has bound him and carried him away.”




  “This is certainly a shame,” said one old man; “for M’shimba-m’shamba is our very own devil, and Bosambo is an evil man to steal that which is not his.”




  “That is as I think,” said Sekedimi. “Let us go to Sandi, who holds court by the border of the N’Gombi country, and he shall give us a book.”




  Sanders was at that time settling a marriage dispute, the principal article of contention being: if a man pays six thousand matakos (brass rods) for a wife, and in the first twelve months of her married life she develop sleeping-sickness, was her husband entitled to recover his purchase price from her father? It was a long, long palaver, requiring the attendance of many witnesses; and Sanders was deciding it on the very commonsense line that any person selling a damaged article, well knowing the same to be damaged, was guilty of fraud. The evidence, however, exonerated the father from blame, and there only remained a question of equity. He was in the midst of the second half of the trial when the chief of the Akasava, with his headman, his chief slave, and a deputation of the little chiefs waited upon him.




  “Lord,” said Sekedimi, without preliminary, “we have covered many miles of country and traversed rivers of surprising swiftness; also we encountered terrible perils by the way.”




  “I will excuse you an account of your adventures,” said the Commissioner, “for I am in no mood for long palavers. Say what is to be said and have done.”




  Thereupon Sekedimi told the story of the filched devil from the beginning, when he had, with a fine sarcasm, presented the Swift Walker to the Ochori.




  Now Sanders knew all about M’shimba-m’shamba. Moreover, he knew that until very recently the chief himself was in no doubt as to what the “green one” really was.




  It was characteristic of him that he made no attempt to turn the chief to a sense of his folly.




  “If Bosambo has taken M’shimba-m’shamba,” he said gravely, “then he has done no more than you told him to do.”




  “Now I spoke in jest,” said Sekedimi, “for this devil is very dear to us, and since we can no more hear his loud voice in our forests we are sad for one who is gone.”




  “Wait!” said Sanders, “for is this the season when M’shimba-m’shamba walks? Is it not rather midway between the rains that he comes so swiftly? Wait and he will return to you.”




  But Sekedimi was in no mood for waiting.




  “Master, if I go to Bosambo,” he said, “and speak kindly to him, will he not return the green one?”




  “Who knows?” said Sanders wearily. “I am no prophet.”




  “If my lord gave me a book—” suggested Sekedimi.




  “This is no book palaver,” said Sanders briefly; “but justice between man and man. For if I give you a book to Bosambo, what shall I say when Bosambo asks me also for a book to you?”




  “Lord, that is just,” said Sekedimi, and he went his way. With twelve of his principal chiefs he made the journey to the Ochori City, carrying with him gifts of goats and fat dogs, salt and heavy rings of brass.




  Bosambo received him ceremoniously, accepted his gifts but declined to favour him.




  “Sekedimi,” he said, “I am wax in the hands of my people. I fear to anger them; for they love M’shimba-m’shamba better than they love their goats or their salt or their wives.”




  “But no one sees him till the middle time between the rains,” said Sekedimi.




  “Last night we heard him,” persisted Bosambo steadily; “very terrible he was, and my people trembled and were proud.”




  For many hours the chief of the Akasava pleaded and argued, but without avail.




  “I see that you have a heart of brass,” said Sekedimi at length; “therefore, Bosambo, return me the presents I brought, and I will depart.”




  “As to the presents,” said Bosambo, “they are dispersed, for swift messengers have carried them to the place where M’shimba-m’shamba sits and have put them where he may find them, that he may know the Akasava remember him with kindness.”




  Empty-handed the chief returned.




  He sent courier after courier in the course of the next month, without effect. And as time wore on his people began to speak against him. The crops of two villages failed, and the people cursed him, saying that he had sold the ghost and the spirit of fortune.




  At last, in desperation, he paid another visit to Bosambo.




  “Chief,” he said, when all ceremonies had been observed, “I tell you this: I will give you fifty bags of salt and as much corn as ten canoes can hold if you will return to me our green one. And if your pride resists me, then I will call my spears, though Sandi hang me for it.”




  Bosambo was a wise man. He knew the limit of human endurance. Also he knew who would suffer if war came, for Sanders had given him private warning.




  “My heart is heavy,” he said. “Yet since you are set upon this matter I will return you M’shimba-m’shamba, though I shall be shamed before my people. Send me the salt and the corn, and when the tide of the river is so high and the moon is nearly full I will find the green one and bring him back to your land.”




  Sekedimi went back to his city a happy man. In a week the salt and the corn were delivered and the canoes that brought them carried a message back. On such a day, at such an hour, the green one would be cut loose in the forest of the Akasava. Afterwards, Bosambo would come in state to announce the transfer.




  At the appointed time the chief of the Akasava waited by the river beach, two great fires burning behind him to guide Bosambo’s canoe through the night. And behind the fires the population of the city and the villages about stood awed and expectant, biting its knuckles.




  ‘Tom-tom! Tom-tom! Tom-tom! Over the water came the faint sound of Bosambo’s drum and the deep-chested chant of his paddlers. In half an hour his canoe grounded and he waded ashore.




  “Lord Sekedimi,” he greeted the chief, “this night I have loosened M’shimba-m’shamba, the green one, the monster. And he howled fearfully because I left him. My heart is sore, and there is nothing in my poor land which gives me pleasure.”




  “Fifty sacks of my salt I sent you,” said Sekedimi unpleasantly; “also corn.”




  “None the less, I am as an orphan who has lost his father and his mother,” moaned Bosambo.




  “Let the palaver finish, chief,” said Sekedimi, “for my heart is also sore, having lost salt and corn.”




  “I see that you have no stomach for pity,” Said Bosambo, and re-embarked.




  Clear of the Akasava city, Bosambo regained his spirits, though the night was stormy and great spots of rain fell at intervals.




  The further he drew from the Akasava chief the more jovial he became, and he sang a song.




  “There are fools in the forest,” he bawled musically; “such as the ingonona who walks with his eyes shut; but he is not so great a fool as Sekedimi.




  “He is like a white man who is newly come to this land.




  “He is like a child that bums his fingers.




  “He is simple and like a great worm.”




  He sang all this, and added libellous and picturesque particulars.




  “Lord chief,” said the headman suddenly, arresting his song, “I think we will make for the shore.”




  Over the trees on the right bank of the river lightning flickered with increasing brightness, and there was a long continuous rumble of thunder in the air.




  “To the middle island,” ordered Bosambo.




  The headman shivered.




  “Lord, the middle island is filled with spirits,” he said.




  “You are a fool,” said Bosambo; but he ordered the canoe to the left bank.




  Brighter and more vivid grew the lightning, louder and louder the crackle and crash of thunder. The big raindrops fell fitfully.




  Then above the noise of thunder came a new sound — a. weird howling that set the paddlers working with quicker strokes.




  “Whow-w-w!”




  A terrifying shriek deafened them.




  The man nearest him dropped his paddle with a frightened whimper, and Bosambo caught it.




  “Paddle, dogs!” he thundered.




  They were within a dozen yards of the shore when, by the quick flashing lightning he saw a jagged path suddenly appear in the forest on the bank before him.




  It was as though giant hands were plucking at trees. They twisted and reeled like drunken men — cracked, and fell over.




  “Paddle!”




  Then something caught Bosambo and lifted him from the canoe. Up, up he went; then as swiftly down to the water; up again, and down. He struck out for the shore, choked and half-conscious.




  His fingers caught the branches of a stricken tree, and he drew himself to land. He stumbled forward on his hands and knees, panting heavily.




  Overhead the storm raged, but Bosambo did not heed it. His forty paddlers, miraculously cast ashore by the whirlwind, lay around him laughing and moaning, according to their temperaments.




  But these he forgot.




  For he was engaged in the composition of a hurried and apologetic prayer to M’shimba-m’shamba, the green one, the Swift Walker.




  V. Brethren of the Order
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  Native men loved Sanders of the River well enough to die for him. Some hated him well enough to kill him. These things have a trick of balancing themselves, and the story of Tambeli the Strong, and a member of that sinister organisation, the Silent Ones of Nigeria, offers an object lesson on this point.




  From the Big River which empties itself into the Atlantic Ocean somewhere between Dacca and Banana Point — this is a fairly vague location — run a number of smaller rivers, east, west, and northerly, more or less.




  The Isisi, or “Little River,” is one of these. It runs to the conjunction of the Baranga River, and it is a moot point among geographers whether the right confluence is the true Isisi and the left confluence the Baranga, or vice versa.




  Commissioner Sanders, in defiance of all cartographers, traces the Isisi to the right, because the left river runs through the land of lawless tribes, which are called in the native tongue Nushadombi, or literally, “the-Men-Who-Are-Not-All-Alike.”




  Beyond the deep forest through which for twenty miles the Baranga runs, beyond and northward of the swampland where the crocodiles breed, lies a lake with a score of outlets, none of which are navigable. Here, at one time, was a village, and to this village had drifted the outcast men of a hundred tribes. Men bloodguilty, survivors of unlawful feuds, evaders of taxes, the sinful and the persecuted of every tribe and people within a hundred miles came drifting into Nushadombi.




  So that in course of time what had once been a village grew to a city, and that city the hub of a nation.




  They dwelt apart, a sullen, hateful people, defiant of all laws save the laws of self-preservation. Successive expeditions were sent against them. They were near the border of the German territory, and took that which pleased them, contemptuous of border line or defined sphere.




  Germany sent a native army through a swamp to destroy them — that army drifted back in twos and threes, bringing stories of defeat and the unpleasant consequences thereof.




  France, from the southeast dispatched an expedition with no better success.




  Sanders neither sent armed forces nor peace mission.




  He knew a great deal more about this strange nation than he ever put into the dispatches, the production of which, for the benefit of an UnderSecretary of Colonial Affairs, was a monthly nightmare.




  The commissioner ignored the existence of the People-Who-Were-Not-All-Alike. He might have continued in this attitude of wilful ignorance but for the advent into his official orbit of one Tambeli.




  Tambeli had three gods. One was a fierce god, who came into his life when the rains came and the great winds howled through the forest, lifting up and casting down trees; when vivid flashes of lightning lit the forest with incessant stabbings of white flame, and the heavens crashed and crackled. He had another god, burnt and carved from a certain hard wood which is found in the N’Gombi country, and he had yet another god, which was himself.




  Tambeli was the handsomest man of all the Isisi.




  He was very tall, his shoulders were broad, his arms were perfectly moulded, the muscles being gathered in cordlike pads, properly. His hair he loved to dress with clay so that it billowed on either side of his head.




  Wearing the skin of a leopard, and leaning on the long elephant spear, he would stand for hours by the edge of the river, the admiration of women who came to the shallow places to fill their cooking-pots. This was as Tambeli desired, for he was a man of gallantry. More so than was to the liking of certain husbands, so it is said; and there was an evening when, as Tambeli went stalking through the village, one M’fabo, an outraged man, sprang upon him from a hiding-place, roaring hoarsely in his mad anger. But Tambeli was as lithe as a cat and as strong as the leopard whose skin he wore. He grasped M’fabo by the throat, lifted him clear of the ground, and, swinging him round and round, as a mischievous boy might swing a rat by the tail, flung him into the hut he had quitted.




  Thereafter no man raised his hand openly against Tambeli, though there were some who sought to injure him by stealth. A foreigner — a Congolaise man — slipped into his hut one night with a sharpened razor.




  It was the little square razor that the Congo folk wear tucked away in their hair, and his pleasure was to cut Tambeli’s throat. This Congoman was never seen again — the river was very handy, and Tambeli was very strong — but his razor was found by the river’s edge and it was stained with blood.




  Tambeli was a rich man, having goats and brass rods and salt in sacks. He had six wives, who tended his gardens and cooked for him, and they were proud of their lord, and gloried in his discreditable exploits. For Tambeli was a trader, though few knew it, and it was his practice to absent himself three months in the year on business of his own.




  One day the chief of the village died, and the women having decked their bodies with green leaves, danced the death dance locked arm in arm.




  Tambeli, watching the reeling line making its slow progress through the village street, had a thought, and when they laid the body on the bottom of a canoe and paddled it upriver to the middle island, where the dead were buried, Tambeli was swept downstream, four of his wives paddling till, after a long day and a night, he came to the Isisi city where the king lived. To that great man he went. And the king, who was drunk, was neither sorry nor glad to see him.




  “Lord King,” said he, “I am Tambeli of Isaukasu by the little river, and I have served you many times, as you well know.”




  The king blinked at him with dull eyes, and said nothing.




  “We are a people without a chief,” said Tambeli; “and the men of my village desire that I shall rule them in place of C’fari, who is dead.”




  The king scratched his neck thoughtfully, but said nothing for a while; then he asked: “What do you bring?”




  Tambeli detailed a magnificent list, which comprehended goats, salt, and rods to a fabulous amount. He added a gift which was beyond price.




  “Go back to your people — chief,” said the king, and Tambeli embraced the knees of his master, and called him his father and his mother.




  That is how Tambeli came to be sitting on the stool of chieftainship when Mr. Commissioner Sanders arrived unexpectedly from the south in his tiny steamboat.




  *




  NOW, Isaukasu lay on the very border line of the Ochori country, and was a village of some importance since the back country produced rubber and gum. It was the kind of village which became a city in the twinkling of an eye.




  The steamer was tied up to the bank, a gangway was thrown ashore and Sanders, in shining white, came briskly to the beach.




  Tambeli, a picturesque figure, awaited him.




  “Lord Master,” he said, “C’fari has died, and I am chief of this town by order of my father the king.”




  Sanders perked his head on one side, like a curious bird, and eyed the man with interest.




  “Your father the king is king no more,” he said softly, “being at this moment on my ship, very sick; and though he were well and on his throne, no man says who may be chief of town or village save I. And truly, Tambeli, you are no chief for me.”




  Tambeli stuck out his jaw a little, for he was a very determined man.




  “I have paid for my honour with salt and rods,” he said.




  “And gin,” said Sanders gently. “Now you shall tell me how gin comes into my country when I forbid it.”




  Tambeli faced the white man squarely. “Master,” said he, twiddling the brass-bound haft of his spear, “I have been in many countries, and know many customs; also, they tell me, the black people of the coast, that there is no law, white or black, which prevents a man from buying or selling squarefaces if he so wishes.”




  “I am the law,” said Sanders, and his voice was softer than ever. “If I say thus, it is thus. And gin you shall neither buy nor sell nor barter, though the black lawgivers of the coast be as wise as gods.”




  “In this matter of chiefship—” said Tambeli.




  “You are no chief for me,” said Sanders, “neither now nor at any time, for you are an evil man and a robber of that which men prize dearly. I have spoken; the palaver’s finished.”




  Tambeli hesitated. Behind Sanders stood a sergeant and two men of the Houssas, and as Tambeli stood irresolutely, the sergeant stepped forward and grasped him by the shoulder.




  “Aleki!” he said, which is an invitation to hurried movement.




  As the sergeant’s grip tightened, Tambeli, the strong one, caught him by the slack of his uniform jacket and sent him spinning — then he stood stiffly, for the warm muzzle of Sanders’ revolver was pressing against his stomach, and Tambeli, who had, as he claimed, a knowledge of countries and customs, knew Sanders for a man with little or no regard for human life.




  They handcuffed Tambeli and ironed his leg to a staple in the deck of the Zaire, for he had shamed the authority of the Crown, had unceremoniously flung a full sergeant of Houssas down the bank that leads to the river, and such things are not good for people to see.




  The steamer went thrashing down the river towards headquarters and Sanders gave himself over to the question of Tambeli.




  There was, as he had boldly said, no law prohibiting the sale of strong drink in the territory under his care; but Sanders never consulted constitutions. He had kept his lands free of the gin curse, and he had no intention of adding to the list of his responsibilities, which was already too long.




  There was drink in the country; this he had reason to know. Polambi of Isisi, Sakalana of the Akasava, Nindino of the N’Gombi, all chiefs of parts, had gone from the straight path. There had been certain indiscretions which had sent Sanders hurrying “all ways at once.” There had been, too, some drastic readjustment of authority.




  The gin problem was half solved by the arrest of Tambeli; there remained the problem of the man. This he settled for himself.




  The Zaire was tied to a wooding, and Sanders had retired to his cabin and was sleeping when a noise on deck aroused him and he came out in a hurry to find Tambeli, the strong man, gone, and with him the chain that fastened him to the staple and the staple that fastened him to the deck. He left behind him a private of Houssas with a cracked head.




  Sanders whistled a little tune to himself all the way to headquarters. He sat in a deckchair under the striped awning, whistling tunefully and very softly for the greater part of two days and his men, who knew him well and understood his mood, were careful to keep out of his way.




  He arrived at headquarters still whistling. He was the only white man on the station and was thankful. He had put one of his guests, a somewhat frightened king of the Isisi, under escort, but that was no satisfaction to him, for Tambeli had set the law at defiance and had broken for the bush.




  News came down from Nushadombi at fitful intervals, because there was good reason why no courier should come from that country; better reason why its inhabitants should be bad travellers. Sanders hated Nushadombi with all the fierce hatred which a lawgiver extends to a lawless community. He hated it worse because there was always at the back of his mind the uneasy conviction that he was rightly responsible for its government.




  This responsibility he had triumphantly repudiated on more occasions than one; but, none the less, there was a voice which spoke very softly to Sanders in his silent moments, and that voice said: “Nushadombi is British, if you’ve the courage.”




  It was as a sop to conscience that he spied upon the People-Who-Were-Not-All-Alike. His spies came and went. He lost a few men in the process, but that was the luck of the game. He learnt of little murders, of family feuds, and the like, but nothing of moment.




  On a sultry afternoon in March Sanders was sitting on a rock overlooking the mouth of the big river, fishing for Cape salmon, and thinking, curiously enough, of the Nushadombi folk. Whilst so engaged Sergeant Abiboo, his Houssa orderly, ran towards him, picking a dainty way over the sharp stones, his long bayonet flapping his thigh with every wild leap he made.




  Sanders looked up inquiringly.




  “Lord,” explained Abiboo, his hand steadfast at the salute, “there has come a listener from Nushadombi, having much to tell your honour.”




  “Let him come here,” said Sanders.




  “Lord, he cannot walk,” said Abiboo simply; “for the Men-Who-Are-All-Not-Alike caught him, and he dies tonight by my way of thinking.”




  Sanders threw down his line and followed the Houssa back to the residency.




  He found the spy lying on a rough, stretcher in the shade of the stoep.




  The man looked round with a twisted grin as Sanders came up the steps that led to the verandah.




  “Ho, Bogora!” said Sanders quietly, “what bad talk they make of you?”




  “There is no talk worth the talking after tonight,” said the man painfully. “As for me, I will make my report and sleep; and, lord, if I did not love you I would have died three nights ago.”




  Sanders made a brief examination of the man’s injuries. He did not turn sick, for that was not his way — he covered the tortured limbs with the blanket again.




  “One Tambeli, a man of Isisi, now sits down with the people of Nushadombi!” gasped the spy, “and is regarded fearfully, being a chief; also it is said that he is a member of a great ju-ju, and has powerful friends among the chiefs. He knew me when other men would have passed me by, and by his orders they did what they did. Also, lord, they are for attacking different nations, such as the Isisi, the Ochori, and the N’Gombi.”




  “How soon?” asked Sanders.




  “When the second moon comes after the rains.”




  “That we shall see,” said Sanders. “As for Tambeli, I will settle with him, Bogoro, my brother, for I will carry your blood upon my hands and at my hands he shall die; all gods witness my words.”




  The wreck on the stretcher smiled.




  “Sandi,” he said slowly, “it is worth all to hear you call me brother.”




  And he closed his eyes as if to sleep, and died as Sanders watched him.




  Bosambo came from his hut one morning just before the dawn. The city of the Ochori was very silent. There had been a dance the night before and in the very centre of the city a dull glow showed where the great fire had been.




  Bosambo drew on his cloak of monkey skins, for the morning air was chill, and walked to the end of the village street, past the gardens and through the little jungle path that led to his own plantation. Here he paused, listening.




  There was no sound save the distant “hush, hush,” of the small river as it swept over the rocks on its way to the River Beyond.




  He squatted down in the shadow of a gum-tree and waited patiently. In an hour the sun would be up; before then he expected things to happen.




  He had not been sitting longer than five minutes when he saw a figure moving towards him, coming from an opposite direction. It moved cautiously, halting now and then as though not certain of its ground. Bosambo rose without sound. “Friend,” he said, “you move in silence.”




  “That is the royal way,” said the figure.




  “Life is full of silences,” said Bosambo.




  “None are so silent as the dead,” was the response. They said these things glibly, as men repeating a ritual, as, indeed, they were.




  “Sit with me, my brother,” said Bosambo, and the other came to his side and sank down on his haunches.




  “This I say to you, Bosambo,” said the stranger, “that oaths are oaths, and men who swear to blood brotherhood do live and die one for the other.”




  “That is true,” said Bosambo; “hence I have come; for when yesterday a strange forest man brought me a little water in a shell, and in that water a berry, I knew that the Silent Ones had need of me.” The stranger nodded his head.




  “Yes, it is many years since I swore the oath,” mused Bosambo; “and I was very young, and the Silent Ones do not walk in the Ochori country, but in Nigeria, which is a month of marches away.”




  The man by his side made a little clicking noise with his mouth.




  “I am here,” he said importantly. “I, Tambeli, a traveller, also, by some accounted king of the People-Who-Are-Not All-Alike. Also a high man in the Order of the Silent Ones, ruthless avengers of slights and controllers of ju-jus.”




  “Lord, I gathered so much,” said the humble Bosambo, “by your honour’s summons. Now tell me how I may serve my brother, who is alone in this country?”




  There was a note of careless interrogation in his voice, and the hand farthest from his visitor fingered the thin, long blade of a knife.




  “Not alone, brother,” said Tambeli, with decision, “for there are many brethren of our society who watch my coming and going.”




  “That is as well,” said Bosambo truthfully, and quietly slipped the knife back into its wooden sheath.




  “Now you can serve me thus,” said Tambeli. “I am the king of a vengeful people who hate Sandi, and, behold, he is coming with soldiers to punish them. And in his coming he must pass through the Ochori country, sitting down with you for a day.”




  “All this is true,” said Bosambo conventionally, and waited.




  Tambeli put his hand beneath his robe and brought forth a short stick of bamboo.




  “Bosambo,” he said, “there is a spirit in this which will do little good to Sandi. For if you cut away the gum which seals one end you will find a powder such as the witchdoctors of my people make, and this can be emptied on the ‘chop’ of Sandi, and he will know nothing, yet he will die.”




  Bosambo took the stick without a word, and placed it in a little bag which hung at his waist.




  “This you will do in fear of the Silent Ones, who are merciless.”




  “This I will do,” said Bosambo gravely.




  No more was said, the two men parting without further speech.




  Bosambo returned to his hut as the eastern sky went pearl-grey, as though a shutter of heaven had been suddenly opened. He was a silent man that morning, and not even Fatima, his wife, evoked the response of speech.




  In the afternoon he caught a dog straying in the forest, and, dragging it to a place where none could see, he gave it meat. It died very quickly, because Bosambo had sprinkled the food with the powder which Tambeli had brought.




  Bosambo watched the unpleasant experiment without emotion. When he had hidden all evidence of his crime he returned to the village.




  At night-time came Sanders, and Bosambo, warned of the urgency of his visit, alike by lokali message, and the evident fact that Sanders was travelling by night, had a great fire kindled on the beach to guide the Zaire to land.




  The little stern wheeler came slowly into the light; naked men splashed overboard and waded ashore with hawsers at their shoulders, and the boat was safely moored.




  Then Sanders came. “I sit with you for one day,” he said, “being on my way to do justice.”




  “Lord, my house is in the hollow of your hands, and my life also,” replied Bosambo magnificently. “There is the new hut which I built for you in the shadow of my house.”




  “I sleep on board,” said Sanders shortly. “Tomorrow at dawn I am for the People-Who-Are-Not-All-Alike.”




  They walked together through the village, Sanders to stretch his legs; Bosambo, as his host, from courtesy. The chief knew that eyes were watching him, because he had received an intimation that the Silent Ones awaited his report at no great distance in the forest.




  They reached the end of the village and turned to stroll back.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, speaking earnestly, “if I say a thing to you which is of great moment, I beg your honour not to stand still in this place showing your anger.”




  “Speak on,” said Sanders.




  “If,” continued Bosambo, “there came from your ship when you sleep tonight news that you were in pain and nigh to death, I would save you a long journey.”




  Sanders could not see his face, for the night was dark, and there was only a tangle of stars in the sky above to give light to the world.




  “I know you to be a cunning man, Bosambo,” he said quietly; “and I listen to you without doubt. Now you shall tell why this is, and after I will do that which is best.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo quietly, “I am your man, and by all things which men swear by I am ready to die for you, and it seems likely that I shall die one way or the other. For though I vex you, and you have cursed me many times, yet I desire that I and all my house should die before you suffered pain.”




  “That I believe,” said Sanders shortly.




  “Therefore, lord, trust me without the palaver.”




  “That I will do also,” said Sanders.




  At five o’clock in the morning — as we count time — Bosambo went swiftly to the forest, taking with him a long-handled native spade. He reeled a little in his walk; the farther he got the more unsteady became his gait.




  There was a clearing less than a mile along the forest path, a notable rendezvous for lovers in the soft hours of the evening, and by night the feeding place of devils.




  To this spot Bosambo made his way; for this was the place where the Silent Ones awaited report. He came staggering into the clearing, his spade on his shoulder, and five men watching him from the shadows knew that he was drunk.




  He came to a halt by the tree of the Weaver Birds, and sat down heavily. From the fold of his cloak he produced a bottle, and this he raised to his lips.




  “Bosambo,” said Tambeli, coming noiselessly before him, “this is a good sight, for something tells me that you have done what should be done.”




  “He was my father,” whined Bosambo, “and of my blood; he was a great lord, and now that he is dead the white people will come with the guns and say ‘Ha-ha-ha!’ and eat me up.”




  He rolled his drooping head in misery.




  “None shall know,” soothed Tambeli the strong one, “for here are we all, the five silent men of the good order, and no man knows but us — we say nothing.” He paused, and then added carefully: “So long as you do that which we bid, and send us tributes of women and corn.”




  Bosambo heard this programme for his enslavement without visible sign of distress.




  “Why have you brought the spade?” asked Tambeli suddenly; “you do not bury Sandi here?”




  “Who knows?” said the listless Bosambo.




  He took the bottle from his pocket. It was a small square bottle, in which liquor, such as gin, illicitly and secretly trafficked, comes to the backlands.




  “This I will take,” said Tambeli. He reached out his hand and wrenched the bottle from the reluctant grasp of the other. “Men who drink spirits talk boastfully, and you shall not talk, Bosambo, till there are many rivers between me and Sandi’s soldiers.”




  He took the little wooden stopper from the neck.




  “Also,” he said, “it is a long time since ginni came to me.”




  He waved his hand to his four shadowy companions.




  “These are my brethren,” he said, “and yours; therefore, in the way of the white people of the coast, let us drink for happiness.”




  He lifted the bottle and drank, then handed it to the man nearest him. One by one they took long draughts, then the bottle came to Bosambo.




  “Tell me, did Sandi die in pain?” asked Tambeli.




  “He died peacefully,” said Bosambo.




  Tambeli nodded.




  “That is the proper way,” he said, “for if he died with a great shouting there would come soldiers. Now none can say but that he died of the sickness Mongo.* There is no medicine like this, being prepared by a celebrated witchdoctor.”




  [*Literally the True Sickness, i.e., any sickness which ends life.]




  Bosambo said nothing for a while; then he spoke.




  “Who is there to betray me?” he asked; “for if it comes to the ears of the High Lords at the Coast that I slew Sandi—”




  “Have no fear,” said Tambeli, with a little cough, “for there are none but these” — he waved his hand unsteadily— “and — they — speak — never.” Indeed he spoke the truth, for the men were lying comfortably as though composing themselves for sleep.




  “Up — up!” muttered Tambeli.




  He went to kick the nearest sleeper, but his legs gave way, and he fell on his knees.




  Bosambo watched him, deeply interested.




  “Dog!”




  Tambeli half turned his body toward the Chief of the Ochori, and spat out the word. He gathered all the great strength that was within him and leapt to his feet, launching himself straight at the other’s throat.




  But Bosambo was prepared.




  His left hand shot out, caught Tambeli’s shoulder, and half twisted him till he fell.




  The man tried to rise, went down again, and soon he, too, fell asleep, uneasily at first, then calmly like a man tired.




  Bosambo sat patiently.




  After a decent interval, he looked round for the spade he had brought.




  “Tambeli,” he said as he went about his business — a hard business, for the digging of a grave big enough for five men needs much muscular strength— “you were foolish, or you would know that no man of my faith slays his friend and patron. And no man of very high temperament sits in the shadow of death. Oh, Silent Ones, you are very silent now!”




  He covered up his work and wiped his steaming forehead, standing irresolutely by the grave. Then he scratched his chin thoughtfully. He had an uneasy recollection of a mission-school a thousand miles away and of sad-eyed fathers who had taught him certain rituals.




  He dropped the spade and knelt awkwardly.




  “Blessed Marki and Luko and Johann,” he prayed, closing his eyes conventionally, “I have slain five men by poison, though they themselves took it without my invitation. Therefore they are dead, which is a good thing for us all. Amen.”




  VI. The Village of Irons
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  Sanders was used to the childlike buttering of his people, and accepted their praise without conviction. It was part of the game. He expected to be termed “Protector of Persecuted People,” “Lord of Wisdom,” and the like, and would have been suspicious if these terms were omitted, because that was all part of the game, and meant no more than the prefix “dear” in the epistles of the civilised.




  Just so long as flattery and sycophancy ran along conventional lines, just so long as politeness followed a normal course, Sanders was satisfied; if compliment fell short or slopped over, all his intellectual bristles stood on end, and he looked around with narrowed eyes and a growl in his throat for the danger which lay somewhere to hand.




  He was overlord of a million black people, subdivided by language, dialect, prejudice, custom, jealousy, and temperament into twentythree distinct nations. The Bangeli, who lived close to the headquarters and were a selfish, bastard people, made up by accidental unions between Krooman, Congolaise, Angola folk, and Coast peoples, he did not heed, for they were civilised up to a point, and were wise in the way of white men. Also they were fearful of punishment, and just as the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, so is the fear of the Law the beginning of civilisation.




  But beyond this people lay the fighting tribes, untouched by the trader, only slightly affected by the missionary. Warlike, unreasoning children, with a passion for litigation and a keen sense of justice. And it was Sanders’ business and his pleasure to know these as they were — to study them as you study your own children, perhaps more carefully, for you take your children and their peculiarities for granted — and to adjust his attitude as he adjusted theirs, which rearrangement was usually made once in every twentyfour hours.




  Sanders differed from ready-made Empire-builders in this respect, that, whilst his pompous superiors treated native people as an aggregate problem, Sanders dealt with them as individuals.




  A certain excellency once addressed him through a secretary’s secretary, asking him to explain the prevalence of crime among the people of the Lesser Isisi, and Sanders answered naively (as it seemed to the superior folk of his excellency’s entourage) that the increase in crime was due to the dreams of a certain man named M’dali.




  Sanders did not believe in clairvoyance, and when an agent brought him news that M’dali of Tembolini, in the Isisi country, had dreamt a dream in which he saw the river rising so that it flooded the middle island, which lay immediately opposite the village, he paid no heed.




  Because he knew that the rains had been very heavy and that all the lesser rivers were swollen, and would in course of time swell the big river, and because the village of Tembolini stood so far above the level of the river that there was no danger to the people.




  When a week later he learnt that all that M’dali dreamt had come to pass, he was neither impressed nor greatly interested. He thought M’dali was a shrewd guesser, and let it go at that.




  When later he was told that on such and such a night M’dali had dreamt that E’timgolo, his second wife, would die — as she did — Sanders was mildly puzzled till he remembered that he had seen the woman the last time he was in the village, and that then she was in an advanced state of sleeping sickness. He gathered that M’dali had sufficient data at hand to justify his imagining.




  News of other dreams came down the river — some first hand, and these were fairly commonplace; some, more wonderful, from mouth to mouth — and these were obviously exaggerated.




  Sanders was a busy man about this time, and had neither leisure nor inclination to bother himself about such matters.




  But one morning at break of day a canoe came swiftly, bearing Ahmed, chief of Sanders’ secret spies.




  “Lord,” he said, presenting himself at Sanders’ bedside and squatting on the floor, “there is a dreamer in the Isisi country.”




  “So I have heard,” said Sanders in Arabic, and wearily. “I, too, am a dreamer, and I should have dreamt for another hour if you had not disturbed me.”




  “God knows I would not destroy your gracious sleep,” said Ahmed. “And I pray God every morning and every night that you may slumber kindly; but this M’dali sells his dreams, and has a great following. For he says to such an one, ‘You shall give me a bag of salt or I will dream that you will die,’ and, being afraid, the people pamper him in his desires.”




  “I see,” said Sanders thoughtfully.




  He dismissed his spy and rose.




  In a little while he sent for his sergeant of police.




  “Go you with three men, Abiboo,” he said, “to the village of Tembolini, by the crocodile creek, and bring me M’dali, a dreamer of dreams.”




  “On my head and by my life,” said Abiboo, and departed joyfully in a canoe.




  He was ten days absent, and came back empty-handed.




  “For the people threatened to kill me,” he said, “M’dali having dreamt a dream that I was coming, and saying that if I took him every man of the village would be stricken blind. And, lord! knowing your disposition I did not desire a killing palaver, so came back without him, though, as you know, I am fearless of death.”




  “You did that which was right,” said Sanders.




  In an hour his steamboat was ready and had cast off, her sharp bows cleaving the black waters of the river, her little stern revolving rapidly.




  In two days and a night the Zaire reached the village, and was met in midstream by the chief, one Kambori, an intelligent man.




  “Lord,” he said. “I tell you that if you take the dreamer the people will rise — not only the people of my village, but of the country round about — for he is regarded by all as a very holy man.”




  “I’ll ‘holy man’ him,” said Sanders in English, and continued his way to shore.




  He entered the village with two Houssas at his elbow, and walked straight to the hut where M’dali sat in state.




  Now M’dali had been a very ordinary man as Sanders knew him in the days before he began to dream.




  He had been a spearer of fish, no more and no less well-to-do than hundreds of others.




  Now he sat upon the carved stool that Lalinobi of Kusau had presented to him for dreaming that his wife would bear a male child, and he wore about his shoulders a robe of monkeys’ tail which Tonda, chief of the Lulangu River, had presented when M’dali dreamt that he would outlive his brother.




  He had various other gifts displayed — the carved stick in his hand, the string of iron beads about his neck, the worked copper bracelets about his arm, the little French mirror within reach, all testified mutely to the excellence of his clairvoyance.




  He did not rise as Sanders came up.




  Five hundred pairs of eyes were watching the Commissioner; all the countryside had assembled, for M’dali had dreamt of the Commissioner’s coming.




  “Hi, white man!” said M’dali loudly, “have you come for my dreams?”




  Then he stood up quickly.




  Twice Sanders landed at him with his pliant cane, and each blow got home.




  Sanders heard the rustle of spears behind him, and turned — a heavy black automatic pistol in his hand.




  “I had a dream,” snarled Sanders, his pistol covering the nearest group. “I dreamt that a man raised his spear to me and died. And after he died his soul lived in a place filled with fishes, and every morning the fishes fed little by little upon it, and every night the soul grew again.”




  They dropped their spears. With their knuckles to their teeth — a sure sign of perturbation — they regarded him with horror and consternation.




  “I dreamt,” said Sanders, “that M’dali came with me to the Village of Irons, and when he left, all his property and all the rich presents of the foolish were divided amongst the people of this village.”




  There was a little murmur of approval, but some there were who regarded him sullenly, and Sanders judged these to be the country folk.




  He turned to M’dali, a dazed man rubbing the growing weals on his shoulder with a shaking hand.




  “Ih, dreamer!” said Sanders softly, “speak now, and tell these people how, when you leave them, all things shall be well.”




  The man hesitated, raised his sulky eyes to the level of the Commissioner’s, and read the cold message they carried.




  “People,” he said shakily, “it is as our lord says.”




  “So you dreamt,” suggested Sanders.




  “So I dreamt,” said M’dali, and there was a big sigh of relief.




  “Take him to the boat,” said Sanders. He spoke in Arabic to Abiboo. “Let none speak with him on your life.”




  He followed the Houssas with their crestfallen prisoner, and losing no time, cast off.




  This ended the episode of the dreamer — for a while.




  But though M’dali worked in the Village of Irons for the good of the Empire, his work went on, for he had been a busy man. There were unaccountable deaths. Men and women lay down in health and woke only to die. And none thought it remarkable or made report, for M’dali had dreamt thus, and thus it happened.




  Yet rumour has feet to carry and mouth to tell; and in course of time Sanders went up country with a hastily-summoned doctor from headquarters, and there were people who were sorry to see him.




  Men who had lost inconvenient wives, others who had buried rich relations, wives who found freedom by the fulfilment of M’dali — his dreams — sat down and waited for Sanders, gnawing their knuckles.




  Sanders administered justice without any other evidence than his doctor could secure in unsavoury places; but it was effective, and M’dali, a chopper of wood in the Village of Irons, saw many familiar faces.




  The Village of Irons stands on a tongue of land which thrusts the Isisi River to the left and the Bokaru River to the right. It is the cleanest village in Sanders’ land, save only headquarters; but nobody appreciated its cleanliness except Sanders.




  Here the streams run so swiftly that even strong swimmers dare not face them. At the base of the triangle a broad canal had been cut for five or six hundred yards connecting the two rivers, so that the little tongue of land was less a peninsula than an island, and a difficult island to leave — since a barbed-wire fence had been erected on both sides of the canal. Moreover, this canal was the abiding-place of three crocodiles — thoughtfully placed there by Mr. Commissioner Sanders — and their egress at either end of the canal was barred by stout stakes.




  The village itself was divided into three parts, one for men, one for women, and a third — and this overlooking the only landing-place — for half a company of Houssas.




  Though it was called the Village of Irons, none but shameless or hardened men wore the shackles of bondage, and life ran smoothly in this grim little village, save and except that the men were on one side of a tall wire and the women on the other. M’dali arrived, and was given a number and a blanket. He was also told off to a hut with six other prisoners.




  “I am M’dali of Isisi,” he said, “and Sanders has sent me here because I dreamt.”




  “That is strange,” said the headman of the hut, “for he sent me here because I beat one of his spies — I and my brother — till he died.”




  “I came here,” said another man, “because I was a chief and made war — behold I am Tembeli of the Lesser Isisi.”




  One by one they introduced themselves and retailed him their discreditable exploits with simple pride.




  “I am a dreamer of dreams,” said M’dali in explanation. “When I dream a thing it happens, for I am gifted by devils and see strange things in my sleep.”




  “I see,” said Tembeli wisely. “You are mad.”




  It is not difficult to explain how it came about that M’dali secured a hold upon the credulity and faith of his new companions.




  There is a story that he predicted the death by drowning of one of the guards. Certainly such a fatality occurred. Every new prisoner from Tombolini was a fresh witness to his powers.




  And in his most fluent manner M’dali dreamt for them. And this is one great dream he had:




  It was that Sandi came to inspect the Village of Irons, and that when he reached a certain hut six men fell upon him and one cut his throat, and all the soldiers ran away terrified, and the prisoners released themselves, and there was no more bother.




  He dreamt this three nights in succession.




  When he retailed his first dream, Tembeli, to whom he related it, said thoughtfully:




  “That is a good thought, yet we are without any weapon, so it cannot come true.”




  “In my dream tonight it will be revealed,” said M’dali.




  And on the next morning he told them how he had seen in his vision a Congo man among the prisoners, and how this Congo man carried a little razor stuck in his hair.




  And, truth to tell, there was such a Congo man who carried such a razor.




  “Who struck the blow?” asked Tembeli. “That is a matter which requires great revelation.”




  Accordingly M’dali dreamt again, and discovered that the man who killed Sanders was Korforo, a halfwitted prisoner from Akasava.




  All things were now ready for the supreme moment. There was a certain missionary lady, a Miss Ruth Glandynne, who had come to the Great River to work for humanity.




  There were reasons why Sanders should not be on excellent terms with her, not the least of these being his ever-present fear for her safety, and the knowledge that she did not know as much about native people as she thought she knew — which was the gravest risk.




  One day he received a letter from her asking permission to visit the Village of Irons.




  Sanders groaned.




  He was not proud of the village — it advertised the lawlessness of a section of his people, and he was absurdly sensitive on this point. Moreover, he was, as he knew, a gauche showman.




  With some ill-grace, he replied that he would be ready to show her the village at any time that was convenient, except — here followed a maddening list of forbidden dates.




  In the compilation of this list Sanders showed more than usual guile. He racked his brain for exceptions. On such a date she could not visit the village because of “quarterly inspection,” on another because of “medical inspection”; yet another forbidden day was the “inspection of equipment.”




  With great ingenuity he concocted thirty-five periods in the year, varying from one to seven days, when the convict establishment was not visible; and he hoped most earnestly that she would be sufficiently annoyed to give up the visit altogether.




  To his despair, she replied immediately, choosing a day that was sandwiched between a spurious “appeal day” and a “mending week” — both of which occasions were the products of Sanders’ fertile imagination.




  She came down stream in her canoe, paddled by twenty men, and Sanders met her halfway and transferred her to his steamer.




  Sanders in dazzling white, but a little stiff and very formal.




  “If you don’t mind my saying so,” he said, “I’d much rather you hadn’t attempted this little jaunt.”




  “It is hardly a jaunt, Mr. Sanders,” she replied coldly. “I have a duty to these people — you admit that they are seldom seen by missionaries — and I should feel that I had tailed in that duty if I did not take the opportunity which you so kindly offer me” (Sanders swore to himself at her brazen effrontery) “of visiting them.”




  From under the shade of his big helmet Sanders glanced at her.




  “I shouldn’t like you to go through life under the impression that I wanted you to come,” he said bluntly — and Ruth Glandynne’s nose rose ever so slightly, for if she was a missionary she was also a woman.




  They reached the Village of Irons at eight o’clock one blazing morning.




  “Now what the devil does this mean?” said Sanders. For there were only two Houssas on the beach — one of them on sentry duty and the other his relief.




  “Lord!” said this man when Sanders stepped ashore. “The men of the company have journeyed down stream to a Place of Palms.”




  “By whose orders?” asked Sanders.




  “It was revealed them, lord,” said the man, “they being of the Sufi sect, that the blessed son of the Prophet would appear to them in this place and show them many miracles.”




  A light dawned on the Commissioner, and he half smiled, though in his heart he raged.




  “It seems that M’dali the Dreamer still dreams,” he said. “There will be some whipping here tomorrow.”




  His first impulse was to send the girl straight back; he had no fear that the temporary withdrawal of the guard would lead to any serious consequence — that thought never for one moment entered his head — but he was a cautious man, and his instinct was against taking risk of any kind.




  He was halfway back to the boat when he decided that, as the girl was here and had, moreover, come a long way, he had better get the thing over.




  “You had best confine yourself to the women’s quarters,” he said. “I will send Abiboo with you — for myself, I have a little palaver with one M’dali.”




  He unlocked the steel gate that led to the women’s compound, and stood watching the slim white figure of the girl as she moved up the tiny street — the straight, broad-shouldered Houssa at her elbow.




  Then he crossed the lane which separated the men from the women, opened the gate, and entered, double-locking it behind him.




  None came to speak to him, which was strange. Usually they clamoured to him for a hearing, goodnaturedly calling him by his familiar name — which in English is “The-Little-Butcher-Bird-Who-Flies-by-Night.”




  Now they sat before their huts, chins on knees, watching him silently, fearfully.




  “I don’t like this,” said Sanders.




  He slipped his hand carelessly in his pocket and pushed down the safety catch of his Browning.




  His second finger searched carefully for the butt of the pistol to feel if the magazine was pushed home.




  He stood on a bare patch of well-swept roadway, and had an uninterrupted view of the street.




  One quick glance he gave to the right. He could see Ruth talking to some native women — a group of three who squatted at her feet.




  Behind her, clear of the group, was Abiboo, his Winchester carbine — a gift of Sanders — in the crook of his arm.




  As the Commissioner looked he saw the Houssa furtively bring the lever back.




  “Abiboo is loading,” said something in Sanders’ brain.




  His eyes came back to the men’s village. There was no move. The convicts sat before their huts, silent and expectant. A thrill of apprehension ran through his frame. He glanced again at Abiboo. He had unostentatiously withdrawn still further from the women and now he was holding the rifle with both hands — the right gripping the butt, the left supporting the barrel.




  Then he turned his head slightly and nodded, and Sanders knew the signal was for him.




  Sanders turned swiftly. Whatever danger there was lay in the women’s village. He walked quickly back the way he came. Four men who had sat quietly rose and came out to meet him, showing no sign of haste.




  “Lord, we have a petition,” began one.




  “Go back to your hut, Tembeli!” said Sanders steadily. “I will come again for your petition.”




  “Crack!”




  Abiboo was firing into a hut, and the girl was flying along the street towards the gate.




  All this Sanders saw as he turned his head, and then the four men were upon him.




  A great hand covered his face, a cruel thumb fumbled for his eye. Tembeli went down shot through the heart, and Sanders tore himself free. He raced for the gate, taking out the key as he went.




  He turned and shot at two of his pursuers, but they had no heart for the fight.




  His steady hand unlocked the gate and closed it behind him. He saw Abiboo on the ground in the midst of a swaying tangle of men. The girl had disappeared. Then he saw her struggling with two of the women, and the halfwitted Koforo slashing at her over the shoulders.




  He reached the women as one grasped the girl by her hair and pulled back her head.




  Koforo saw him coming, and dropped his hand.




  “Ho, father!” he said, in his foolish, jocose way. “I am to kill you because you are a devil!”




  The women shrank back, and Sanders caught the fainting girl by the waist and swung her out of reach.




  Koforo came at him mouthing and grimacing, the little spade-shaped razor in his hand.




  Sanders shot definitely because he had only five more cartridges, then he turned his attention to Abiboo.




  He was lying on the ground insensible; his assailants had fled, for the sentry and his relief were firing through the wire-netting — and your trained Houssa is a tolerably good shot.




  Together they bore the girl to the boat, and Abiboo was revived, stitched, and bandaged.




  At four in the afternoon the crestfallen guard returned, and Sanders made an inspection of both camps.




  “Lord,” said one who had been but a passive conspirator, “it was the plan to take you in the women’s quarters. Therefore certain men concealed themselves in the huts, thinking your lordship would not carry your little gun amongst women. All this was dreamt by M’dali, who has escaped.”




  “No man escapes from the Village of Irons,” said Sanders. “Which way did M’dali go?”




  The man pointed to the wire fence by the little canal.




  Sanders made his way to the fence and looked down into the weed-grown stream.




  “I saw him climb the first fence,” said his informant; “but the second I did not see him climb.”




  The Commissioner stooped, and, picking up a handful of grass, threw it at a green log that lay on the water.




  The log opened a baleful eye and growled hatefully, for he had fed well, and resented the interruption to his slumbers.




  VII. The Thinker and the Gum-Tree
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  There are three things which are beyond philosophy and logic.




  Three things which turn mild men to rage and to the performance of heroic deeds. The one is love, the other is religion, and the third is land.




  There was a man of the Isisi people who was a great thinker. He thought about things which were beyond thought, such as the stars and the storms and time, which began and ended nowhere.




  Often he would go to the edge of the river and, sitting with his chin on his knees, ponder on great matters for days at a time. The people of the village — it was Akalavi by the creek — thought, not unnaturally, that he was mad, for this young man kept himself aloof from the joyous incidents of life, finding no pleasure in the society of maidens, absenting himself from the dances and the feasts that make up the brighter side of life on the river.




  K’maka — such was this man’s name — was the son of Yoko, the son of N’Kema, whose father was a fierce fighter in the days of the Great King. And on the dam side he went back to Pikisamoko, who was also a strong and bloody man, so that there was no hint of softness in his pedigree. “Therefore,” said Yoko, his father, “he must be mad, and if the matter can be arranged without Sandi knowing, we will put out his eyes and take him a long way into the forest. There he will quickly die from hunger or wild beasts.”




  And all the relations who were bidden to the family palaver agreed, because a mad son is an abomination. He wanders about the village, and in his wanderings or in the course of his antics, he breaks things and does damage for which the family is legally responsible. They talked this matter over for the greater part of the night and came to no decision. The palaver was resumed the next day, and the elder of the family, a very old and a very wise chief from another village, gave his decision. “If he is mad,” he said, “by all laws and customs he should be destroyed. Now I am a very clever man, as you all know, for I have lived for more years than any of you can remember. Let me, therefore, test K’maka, lest he be not mad at all, but only silly, as young men are when they come to the marrying age.”




  So they summoned K’maka to the council, and those who went in search of him found him lying on a soft bank in the forest. He was lying face downwards, his head in his hands, watching a flower.




  “K’maka,” said the man who sought him out, “what do you do?”




  “I am learning,” said K’maka simply; “for this weed teaches me many things that I did not know before.”




  The other looked down and laughed.




  “It is a weed,” he said, “bearing no fruit, so therefore it is nothing.”




  “It is alive,” said K’maka, not removing his eyes from the thing of delicate petals; “and I think it is greater than I because it is obedient to the law.”




  “You are evidently mad,” said his cousin, with an air of finality; “this is very certain.”




  He led him back to the family conference.




  “I found him,” he said importantly, “looking at weeds and saying that they were greater than he.”




  The family looked darkly upon K’maka and the old chief opened the attack.




  “K’maka, it is said that you are mad; therefore, I, being the head of the family, have called the blood together that we may see whether the charge is true. Men say you have strange thoughts — such as the stars being land afar.”




  “That is true, my father,” said the other.




  “They also say that you think the sun is shining at night.”




  “That also I think,” said K’maka; “meaning that it shines somewhere. For it is not wise to believe that the river is greater than the sun.”




  “I perceive that you are indeed mad,” said the old man calmly; “for in what way do the sun and the river meet?”




  “Lord,” said the young man earnestly, “behold the river runs whether it is day or night, whether you walk or sleep, whether you see it or whether it is unseen. Yet the foolish think that if they do not see a thing, then that thing does not exist. And is the river greater than the sun? For if the river runs by night, being part of the Great Way, shall the sun, which is so much mightier and so much more needful to the lands, cease to shine?”




  The old chief shook his head.




  “None but a man who is very mad would say such a thing as this,” he said; “for does not the sun become the moon by night, save on the night when it sleeps? And if men sleep and goats sleep, and even women sleep, shall not the sun sleep, creeping into a hole in the ground, as I myself have seen it?”




  They dismissed K’maka then and there. It seemed useless to talk further.




  He slept in a hut by himself. He was late in returning to his home that night, for he had been watching bats in the forest; but when he did he found six cousins waiting. They seized him; he offered no resistance.




  They bound him hand and toot to a long pole and laid him in the bottom of a canoe. Then his six cousins got in with him and paddled swiftly down stream. They were making for the Forest of Devils, which is by the Silent River — a backwater into which only crocodiles go to lay their eggs, for there are sandy shoals which are proper for the purpose.




  At dawn they stopped, and, lighting a fire, cooked their meal. They gave their prisoner some fish and manioc.




  “There is a hungry time waiting you, brother,” said one of the cousins; “for we go to make an end of you, you being mad.”




  “Not so mad am I,” said K’maka calmly, “but that I cannot see your madness.”




  The cousin made no retort, knowing that of all forms of lunacy that which recognised madness in others was the most hopeless.




  The sun was well up when the canoe continued its journey, K’maka lying in the bottom intensely interested in the frantic plight of two ants who had explored the canoe in a spirit of adventure.




  Suddenly the paddles ceased.




  Steaming up stream, her little hull dazzling white from a new coat of paint, her red and white deck awning plainly to be seen, came the Zaire, and the tiny blue ensign of Mr. Commissioner Sanders was hanging lazily from the one stub of a mast that the vessel boasted.




  “Let us paddle nearer the shore,” said the chief of the cousins, “for this is Sandi; and if he sees what we carry he will be unkind.”




  They moved warily to give the little steamer a wide berth.




  But Sanders of the River, leaning pensively over the rail of the forebridge, his big helmet tilted back to keep the sun from his neck, had seen them. Also, he had detected concern in the sudden cessation of paddling, alarm in the energy with which it was resumed, and guilt confessed in the new course.




  His fingers beckoned the steersman, and the helm went over to port. The Zaire swung across to intercept the canoe.




  “This man,” said the exasperated chief cousin, “has eyes like the okapi, which sees its enemies through trees.”




  He stopped paddling and awaited the palaver.




  “What is this, Sambili?” asked Sanders, as the steamer came up and a boat hook captured the tiny craft. Sanders leant over the side rail and addressed the cousin by name.




  “Lord,” said Sambili, “I will not lie to you; this man is my cousin, and is mad; therefore we take him to a witchdoctor who is famous in such matters.”




  Sanders nodded, and flecked the white ash of his cheroot into the water.




  “I know the river better than any man, yet I do not know of such a doctor,” he said. “Also I have heard that many mad people have been taken to the Forest of Devils and have met a doctor whom they have not seen. And his name is Ewa, which means Death.”




  Two of his Houssas hauled the trussed man aboard.




  “Release him,” said Sanders.




  “Lord,” said the cousin, in agitation, “he is very mad and very fierce.”




  “I also am fierce,” said Sanders; “and men say that I am mad, yet I am not bound to a pole.”




  Released from his bondage, K’maka stood up shakily, rubbing his numbed limbs.




  “They tell me you are mad, K’maka,” said Sanders.




  K’maka smiled, which was a bad sign, for native men, far gone in sleeping sickness and touching the verge of madness, often smile in this way. Sanders watched him curiously.




  “Master,” said K’maka, “these cousins of mine think I am mad because I think.”




  “What manner of things do you think, K’maka?” asked Sanders gently.




  The other hesitated. “Lord, I fear to say, lest you, too, should believe in my madness.”




  “Speak,” said Sanders, “and have no fear; for I am as your father and your king, being placed here to rule you by a man who is very high in the council of kings.”




  K’maka drew a long breath.




  “I think of life,” he said, “and of the stars; of why men do certain acts. I think of rivers. Lord,” he asked, “why does a stone thrown into still water make little ripples in true circles widening, widening until the waves reach beyond sight?”




  Sanders looked at him narrowly. He had heard of this thinker.




  “Go on,” he said.




  “Lord, this also I think,” Said K’maka, encouraged, “that I am nothing, that all is nothing” — he waved his hand to the white hot world— “that you, our lord, are nothing.”




  “This is a shameful thing to say,” said the chief cousin, shocked, “and proves beyond doubt that he is mad.”




  “Why am I nothing, K’maka?” asked Sanders quietly.




  “Lord,” said the man gravely, “that-which-is-not-always is nothing.”




  “Hear him!” appealed Sambili in despair. “Hear this madman. Oh ko ko! Now, K’maka, you have shown your madness to our lord beyond doubt.”




  He waited for Sanders to summon the Man of Irons to shackle K’maka to the deck. Instead, Sanders was leaning against the rail, his head sunk in thought.




  “K’maka,” he said at last, “it appears to me that you are a strange man; yet you are not mad, but wiser than any black man I have seen. Now you are so wise that if I leave you with your brethren they will surely kill you, for stupid men hate the learned, and it seems to me that you have too much learning.”




  He gave orders that K’maka should be housed with the crew.




  As for the cousins, he turned them into their canoe.




  “Go in peace,” he said, “for you have rid yourself of your ‘madman’ and have saved yourself a hanging — I will have no putting out of eyes in this land.”




  Sanders had no man handy to whom he might speak of the thinker, for his two subordinates were down with fever and on leave at the coast. He was inclined towards experiments. Bosambo of Monrovia had been an experiment, and a most successful one. Just now Bosambo was being a nuisance, as witness this journey which Sanders was making.




  Contiguous to the land of the Ochori was a narrow strip of territory, which acted as a tiny buffer state between the Ochori and the Isisi. It occupied a peculiar position, inasmuch as though completely unimportant, it was desired by both the Ochori and the Isisi, and had at various times been absorbed by both, only to be ruthlessly restored to its neutrality by the iron hand of Sanders. There was no reason in the world why both nations should not have free access and passage through the Lombobo — as it was called — and a wise chief would have so ordered things that whilst Ochori man and Isisi moved in and through it, neither nation should claim the right to lordship.




  This chief Sanders had been long in finding. He had appointed many. Kombanava the N’Gombi, who sold his kingship to the Isisi for a thousand rods and twenty bags of salt; Olambo of Akasava, who had hardly been installed before he bartered away his rights to Bosambo of the Ochori; M’nabo, the coast man; Tibini, the Lesser Isisi man; a whole string of little chiefs of Lombobo had come and gone.




  Sanders thought of these, sitting under the awning of the bridge, as the Zaire drove through the black-yellows waters of the Big River.




  He was very patient, and his was the patience of years. He was not discouraged, though the bitterness of a recent failure still rankled. For he had placed one Sakadamo in the seat of chieftainship, and he had known Sakadamo for years.




  Yet once Sanders was out of sight, the mild Sakadamo, stiff with pride, had gathered his fighting men, and had led them with fine impartiality against Ochori and Isisi, and in the end had sold the country to both.




  For which offence Sakadamo was at the moment working out a sentence of two years’ labour in the Village of Irons, and Lombobo was chiefless.




  Sanders smoked two cigars over the matter, then he sent for K’maka the Thinker.




  They brought him, a tall young man, inclined to thinness. Sanders took him in from the broad crown of his woolly head to the big feet which ended his thin legs. He had knobby knees, and the skin cloak which partially covered him revealed the same tendency to thinness.




  Sanders put his age at nineteen, which was probably an accurate estimate.




  “K’maka,” he said, after his survey, “such a man as you it is not usual to meet, nor have I met your like. Now I know you to be a man above ambition, above hates, and understanding large matters of life.”




  “Lord, I am one who thinks, and I myself do not know whether my thoughts be mad thoughts or whether they are high above the common thoughts of men.”




  “Take to yourself the pleasure of knowing that you are not mad,” said Sanders drily. “Surely I believe this, and to give you a sign of my faith I am for making you chief of Lombobo, standing in my place, giving and taking justice, and laying over the fiery spirit of your people the waters of your wisdom.”




  “Lord, I will do as you wish,” said K’maka.




  And so it came about that at a great palaver at which the headmen and lesser directors of the people were assembled, Sanders made the Thinker paramount chief and lord of the Lombobo tribe, hanging about his neck the steel chain and medal of his rank and office. To a separate palaver Bosambo and the Ring of the Isisi were summoned, and plain words were spoken.




  After the Isisi had departed Sanders took the young chief a journey to the very edge of his new domain, and with them went Bosambo.




  In a clearing on the very border, and by the side of the path which connected the two little countries, grew a great gum-tree, and here the party halted.




  “Bosambo and K’maka,” said Sanders, “this tree shall mark which is Ochori and which is Lombobo. For all that is on one side belongs to one and all that is on the other belongs to the other.”




  They looked at the tree, the two chiefs; they regarded it long and attentively.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo at length, “your meaning is clear, yet in whose country does this tree stand?”




  It was a question worthy of Bosambo.




  “That half which faces the Ochori is in the Ochori country; that half which faces Lombobo is in the Lombobo country,” said Sanders.




  One last warning he gave to K’maka.




  “To Ochori and to Isisi,” he said, “you will give communion and freedom of trade; you shall hinder none, nor help any at the expense of the other. You shall be wise and large.”




  “Lord, I will do this,” said K’maka, nodding his head, “for the things that grow and perish are nothing and only the spirits of men endure.”




  With which wise saying in his ears Sanders took his departure, happy in the belief that Providence had sent him at last the solution of the buffer state problem.




  It is placed on record that K’maka began his rule with wisdom. The Lombobo people, used by now to strange chiefs, did their best to help him to destruction. They brought forward litigation for his judgment — litigation which would have taxed the sagacity of a Supreme Court or the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council. As for instance:




  “If a man buys a wife, paying for her with two bags of salt, and she be a vixen, and, moreover, undesirable from many points of view, how shall he recover the price he paid for her when the salt has been capsized out of his own canoe, rowed by two of his own paddlers and two of his fatherin-law’s paddlers?” Also:




  “A man has borrowed a neighbour’s spear to go hunting, and has invariably paid for the loan by a proportion of the kill. One day he went hunting with a defective spear, and became lamed by a leopard. Can he claim compensation because the spear was a bad one if the lender can prove that its defective condition is due to the carelessness of a mutual cousin?”




  These were two of the problems they propounded, sitting in a solemn circle at palaver, and the Thinker judged at length. He was four days delivering his judgment in the first case. His people sat spellbound, hypnotised by words. They did not understand his philosophy; they could not follow his reasoning; they were altogether fogged as to whether he decided upon the one side or the other; and at the end, when he raised his two hands according to custom and said, “The palaver is finished,” they went away pleasantly confounded.




  “We have a chief,” said the headman of the fishing village by the river, “who is wiser than all other men; so wise that we cannot understand him.”




  K’maka busied himself with mundane affairs. He even took a girl of the Isisi to wife. Also he allowed free passage to Isisi and Ochori alike. Both nations sent him presents, which he accepted. On the third day of his chieftainship his headman had come to tell him that the Ochori were fishing in Lombobo waters, and that the Isisi were hunting in the Lombobo forests.




  “Let this be,” said M’maka, “for the forests and the rivers are for all, and there are no boundaries to necessity. For this is not my land nor my river; nor is it yours; being rather for all men, who find therein certain requirements.”




  This was as Sanders required, and when the news came to the Commissioner, as it did, he was pleased.




  Then an evil gossip brought to K’maka stories of his girl-wife, who was attractive.




  “I am no man to set a fence about desire,” said K’maka; “nor shall man or woman in this, my land, be enslaved by custom.”




  Two months passed smoothly. K’maka grew in influence daily, his crowning achievement being a judgment which took nine days to deliver.




  Then a headman came with a plaint against the Ochori.




  “Lord, they cut wood in the Lombobo country and carry it to their city,” he said.




  “The wood is free to all,” said K’maka.




  He sat on the little carved stool in the centre of the half-moon of huts which constituted his administrative headquarters.




  “Yet,” he went on, “since this is my land and the people my people, and since I have been set to guard them, it is a shameful thing that robbers should spoil this land.”




  A fortnight after this a party of Ochori hunters came into the Lombobo country hot on the trail of an elephant. K’maka sent a regiment to seize them and impound the elephant.




  “For this I say,” said he to his captives, “and my words are of such wisdom that even Sandi bows before them: That which is on one side of a certain tree on the Ochori side is mine and what is on the other side is your master’s.”




  “Lord,” said the chief huntsman, “it was a palaver that there should be free hunting in your land.”




  “And free fishing,” said K’maka with savage sarcasm, “and free woodcutting by Death! And that thief, your master, would spoil my beautiful land, sucking it I dry, and make mock of me — a chief of a thousand spears! Go back to Bosambo and summon him to meet me by the gum-tree on the road.”




  The empty-handed huntsmen returned home to meet with the wrath of their lord.




  Bosambo swore in Karo, in Arabic, in Bomongo, in Swahili, and in English, calling K’maka a “dam black nigger,” and casting reflections upon his parentage. At an appointed time the two chiefs met, K’maka being late in arriving.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said he, speaking from a place which was on the Lombobo side of the gum-tree, “I have shame in my heart that I did not come at the hour. But I have a wife who had a lover, putting shame on me, and this day I killed her and him according to the law.”




  “These things happen,” said Bosambo. “Now have I come to you, K’maka the Thinker, because of certain strange occurrences which have come to my ears. It is said that you have forbidden the Ochori to hunt or chop wood in your territory.”




  “That is true,” said K’maka, “for the land this side of the gum-tree is mine, and I am chief of the country as far as your eye sees.”




  “The land is for all,” said Bosambo with some unction.




  “The world is for all,” corrected the Thinker; “yet rabbits do not nest in trees or eagles burrow in the earth. Each kind lives in the place appointed, and it is appointed the Ochori should live on the one side and the Lombobo on the other.”




  Bosambo was aroused.




  “It seems that you are an avaricious dog,” he said, “and if I chop wood to the edge of my country, behold I begin!”




  He called for an axe, and they brought him one thin of blade and very sharp.




  He struck twice at the tree.




  “Bosambo,” said K’maka, quivering with rage, “what do you do?”




  “Dispenser of Justice,” mocked Bosambo, “former of fat words, talking fish and breeder of wisdom as a dirty hut breds vermin, I go to cut my tree.”




  “It is my tree!” roared K’maka and reached behind him for a throwing spear.




  “One half is yours,” said Bosambo, chopping steadily, yet with an eye to danger, “and behold! I cut down that half which is mine. And if by your wisdom you keep your half standing, then you are a prince amongst thinkers.”




  He continued cutting whilst K’maka watched, boiling with rage.




  “If you continue in your evil practice,” he said, “what shall prevent the tree falling.”




  “Nothing,” said Bosambo significantly, “for the nights of wind are coming, and the wind blows towards the Ochori — and behold! when the tree falls it shall belong to me!”




  K’maka drew back his hand swiftly and threw his spear.




  *




  “They are in that clump of bush,” said Sanders. His face was reeking wet, and there was a thin trickle of blood on his face.




  “I’ll put a couple of shells into ‘em,” said the Houssa captain. “These Lombobo people fight fairly well.”




  Sanders said nothing. He bared his white teeth in a smile, but he was not really amused.




  “Ahmet,” said the Houssa captain, kneeling on the deck and keeping his field glasses fixed on the little patch of wood that hid the enemy, “as you love the faith and hate all Kaffirs, do not drop your shell short again, or I will beat you on the feet.”




  “Lord, the light is bad,” said the gunner. He brought the muzzle of the gun a little higher and fired.




  This time the shell fell true. Over the trees a white ball of smoke came into existence, and they heard the “krock” of its shell as it burst.




  The Houssa captain rose and walked to where Sanders stood.




  “Exactly what is all the bother about?” he asked.




  Sanders said nothing for a while.




  “Bosambo had something to do with it,” he said, “yet the rascal was only acting according to his rights. K’maka is raising Cain. He has fought the Isisi and raided their territory; he has pushed back the Ochori to the edge of their city — they had to fight like the devil to save it. K’maka has proclaimed himself king of the Ochori, the Isisi, and the Lombobo, and has sent to the Akasava and the N’Gombi to bring him presents and do homage.”




  His voice choked; then the humour of it appealed to him, and he laughed.




  He went ashore with the Houssas, and led the section which stormed the last stockade. Revolver in hand, he raced across the little clearing, the Houssas, with fixed bayonets, flanking him.




  K’maka, surrounded by the remnant of his captains, made a fierce resistance, but it was futile.




  Suddenly his men flung down their spears and bolted.




  “Take that man!”




  A group of Houssas flung themselves upon the struggling philosopher and bore him down.




  They brought him, bleeding but defiant, before Sanders, and for the space of two minutes they looked at one another.




  “K’maka,” said Sanders at length, “you have done a terrible thing, for you have brought war to this land by your arrogance and pride.”




  “White man,” said K’maka haughtily, “I am a king and the master of these countries — I do not speak with servants — therefore, little man, bring me before your king that we may speak, equal to equal.”




  Sanders said nothing, then:




  “Catch him!” he said quickly.




  For K’maka went suddenly limp, his knees gave way and he slid down to the earth.




  He was wounded to death, as Sanders saw when he examined him.




  They carried the man to the shade of a tree, and Sanders sat by him.




  The man looked up at the Commissioner.




  “Lord,” he said faintly, “I think I go beyond your punishment.”




  “That is true, K’maka,” said Sanders softly, “and I could have wished you had gone before you brought all this sorrow to the Lombobo people.”




  K’maka shook his head.




  “This is the way,” he said drowsily, “for the living things prey upon the living things, birds upon insects, leopards upon birds, men upon leopards, and, since there is nought greater than man, then man preys upon himself. This is ordained—”




  They gave him water and he opened his eyes again.




  “Lord,” he said, and now he spoke with difficulty, “I have discovered in my thinking the greatest truth in the world.”




  A strange light came into his eyes; they danced eagerly with the greatness of his discovery.




  “All your wise men do not know this,” he whispered; “death is — —”




  Sanders waited, but K’maka the Thinker carried his secret with him to the land of sleep.




  VIII. Nine Terrible Men
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  There were nine terrible men in the Forest of O’tomb’, so native report had it.




  Nine terrible men who lived on an island set in a swamp. And the swamp was hard to come by, being in the midst of a vast forest. Only a monkey or a leopard could find a way to the inhabitants of this island — they themselves being privy to the secret ways.




  No man of the Isisi, of the N’Gombi, of the Akasava, or of the river tribes, attempted to track down the nine, for, as it was generally known, most powerful ju-jus guarded all paths that led to the secret place.




  Nine outlawed men, with murder and worse upon their souls, they came together. God knows how, and preyed upon their world.




  They raided with impunity, being impartial as to whether Isisi or N’Gombi paid toll.




  By night they would steal forth in single file, silent as death, no twig cracking in their path, no word spoken. As relentless as the soldier ant in his march of destruction, they made their way without hindrance to the village they had chosen for the scene of their operations, took what they wanted and returned.




  Sometimes they wanted food, sometimes spears — for these lords of the woods were superior to craftsmanship — sometimes a woman or two went and never came back.




  Such lawless communities were not uncommon. Occasionally very ordinary circumstances put an end to them; some there were that flourished, like the People-Who-Were-Not-All-Alike.




  The Nine Terrible Men of the O’tomb’ existed because nothing short of an army corps could have surrounded them, and because, as Sanders thought, they were not a permanent body, but dispersed at times to their several homes.




  Sanders once sent two companies of Houssas to dislodge the nine, but they did nothing, for the simple reason that never once did they get within shooting distance. Then Sanders came himself, and caught little else than a vicious attack of malarial fever.




  He sent messages to all the chiefs of the people within a radius of a hundred miles to kill at sight any of the nine, offering certain rewards. After three palpably inoffensive men of the Ochori tribe had been killed, and the reward duly claimed, Sanders countermanded the order.




  For two years the nine ravaged at will, then a man of the Isisi, one Fembeni, found grace.




  Fembeni became a Christian, though there is no harm in that. This is not satire, but a statement with a reservation. There are certain native men who embrace the faith and lose quality thereby, but Fembeni was a Christian and a better man — except —




  Here is another reservation.




  Up at Mosunkusu a certain Ruth Glandynne laboured for the cause, she, as I have previously described, being a medical missionary, and pretty to boot.




  White folk would call her pretty because she had regular features, a faultless complexion, and a tall, well-modelled figure.




  Black folk thought she was plain, because her lips were not as they should be by convention; nor was she developed according to their standards.




  Also, from N’Gombi point of view, her fair, long hair was ridiculous, and her features “like a bird.”




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders thought she was very pretty indeed — when he allowed himself to think about her.




  He did not think about her more often than he could help, for two reasons — the only one that is any business of yours and mine being that she was an enormous responsibility. He had little patches of white hair on either side of his temple — when he allowed his hair to grow long enough for these to become visible — which he called grimly his “missionary hairs.” The safety of the solitary stations set in the wilds was a source of great worry.




  You must understand that missionaries are very good people. Those ignoramuses who sneer at them place themselves in the same absurd position as those who sneer at Nelson or speak slightingly of other heroes.




  Missionaries take terrible risks — they cut themselves adrift from the material life which is worth the living; they endure hardships incomprehensible to the uninitiated; they suffer from tempestuous illnesses which find them hale and hearty in the morning and leave their feeble bodies at the edge of death at sunset.




  “And all this they do,” said Bosambo of Monrovia, philosophically and thoughtfully, “because of certain mysteries which happened when the world was young and a famous Man called Hesu.* Now I think that is the greatest mystery of all.” [* The Third Person of the Trinity is so called in some dialects.]




  Sanders appreciated the disinterestedness of the work, was immensely impressed by the courage of the people who came to labour in the unhealthy field, but all the time he fretfully wished they wouldn’t.




  His feelings were those of a professional lion-tamer who sees a lighthearted amateur stepping into the cage of the most savage of his beasts; they were feelings of the skilled matador who watches the novice’s awkward handling of an Andalusian bull — a troubled matador with a purple cloak held ready and one neatly-shod foot on the barrier, ready to spring into the ring at the novello’s need.




  The “missionary patches” grew larger and whiter in the first few months of Ruth Glandynne’s presence at Musunkusu, for this village was too near to the wild N’Gombi, too near the erratic Isisi, for Sanders’ liking.




  Sanders might easily have made a mistake in his anxiety. He might have sent messengers to the two peoples, or gone in person — threatening them with death and worse than death if they harmed the girl.




  But that would have aroused a sense of importance in their childlike bosoms, and when the time came, as it assuredly would come, when their stomachs were angry against him, some chief would say:




  “Behold, here is a woman who is the core of Sandi’s eye. If we do her harm we shall be revenged on Sandi.”




  And, since children do not know any other tomorrow than the tomorrow of good promise, it would have gone badly with the lady missionary.




  Instead, Sanders laid upon Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, charge of this woman, and Bosambo he trusted in all big things, though in the matter of goods movable and goods convertible he had so such confidence.




  When Fembeni of the Isisi was converted from paganism to Christianity, Sanders was fussing about the little creeks which abound on the big river, looking for a man named Oko, who after a long and mysterious absence had returned to his village, killed his wife, and fled to the bush.




  The particular bush happened to be in the neighbourhood of the mission station, otherwise Sanders might have been content to allow his policemen to carry out the good work, but no sooner did news come that Oko had broken for that section of the N’Gombi country which impinges on Musunkusu, than Sanders went flying up river in his steamer because something told him he had identified one of the nine men.




  Wrote Sergt. Ahmed, the Houssa, who prided himself on his English, to his wife at headquarters:




  “At daylight, when search for murderer was officially resumed, came our Lord Sundah very actively angry. By orders I took left bank of Kulula River with three men, being ordered to shoot aforesaid Oko if resistance offered. Abiboo (sergeant) took right or other bank, and our lord searched bush. Truly Oko must be a very important man that Sundah comes officially searching for same, saying bitter reproach words to his humble servants.”




  Ahmed’s picture of his chief’s agitation may be a little exaggerated, but I do not doubt that there was a substratum of fact therein.




  On the second day of the hunt, Sanders’ steamer was tied up at the mission station, and he found himself walking in the cool of the evening with Ruth Glandynne. So he learnt about Fembeni, the Isisi man who had found the light and was hot and eager for salvation.




  “H’m!” said Sanders, displaying no great enthusiasm.




  But she was too elated over her first convert to notice the lack of warmth in his tone.




  “It is just splendid,” she said, her grey eyes alight and her pretty face kindling with the thought, “especially when you remember, Mr. Sanders, that I have only an imperfect knowledge of the language.”




  “Are you sure,” asked the incredulous Sanders, “that Fembeni understands what it is all about?”




  “Oh, yes!” She smiled at the Commissioner’s simplicity. “Why, he met me halfway, as it were; he came out to meet the truth; he—”




  “Fembeni?” said Sanders thoughtfully. “I think I know the man; if I remember him aright he is not the sort of person who would get religion if he did not see a strong business end to it.”




  She frowned a little. Her eyebrows made a level line over resentful eyes.




  “I think that is unworthy of you,” she said coldly.




  He looked at her, the knuckle of his front finger at his lips.




  She was very pretty, he thought, or else he had been so long removed from the society of white women that she seemed beautiful only because she stood before a background of brutal ugliness.




  Slim, straight, grave-eyed, complexion faultless, though tanned by the African sun, features regular and delicate, hair (a quantity) russet-brown.




  Sanders shook his head.




  “I wish to heaven you weren’t monkeying about in this infernal country,” he said.




  “That is beside the question,” she replied with a little smile. “We are talking of Fembeni, and I think you are being rather horrid.”




  They reached the big square hut that Sanders had built for her, and climbed the wooden steps that led to the stoep.




  Sanders made no reply, but when she had disappeared into the interior of the hut to make him some tea, he beckoned to Abiboo, who had followed him at a respectful distance.




  “Go you,” he said, “and bring me Fembeni of the Isisi.”




  He was stirring his tea whilst the girl was giving him a rosy account of her work, when Fembeni came, a tall man of middle age, wearing the trousers and waistcoat which were the outward and visible signs of his inward and spiritual grace.




  “Come near, Fembeni,” said Sanders gently.




  The man walked with confidence up the steps of the Stoep, and without invitation drew a chair towards him and seated himself.




  Sanders said nothing. He looked at the man for a very long time, then:




  “Who asked you to sit in my presence?” he said softly.




  “Lord,” said Fembeni pompously, “since I have found the blessed truth — ?”




  Something in Sanders’ eyes caused him to rise hurriedly.




  “You may sit — on the ground,” said Sanders quietly, “after the manner of your people, and I will sit on this chair after the manner of mine. For behold, Fembeni, even the blessed truth shall not make black white or white black; nor shall it make you equal with Sandi, who is your master.”




  “Lord, that is so,” said the sullen Fembeni, “yet we are all equal in the eyes of the great One.”




  “Then there are a million people in the Isisi, in the N’Gombi, the Akasava, and the Ochori, who are your equals,” said Sanders, “and it is no shame for you to do as they do.”




  Which was unanswerable, according to Fembeni’s sense of logic.




  The girl had listened to the talk between her novitiate and the commissioner with rising wrath, for she had not Sanders’ knowledge of native people.




  “I think that is rather small of you, Mr. Sanders,” she said hotly. “It is a much more important matter that a heathen should be brought to the truth than that your dignity should be preserved.”




  Sanders frowned horribly — he had no society manners and was not used to disputation.




  “I do not agree with you. Miss Glandynne,” he said a little gruffly, “for, whilst the Isisi cannot see the ecstatic condition of his soul which leads him to be disrespectful to me, they can and do see the gross materialism of his sotting body.”




  A thought struck him and he turned to the man. That thought made all the difference between life and death to Fembeni.




  “Fembeni,” he said, relapsing into the language of the Isisi, “you are a rich man by all accounts.”




  “Lord, it is so.”




  “And wives — how many have you?”




  “Four, lord.”




  Sanders nodded and turned to the girl.




  “He has four wives,” he said.




  “Well?”




  There was a hint of defiance in the questioning “Well?”




  “He has four wives,” repeated Sanders. “What is your view on this matter?”




  “He shall marry one in the Christian style,” she said, flushing. “Oh, you know, Mr. Sanders, it is impossible for a man to be a Christian and have more wives than one!”




  Sanders turned to the man again.




  “In this matter of wives, Fembeni,” he said gently; “how shall you deal with the women of your house?”




  Fembeni wriggled his bare shoulders uncomfortably.




  “Lord, I shall put them all away, save one,” he said sulkily, “for that is the blessed way.”




  “H’m!” said Sanders for the second time that morning.




  He was silent for a long time, then:




  “It is rather a problem,” he said.




  “It presents no difficulty to my mind,” said the girl stiffly.




  She was growing very angry, though Sanders did not realise the fact, being unused to the ways of white women.




  “I think it is rather horrid of you, Mr. Sanders, to discourage this man, to put obstacles in his faith — ?”




  “I put no obstacle,” interrupted the Commissioner. He was short of speech, being rather so intent upon his subject that he took no account of the fine feelings of a zealous lady missionary. “But I cannot allow this to happen in my district; this man has four wives, each of them has borne him children. What justice or what Christianity is there in turning loose three women who have served this man?”




  Here was a problem for the girl, and in her desperation she used an argument which was unanswerable.




  “The law allows this,” she said. “These things happen all over the world where missionary work is in progress. Perhaps I could bring the women to understand; perhaps I could explain — ?”




  “You couldn’t explain the babies out of existence,” said Sanders brutally.




  That ended the discussion, for with a look of scorn and disgust she passed into the hut, leaving Sanders a prey to some emotion.




  He turned a cold eye to the offending Fembeni.




  “It seems,” he said, “that a man by becoming a Christian has less mouths to fill. Now I must investigate this matter.”




  Fembeni regarded him apprehensively, for if a woman is questioned, who knows what she will say? And it was fairly unimportant to the man if he had one wife or forty.




  There was no possibility of searching any farther that night for the erring Oko, and Sanders was rowed across the river in his canoe to interview the wives of the new convert.




  He found one woman who viewed the coming change with considerable philosophy, and three who were very shrill and very voluble.




  “Lord,” said one of these three in that insolent tone which only native women assume, “this white witch has taken our man — ?”




  “I do not hear well,” said Sanders quickly, “yet I thought I heard a word I do not like.”




  He whiffled a pliant stick till it hummed a tune.




  “Lord,” said the woman, dropping her voice and speaking more mildly, “this God-lady has taken our man.”




  “God-ladies do not take men,” said Sanders; “rather they influence their spirits that they may be better men.”




  “Fembeni will be no better and no worse,” said the woman bitterly, “for he goes to the forest by night; often he has risen from my side, and when he has gone, behold the Nine Terrible Men have come from near by and taken that which they wanted.”




  She stopped abruptly. There was horror in the eyes which met the Commissioner’s; in her anger she had said too much.




  “That is foolish talk,” said Sanders easily.




  He knew there would be no more information here and he played to quieten her fears.




  He strolled through the village, talked awhile with the headman, and returned to his canoe.




  Once on the Zaire he summoned Abiboo.




  “Take three men and bring Fembeni to me,” he said, “and be very ready to shoot him, for I have heard certain things.”




  He waited for ten minutes, then Abiboo returned — alone.




  “Fembeni has gone into the forest,” he said; “also the God-lady.”




  Sanders looked at him.




  “How?”




  “Lord, this Fembeni is a Christian, and desired to speak with the God-woman of the new magic. So they walked together, the God-woman reading from a book. Also he had a gift for her, which he bought from a Frenchi trader.”




  “I see,” said Sanders.




  He poured himself out a Stiff glass of whiskey, and his hand shook a little.




  Then he lifted down a sporting rifle that hung on the wall of his cabin, broke open two packets of cartridges, and dropped them into his coat pocket.




  “Let the men come on quickly,” he said, “you commanding.”




  “Lord, there are other Sergeants,” said Abiboo. “I will go with you, for I am at your right hand, though death waits me.”




  “As you will,” said Sanders roughly.




  He went through the missionary compound, stopping only that a boy should point out the direction the two had taken, then he moved swiftly towards the forest, Abiboo at his heels.




  He followed the beaten track for a hundred yards. Then he stopped and sniffed like a dog.




  He went on a little farther and came back on his tracks.




  He stooped and picked up some pieces of broken glass and turned aside from the path, following his nose.




  *




  Ruth Glandynne had supreme faith in the power of the Word which makes martyrs.




  “You must have no doubt, Fembeni,” she said in her halting Isisi, “for with Light, such things as the Word brings, all things will be made plain to: you.”




  They were beyond the confines of the little mission station, walking slowly towards the forest.




  She read little extracts from the book she carried, and so full of her subject was she that she did not observe that they had passed the straggling trees, the outposts of the big forest.




  When she did notice this she turned.




  “More I will tell you, Fembeni,” she said.




  “Lady, tell me now,” he begged, “for Sandi has made me doubt.”




  She frowned. What mischief can a materialist work! She had liked Sanders. Now for one resentful moment she almost hated him.




  “There are white men who doubt,” she said, “and who place pitfalls in the way—”




  “Also this have I bought for you,” said Fembeni, “paying one bag of salt.”




  From the leather pouch at his side he produced a long flat flask.




  She smiled as she recognised the floral label of the abominable scent beloved of the natives.




  “This I bought for you, teacher,” he said, and removed the stopper so that the unoffending evening reeked of a sudden with the odour of musk, “that you might protect me against Sandi, who is no God-man but a devil.”




  She took the bottle and hastily replaced the stopper.




  “Sandi is no devil,” she said gently, “and will do you no harm.”




  “He has crossed the river,” said Fembeni sulkily, and there was a curious glitter in his eyes, “and he will speak with my wives, and they will tell him evil things of me.”




  She looked at him gravely.




  “What evil things can they say?” she asked.




  “They can lie,” he said shortly, “and Sandi will bring his rope and I shall die.”




  She smiled. “I do not think you need fear,” she said, andbegan to walk back; but he stood in front of her, and at that instant she realised her danger, and the colour faded from her face.




  “If Sandi comes after me to kill me,” he said slowly, “I shall say to him: ‘Behold, I have a woman of your kind, and if you do not pardon me you will be sorry.’”




  She thought quickly, then of a sudden leapt past him and fled in the direction of the station.




  He was after her in a flash. She heard the fast patter of his feet, and suddenly felt his arm about her waist.




  She screamed, but there was none to hear her, and his big hand covered her mouth.




  He shook her violently.




  “You live or you die,” he said; “but if you cry out I will beat you till you die.”




  He halt carried, half dragged her in the direction of the forest.




  She was nearly dead with fear; she was dimly conscious of the fact that he did not take the beaten path, that he turned at right angles and moved unerringly through the wood, following a path of his own knowing.




  As he turned she made another attempt to secure her liberty. She still held the scent flask in her hand, and struck at him with all her might. He caught her arm and nearly broke it.




  The stopper fell out and her dress was drenched with the vile perfume.




  He wrenched the flask from her hand and threw it




  Grasping her by the arm he led her on. She was nearly exhausted when he stopped, and she sank an inert heap to the ground.




  She dare not faint, though she was on the verge of such a breakdown. How long they had been travelling she had no idea. The sun was setting; this she guessed rather than knew, for no sunlight penetrated the aisles.




  Fembeni watched her; he sat with his back to a tree and regarded her thoughtfully.




  After a while he rose.




  “Come,” he said.




  They moved on in silence. She made no appeal to him. She knew now the futility of speech. Her mind was still bewildered. “Why, why, why?” it asked incoherently.




  Why had this man professed Christianity?




  “Fembeni,” she faltered, “I have been kind to you.”




  “Woman,” he said grimly, “you may be kinder,” she said no more.




  The horror of the thing began to take shape. She half stopped, and he grasped her arm roughly.




  “By my head you shall live,” he said, “if Sandi gives his word that none of us shall hang — for we are the Terrible Men, and Sandi has smelt me out.”




  There was a gleam of hope in this speech. If it was only as a hostage that they held her —




  Night had fallen when they came to water,




  Here Fembeni halted. He searched about an undergrowth and dragged to view a section of hollow tree-trunk.




  Inside were two sticks of iron wood, and squatting down before the lokali he rattled a metallic tattoo.




  For ten minutes he played his tuneless rhythm. When he stopped there came a faint reply from somewhere across the lake.




  They waited, the girl and her captor, for nearly half an hour. She strained her ears for the sound of oars, not knowing that the water did not extend for more than a hundred yards, and that beyond and around lay the great swamp wherein stood the island headquarters of the Nine.




  The first intimation of the presence of others was a stealthy rustle, then through the gloom she saw the men coming toward her.




  Fembeni grasped her arm and led her forward. He exchanged a few words with the newcomers in a dialect she could not understand. There was a brief exchange of questions, and then the party moved on.




  The ground beneath her feet grew soft and sodden. Sometimes the water was up to her ankles. The leader of the men picked his way unerringly, now following a semicircular route, now turning off at right angles, now winding in and out, till she lost all sense of direction.




  Her legs were like lead, her head was swimming and she felt she was on the point of collapse when suddenly the party reached dry land.




  A few minutes later they reached the tumbledown village which the outlaws had built themselves.




  A fire was burning, screened from view by the arrangement of the huts which had been built in a crescent.




  The girl was shown a hut and thrust inside.




  Soon afterwards a woman brought her a bowl of boiled fish and a gourd of water.




  In her broken Isisi she begged the woman to stay with her, but she was evidently of the N’Gombi people and did not understand.




  A few minutes later she was alone.




  Outside the hut about the fire sat eight of the Nine Terrible Men. One of these was Oko of the Isisi, a man of some power.




  “This woman I do not like,” he said, “and by my way of thinking Fembeni is a fool and a son of a tool to bring her unless she comes as other women have come — to serve us.”




  “Lord Oko,” said Fembeni, “I am more skilled in the ways of white folk than you, and I tell you that if we keep this woman here it shall be well with us. For if Sandi shall catch you or me, or any of us, we shall say to him: ‘There is a woman with us whom you greatly prize, and if you hang me, behold you kill her also.’”




  Still Oko was not satisfied.




  “I also know white people and their ways,” he said. “Sandi would have left us, now he will not rest till we are scattered and dead, for Sandi has a memory like the river, which never ceases to flow.”




  A man of the Akasava suggested an evil thing.




  “That we shall consider,” said Oko.




  He had already decided. He had none of the subtlety of mind which distinguished Fembeni. He saw an end, and was for crowding in the space of life left to him as much of life as his hand could grasp.




  They sat in palaver till early in the morning, the firelight reflected on the polished skin of their bodies.




  Then Oko left the circle and crept to the girl’s hut. They saw him stoop and enter, and heard a little scream.




  “Oko has killed her,” said Fembeni.




  “It is best,” said the other men.




  Fembeni rose and went to the hut.




  “Oko,” he called softly, then stooped and went in.




  Facing him was a ragged square of dim light, where a great hole had been cut in the farther side of the hut.




  “Oko,” he called sharply, then two hands of steel caught him by the throat and two others pulled his legs from under him.




  He went to the ground, too terrified to resist.




  “Fembeni,” said a soft voice in his ear, “I have been waiting for you.”




  He was rolled on to his face and he made no resistance. His hands were pulled behind, and he felt the cold steel bands encircle his wrist and heard a “snick” as they fastened.




  He was as expeditiously gagged.




  “As for Oko,” said Sanders’ voice, “he is dead, and if you had heard him cry you also would have been dead.”




  That ended the one-sided conversation, Sanders and his sergeant sitting patiently in their little lair waiting for the rest of the men to come.




  With the morning arrived a detachment of Houssas under Sergeant Ahmed, following the trail Sanders had followed. There were four dead men to be buried — including him who had stood on guard at the edge of the swamp.




  There was a white-faced girl to be guarded back across the swamp to the seclusion of the forest, and with her went the women of the outlaws’ village.




  Fembeni and his four companions stood up for judgment.




  “One only thing I would ask you, Fembeni,” said Sanders, “and that is this: you are by some account a Christian. Do you practise this magic, or are you for the ju-jus and gods of your fathers?”




  “Lord,” said Fembeni eagerly, “I am a Christian in all ways. Remember this, master, I am of your faith.”




  Sanders, with his lips parted, and his eyes narrowed, looked at the man.




  “Then it is proper that I should give you time to say your prayers,” he said. “Abiboo, we hang this man last.”




  “I see that you are a devil,” said Fembeni, “otherwise you would not follow us in the night with none to show you the way. Now I tell you, Sandi, that I am no Christian, for all God-folk are foolish save you, and I know that you are no God-man. Therefore, if I am to, hang, let me hang with the rest.”




  Sanders nodded.




  IX. The Queen of the N’gombi
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  There are certain native traits, certain inherent characteristics, which it is inexpedient to describe in print.




  The N’Gombi people had a weakness for forbidden fruit; they raided and burnt and pillaged, but in the main the treasure which they carried away with them took the shape of eligible women.




  Sanders was at some pains to teach them that this was one of the forms of hunting which his soul loathed. He pointed his lesson with whippings, banishments, and once, after a particularly unpleasant episode, by a hanging from a gallows which he caused to be erected in the N’Gombi city of Shusha.




  Here, before the duly impressed people, in the presence of a puisne judge brought especially from the coast — there had been a little trouble over a summary execution — and in a space kept clear by a half-battalion of Houssas (imported for the occasion), Lombasi, a king of the N’Gombi, died the death amidst the plaudits of his fickle subjects. And this happened in the sight of every chief, every headman, and the new king of the N’Gombi.




  Yet three weeks later the offence for which the king suffered was repeated by his successor.




  “Make your own arrangements,” telegraphed the Administration when a despairing Sanders had reported the fresh crime. “Hang Bogali at your discretion; if necessary, burn crops and village.”




  Sanders did neither. He deposed the king as he had deposed half a dozen other kings, thrashed him publicly, distributed his property, and appointed — whom should be appoint?




  He had half a mind to send for Bosambo of the neighbouring Ochori, but that would be a dangerous experiment.




  The deposed Bogali had two sons and a daughter. One of the sons was far gone in sleeping sickness, and the other was a fairly easygoing, foolish youth, who would be in the hands of his councillors.




  “It shall be the woman,” decided Sanders; and so, against all precedent, he set up E’logina as Queen of the N’Gombi.




  A tall, resolute girl of sixteen, she was at that time with a husband of no great character and several lovers, it there was any truth in popular rumour.




  With fitting solemnity Sanders placed her in the chair of state, and she was very grave and very stately — accepting her new position as by right.




  “E’logina,” said Sanders, “you shall rule this country, and there shall be no women palavers. And I am behind you to enforce your order. If any man say to you: ‘I will not obey you because you are a woman,’ behold! he shall obey because I am a man; and whosoever sets your authority at defiance shall suffer very painfully.”




  “Lord!” said the girl, “I will rule wisely.”




  “As for your lovers,” said Sanders, “of whom I have heard, you shall give them no preference over other councillors, or they will lead you to destruction.”




  “Master!” said the girl, “it is said in the N’Gombi country, ‘A lover has strong arms, but no brains.’”




  “That is true in other countries,” said Sanders.




  There were no more women palavers in the N’Gombi from that day. A minor chief who raided an outlying village and carried away girls was summoned to her presence, and certain things happened to him which changed his habits of life, for this lady of the N’Gombi was elementary but effective.




  Sanders heard of the happening, and wisely pretended ignorance. The art of government lies in knowing nothing at the proper moment.




  She ruled as she had promised — with wisdom. There came the inevitable moment when her chief lover sought to influence affairs of state.




  She sent him a long green leaf, which meant that she was in mourning for him. He accepted this as an augury of what might happen and left the city with commendable expedition.




  The chiefs and kings of other countries paid her visits of ceremony, bringing her rich presents. Not least of these was Bosambo of the Ochori.




  His state rivalled in magnificence a combination of the sunset and the morning star, but the girl on her dais was not noticeably affected.




  “Lady Queen,” said Bosambo, “I have come a long journey because I have heard of your greatness and your beauty, and, behold, you are wonderful to see, and your wisdom blinds me like the sun on still water.”




  “I have heard of you,” said E’logina. “You are a little chief of a little people.”




  “The moon is little also, when seen from a muck-heap,” said Bosambo calmly. “I return to my moon.”




  He was ruffled, though he did not betray the fact.




  “Tomorrow,” he said, as he prepared to depart, “I send word to Sandi, who, as all the world knows, is my nephew — being the son of my sister’s husband’s brother, and therefore of my blood — and I will say to him that here in the N’Gombi is a queen who puts shame upon our house.”




  “Lord Bosambo,” said the girl hurriedly, “we know that you are nearly related to Sandi, and it would be wrong if my foolish tongue made you ashamed.”




  “We are proud men, Sandi and I,” said Bosambo, “and he will be very terrible in his anger when he knows in what way you have spoken.”




  The girl rose and came toward him.




  “Lord Bosambo,” she said, “if you leave me now it will be dark and there will be no sun. For often I have spoken of you till my councillors weary of your name and deeds. Therefore, stay with me a little that I may drink of your understanding.”




  But Bosambo was dignified and obdurate.




  “Also, Lord Bosambo,” she said, “there are many presents which my people are gathering for you, for it would be shameful if I sent you back to your great nation empty-handed.”




  “I will stay,” said Bosambo, “though presents I do not value — save meal and a little water — and my hut is filled with presents from Sandi.” He observed the look of relief on the girl’s face, and added without a tremor, “So that I have room only for precious gifts as your ladyship will give me.”




  He stayed that day, and the queen found him agreeable; he stayed the next day, and the queen was fascinated by his talk. On the third day he was indispensable.




  Then came Bosambo’s culminating effort.




  He had a passion for discussing his kinship with Sanders, and she was an attentive listener. Also she had that day given him many tusks of ivory to carry with him to his home.




  “My brother Sandi,” said Bosambo, “will be pleased already; he loves you and has spoken to me about you. Now I will not doubt that his love will be greater than it is for me — for you are a woman, and Sandi has sighed many days for you.”




  She listened with a kindling eye. A new and splendid thought came into her head. Bosambo departed that evening, having compressed more mischief into three days than the average native man crowds into a lifetime.




  It was six months before the result of Bosambo’s extravagance was seen. Sanders came north on a tour of inspection, and in due course he arrived at Shusha.




  All things were in order on the river, and he was satisfied. His experiment had worked better than he had dared to hope.




  “Queen,” he said, as he sat with her in the thatched palaver-house, “you have done well.”




  She smiled nervously.




  “Lord, it is for love of you that I did this,” she said; and Sanders, hardened to flattery, accepted the warmth of her pronouncement without blushing.




  “For I have put away my lovers,” she went on, “and my husband, who is a fool, I have banished to another village; and, my lord, I am your slave.”




  She slipped from the seat which was by her side, and knelt before him in the face of the city and before all the people.




  She grasped his foot with her strong young hands and placed it on her head.




  “Phew!” said Sanders, breaking into a sweat — for by all custom this was not an act of fealty, but the very act of marriage.




  “Stand up, queen!” said the Commissioner when he had got his breath, “lest your people think foolish thoughts.”




  “Lord,” she murmured, “I love you! and Bosambo, your nephew, looks favourably upon our marriage.”




  Sanders said nothing. He reached down, and catching her by the arm, drew her to her feet.




  “Oh, people!” he said loudly to the amazed throng at the foot of the little hill on which the palaver house stood, “your queen is, by her act, wedded to my government, and has sworn to serve me in all matters of queenship — be faithful as she is. The palaver is finished.”




  It was an ingenious escape — though the girl’s eyes narrowed as she faced him, and her bare bosom rose and fell in her anger.




  “Lord,” she breathed, “this was not as I meant.”




  “It is as I mean,” said Sanders gently.




  She faced him for a moment; then, turning swiftly, walked to her hut, and Sanders saw her no more that day.




  “We stay till tomorrow,” said Sanders to his sergeant as he went on board the Zaire that evening. “Afterwards we go to Ochori — I will have a palaver with Bosambo.”




  “Master,” said Abiboo, “Bosambo will be pleased.”




  “I doubt it,” said Sanders.




  He went to bed that night to sleep the sleep of one who had earned the daily two pounds with which a grateful government rewarded him.




  He was dead tired, but not too tired to slip the fine-meshed wire fly-door into its place, or to examine the windows to see if they were properly screened.




  This must be done in the dark, because, if by chance a window or a door is open when a light appears, certain it is that the cabin will be filled with tiny little brothers of the forest, a hundred varieties of flies, winged beetles, and most assuredly musca — which, in everyday language, is the fever-carrying mosquito. With the habit formed of long practice, Sanders’ hand touched the three windows, found the screens in their place and latched.




  Then he switched on the electric light — a luxurious innovation which had come to him with the refitment of the Zaire. Leading from his cabin was a tiny bathroom. He pulled his pyjamas from under his pillow and disappeared into the cupboard — it was nothing more — to reappear at the end of five minutes arrayed in his grey sleeping kit.




  He turned on a light over his pillow, switched out the other, and pulled back the clothes.




  He did not immediately jump into bed, because, carefully arranged at regular intervals in the centre of the bed, were three round thorns.




  Sanders turned on the other light, opened his desk, and found a pair of tweezers. With these he removed the uncomfortable burrs, placing them under a glass on his table.




  After this he made a very thorough search of the room — especially of the floor. But whosoever had placed the thorns had evidently forgotten the possibilities of a man walking barefooted — nor was there any sign of the unknown’s thoughtful attention in the bathroom.




  He pulled the bed to pieces, shaking every article carefully; then he remade his couch, turned out the lights, climbed into bed, and went to sleep.




  Two hours before dawn he woke. This was the time he intended waking. He sat up in bed and groaned — deliberately and inartistically. He groaned at intervals for five minutes, then he was quiet.




  He listened and thought he heard a slight movement on the bank to which the Zaire was moored.




  He bent his head and waited. Yes, a twig snapped.




  Sanders was out of the door in a second; he flew across the gangway which connected the steamer with the bank, and plunged into the forest path that led to the village of E’tomolini. Ahead of him he heard a patter of bare feet.




  “Stop! O walker of the night,” called Sanders in the Bomongo dialect, “or you die!”




  The figure ahead halted and Sanders came up with it.




  “Walk back the way you came,” he said, and followed the shadowy form to the boat.




  Sanders observed that the night-wanderer was a little taller than a boy, and had a method of walking which was not inconsistent with the theory that it was a girl.




  “Go straight to my cabin,” said the Commissioner, “if you know it.”




  “Lord, I know it,” quavered the other, and Sanders learnt that it was indeed a girl.




  A girl of fifteen, he judged, as she stood in the glare of the electric light — shapely of build, not bad-looking, and very frightened.




  “I am plagued by women,” said Sanders wrathfully. “You shall tell me how it comes about that you spy upon me in the night, also how you come to be abroad so early.”




  The girl hesitated, casting a bewildered glance round the cabin.




  “Lord,” she said, “I did that which seemed best.”




  “Who sent you here?”




  Again she hesitated.




  “I came for no reason, lord, but that I wish to see the strange devil-light.”




  This was a reasonable excuse, for the new electric installation had proved irresistibly fascinating to the raw folk of the upper river.




  Sanders uncovered the three thorn burrs, and she looked at them curiously.




  “What do they call you?” asked Sanders.




  “Medini, the woman with nine lovers,” she said simply.




  “Well, Medini,” said Sanders with a grim little smile, “you shall pick up those thorns and hold them in your hand — they will wound you a little because they are very sharp.”




  The girl smiled.




  “A little thorn does not hurt,” she quoted, and stretched out her hand fearlessly.




  Before she could touch the thorns Sanders’ hand shot out and caught her wrist.




  The girl was puzzled and for a moment a look of apprehension filled her eyes and she shrank back, dragging her wrist from the Commissioner’s hand.




  “Sit down,” said Sanders. “You shall tell me before you go who sent you to the bank to watch my boat.”




  “None, lord,” she faltered.




  Sanders shook his head.




  “I have a ju-ju,” he said slowly, “and this ju-ju has told me that somebody said, ‘Go you, Medini, to the bank near where Sandi lies and listen. And when you hear him groan aloud like a man in great pain, you shall come and tell me.”




  Consternation and horror were on the girl’s face.




  “Lord,” she gasped, “that is true — yet if I speak I die!”




  “Also, if you do not speak, I shall take you away from here to a place far from your own people,” said Sanders.




  The girl’s eyes dropped.




  “I came to see the devil-lights,” she said sullenly.




  Sanders nodded.




  He went out from the cabin and called up the guard — an alert guard which had watched a flying Commissioner in pyjamas cross the plank gangway and reappear with a prisoner.




  “Keep this woman under your eyes,” he said. “Let none speak with her.”




  When daylight came he removed a spike from the thorn and placed it under his microscope. What he saw interested him, and again he had recourse to the microscope — scraping another spike and placing the shavings between two slides.




  Native people have a keen sense of humour, but that humour does not take the form of practical joking.




  Moreover, he had detected blood on the spike, and an organism which old blood generates.




  Thus the bushmen poison their arrows by leaving them in the bodies of their dead enemies.




  He sent a guard for the queen and brought her on board.




  “I shall take you away,” he said, “because you have tried to kill me by placing poisoned thorns in my bed.”




  “Medini, my woman, did this, because she loved me,” said the queen, “and if she says I told her to do the thing she lies.”




  “You have said enough,” said Sanders. “Abiboo, let there be steam quickly, for I carry the queen with me to the Ochori country.”




  Bosambo was not prepared for the Commissioner’s arrival. He was a man singularly free from illusions, and when they brought him word that Sanders was accompanied by the Queen of the N’Gombi he had no doubt in his mind that the times ahead were troublesome.




  So they proved.




  Sanders cut short the flower of his welcome. He nipped it as the frost nips young buds, and as coldly.




  “You have put foolish ideas into this woman’s head,” he said, “and I have brought her here that you might do that which is honourable.”




  “Lord, I am your man,” said Bosambo, with proper humility.




  “And my uncle also,” said Sanders, “if all that you said to her was true.”




  The girl stood by listening.




  “Now you have told her that she should marry into my house,” said Sanders, “and, being a woman, her mind is set upon this matter.”




  Bosambo saw what was coming, and hastened to avert the evil.




  “Lord,” he said, in his agitation dropping into the English he had spoken on the coast, “she be number one women; dem wife she not be fit for nudder woman.”




  “I do not speak that monkey talk,” said Sanders calmly. “You marry this woman to-day and she goes back to rule the N’Gombi — tonight.”




  “Lord,” pleaded Bosambo, “I am of the Faith — the one Prophet of the one God.”




  “But not the one wife, I think,” said Sanders. “You marry her or I whip you.”




  “Lord, I will be whipped,” said Bosambo promptly.




  “Also, I will place another chief over the Ochori.”




  “That is too great a shame,” said Bosambo aghast. “For as you know, lord, my father and his father were chiefs of this tribe, and I have the blood of kings in my veins.”




  “You have the blood of Monravian thieves, and your fathers you never knew,” said Sanders patiently. “You marry to-day!”




  “It is as you will, oh, my uncle!” said Bosambo.




  Sanders said nothing, though his hands clutched his stick the tighter.




  After all, he had brought that insult upon himself.




  X. The Man on the Spot
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  Once upon a time a man went up to the Calali River to buy rubber from the natives. He had a permit signed by the new Administrator and a licence to trade, and he had come into Sanders’ territory by a back way and did not trouble to have this permit visaed.




  Now the permit bore the signature of His Excellency the Administrator, him and none other, and the name of His Excellency “goes,” and people have been known to bow their heads most respectfully at the mention of his name.




  Sanders did not respect him, but called him “your Excellency,” because it was lawful.




  Anyway, this trader to whom I have referred went up the Calali River and bought rubber. He bought it and sometimes paid for it. He did not give its exact value, and after three weeks of bartering his business came to an end, because native folk would not bring any further rubber to his big canoe. Whereupon Tinkerton — such was his name — had recourse to other methods. He sat down in a likely village and instructed the headman to produce for him so many kilos of rubber in so many days, promising remuneration which by every standard was absurd. The headman refused, whereupon Tinkerton tied him up to a tree and whipped him with a chicotte.




  “Now you’ll change your point of view,” said Tinkerton, “and fetch me rubber — quick!”




  The chief sent twenty young men into the forest to find rubber, and four men who were his best paddlers to find Mr. Commissioner Sanders, collecting hut tax with some labour in the Akasava country.




  Rubber and Sanders arrived at the Calali River at the same time.




  Tinkerton explained his position and the chief exhibited his back.




  “My permit is quite in order, I think,” said Tinkerton.




  “Up to a point,” admitted Sanders carefully, “it is. But, as you know, a licence to trade becomes invalid when the holder is convicted of any breach of the common law.”




  Tinkerton smiled uneasily.




  “That doesn’t affect me, I think,” he said.




  He always added “I think” to everything he said, lest the hearer should labour under the impression that he spoke without thinking.




  “It affects you considerably,” said Sanders; “for I am sentencing you to six months’ hard labour for your assault on this native, and I am sending you to the coast to serve that sentence.”




  Tinkerton went crimson with rage.




  “Do you know what I think of you?” he asked loudly.




  “No,” said Sanders, “but I can guess it, and if you open your mouth uncivilly I shall take you by the scruff of the neck and kick you into the river.”




  Tinkerton went down to the coast under escort, and he never forgave the Commissioner.




  The major portion of his sentence was remitted by the Administrator, because it happened that the Administrator was a sort of cousin to Tinkerton’s father.




  So that to the patent fury of Tinkerton was added the coldly polite disapproval of an Administrator who is remembered best on the coast by his mistakes.




  Now, although it is amusing to recall the blunders of a high official after his departure, it is not so entertaining to furnish material for subsequent anecdote, and one must be possessed of a peculiarly poignant sense of humour to thoroughly appreciate the travail in which these jests were born.




  The Administrator may or may not have deliberately set himself the task of annoying Sanders.




  From a strictly service aspect, a service which has for its ideal the perfection of British administration, to the exclusion of all personal ambition, the idea is preposterous. From the standpoint of one who has some knowledge of human nature, it seems very likely that there was something in the suggestion that His Excellency had his administrative knife in the executive ribs of Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  One spring morning Sanders received a big blue letter. It came in his mail bag with other communications but bore, in addition to the notification that it was “On His Majesty’s Service,” the legend “Department of His Excellency the Administrator,” and was moreover subscribed “Strictly confidential.”




  Now, when a high official of state writes in strictest confidence to his subordinate, he is not telling him his troubles or confessing his guilt, or even trying to borrow money.




  He is, as a rule, delivering a kick with all the force of his strong right leg.




  Sanders looked at the letter, picked it up gingerly, held it up to the light, and weighed it in his hand. It was heavy. The bulk of it was eloquent of reproof, because administrators do not expend overmuch energy in praising the works of their underlings.




  Sir Harry Coleby, K.C.M.G., had a reputation which he had acquired in Bermuda, Jamaica, and the Straits Settlements. It was not a reputation for loving kindness exactly. His nickname — he came by this when he was a secretary of Legation at Madrid — was “Calliente,” which he pronounced “Cally-enty,” and means “hot.” And hot he was of head and temper, and the men who worked for him and with him lived in a mild perspiration.




  He was extravagant of speech and quick of temper, and he wrote letters which were vitriolic without being offensive within the meaning of the act.




  Sanders opened the blue envelope reluctantly and smoothed out the typewritten sheets and read:




  “Sir, — I have the honour to inform you that His Excellency the Administrator has received your half-yearly report on the conditions of the tribes and peoples under your honour’s administration.




  “His Excellency regrets that the reports you send concerning the spread of sleeping sickness in the Calali district are not as satisfactory as His Majesty’s Government could wish. The measure framed for the restriction of this disease does not seem to have been effectively applied, and he requests that a further report on this matter should be furnished at the end of the present quarter.”




  Sanders read so far without being seriously troubled. The Administration was covering itself against any kicks which might come from Downing Street, and by Sanders’ code was justified.




  He read on:




  “The state of lawlessness which prevails in the Akasava and Ochori countries is, in His Excellency’s opinion, a matter for regret, and he expects your honour to take immediate steps to deal drastically with this condition of affairs. A suggestion which His Excellency makes is that the chief Bosambo should be deposed, and that the Akasava and Ochori should be combined under one chief.”




  Sanders, who knew the Ochori and Akasava for hereditary enemies, mopped his forehead with a gaudy bandana handkerchief and swore softly.




  “His Excellency desires me to state that considering the natural resources of the lands under your honour’s dominion, the amount of taxes collected would appear to be inadequate and he sends you herewith a revised scale of taxation which shall come into operation as from July ist of the current year.”




  That was all.




  The reference to the Akasava and Ochori crime left him unmoved. The crime was of no great importance, and was, in point of fact, less serious than in previous years. He could afford to ignore the suggestion concerning Bosambo, though he knew it was made to annoy Bosambo’s patron. But the taxation was another matter — a very serious matter indeed, and he sat down to write on the subject. He pointed out the consequences of increasing the demand upon uncivilised people. He reported means by which an increased revenue might be secured without adding to the burden of the individual, and he ended his letter by expressing his absolute disagreement with the Administration.




  “Whilst noting your Excellency’s instructions,” he said, “I decline to accept any responsibility whatsoever for the effect the new imposition may produce.”




  In reply, he received a most unpleasant letter which told him, in the stilted and official language of special correspondence, to do as he was bid.




  “You will make whatsoever arrangements you deem necessary, without any further reference to His Excellency, to deal with the disorder which in your view will arise as a result of the new taxation. I am to say that in His Excellency’s opinion no such danger is to be apprehended.”




  Now Sanders’ position was a difficult one. He was bound hand and foot by service regulations. He knew that the new Administrator was acting off his own bat, and that were the Home Government aware of the innovation of the new taxes, it would make short work of them.




  But Sanders could not communicate with Downing Street direct. It would be an unpardonable thing to go behind his superior. In another land where white men were, a newspaper correspondent might reveal the trouble brewing without Sanders being in any way responsible; such things are done — as I know. But the only white men in Sanders’ territory were three missionaries, separated from him by hundreds of miles, a captain of Houssas and himself.




  Sanders thought the matter over day and night for a week. Once he almost decided to break through all rules, notify the Government, and resign. He was in the act of penning the cablegram when an inspiration came to him.




  “You will make whatsoever arrangements…”




  The concluding paragraph of the Administrator’s letter occurred to him.




  Very slowly and thoughtfully he tore up the draft of his cable into little pieces and called his orderly, who was half-asleep on the verandah outside.




  “Tell Yoka,” he said, “that I will have fire in the Zaire by sunset — take food on board for three weeks. I go to make palaver with the God-men.”




  When the sun was throwing mile-long shadows upon the beach, he began his cruise.




  His first call necessitated a twenty-mile march through the Isisi country to a place called Konshinda.




  Here was the mission station of the Jesuits, and he found Father Wells, a tall, spare man in white, superintending the erection of a new hut.




  He was a middle-aged man, grey-haired and cleanshaven, and he greeted Sanders with a smile. Together they went to the mission-house with its big cool stoep.




  “Sit down, Commissioner,” said the missionary. He took off his white topee and produced a well-burnt pipe, and Sanders, declining the jar of tobacco the other pushed toward him, lit a cheroot.




  “Well,” said the first, “what is the trouble? Have some of my converts been raiding or is this a visit of ceremony? If it is, I am sorry Father Vettechi is not here — he’s rather keen on ceremonies.”




  He laughed with the happy boyish laugh of one who has no cares.




  “I’m going to turn you out of the country,” said Sanders calmly.




  The other looked up quickly, with a smile which was half quizzical and half earnest.




  “What is this?” he asked, “a new Expulsion of the Jesuits?”




  “Something like that,” said Sanders, “it is a long time since I persecuted anybody.”




  “But seriously — ?”




  Sanders told the story of the new taxation. He was immensely serious, painting the consequence of the new tariff with vividness of detail.




  “I am inclined to agree with you,” said the Jesuit; “but I shall have to protest against being sent down, even though I know that you are acting in my best interest.”




  “Protest away,” said Sanders cheerfully.




  Father Wells was troubled.




  “But I shall have to wire my protest to England,” he said.




  “I will give you every facility,” said Sanders.




  He left, carrying with him the Jesuit’s cablegram, and when he reached the river sent a special courier to headquarters with orders to dispatch it.




  A day later, he entered the narrow river which leads to the Modern Baptist Mission Station.




  Along this stream for forty miles Sanders proceeded with caution. It was not easy to navigate. Beneath the smiling surface of smooth waters lay the gentle, sloping crests of sandbanks. These in themselves were fairly innocuous. But the Tembolini River flowed in its earlier stages through miles of primeval forest, and trees would sometimes float down to be caught and embedded in the sand, a blunt branch peeping from its sandy covering. Woe betide the steamer that struck these “snags”; for a mahogany brand backed and supported by a buried tree offered more resistance than anything smaller than an Atlantic steamer could resist, and striking at full speed, the bottom would be ripped from the best of steamers.




  Tiny fishing villages were met at rare intervals, for this is part of the Isisi, isolated from the main country for many reasons, not the least of which was M’shimba-M’shamba, the green devil who walks by night and is very terrible to the dwellers of cities.




  Sanders, who never wasted a journey if he could help it, stopped at each village for an hour, adjusted such differences as needed his help (there was a very bad murder palaver at one to which he had to return later) and on the morning of the second day he arrived at the Baptist Mission.




  He had different material to deal with here. A little man, immensely important as little men sometimes are, slightly aggressive in the name of the Lord and “not quite.”




  You meet people who are “not quite” in all branches of life, but curiously enough they are to be met with most frequently in a certain type of foreign mission. God forbid that I should speak disparagingly of the devoted men and women who sacrifice health and life in the execution of their duty and in the fulfilment of their faith.




  Mr. Haggins, of the Modern Baptist Mission, was “not quite,” however.




  He had been a London street preacher, hot for glory, and a radical constitutionally opposed to government, whatsoever and whichever party was for the moment in power. Sanders represented government, was popularly supposed to be antagonistic to the Word and its carriers. He whipped people, hanged a few with scanty trial, and had been accused by Mr. Haggins’ predecessor of having committed atrocities. It cost the proprietors of the Modern Baptist Mission, which printed the wild and whirling accusation, exactly a thousand pounds, and if Mr. Haggins ever wrote tremendous things about Sanders you may be sure that the editor of the magazine never published them.




  “I am glad to see you, Mr. Sanders,” said the missionary with ominous politeness, as Sanders stepped ashore; “there are one or two matters on which I wished to see you. Particularly in regard to your atrocious treatment of one of my native evangelists, Balibi—”




  “He can keep,” said Sanders shortly; “your evangelist amused himself in his spare time with certain women of the Akasava — ?”




  “That’s not true,” said Mr. Haggins rudely.




  Sanders looked at him queerly.




  “If you call me a liar,” he said, “I shall—”




  He checked himself.




  “It isn’t true,” said Mr. Haggins with vehemence. “I believe in our brother—”




  “That is neither here nor there!” interrupted Sanders. “What I have come to tell you is that you are to close up your station and bring all your belongings to headquarters.”




  Mr. Haggins was dumbfounded.




  “Close — my — station?” he repeated.




  “That is it,” said Sanders blandly; “I expect trouble with my people over the new taxation.”




  “But I will not go,” said Mr. Haggins, very wrathful and suspecting the worst; “it is an outrage; it is an attempt to ruin my station — I shall make representations to England, Mr. Sanders — we are not without friends in Parliament—”




  He said much more in the same strain, speaking with great heat.




  “If you like to send a telegram,” said Sanders, calling into play all his patience, “I shall be most happy to send it.”




  Sanders made other calls, including one upon that medical missionary lady, Miss Glandynne, and at each station he met with an unpleasant reception.




  Sir Harry Coleby, K.C.M.G., occupied a magnificent white palace at a coast town, with the name of which you are tolerably sure to be familiar. It was set on the side of a great mountain and looked down upon a town of broad streets, in the main populated and inhabited by coal-black negroes who spoke English and affixed “Mr,” to their name.




  Sir Harry was stout, white of hair, bristling of moustache, and pink of face. He referred to himself as the “man on the spot”; this was an idiosyncrasy of his.




  He worked as a motor engine worked, by a series of explosions. He exploded at his overworked secretary, he exploded at his officers; he exploded at anything and anybody that thwarted or annoyed him.




  He damned people’s eyes with a persistency and a fury which suggested that he had a near and dear relative in the optical line of business, and was trying to do him a turn.




  I add the indisputable fact that though he had only been six months on the coast he was cordially hated.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders of the Isisi, Mr. Commissioner de la Court of the Kroo River, numerous deputy commissioners, inspectors and officers of state, living meanly along a hot slip of coast, daily thought of him and cherished next to their hearts the news — it was cut from an impudent Lagos journal — that His Excellency found the climate very trying.




  Sir Harry came into his office one day — it was the morning after the official dinner at Government House and he was lively — to find Sanders’ final letter on the subject of taxation.




  “By God, if I have any more of that fellow’s insolence I will pack him off to England!” he roared, and proceeded to invoke Divine interference with Sanders’ eyesight.




  “Tell him—” he shouted, banging his desk with his clenched knuckles.




  “I’m sorry to interrupt your Excellency,” said the secretary, “but ought we not to notify the Colonial Office about this change—”




  He was a permanent official who had spent his life on the coast, and he knew more about West Central Africa than most secretaries.




  “Notify nothing,” snapped his chief, “I administrate here, I am the man on the spot; I am going to increase revenue, sir.”




  “There will be trouble, your Excellency,” said the secretary quietly.




  Sir Harry drew a long breath, and in one long and comprehensive sentence consigned the secretary, Sanders, and the native peoples of his kingdom to the devil.




  A negro clerk brought in a cablegram and handed it to the Administrator.




  “Here’s a ‘confidential,’ Browne,” he snarled; “decode the damn thing and don’t bother about matters which do not concern you.”




  The secretary took the four closely written forms.




  It began:




  “Airlight, Transport, Divine, Sunlight, Meridan.”




  “Airlight” meant “confidential”; “transport” meant “act at once”; this he knew, and settled down to decode the wire.




  The further he got, consulting the two books with the double code, the higher rose the spirits of His Excellency’s secretary. When he had finished he laid the decoded message before his chief, and Sir Harry read:




  “Very urgent. Act at once. Representation made by missionary societies that their stations being closed in Isisi, Akasava, Ochori, N’Gombi countries by order Sanders. Understand he fears disturbances as a result of new taxation. Before enforcing new taxation communicate particulars to Colonial Office.”




  It is said that Sir Harry Coleby went stark, staring mad when this communication was read. He was not used to being dictated to from Downing Street. He was of a regime which held the Colonial Office in goodnatured contempt. Whether he went mad or whether this is an exaggerated description of the secretary, I do not know. Certainly he sent a wire to His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Colonial Affairs which reminded that gentleman of communications which came to him in the stormy days of the first Home Rule Bill. It was not a mad wire, or a bad wire, it was penned in Sir Harry’s best style, and it hinted to the Colonial Office in London that Sir Harry was the man on the spot and would use his own discretion, and he would not submit to outside interference, and that if anybody interfered with him — my word!




  Sir Harry had once sent such a wire before and the Colonial Secretary of the day had surrendered. Unhappily for the Administrator, there was a man at the Colonial Office.




  At ten o’clock that night a cable was received by His Excellency. It was in plain English and the Administrator read it and sat looking at it for quite a long time before he understood it. It ran:




  “Your successor sails on ninth. Hand over your work to your attorney-general and return by first available steamer.”




  It was signed “Chamberlain.”




  XI. The Rising of the Akasava
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  A native alone may plumb the depths of the native mind with any accuracy. Sanders was remarkable because he was possessed of a peculiar quality — the quality of comprehension.




  He made few mistakes because he applied no rules. He knew, for instance, that native memory is short, yet he was prepared to hear a greybeard of forty contest his finding in some particular suit with a precedent created twenty years before and entirely obliterated from Sanders’ memory.




  A scientific expedition once again went through the Ochori country — and I think it had to do with astronomical observation — and in the language of Kipling:




  “What they thought they might require, They went an’ took.”




  Bosambo, the chief, complained, for he knew the value of money to such an extent that he never accepted a Spanish douro without biting it, or confused a mark with a shilling.




  Sanders was secretly annoyed with the behaviour of the expedition, but felt it necessary to keep up the end of his fellow-countrymen.




  “They were of the Government,” he said at the time; “and, moreover, white men. And it is the white man’s way.”




  Bosambo said nothing, but remembered.




  Years later something happened in the Akasava, and by a distressing string of circumstances Sanders found himself confronted with a two-million-pound war, the undoing of all his work, and a most ignominious death.




  This happened in the autumn of the year. At the time of harvest the lands under Mr. Commissioner Sanders were quiet and peaceable. The crop had been a good one, the fish plentiful in the river, serious sickness of no account.




  “And no crime,” said Sanders to himself, and pulled a little face. “I would welcome a little earthquake just now.”




  The European reader might stand aghast at this callousness, but Sanders knew.




  The reports that came downriver were satisfactory — if one gained satisfaction from the recital of virtuous behaviour. Isisi, N’Gombi, Akasava, Bolegi, Bomongo — all these peoples were tranquil and prosperous.




  The only adverse report was from the Ochori. There a mysterious fire had destroyed one-half of the crops — a fire that had appeared simultaneously in twenty gardens. Also it was reported that Bosambo, the chief, was treating his people with unusual severity.




  Sanders grew very thoughtful when this news came, for Bosambo was a wise and cunning man, who knew native folk as well as Sanders himself. Sanders drew his own conclusions, and made preparations for a long cruise.




  He stepped on board his little stern-wheeler at dawn one day.




  For days previous men had been piling wood on the lower deck till the Zaire looked for all the world like a timber ship. On the steel deck below, in double banks, in the well before the tiny bridge deck, in the space at the stem which is usually occupied by drowsy Houssas, wood was piled to the height of a man’s head.




  In addition there were many stacks of a bright, black stone, which Yoka, the engineer, regarded with unusual pride; as well he might, for coal is not a customary sight on the big river.




  The Zaire had recently come newly furnished from the slips. White workmen, brought at great expense from Lagos or Sierra Leone, or one of those far-distant and marvellous cities, had replaced certain portions of the machinery and had introduced higher power, and, most wonderful of all, a new engine which worked from the main boiler and which by magic turned a strange, clumsy wheel at an incredible speed. From this coiled two fat ropes of wire, covered so that no wire could be seen.




  They disappeared through a hole in the deck and came to light again in the bridge, being attached to a big lamp working on a swivel.




  Nor was this the only innovation. The two Maxims which had stood on either corner of the bridge deck had been moved to amidships, and in their places were long steel-barrelled Hotchkiss guns with rubber-covered shoulder pieces. Beneath, by the bulwarks, were polished wooden chests, where fat brass cartridges lay stored like wine in bins.




  Sanders went aboard with a picked crew and half a company of Houssa rifles, and set forth with little idea as to where his journey would end.




  He had not left headquarters far behind when the steersman who stood by his side uttered an exclamation, and Sanders looked up.




  Overhead in the blue, two birds were wheeling and circling frantically.




  The smaller bird darted this way and that.




  Sanders sprang into his cabin and snatched up a shotgun.




  The bigger bird was a hawk, going about his proper business; but his quarry, as the Commissioner recognised at a glance, was a faithful servant of the Government — a carrier-pigeon.




  The birds had closed in one furious bunch of whirling feathers and talons when Sanders raised his gun and fired. The first barrel missed, but the second brought them down to the water.




  A dozen men sprang overboard and swam to the spot where the birds struggled convulsively in their death-grip.




  One of the men reached them, deftly wrung the neck of the hawk, and came back to the boat.




  The pigeon was dead — had probably died before the shots hit him. Round one red leg was a rubber band and a torn piece of paper.




  Sanders smoothed it out and read. It was in Arabic, and all that was left consisted of three words:




  “… Akasava… war… King.”




  “H’m!” said Sanders.




  He had a man watching the Akasava, a reliable spy whose judgment was beyond doubt. There was urgency in the fact that the message had been sent by carrier-pigeon, and Sanders put the nose of his steamer to the north and prepared for the worst.




  At two o’clock in the afternoon, two days’ steaming from headquarters, he came to the junction of three rivers where, according to all plans, his spy should have waited him with further intelligence.




  But there was no sign of the man, and, though the steamer cruised about, crossing from one bank to the other, the spy did not put in an appearance. Sanders had no other course than to continue his voyage. He arrived at the Akasava city at midnight, picking his way through the shoals and sandbanks without difficulty, thanks to his new searchlight.




  He “tied up” to one of the many middle islands in the centre of the river and waited for light. At dawn the Zaire came sidling to the Akasava bank, her soldiers sitting on the iron lower deck, their legs dangling over the side, their loaded rifles at their knees.




  Yet there was no sign of perturbation amongst the people. They flocked down to the beach to watch the steamer come to her moorings, and in half an hour Toloni, the King, came in state with his drummers, his spearmen and his councillors — to pay their respects.




  Sanders went ashore with an orderly, walked through the city’s street by the King’s side, and listened to such news as he had to tell him.




  Sanders made no inquiry as to his spy, because that would be futile, but he kept a sharp lookout.




  The scene was a peaceful one. The women ground corn before their huts, naked babies strutted daringly in the streets, their shrill laughter rising as hut called to hut, and, best of all, the men were in good humour.




  “Lord,” said the King as Sanders took his departure, “all things are well, as you see, and my people are full of food and lazy. There is no sickness, and no man injures another.”




  “Thus it is,” said Sanders, who never failed to take advantage of any opportunity for drawing a moral, “because my lord the king has given you his protection so that every man may live fearless of his enemies.”




  “That is so,” said the other humbly. “We are dogs before your presence, and blinded by the bright face of the Great King our master.”




  Sanders took a short cut to the Zaire.




  There was a little path which led through the tall, rank, elephant grass.




  “Lord,” said Toloni, hesitating at the entrance of the path, “this is not a proper way for your greatness, for there is water in the path, and many snakes who live in the marsh.”




  “This is the way,” said Sanders briefly.




  The Akasava monarch hesitated, then led the way.




  It was, as he had said, an unpleasant road, for the rains had been very heavy and in places the path was ankle-deep in ooze.




  Sanders was regretting his obstinacy when, halfway to the beach, he came upon a place where the earth had been recently dug, and there was a raised mound.




  “What man is buried here?” asked the Commissioner.




  The King looked at him steadfastly.




  “One Karama,” he said.




  “This is not the place of burying,” said Sanders; “for if my memory serves me your dead people sleep in one of the middle islands.”




  “That is so, lord,” replied the chief, “yet this man was dead a long time, and only his bones were left. And because my people feared his spirit they buried him where he was found.”




  The explanation was satisfactory and Sanders passed on, though the grave was the grave of Alt Hazrah, a reliable spy of his, who had been caught by the King’s men and speared to death whilst the pigeon he had just released was still circling above in the blue sky.




  “My lord goes far?” asked the King as he stood by the gangway of the ship.




  “I go north,” said Sanders. “Why do you ask?”




  “There have been heavy rains,” said the King, “and many rivers are swollen. And in such times strangers from the Frenchi and Portagasi lands come into these territories; also, I have heard of an Arabi who is buying people, ten days’ journey from here, on the Calali River.”




  Was this the message Ali had sent? The possibility struck Sanders as being a reasonable one.




  The man might have heard something of the sort, sent his message, and gone north in search of further news.




  Sanders cast off, and, leaving the Isisi River on his right, took the Calali — a little-known stream.




  Toloni, the King, might be sending him on a fool’s errand, but he had to take that chance. As it happened, the Akasava overlord had spoken the truth for a certain purpose.




  El Mahmud, a notorious trader, found his way into Sanders’ territory one springtime when the rivers were flooded and when certain streams were navigable which had never before known canoe, much less El Mahmud’s gay felucca.




  He brought with him rich bales of merchandise, secret bottles of gin, tobacco, hemp, and his own elegant person.




  He was a sallow-faced man who sat under an awning on a silken cushion and smoked, and he was possessed of an insatiable curiosity.




  He had large ideas, and was a man of many schemes.




  He was engaged in arming a Calali village with rifles which had rendered good service to France in ‘75, when Sanders came suddenly upon him.




  El Mahmud was warned, and put his craft, with all sails set, in the direction of safety, which was represented by a creek four miles up river, into which no steamer of the Zaire size could penetrate.




  His little plan, admirable in intention, was somewhat upset by the disconcerting fact that the Zaire had recently been re-equipped. The first shot from Sanders’ new Hotchkiss gun smashed the side of the felucca as a rifle bullet would smash a matchbox. The second carried away the roof of El Mahmud’s private cabin.




  The Zaire swung up to the sinking felucca, and a rope being passed she was towed to shallow water.




  Taking all things into consideration. El Mahmud, who knew something of the English-speaking people and their peculiar ways, would much rather have seen his boat sunk.




  “Sheik,” said his headman as the Zaire took the boat in tow, “there is time to get rid of much that will do us harm when the Englishman inspects this boat.”




  El Mahmud was silent, and his headman drew a long knife from his belt and tested its edge.




  He looked inquiringly at his master, but El Mahmud shook his head.




  “You are a fool! This Americano will hang you like a pig if he smells a spot of blood. Let us wait — what is written must be.”




  He had not long to wait. As soon as the Joy of Night — such was the felicitous name of the craft — was beached, he was escorted before Sanders.




  “How came you here?” demanded the Commissioner, and El Mahmud explained calmly and logically that owing to the heavy rains he had adventured along a new river which had never before existed, and thus had come to the Isisi. That was a good excuse, as Mahmud knew. It was more difficult to explain the selling of rifles, for it is a practice which all civilised nations very properly hold as unpardonable. Much more difficult was it to account for twenty-one slaves discovered in the bottom of the felucca. Yet the man had a permit to “recruit labour,” signed by one Dom Reynaldo de Costa y Ferdinez, Portuguese governor of a coast colony.




  Sanders had a horror of “complications,” especially with Portuguese authorities, for complications meant long, long letters, reports, minutes, memoranda, and eventually blue books. This meant years of correspondence, official investigations, and a kick at the end, whether he was right or wrong.




  “By all laws. El Mahmud,” he said, “you have forfeited your life, yet I accept part of your story, though, God knows, I believe you lie! My steamer shall take you to a place which is twenty miles from the Portuguese, and there you shall be set free with food and arms.”




  “What of my ship and cargo?” asked El Mahmud.




  “I shall burn the one and confiscate the other,” said Sanders.




  El Mahmud shrugged his shoulders.




  “All things are ordained,” he said.




  Sanders took him on board and steamed to a place indicated by the trader — it was nearer his camp — and released him with rifles and ammunition for his followers and ten days’ supply of food.




  “Go with God,” said Sanders in the vernacular.




  El Mahmud stood on the bank and watched the steamer sweeping out to midstream.




  He waited till its nose was turned downstream and Sanders was plainly to be seen on the bridge, then sat down carefully, raised his rifle, taking deliberate aim, and fired.




  Sanders was giving instructions to Abiboo concerning the repacking of Hotchkiss cartridges which had been laid on the deck in preparation for eventualities.




  “These—” he said, then stumbled forward.




  Abiboo caught him in his arms, and lowered him to the deck.




  “The man — do not let him escape,” said Sanders faintly.




  Abiboo picked up a cartridge, opened the breech of the long-barrelled Hotchkiss, and slipped it in.




  El Mahmud was running swiftly toward the cover of the forest. He had two hundred yards of bare ground to cover, and Abiboo was firing a gun which was as accurately sighted as a rifle. Moreover, he had plenty of time, and was not flurried.




  The terrified followers of El Mahmud, returning that night to search for their master, were constantly finding him.




  The moon came up over the forest and fretted the river with silver, and Toloni, King of the Akasava, watched from the shore for the omen which Tilagi, the witchdoctor, had promised.




  He had long to wait before he saw the ripple which a swimming crocodile makes, but when it came into view, crossing the river in a straight line from shore to shore, he had no eyes for aught else.




  Straight as an arrow it sped, undeviating by a single curve from the true line.




  “That is a good omen,” said Toloni, and rose from the shadow of the bush which hid him from view.




  He waited a little while, then struck noiselessly into the forest, swinging his spears.




  He came upon his six councillors sitting patiently by the side of the forest path.




  “All is as should be,” he said. “Tilagi has spoken the truth, for the crocodile crossed from bank to bank, and the day of the Akasava has come.”




  He led the way back to the sleeping city and gained his big hut. It was empty, by his orders. A fire smouldered in the centre of the hut, and his bed of skins was ready for him on the raised frame bedstead.




  He went out again into the open.




  “Send Tilagi to me,” he said to the waiting headman.




  When the old man came — a skinny old man, walking laboriously by the aid of a stick, Toloni called him into the hut.




  “Father,” he said, “at the full of the moon, as the tide was high, I saw the black crocodile leave his pool on the Isisi bank, and he swam from shore to shore even as you said.”




  The old man said nothing, nodding his head.




  “All this is favourable to my plans,” said the King, “and it shall fall out as you say.”




  “You are a great king,” croaked the old man. “There never was in this land so great a king, for you have the mind of a white man, and are greater than Sandi. Other kings and chiefs of the Akasava were fools, and died like fools on a certain high tree, Sandi putting a rope about their necks; but they had black men’s brains.”




  The King walked up and down the length of his hut. He was a tall man, splendidly built, and he carried his head high.




  “All men are with me,” he said. “Isisi, N’Gombi, Bomongo — —”




  He paused.




  “And the Ochori, lord king,” said the witchdoctor. “Yes, they are with you, though the foreigner who rules them is one with Sandi.”




  “That is a matter which needs settlement,” said the King; “yet we must move quickly, for Sandi will soon be back. It is now three days since he left, and the boat-with-the-wheel travels swiftly.”




  Messengers came and went all that day. Five times was the King aroused from his slumbers to receive messages and to answer questions. The Isisi people were nervous; they feared Sandi.




  Would the King swear by death that if the plan did not prosper he would tell Sandi that he forced the Isisi to act by threats and cruelties? The N’Gombi had a queen of Sandi’s house; should they slay her? She had a lover who would kill her very quickly, having access to her hut.




  “Do not kill her,” was the message Toloni sent, “for I know she is very beautiful. She shall have a hut in the shadow of my great house.”




  The Lesser Isisi people were impatient. There were two mission stations in their country; should they stay and burn?




  “These are small matters,” said Toloni the King. “First we must take Sanders, and him we will sacrifice according to ancient practice. Then all other matters will be simple and easy.”




  That night when darkness came and his unconscious people gossiped about the fires — none were in the secret of the coming great events save Toloni’s councillors and certain headmen of other tribes — a lokali rattled musically on the outskirts of the town.




  The King, in his hut, heard the signal-drum, and knew from its note that it answered some far-off fellow.




  Very faintly the distant drum was sounding news from village to village, every roll, every staccato tap, every crescendo having its special meaning.




  Before his hut, with both hands to his ears, the King listened.




  Three rolls, rising and falling, a slow rattle, a roll, a tattoo, another roll.




  That stood for Sandi — Sandi the swift, Sandi the sharp in anger, Sandi the alarmer, Sandi the giver of justice.




  All these qualities and characteristics were expressed by the distant drummer.




  Twice the faraway lokali spoke Sandi’s name, then a long roll, a short roll, and silence.




  Again — a long roll, a short roll — silence.




  “Sandi dies!”




  Toloni’s voice was harsh and exultant.




  “Listen!” he whispered.




  A metallic tattoo, punctuated by an irregular procession of low, deep notes — that stood for the Arabi.




  “Tap — tap — tap — tap.”




  There had been more shooting.




  Then Sanders’ name occurred again — the long roll, the short roll, and silence.




  It was clear to those who could read the message — the message that ten miles away had been received by the lokali man and hammered forth from his hollow tree trunk to yet another village.




  Even now Toloni’s signaller was sending the message on. All night long, through the length and breadth of the land, the message would be repeated till it came to the edges of wild lands, where Sandi was unknown and the message itself incomprehensible.




  “All gods and devils are with me,” said the King of the Akasava. “Now is the time.”




  Stretched on his bunk, Sanders, with the aid of Abiboo and a small hand-mirror, located his injury.




  He had suffered the slightest of wounds — the bullet had struck a steel chain purse he carried in his pocket and had deflected and taken a piece of flesh out of his left forearm, and had fetched up in the roof of the cabin before which he had been standing.




  Beyond a pained bruised side and the wound in his arm, he had suffered no hurt. Abiboo dressed both places from the medicine chest, and there the matter should have ended, for Sanders was a healthy man.




  But the next morning found him in a highly feverish condition. The arm had swollen to twice its normal dimensions, and was terribly painful. Sanders suspected a poisoned bullet, and was probably justified. He did not consider the matter very fully, for he was too busily engaged in an impossible argument with the Administration to give much heed to such trivialities. It was a tedious argument about a tall hat. Should Sanders wear a tall hat for the Coronation Naval Review, or should he not? The Administration was firm, but Sanders was equally determined.




  “I’ve a shocking headache, and you ask me to wear a tall hat, your Excellency,” he said in anger, and burst into tears.




  It was so unlike Sanders, and he knew it was so unlike him, that by a tremendous effort of will, he came back to actualities.




  He was lying in his cabin. His head and his arm ached diabolically. His face was wet with perspiration and his tongue was like a strip of leather.




  Abiboo, squatting by the side of the bed, rose as Sanders opened his eyes.




  “Where do you go?” asked Sanders.




  “To the God-woman who gives medicine,” said. Abiboo, without any display of emotion. “For I fear that you will die, and I wish for a book that I did everything properly.”




  “Cautious devil,” muttered Sanders, and relapsed again into unconsciousness.




  When he awoke again he did not hear the beat of the steamer’s paddles. It was to a surprising calm and ease he awoke. He was lying in a big room in a small bed, and the sheets were of the finest linen — which on the steamer they had not been. ‘There was a big bowl of blue flowers on a table near the bed, and a strange fragrance.




  It cannot be said that he recognised the place, because he had never before seen the interior of Miss Glandynne’s bedroom; but he had a dim recollection that somebody had said he was to be taken to her. His first conscious emotion was one of extreme annoyance that he had been a nuisance to somebody, his second was one of doubt as to his own condition.




  He turned his head slowly to view the erring arm. He would not have been surprised if he had found it missing. It was here safe enough, and he sighed his relief. Also it was near enough to normal size to be comforting.




  He ventured to move the hand of the injured limb, and to his great pleasure found no difficulty to and experienced no pain.




  Then Ruth Glandynne came in — a beautiful vision in that dark land.




  She smiled, lifted a warning finger, shifted his pillow a little, and sat down by his side.




  “What is wrong with the Akasava?” he asked suddenly. It was apropos of nothing; he had not even been thinking of the Akasava, but something impelled the question.




  He saw her face go suddenly grave.




  “I — I think you had better not bother about the Akasava,” she faltered. “You must keep very quiet.”




  “I must know!” he said.




  His voice was cracked and weak, but she knew that, whatever might be the result, she must tell him.




  He lay quietly with closed eyes while she spoke, and when she had finished he lay silent — so silent that she thought he had relapsed into unconsciousness.




  Then he opened his eyes.




  “Send a messenger to the Ochori,” he said, “and bid Bosambo the chief come to me.”




  Bosambo was immensely unpopular amongst all other chiefs and peoples.




  Bosambo was an alien — being a Krooman who had fled from Liberia owing to the persecutions of the government of that model republic. If you should ask how it came about that the majestic machinery of state came to be put into motion against so insignificant a man as Bosambo — a common man, if you might judge him by his place in the state — I enlighten you by offering the explanation that Bosambo had killed a warder at the convict settlement whither he had been sent for theft. The adventurer wandered across Africa till he came to the milk-hearted Ochori, in which he became paramount chief of the tribe on the sudden and inexplicable death of its rightful chief.




  It is sufficient to say that this exconvict made men of a timid people, giving them pride and a sort of spurious courage which was made up as to three-parts of fear — for Bosambo had pliant whips of rhinoceros hide, and was very quick to take offence.




  One morning, in the spring of the year, Bosambo came out of his hut to find the world exquisitely beautiful — being covered with the freshest green of growing things, the sky flecked with white clouds, and a gentle breeze wrinkling the surface of the big river.




  The city of the Ochori was built on the slope of a hill, and you looked across the N’Gombi Forest to the faint blur of the mountain of trees, which is in the Akasava territory.




  Bosambo, who was no poet and admired only those beauties of nature which were edible, glanced disconsolately along the broad street of his city, where women were preparing the morning meals, and where the smoke of a score of little fires drifted lazily. Bosambo’s three common wives were engaged before the next hut in a similar operation; his chief wife was not visible, being of the faith which requires that woman shall have no existence save to her lord.




  He turned his face to the western end of the city and walked slowly.




  Bosambo was no fool. He had lived amongst civilised people, he spoke English, he was a thief who had made his living in a nation of thieves.




  He was aware of the happenings in the Akasava. There had been a rising — a section of the people which had declared against rebellion and had been wiped from the face of the earth. Also the Isisi had joined in the general movement, had destroyed the timid of their number, and forced the folk of the Bolenzi to servitude.




  Bosambo had received an invitation to do homage to Toloni, the King, and had sent back a message which was at once comprehensive and coarse. He was safe from reprisals for a week or so. Between him and the Akasava lay the mission station where Sandi was — dying, by all accounts, but certainly there. And tied up to the mission bank was the Zaire and half a company of Houssas, to say nothing of two immense guns.




  But if Bosambo was contemptuous of the self-appointed Ring of the World — as Toloni called himself — there were men of the Ochori who, remembering Bosambo’s pliant whip, and his readiness to exercise it, corresponded with Toloni, and Bosambo knew that half the Ochori people were far gone in sedition.




  Yet he was not over-distressed — that worried him less than another matter.




  “Light of my life and joy of my soul,” he said to the woman who shared the gaudy magnificence of his thatched harem. “If Sandi dies there is no virtue in religion, for I have prayed to all gods, to the Prophets, and to the lords Marki, Luko, and Johanni — also to the Virgin of whom the Marist Brothers told me; and I have prayed to crosses and to ju-jus, and have sacrificed a goat and a chicken before the Ochori fetish.”




  “Mahomet,” she said reprovingly, “all this is evil, for there is but one God.”




  “He will praise my diligence in seeking Him,” said Bosambo philosophically. “Yet, if Sandi recover, I will thank all gods lest I miss the Him who benefited my master.”




  His position was a delicate one, as he knew. Only the previous night he had caught a secret messenger from Toloni, who came to call upon the Ochori to attack Sandi’s men from the north, driving them towards the waiting legions of the rebel king. Bosambo extracted the full message from the courier before he disposed of him.




  Two more days of anxious waiting followed. A headman of the Ochori, who had been promised the chiefship of the tribe, decided to rush matters, and crept into Bosambo’s hut one evening to create the necessary vacancy.




  Bosambo, who was waiting for him, clubbed him into insensibility with promptitude and dispatch, dragged him in the darkness of the night to the river bank, and slid him into the water with a rope about his neck and a stone attached to the rope.




  It brought matters to a head in one sense, for, missing their leader, his faction called upon Bosambo and demanded that the missing man be handed over to them. Their chief’s reply was an emphatic one. The spokesman carried the marks of Bosambo’s eloquence to the grave. How matters might have developed it is difficult to guess, but Sandi’s summons came to Bosambo, and he called his people together.




  “I go to Sandi,” he told them, “Sandi who is my master and yours, in addition to being my relative, as you know. And behold I leave behind me a people who are ungrateful and vicious. Now I say to you that in my absence you shall go about your work and do nothing evil — that you shall neither attend to the council of fools nor follow your own wicked fancies — for when I return I shall be swift to punish; and if any man disobey me, I will put out his eyes and leave him in the forest for the beasts to hunt. I will do this by Ewa, who is death.”




  After which Bosambo departed for the mission station, taking with him his favourite wife and fifty fighting men.




  He came to Sandi’s within forty-eight hours of the Commissioner’s summons, and squatted by his master’s bedside.




  “Bosambo,” said Sandi, “I have been very ill, and I am still too weak to stand. And whilst I am lying here, Toloni, King of the Akasava, has risen, and with him the countryside.”




  “Lord, it is as you say,” said Bosambo.




  “In time there will come many white men,” said Sandi, “and they will eat up this foolish king; but in the meantime there will be much suffering, and many innocent people will be slain. I have sent for you because I trust you.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “I am a thief and a low man, and my heart is full of pride that you should stoop toward me.”




  Sandi detected the tremor in Bosambo’s voice, and he knew he was sincere.




  “Therefore, O chief, I have placed you in my place, for you are skilled in war. And I give over to you the command of my ship and of my fighting men, and you shall do that which is best.”




  Bosambo sprang noiselessly to his feet, and stood tense and erect by the bedside. There was a strange light in his eyes.




  “Lord Sandi,” he said in a low voice, “do you speak true — that I” — he struck his broad chest with both his clenched fists— “I stand in your place?”




  “That is so,” said Sandi.




  Bosambo was silent for a minute, then he opened his mouth to speak, checked himself, and, turning without a word, left the room.




  Which was unlike Bosambo.




  They were prepared for his coming. Abiboo stood at the end of the gangway and raised his hand in salute.




  “I am your man, chief,” he said.




  “Abiboo,” he said, “I do not lie when I say that I am of your faith; and by Allah and his Prophet I am for doing that which is best for Sandi, our master.”




  “So we both desire,” said Abiboo.




  Bosambo’s preparations were quietly made.




  He sent half of his fighting men to the mission house to guard Sandi, and with them twenty Houssas under a sergeant.




  “Now we will call upon Toloni the king,” he said.




  The King of the Akasava sat in palaver. His force was camped on the edge of the N’Gombi country, and a smoking village spoke of resistance offered and overcome — for the N’Gombi had at last declined to join the coalition, and the lover, who had undertaken to persuade the queen, and, failing persuasion, to take more effective action, had failed.




  The queen notified his failure by sending his head to Toloni.




  Not even the news that Sandi was sick to death served to shake them in their opposition. It may have been that the vital young queen cherished ambitions of her own.




  The king’s palaver was a serious one.




  “It seems that the N’Gombi people must be eaten up village by village,” he said, “for all this country is with me save them only. As to this queen, she shall be sorry.”




  He was within striking distance of the N’Gombi queen. His legions were closing steadily in upon the doomed city. By nightfall he was within reach, and at dawn the following morning Toloni carried the city by assault and it was a beastly business.




  They carried the queen back to the king’s headquarters, and there was a great dance.




  By the light of a dozen fires the king sat in judgment.




  The girl — she was little more — stood up before him, stripped of her robes, and met the king’s eyes without fear.




  “Woman,” he said, “this night you die!”




  She made no answer.




  “By fire and by torment I will kill you,” said Toloni, and told her the means of her death.




  He sat on his carved stool of state beneath a tree. He was naked, save for the leopard robe that covered one shoulder, and his cruel eyes glittered in anticipation of the spectacle she would afford.




  She spoke calmly enough.




  “If I die tonight and you die tomorrow, O king, what is a day? For Sandi will come with his soldiers.”




  “Sandi is dead,” said the king thickly. He had drunk heavily of the maize beer that natives prepare. “And if he lived—”




  There came to his hearing a faint wail that grew in shrillness until it became a shriek. Shrieking it passed over his head and died away.




  He struggled to his feet unsteadily.




  “It was a spirit,” he muttered, then —




  The wailing sound came again — a shriek this time of men. Something struck the tree, splintering the bark.




  The faint and ghastly light of dawn was in the sky; in a second the world went pearl-grey and, plain to be seen, hugging the shore on the opposite bank, was the Zaire.




  As the king looked he saw a pencil of fire leap from the little ship, heard the whine of the coming shell, and realised the danger.




  He gave a hurried order, and a regiment ran to the river-bank where the canoes were beached. They were not there. The guards left to watch them lay stretched like men asleep on the beach, but the canoes were in midstream five miles away, carried down by the river.




  In the night Bosambo’s men had crossed the river.




  The story of the fall of Toloni is a brief one. Trapped on the middle island, at the mercy of the long-range guns of the Zaire, Toloni surrendered.




  He was conducted to the Zaire.




  Bosambo met him on the bridge.




  “Ho, Bosambo!” said Toloni, “I have come to see Sandi.”




  “You see me who am as our lord,” said Bosambo.




  Toloni spat on the deck.




  “When a slave sits in the king’s place only slaves obey him,” he quoted a river saying.




  “Kings have only one head, and the slave’s blood is also red,” said Bosambo readily. “And it seems to me, Toloni, that you are too full of life for our lord’s happiness. But first you shall tell me what has come to the Queen of the N’Gombi.”




  “She died,” said Toloni carelessly; “very quickly she died.”




  Bosambo peered at him. It was a trick of Sandi’s this peering, and the Chief of the Ochori was nothing if not imitative.




  “You shall tell me how she died,” said Bosambo.




  The king’s face twitched.




  “I took her by the throat,” he said sullenly.




  “Thus?” said Bosambo, and his big hand closed on the king’s strong neck.




  “Thus!” gasped the king, “and I struck her with my knife — ah!”




  “Thus?” said Bosambo.




  Twice his long, broad-bladed knife rose and fell, and the king went quivering to the deck.




  *




  Sandi was strong enough to walk to the beach to meet the Zaire on its return — strong enough, though somewhat dazzled by his splendour, to greet Bosambo, wearing a sky-blue robe laced with tinsel, and a tall and napless hat.




  Bosambo came mincing down the gangway plank swinging a brass-headed stick and singing a low song such as Kroomen sing on the coast when they receive their pay and are dismissed their ships.




  He was beautiful to behold — feathers were in his hair, rope after rope of gay beads about his neck.




  “I have slain Toloni,” he said, “even as your lord would have done — he turned his face from me and said, ‘It is honourable to die at your hands, Bosambo,’ and he made little moaning noises thus—”




  And Bosambo, with his heart in the task, made an admirable effort of mimicry.




  “Go on,” said Sandi hastily.




  “Also I have sent the Isisi and the Akasava to their homes to await your honour’s judgment, even as you would have done, master.”




  Sandi nodded.




  “And these?” he asked, indicating the chief’s finery.




  “These I stole from the camp of Toloni,” said Bosambo. “These and other things, for I was working for government and lord,” he said with becoming simplicity. “It is according to the white man’s custom, as your lordship knows.”




  XII. The Missionary
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  This is a moral story. You may go to the black countries for your morals and take from cannibal peoples a most reliable code of ethics. For cannibal folk are fastidious to a degree, eminently modest — though a photograph of the average Bogra native would leave you in some doubt — clean of speech and thought and habit. If they chop men it is because they like food of that particular type. They are no better and no worse than vegetarians, who are also faddy in the matter of foodstuffs.




  Native peoples have a code of their own, and take some account of family obligations.




  There were two brothers who lived in the Isisi country in a small village, and when their father died they set forth to seek their fortune. The name of the one was M’Kamdina, and of the other M’Kairi. M’Kamdina being the more adventurous, crossed the border of the lawful land into the territory of the Great King, and there he sold himself into captivity.




  In those days the Great King was very great and very ancient; so great that no British Administrator did more than reprove him mildly for his wanton cruelty.




  This M’Kamdina was a clever youth, very cunning in council, very patient of abuse. He had all the qualities that go to the making of a courtier. It is not surprising, therefore, that he gained a place in the King’s household, sat at his right hand at meat, and married such of the King’s light fancies as His Majesty was pleased to discard.




  He grew wealthy and powerful; was the King’s Prime Minister, with power of life and death in his master’s absence. He went afield for his lord’s dancing girls and, having nice taste in such matters, was considerably rewarded.




  So he lived, happy and prosperous and content.




  The other brother, M’Kairi, had no such enterprise. He settled in a small village near the Pool of Spirits, and with great labour, being a poor man and only affording one wife, he cleared a garden. Here he sowed industriously, and reaped with a full measure of success, selling his stock at a profit.




  News came to him of his brother’s prosperity, and once, in contempt of all Sanders’ orders, the painted canoe of the Great King’s Premier came flashing down the river bearing gifts to the poor brother.




  Sanders heard of this when he was on a tour of inspection and went out to see M’Kairi.




  “Lord, it was so,” said the man sadly. “These rich gifts come from my brother, who is a slave. Salt and corn and cloth and spearheads he sent me.”




  Sanders looked round at the poor field the man worked.




  “And yet, M’Kairi,” he said, “this is not the garden of a rich man, nor do I see your fine cloth nor the wives that salt would bring you.”




  “Lord,” said the man, “I sent them back, for my heart is very sore that my brother should be a slave and I a free man, toiling in the fields, but free; and I would give my life if I could pay the price of him.”




  He told Sanders he had sent a message asking what that price was, and it happened that Sanders was close at hand when the Great King, for his own amusement, sent back word saying that the price of M’Kamdina was ten thousand matakos — a matako being a brass rod.




  Now it is a fact that for seven years — long, patient, suffering, lean years — M’Kairi laboured in his garden, and sold and bought and reared and bargained until he had acquired ten thousand matakos. These he put into his canoe and paddled to the edge of the land where the Great King ruled, and so came to the presence of his brother and the master of his brother.




  The Great King was amused; M’Kamdina was not so amused, being wrathful at his brother’s simplicity.




  “Go back with your rods,” he said. He sat in his grand hut, and his smiling wives and his slaves sat about him. “Take your rods, M’Kairi my brother, and know that it is better to be a slave in the house of a king than a free man toiling in the fields.”




  And M’Kairi went back to his tiny plantation sick at heart.




  Three weeks later the Great King died. That is the station where the moral of this little story steps off. For according to custom, when the Great King lay stretched upon his bier, they took the principal slave of the great one — and that slave was M’Kamdina — and they cut off his head that his body might be buried with his master to serve his soul’s need in another land.




  And the son of the Great King reigned in his stead, and in course of time died violently.




  “There’s the basis of a good Sunday school yarn in that story,” said the Houssa captain.




  “H’m!” growled Sanders, who was innocent of any desire to furnish material for tracts.




  “Rum beggar, that old king!” said the Houssa thoughtfully, “and the new fellow was a rummer. You hanged him or something, didn’t you?”




  “I forget,” said Sanders shortly. “If your infernal troops were worth their salt there would be no hangings. What is it?”




  His orderly was standing in the doorway of the Houssa skipper’s hut.




  “Lord, there is a book,” said the man.




  Sanders took the soiled envelope from the man’s hand. It was addressed in flowing Arabic:




  “The Lord Commissioner, Who is at the town where the river is broadest near the sea. Two flagstaffs standing up and many soldiers will be seen. Go swiftly, and may God be with you.”




  It was an address and an instruction.




  “Who brought this?”




  “An Arabi,” said the man, “such as trade in the high land.”




  Sanders tore open the letter. He sought first the signature at the top of the letter and found it to be that of Ahmed, a reliable chief of his secret service.




  Sanders read the letter, skipping the flowery introduction wherein Ahmed asked Providence and its authorised agents to bring happiness to the house of the Commissioner.




  “It is well that I should tell you this, though I hide my face when I speak of a woman of your house.”




  (Sanders accepted the innuendo which coupled the name of an innocent missionary lady with himself.)




  “Of this God-woman, who is at present on the river, many stories come, some being that she cries at night because no men of the Akasava take God-magic.




  “And I have heard from an Isisi woman who is her servant that this God-woman would go back to her own land, only she is ashamed because so few have learnt the new God. Also, she has fever. I send this by an Arabi, my friend Ahmed, who is my messenger, being five days in search of an Akasava man who has stolen goats.”




  Sanders laughed helplessly. “That girl will be the death of me,” he said. He left for the mission station that very hour.




  The girl was well enough, but very white and tired; she was obviously glad to see Sanders.




  “It was so good of you to come,” she said. “I was getting a little dispirited; I had half made up my mind to go back to England.”




  “I wish I hadn’t come if that’s the case,” said Sanders bluntly.




  The girl smiled.




  “That isn’t very nice of you, Mr. Sanders,” she said.




  “Nice! Look here.”




  He took off his helmet and pointed to his closely cropped head.




  “Do you see those?” he asked.




  She looked curiously.




  She saw nothing except a face burnt brick-red by the sun, two steady grey eyes in such odd contrasts to the tan that they seemed the lightest blue.




  She saw the lean face, the straight thin nose, the firm jaw and the almost hairless head.




  “What am I looking for?” she asked.




  “Grey hairs,” said Sanders grimly.




  She frowned in pretty perplexity.




  “It is difficult to see any hair at all,” she confessed. “But will you turn your head a little? Yes, I see something which might be grey.”




  “They’re grey enough,” said Sanders with a little smile. He was more at home with her than he had ever been with a white woman.




  “And exactly what do they signify?” she asked.




  “Worry — about you,” said Sanders. “Good Lord! Haven’t you had enough of these infernal people? I seem to spend half my life running up and down this river keeping people in order who are anxious to chop you. You cannot build on sand, and you are trying to lay a foundation on water.”




  “You mean religious teaching must have a basis of civilisation?” she asked quietly.




  “Something like that. Look here, Miss Glandynne; that man who is working in your garden, he’s one of your converts, isn’t he?”




  She nodded.




  “He is the most helpful man I have; he goes into the outlying villages and holds services.”




  “What is his name?”




  “Kombolo,” she said.




  Sanders called the man to him. He was a stout, good-humoured native, the “outward and visible sign of whose inward and spiritual grace” was a pair of trousers and a waistcoat.




  “Kombolo,” said Sanders in the Isisi dialect, “they tell me you are a fine God-man.”




  “Lord, that is so,” said the man, beaming, “for I have the blessed Spirit in me which makes me talk wonderfully.”




  “And you go to many villages?”




  “Preaching the Word, master,” said the man, nodding.




  “And do you go ever to the people of the Forest-of Happy-Thought?” asked Sanders quietly.




  The man shuddered.




  “Lord, I do not go there,” he said.




  “Why?”




  Kombolo shuffled his bare feet and stood on one leg in his embarrassment.




  “Lord, there are devils and ghosts in the wood, as you know,” he said.




  “Do you ever go to the people of the N’Gombi Forest?” asked Sanders innocently.




  Again the man shivered.




  “Never do I go there, Sandi,” he said, “because, as your lordship knows, M’shimba-M’shamba walks therein.”




  The girl was following the conversation with knitted brows.




  “Who is M’shimba-M’shamba?” she asked.




  “He is the green devil who walks by night,” said Sanders blandly, “and he is very terrible.”




  Kombolo nodded his head vigorously.




  “That is true, mamma,” he said earnestly. “I myself have seen him.”




  The girl’s face wore a look of shocked surprise.




  “But, Kombolo,” she said in distress, “you know there are no such things as devils.”




  Kombolo was frankly puzzled.




  “Lady,” he said slowly, “it is certain that there are devils, for do we not read of him — the Devil, the old One — who fills us with bad thoughts?”




  “But that is different,” she began helplessly.




  “A devil is a devil,” said Kombolo philosophically, “and, though there be only one devil in your land, there are many here; for, lady, here, as you have told me, there are many flies and many beasts such as you do not see in your own country. So also there must be devils, though perhaps not so mighty as the lord Devil of the white people.”




  Sanders dismissed him with a nod, and sat whistling cheerfully to himself whilst the girl laid reason under tribute to fact.




  “Well?” he said at last.




  “You don’t make things easy,” she said, and Sanders, to his horror, discovered that she was on the verge of tears. “I think it was unkind of you to sow doubt in Kombolo’s mind. It is hard enough to fight against their superstition—”




  “But—” protested the agitated Commissioner.




  “ — without having to combat superstition and ignorance fortified by authority.”




  She checked a sob.




  “But, Miss Glandynne—”




  “I know what you are going to say — you want me to go home. I’m too much bother to you. I give you grey hairs and take up all your time. But I’m going to stay.”




  She rose and stamped her foot vehemently.




  “Don’t get angry—”




  “I’m not angry—”




  “Don’t be annoyed—”




  “I’m not annoyed. I know I’m unfitted for the work; I never intended doing evangelical work. I came out for the medical side, and if I’d known I had to work alone I shouldn’t have come at all.”




  “Then go back,” said Sanders eagerly; “go back to the life you ought to be living. I’ll get Father Wells to come up and take over your station.”




  “A Catholic!” she said scornfully.




  “Is he?” asked Sanders, who never worried about creeds. “Anyway—”




  “And besides,” she said, and her voice shook, “I’ve nothing to hand over. I’ve been here nearly a year, and my only convert is a man who believes in green devils. Oh, Mr. Sanders!”




  She broke down and tugged furiously for a handkerchief in her belt.




  “Oh, Lord!” said Sanders, and beat a hasty retreat.




  He saw her again in the evening. She was calmer and inclined to listen to reason.




  “Give the station another three months,” he said. “The country has been a bit upset since you’ve been here. I can understand you not wishing to admit your failure.”




  She caught her breath ominously.




  “Not that you’ve been a failure,” Sanders went on with frantic haste; “far from it. But it would be different, wouldn’t it, if you could point to some work — ?”




  “Of course it would,” she said shortly; then, realising that she was being a little ungracious, she smiled through the gathering tears. “I’m afraid I’m too worldly for this work. I’m not satisfied with the knowledge that I am doing my best. I want to see results.”




  Sanders, in his intense astonishment, patted her hand. More to his astonishment, he told her the story of the two brothers, and she was greatly impressed.




  “That is the best missionary moral I have ever heard,” she said.




  “I am leaving tomorrow,” he said, after he had stopped to curse himself under his breath. “I go to Lukalela for a wife-beating palaver, and afterwards to the black country.”




  He did not mention the fact that he was going to the Ochori — for reasons of his own. Yet it was to the Ochori country that he headed. It was peculiar to his office that no man knew to whither the Commissioner was bound. He stood by the steersman, and by a wave of his hand, this way or that, set the steamer’s course.




  If he so willed, the Zaire would deviate to the left or right bank — if he wished the steamer kept a straight course till night fell, when the nearest wooding was his apparent objective.




  Before night came, late in the afternoon, he fetched up at a wooding where a year before he had felled ten trees, leaving them to season and to dry. For two hours the men of the Zaire sawed and chopped at the fallen trunks, stacking the wood on the well-deck below.




  At night the Zaire resumed her journey. The big lamp on the right of the steersman hissed and spluttered as Sanders switched on the current, and a white fan of light shot ahead of the ship.




  It searched the water carefully — a great unwinking eye which looked closely for shoal and sandbank.




  At midnight Sanders tied up to give himself a little rest.




  He reached the Ochori city in the afternoon, and his interview with Bosambo was a brief one.




  By evening he was gone, the steamer sweeping back to Lukalela.




  Bosambo held a court every morning of his life, save on those mornings when work and pleasure were forbidden by the Koran, which he imperfectly knew, but which he obeyed at second hand — his wife was of the faith, and had made an obedient, if a careless, convert in her husband.




  In the time of the Ramadhan, Bosambo did no work, but fasted in the privacy of the forest — whither on the previous day he had removed a store of food and water sufficient to last him over a very trying twentyfour hours. For, though it was his pleasure to humour his wife, it was not his wish to humour her to his own discomfort.




  On the morning after Sanders’ visit, Bosambo sat upon a wooden chair — a gift of Sanders — painted alternately red, green, and yellow — the paint also being a gift of Sanders, though he was unaware of the fact — and dealt with the minor offences and the little difficulties of his people.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said a thin young man from an outlying village, “I bring salt to your justice.”*




  [* A River saying, meaning: “I am so certain of the meal, I have brought the flavouring.”]




  “Speak, my brother,” said Bosambo; “you shall have your meal.”




  “I have two wives, lord; one I bought from her father for three skins, and one came to me after the great [Akasava] war. Now the woman I bought has put shame upon me, for she has a lover. In the days before you came, lord, it would be proper to put her to death; but now she and other women laugh at our beatings, and continue in sin.”




  “Bring the woman,” said Bosambo.




  The young man dragged her forward, a comely girl of sixteen, with defiant laughter in her eyes, and she was unabashed.




  “Woman,” said Bosambo severely, “though no death awaits you by Sandi’s orders, and my pleasure, yet there are ways, such as you know, of teaching you wisdom. I have built a prison in the Forest of Dreams, where devils come nightly, and it seems a proper place for you.”




  “Lord,” she gasped, “I am afraid.”




  “Yet I will not send you there, for I love my people,” said Bosambo. “Now you shall go to the God-woman who dwells by Kosumkusu, and you shall do as she tells you. And you shall say that you have come to learn of the new God-magic, and you shall do all the strange things she desires, such as shutting your eyes at proper moments and saying ‘Ah-min.’”




  “Lord, I will do this,” said the girl.




  “It will be well for you if you do,” said Bosambo.




  The next case was that of a man who claimed goats from his neighbour in lieu of other benefits promised.




  “For he said, speaking with an evil and a lying tongue, ‘If you help me with my fishing for a year I will give you the first young of my goat after the rains,’” said the man.




  The dispute centred in the words “after the rains,” for it would appear that the goats were born before the rains came.




  “This is a difficult palaver,” said Bosambo, “and I need time to take the counsel of Sandi. You, Kalo, shall go to the God-woman by Kosumkusu; and you too,” he said, addressing the other party to the dispute, “and there you shall learn the God-magic and do all the things she desires, telling her that you come to learn of her wisdom, and in course of time it shall be revealed to me who is right and who is wrong.”




  And for every man and woman who came before him he had one solution, one alternative to punishment — a visit to the God-woman and the cultivation of a spirit of humility. Some there were who demurred.




  “Lord, I will not go,” said a man violently, “for this God-woman speaks slightingly of my god and my ju-ju, and I do not want to know the new God-magic.”




  “Tie him to a tree,” said Bosambo calmly, “and whip him till he says ‘Ah-min.’”




  Willing hands bound the unfortunate to a tree, and a rhinoceros whip whistled in the air and fell once, twice, thrice —




  “Ah-min!” yelled the malcontent, and was released to make his pilgrimage to Kosumkusu.




  At the close of the palaver, Bosambo, with his chief councillor, Olomo, a wise old man, walked through the street of the city together.




  “Lord,” said Olomo, shaking his head, “I do not like this new way of government, for it is not proper that the young people of the Ochori should—”




  Bosambo stopped and looked at him thoughtfully.




  “You are right, Olomo,” he said softly; “it is not wise that only the young people should go. Now I think it would please me if you went with them that they might feel no shame.”




  “Lord, I do not desire,” said the alarmed old man.




  “For I should like you to bring me news of my people,” Bosambo went on, “and you could teach them, being so full of wisdom, how to shut their eyes and say ‘Ah-min’ when certain words are spoken; also, you could prevent them running away.”




  “By Ewa, I will not go!” said the old man, trembling with passion.




  “By Ewa, you will go,” said Bosambo, “or I will take you by the beard, old he-goat, and pull you through the village.”




  “I am your slave,” muttered Olomo, and tottered off to make preparations for the journey.




  Sanders made a longer stay in Kukalala than he had expected. And there had been an outbreak of beri-beri in an interior village which made his presence necessary.




  He came to the mission station, wondering, hoping, and a little fearful.




  He went ashore and walked up the little path and through the garden she had made for herself; the girl came to meet him halfway.




  A radiant, happy girl, showing no sign of her illness. Sanders’ heart smote him.




  “Oh, Mr. Sanders,” she said, stretching out both hands in welcome, “I cannot tell you how glad I am to see you! I have wonderful news!”




  Sanders blushed guiltily, and felt monstrously uncomfortable.




  “Indeed!” was all he could say.




  And then she told him the splendid happening. How her little flock had grown with a rapidity which was little short of marvellous; how the news had gone out, and pilgrims had arrived — not singly, but in fours and fives — for days on end — men and women, old and young.




  “Extraordinary!” said Sanders. “Now I suppose you will not object to handing over the station to Father — ?”




  “Hand it over!” she exclaimed in amazement. “Leave all those poor people! Abandon them! Of course, I shall do nothing so criminal.”




  Sanders did not swoon.




  “But — but,” he said, “do they want to stay?”




  “They did not at first, but after I had told them your story they understood something of their position.”




  “Oh!” said Sanders. He gathered himself together and walked back to the boat.




  Bosambo paddled downstream to meet the Commissioner and lay his troubles before him. “Lord,” he said ruefully, “I did not know that this new palaver would be pleasing to my people. I have sent the flower of my nation to the God-woman, and they will not come back.”




  “It is written,” said Sanders.




  They had met in the middle of the river. Just as the Zaire was turning Bosambo had come alongside, and now they stood on the deck together, silent in the consciousness of their mutual failure.




  From the shore came a sound of singing. It was the evening hymn of the new converts.




  The music came to an end, there was a pause, and then a sharp roll of melody.




  “Ah-min!” echoed Bosambo bitterly. “And, lord, I taught them that word.”




  XIII. A Maker of Spears
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  North of the Akasava country and on the left bank of the Isisi is a veritable forest of elephant grass. Here in the cool of the evening, and later, the hippo come to wallow and for social intercourse. Here, too, buck and the small but terrible buffalo come to bathe and drink.




  For ten miles without a break the jungle runs and there is no tree or hill behind the green curtain to reveal what manner of country lies beyond.




  It is a marsh for fifty miles and in the centre is an island unapproachable save by secret ways such as a few Akasava men know and jealously preserve.




  No corporation working under a charter or great seal of state is so close, so exclusive as is that of “The Keepers of the Water Path.”




  The secret is kept in one family and is known only to the male members. There is a story that a woman once discovered the mystery of the open water — for open water there is in the maze of grass — and that she unwittingly betrayed her knowledge. They took her, so the story runs, her own brothers and blood kindred, and they drowned her in the water. This must have been calacala — long ago — before keen-eyed and swift-handed justice made its appearance in the shape of Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  To the uninitiated it might seem that the secret way was not of any great importance. True, the best fish came into the creek and the family had that advantage.




  But as Sanders discovered, the marsh land was of some strategical importance, for it effectively separated the Akasava from the Isisi. It made sudden raidings such as are common between tribes with contiguous frontiers impossible, also it offered no hiding place to malefactors, and for this reason alone it was wiser to preserve the Keepers of the Marsh in their mystery.




  Sanders was in the Akasava territory, in the village nearest the marsh, when an unfortunate thing occurred.




  There was a woman of the frontier who had been married to an old chief whose name was Likilivi. He was chief not only of the village, but of the family which kept the marsh, and he was an important man — but old.




  Now all men know that the makers of spears, and of iron work generally, are the N’Gombi people.




  They are born craftsmen, skilful and very cunning. Also, in parenthesis, they are great thieves and once stole a little anvil from the Zaire, which was converted into spear heads and steel cups before the anvil was missed.




  Yet Likilivi, a man of the Akasava, was the most famous worker of spears on the river. So famous that hunters and warriors came from all parts to buy his weapons. His father before him, and his father, had also made spears, but none equal in keenness or in temper to those which Likilivi made in his big work hut. And he made them with extraordinary rapidity, he and the two sons of his house, so that he grew rich and powerful.




  He was old, too old for the girl his wife, who hated him from the first, hated him fiercely till her young heart nearly burst with the fury of her emotions.




  She ran from him, was brought back and beaten. She sat down to brood and find a way out, whilst from the adjoining hut came the “tink — tink — tink” of hammered steel, as Likilivi and his grown sons pounded spear heads into shape.




  If you take a piece of glass no bigger than the top of your thumb, place it in a mortar and industriously pound and grind at it, you will, in course of time, produce a fine white powder smooth to the touch and, though insoluble, yet easily administered to man.




  You must be patient, and have plenty of time to make your powder “fit,” as they say on the coast, but M’ciba (this was the girl’s name) had all the time there was to prepare her release.




  Old Likilivi came from his workshop one afternoon; he was a little soured because some innocent villager with a taste for crude arithmetic had asked him how it came about that so few men made so many spears.




  He was at best an old and sour man, he was no more amiable because of this embarrassing question.




  “The sun has come to me,” his wife should have said politely, as he came to the hut where she sat crushing corn. (The white powder and the mortar and ironwood pestle were discreetly hidden.)




  She said nothing.




  “If you do not speak to me,” said the old man sourly, “I will break your head.”




  The girl did not speak. She went about her work, which was the preparation of his food. She made him a mess of manioc, and fish, and she added a judicious quantity of fine white powder.




  The old chief ate his meal, muttering to himself and casting evil eyes at her.




  When he had finished he beat her for no particular reason save that he felt like beating her, then he went to bed.




  He woke up in the night. She was not lying at his side as was her duty. By the dull red light of the fire he saw her sitting with her back against the hut wall, her hands clasping her knees, watching him with grave eyes.




  “M’ciba,” he gasped, and the sweat was standing on his forehead, “I have the sickness-mongo.”




  She said nothing and he did not speak again.




  An hour later she covered her body with dust and sitting down before the hut wailed her grief, and the awakened village hurried forth to find Likilivi near to death, with his face twisted painfully.




  By the aid of an extraordinary constitution and the employment of a drastic but effective native remedy the chief did not die. M’ciba had wailed too soon.




  It was many weeks before Likilivi recovered. He suspected nothing. As soon as he was well he took the pliant half of his hunting spear and thrashed her.




  “For you are a fool,” he said, “or you would have called for help sooner, and I should have recovered more quickly.”




  She took her beating meekly, knowing that she deserved more, but her hatred grew.




  Her treatment by her husband was scandal in the village, for native folk are kind, and it is not customary or good form to beat one’s womenkind.




  Then M’ciba committed her crowning indiscretion.




  Likilivi, his cousin and his sons, prepared to make one of their periodical visits to the marsh — a matter of some importance and considerable secrecy. There was to be a great netting of fish, and other high mysteries were to be enacted — foolish mysteries, you might think them, such as the sacrificing of chicken and the like, but which were very real and important to Likilivi and his kin. Also there were other matters to be seen to.




  By some means M’ciba came to know of the intended visit, and spoke to a woman about the event. It was unforgivable. It was against all tradition. Likilivi, for the honour of his house, ordered a public whipping.




  And at sunset one evening, before the assembled visitors, with the chief sitting on his stool, M’ciba was led forth, and whilst his sons held her the chief took the hide.




  “Woman,” he said, “I do this that all the world may know you as shameless and a destroyer of honour — behold…”




  So far he got, when the crowd opened to allow of the passage of a dapper man in white, a broad and spotless helmet on his head, an ebony stick in his hand.




  Likilivi was staggered.




  “Lord Sandi,” he said in confusion, “this woman is my wife, and I go to whip her because of certain abominations.” Sanders eyed him unpleasantly.




  “Release this woman,” he said, and the two sons obeyed instanter.




  “It seems,” he said to the embarrassed chief, “that you are old and evil. And when I place a man above others to be chief of those people, I desire that he shall so live that all common people shall say ‘Lo! as our lord lives, so shall we.’ And if he is evil, then all the village is evil. You are certainly no chief for me.”




  “Lord,” said the old man tremulously, “if you take from me my chieftainship I shall die of shame.”




  “That I shall certainly do,” said Sanders, “and whip you also if you injure this woman, your wife.” And Sanders meant it, for he respected only the law which has neither age nor sex.




  He took the girl apart.




  “As to you, M’ciba,” he said, “be pleasant to this man who is your husband, for he is old and will soon die.”




  “Lord, I pray for his death,” she said passionately.




  Sanders looked at her from under his brows.




  “Pray,” he said drily, “yet give him no glass in his food, or I shall come quickly, and then you will be sorry.”




  She shivered and a look of terror came into her eyes.




  “You know all things, master,” she gasped.




  Sanders did not attempt to disabuse her mind. The faith in his omnipotence was a healthy possession.




  “You shall be beaten no more,” he said, for she was in a state — being prepared for a further whipping — that revealed something of her husband’s previous ferocity.




  Sanders dismissed the people to their homes — some had departed quickly on his appearance, and he had a few words with Likilivi.




  “O chief,” he said softly, “I have a mind to take my stick to you.”




  “I am an old man,” quavered the other.




  “The greater evil,” said Sanders, “that you should beat this child.”




  “Lord, she spoke with women of our Marsh Mystery,” said the chief.




  “More of this mystery,” warned Sanders, “and I will bring my soldiers and we will clear the grass till your infernal mystery is a mystery no longer.”




  In all his long life Likilivi had never heard so terrible a threat, for the mystery of the Marsh was the most sacred of his possessions.




  Sanders was smiling to himself as the Zaire went speeding down the river. These childish mysteries amused him. They were part of the life of his people.




  Admitting the fact that the Marsh was an impenetrable buffer state between Isisi and Akasava, it was less a factor in the preservation of peace than it had been in the bad years of long ago.




  Sanders’ trip was in a sense a cruise of leisure. He was on his way to the N’Gombi to make an inquiry and to point a lesson.




  N’Gombi signifies forest. When Stanley first penetrated the interior of the great land, he was constantly hearing of a N’Gombi city of fabulous wealth. Not until he had made several ineffective expeditions did he discover the true significance of the name.




  Though of the forest, there are N’Gombi folk who live on the great river, and curiously enough whilst they preserve the characteristic which distinguishes them from the riverain people in that they cannot swim, are yet tolerable fishermen.




  Sanders was bound for the one N’Gombi town which stands on the river, and his palaver would be, as he knew, an unsatisfactory one.




  He saw the smoke of the N’Gombi fires — they are great iron workers hereabouts — long before he came in sight of the place.




  As he turned to give directions to the steersman, Abiboo, who stood on the further side of the helmsman, said something in Bomongo, and the man at the wheel laughed.




  “What was that?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, it was a jest,” said Abiboo; “I spoke of the N’Gombi people, for there is a saying on the river that N’Gombi crocodiles are fat.”




  The subtlety of the jest may be lost to the reader, but to Sanders it was plain enough.




  The town is called Oulu, but the natives have christened it by a six-syllable word which means “The Town of the Sinkers.”




  Sanders nodded. An extraordinary fatality pursued this place. In the last four or five years there had been over twenty drowning accidents.




  Men had gone out in the evening to fish. In the morning their waterlogged canoes had been found, but the men had disappeared, their bodies being either carried away by the swift stream, or, as popular legend had it, going to some secret larder of the crocodile in the river bed.




  It was on account of the latest disaster, which had involved the death of three men, that Sanders paid his visit.




  He swung the Zaire to shallow water and reached the N’Gombi foreshore.




  The headman who met him was grimed with smoke and very hot. He carried the flat hammer of his craft in his hand, and was full of grievances. And the least of these was the death of three good workmen by drowning.




  “Men who go on the water are fools,” he said, “for it is not natural that any should go there but fish and the dogs of Akasava.”




  “That is not good palaver,” said Sanders sharply. “Dogs are dogs and men are men; therefore, my man, speak gently in my presence of other tribes or you will be sorry.”




  “Lord Sandi,” said the man bitterly, “these Akasava would starve us and especially Likilivi the chief.”




  It was an old grievance between the two villages, the N’Gombi holding themselves as being chartered by Providence to supply all that was crafty and cunning in iron work.




  “For as you know, master,” the man went on, “iron is hard to come by in these parts.”




  Sanders remembered a certain anvil stolen at this very village, and nodded.




  “Also it is many years before young men learn the magic which makes iron bend. How it must be heated so, cooled so, tapped and fashioned and hammered.”




  “This I know,” said Sanders.




  “And if we do not receive so much salt and so many rods for each spear head,” the headman continued, “we starve, because…”




  It was the old story, as old as the world, the story of fair return for labour. The N’Gombi sold their spears at the finest margin of profit.




  “Once we grew fat with wealth,” said the headman, “because for every handful of salt we ate, when we worked two handfuls came for the spears we made. Now, lord, few spears go out from the N’Gombi and many from Likilivi, because he sells cheaper.”




  Sanders sighed wearily.




  “Such things happen in other lands,” he said, “and folks make palaver — just as you, M’Kema. Yet I know of no way out.”




  He inspected the town, received two oral petitions, one for the restoration to liberty of a man who had stolen government property (to wit the aforesaid anvil) and one for a dissolution of marriage, which he granted. He stayed at the town, holding a palaver in the cool of the evening, in the course of which he addressed the people on the necessity for learning to swim.




  “Twenty men have been drowned,” he said, “and yet none learn the lesson. I say that you either do not go upon the water at all, or else learn to walk-in-water as the Isisi and the Ochori and the Akasava walk.”




  After dinner, that night, being in a frame of mind agreeable to the subject, he sent again for the headman.




  “O chief,” he said, looking up from the book he was reading, “I have been thinking about this matter of spears. For it seems to me that Likilivi, for all his skill, cannot make so many spears that you are inconvenienced.”




  “Master, I speak the truth,” said the man emphatically.




  “Yet the people hereabout are hunters,” said Sanders, puzzled.




  “Lord,” said the headman with considerable emphasis, “if all the world wanted spears Likilivi would supply them.”




  That was an exaggeration, but Sanders passed it over. He dismissed the man and sat down in solitude to reason the matter out.




  Likilivi was an old man, and if he were of our faith we should say that he would be well employed if he were engaging himself in the preparation for another and a better world. Certainly he should not be considering means of reprisal against his young wife. She had put him to shame before his people. She had called down upon him a public reproof from Sandi, moreover, had caused Sandi to threaten an end to the Marsh Mystery and that was the worst offence of all.




  Likilivi calmly considered in what way be might bring about her death without Sandi knowing by whose instrumentality she perished. There were many ways suggested to his mind. He could easily bring about her disappearance… there would be no inquiries, but the matter might be readily explained.




  He came back from his workplace and found her in the hut he had set aside for her, for she was no longer a Wife of the House — degradation for most women, but happiness for little M’ciba. She looked up apprehensively as he stooped to enter the hut.




  “M’ciba, my wife,” he said with a twisted smile; “you sit here all day as I know, and I fear that you will have the sickness mongo, for it is not good for the young that they should shun the sunlight and the air.”




  She did not speak but looked at him, waiting.




  “It will be good,” he said, “if you go abroad, for though my heart is sore within me because of your ingratitude, yet I wish you well. You shall take my little canoe and find fish for me.”




  “If I find no fish you will beat me,” she said, having no illusions as to his generosity.




  “By my heart and my life,” he swore, “I will do none of these things; for I desire only your health, knowing that if you die of sickness Sandi will think evil things of me.”




  Thus it came about that M’ciba became a fisher girl. From her babyhood she had been accustomed to the river and its crafts. She made good catches and pleased her husband.




  “You shall find me a great fish,” he said to her one evening; “such as few fisherfolk find — that which is called Baba, the father of fish.”




  “Master and husband,” said M’ciba sulkily, “I do not know where such fish are found.”




  He licked his thin lips and stroked his little grizzled beard.




  “I, Likilivi, know,” he said slowly. “These fish come in the dark of the night to the edge of the Mystery. And when the moon is newly risen you shall take your canoe to the place of elephant grass which hides my marsh and catch such a fish. And if you do not catch it, M’ciba, I shall not beat you, for such fish are very cunning.”




  When night came she took food and drink and placed it in the tiny canoe, Likilivi helping her.




  “Tell none that you go to find the fish,” he said, “lest the people of the village discover where the fish feeds and trap it for themselves.”




  It was then moonlight when she pushed off from the shore. She paddled close to the shore, keeping to the slack water until she was out of sight of the village, then brought her canoe out into the river as it sweeps around the little headland which marks the beginning of the Mystery Marsh.




  Again she sought for slack water and having found it paddled leisurely to the place which her husband had indicated.




  She saw a hippo standing belly high in mud; once she crossed the path of a cow hippo swimming to shore with a little calf on its back.




  She steadied the canoe and waited for it to pass, for a cow hippo with young is easily annoyed.




  At last she found the spot. The water was calm and almost currentless and she threw over her lines and sat down to wait.




  Such drift of the water as there was set toward the shore, very slowly, imperceptibly. Hereabouts there was no sign of solid earth. The green reeds grew thickly from the water. Once the canoe drifted till its blunt bow went rustling amongst the grass and she was forced to take her paddle and stroke away for a few yards.




  Once she thought she heard a sound in the bushes, but there was a gentle night wind and she paid no heed to the noise.




  She pulled in her lines, baited them again with the little silver fish such as is used for the purpose and threw them out again.




  This made a little noise and drowned the click of a tiny steel grapnel thrown by somebody hiding in the grass.




  She felt the boat drifting in again and paddled. But there were two strong arms pulling the canoe. Before she realised her danger, the boat was pulled into the rushes, a hand at her throat strangled her screams.




  “Woman, if you make a noise I will kill you!” said a voice in her ear, and she recognised the elder son of her husband.




  He stepped from the darkness into the canoe ahead of her — he must have abandoned his own — and with strong strokes sent the boat into the darkness of the marsh. She could not see water. The jungle surrounded them. Putting out her hand she could touch the rank grass on either side.




  This way and that the canoe went deeper and deeper into the marsh, and as he paddled her stepson sketched with frankness the life which was ahead of her.




  Strapped to her thigh, hidden by the dyed grass waist skirt, was a thin knife. She had kept it there for reasons of her own. She slipped it out of its case of snake skin, leant forward and with the other hand felt his bare back.




  “Do not touch me, woman!” he snarled over his shoulder.




  “I am afraid,” she said, and kept her hand where it was, a finger on each rib.




  Between her fingers she pushed the thin knife home.




  Without a word he slid over the side of the canoe, and she threw her weight on the other gunwale to prevent it filling.




  His body fell into the water with a loud “plop” and she waited for him to come up again. He gave no sign, though she peered into the water, the knife in her hand.




  Then she paddled back the way she came, driving the canoe stern first.




  There was little mystery about the waterway save the mystery of the spot where creek and river met, and she had little difficulty in reaching open water. She had nearly come to safety when a sound reached her and she stopped paddling. Behind her she could hear the beat of another canoe, the very swishing of the grass as it forced its passage.




  With quick silent strokes she sent her tiny craft the remainder of the journey, and came into the river just as the moon was sinking behind the N’Gombi Forest. Keeping to the shadow of the jungle she passed swiftly along to the north. They could not see her, whoever the mysterious “they” were, and had she reasoned clearly she was safe enough. But she could not reason clearly at the best of times, being but an Isisi girl whose mental equipment found no other stimulus than the thought of lovers and their possibilities. Her breath came quickly in little sobs as she plied her paddles. She skirted the grass until she reached the second headland — the horn of the bay in which the marsh stands.




  Clear of this she paddled boldly into midstream. Looking behind her she saw nothing, yet there were vague, indefinite shadows which might have been anything.




  Her nerve had gone; she was on the point of collapse, when suddenly ahead of her she saw something and dropped her paddles.




  A steamer was coming toward her, its funnel belching sparks, and ahead, as though to feel its way through the darkness, a broad beam of light, a dazzling whiteness.




  She sat spellbound, breathing quickly, until the current carried her into the range of the searchlight.




  She heard the voice of Sanders in the black darkness behind the light, and the tinkle of the engine telegraph as he put the Zaire astern.




  *




  Likilivi believed in the impenetrability of the Marsh as wholeheartedly as he believed in M’shimba-M’shamba and other strange gods.




  “The woman is dead,” he said to his son, “and your brother Okora also, for M’ciba was a wicked woman and very strong.”




  He did not doubt that somewhere in the depths of the lagoon the two lay locked in the grip of death.




  The villagers accepted the drowning of M’dba philosophically and made no inquiries.




  “I will report this matter to Sandi,” said Likilivi.




  “Father,” said his son, “Sandi passed on the night of the killing, which was six nights ago, for men who were fishing saw his devil light.”




  “So much the better,” said Likilivi.




  There had been other deaths in the Marsh, for sickness readily attacks slaves who are chained by the leg and beaten, and who moreover do their work by night, lest the smoke of their fires invites suspicion.




  Likilivi, his two remaining sons and two cousins, set themselves to recruit new labour.




  Three nights they waited on the edge of the Marsh, and on the fourth they were rewarded, for two men came paddling carelessly with trailing fish lines.




  They sang together a N’Gombi song about a hunter who had trusted an Akasava spear and had died from overconfidence.




  Listening in the darkness Likilivi cursed them silently.




  The canoe was close in shore when the elder of the chief’s sons threw the grapnel, and the canoe was drawn into the rushes.




  Two canoes closed in upon it.




  “You come with us or you die,” said Likilivi.




  “Lord, we go with you,” said the N’Gombi promptly.




  They were transferred to the chief’s canoe carrying their blankets, and their boat was taken by the other canoe, turned bottom upwards, and allowed to drift.




  The chief waited until the canoe returned, then the two boats made for the heart of the Marsh.




  For an hour they twisted and turned along the meandering fairway until at length the nose of the foremost canoe grounded gently on a sandy beach.




  They were on the island. The pungent smell of smoke was in the air — Likilivi had wood to spare — and to the ears of the captives came a monotonous “clank, clank, clank,” of steel against steel.




  Likilivi hurried them along a narrow path which ended abruptly in a clearing.




  By the light of many fires the prisoners saw. There were two big huts — long and low roofed. They were solidly built on stout, heavy stakes, and to each stake a man was fastened. A long chain clamped about his legs gave him liberty to sleep on the inside of the hut and work at the fire outside.




  There they sat, twelve men without hope, hammering spear heads for Likilivi, and each man was a skilled N’Gombi workman, artistically “drowned” for Likilivi’s profit.




  “Here shall you sit,” said Likilivi to the two silent watchers, “and if you work you shall be fed, and if you do not work you shall be beaten.”




  “I see,” said one of the captured.




  There was something strange in his tone, something dry and menacing, and Likilivi stepped back showing his teeth like an angry dog.




  “Put the chain upon them,” he commanded, but his relatives did not move, for the prisoner had dropped his blanket from his arm, and his revolver was plain to be seen.




  Likilivi saw it too and made a recovery.




  “You are one of Sandi’s spies,” he said thickly. “Now I swear to you that if you say nothing of this I will make you rich with ivory and many precious things.”




  “That I cannot do,” said the man, and Likilivi, peering at the brown face closely, saw that this N’Gombi man had grey eyes, and that he was smiling unpleasantly, just as Sanders smiled before he sent men to the Village of Irons to work in bondage for their crimes.




  XIV. The Praying Moor
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  Abiboo told Sanders that an Arabi had come to see him, and Arabs are rare on the coast, though certain dark men of Semitic origin have that honorary title.




  Sanders came out to his stoep expecting to find a Kano, and was surprised to see, squatting by the edge of the raised verandah, a man of true Moorish type. He sat with his hands about his knees wrapped in a spotless white djellab.




  “You are from Morocco,”* said Sanders in Arabic, “or from Dacca?” The man nodded.




  “The people of Dacca are dogs,” he said, in the singsong voice of a professional storyteller. “One man, who is a cousin of my mother’s, stole twenty douros from my house and went back to Dacca by a coast boat before I could catch him and beat him. I hope he is killed and all his family also. Bismallah. God is good!”




  Sanders listened, for he knew the Tangier people for great talkers.




  The man went on. “Whether a man be of the Ali or Sufi sect, I do not care. There are thieves of both kinds.”




  “Why do you come here?” asked Sanders.




  “Once I knew a man who sat in the great sok.” (Sanders let him tell his story in his own way.) “And all the country people who brought vegetables and charcoal to the market would kiss the edge of his djellab and give him a penny.




  “He was an old man with a long white beard, and he sat with his beads in his lap reciting the Suras of the Koran.




  “There was not a man in Tangier who had not kissed the edge of his djellab, and given him five centimes except me.”




  “When the people from faraway villages came, I used to go to a place near the door of his little white house and watch the money coming to him.




  “One day when the sun was very hot, and I had lingered long after the last visitor had gone, the Haj beckoned me and I went nearer to him and sat on the ground before him.




  “He looked at me, saying no word, only stroking his long white beard slowly. For a long time he sat like this, his eyes searching my soul.




  “‘My son,’ he said at last, ‘how are you called?’




  “‘Abdul az Izrael,’ I replied.




  “‘Abdul,’ he said, ‘many come to me bringing me presents, yet you never come.’




  “‘Before God and His prophet,’ I swore, ‘I am a poor man who often starves; I have no friends.’




  “‘All that you tell me are lies,’ said the holy man, then he was silent again. By and by he spoke. “‘Do you say your prayers, Abdul?’ he asked.” ‘Four times every day,’ I replied. “‘You shall say your prayers four times a day, but each day you shall say your prayers in a new place,’ and he waved his hand thus.”




  Abdul Azrael waved his hand slowly before his eyes. Sanders was interested. He knew the Moors for born storytellers, and was interested. “Well?” he said.




  The man paused impressively. “Well, favoured and noble master,” he said, “from that day I have wandered through the world, praying in new places, for I am cursed by the holy man because I lied to him, and there is that within me which impels me. And, lord, I have wandered from Damaraland to Mogador, and from Mogador to Egypt, and from Egypt to Zanzibar.”




  “Very pretty,” said Sanders. “You have a tongue like honey and a voice like silk, and it is written in the Sura of the Djinn, ‘Truth is rough and a lie comes smoothly. Let him pass whose speech is pleasing.’”




  Sanders was not above taking liberties with the Koran, as this quotation testifies.




  “Give him food,” said Sanders to his orderly, “later I will send him on his way.”




  A little later, the Commissioner crossed over to the police lines, and interrupted the Houssa Captain at his studies — Captain Hamilton had a copy of Squire’s Companion to the British Pharmacopaeia open before him, and he was reading up arsenic (i) as a cure for intermittent fever; (ii) as an easy method of discharging himself from the monotony of a coast existence.




  Sanders, who had extraordinary eyesight, comprehended the study at a glance and grinned.




  “If you do not happen to be committing suicide for an hour or so,” he said, “I should like to introduce you to the original Wandering Jew from Tangier.”




  The Houssa closed his book with a bang, lit a cigarette and carefully extinguished the match.




  “This,” he said, addressing the canvas ceiling of his hut, “is either the result of overwork, or the effect of fishing in the sun without proper head protection.”




  Sanders threw himself into a long seated chair and felt for his cheroots.




  Then, ignoring the Houssa’s insult, he told the story of Abdul Azrael, the Moor.




  “He’s a picturesque mendicant,” he said, “and has expressed his intention of climbing the river and crossing Africa to Uganda.”




  “Let him climb,” said the Houssa; “from what I know of your people he will teach them nothing in the art of lying. He may, however, give them style, and they stand badly in need of that.”




  Abdul Azrael accordingly left headquarters by the store canoe which carried government truck to the Isisi villages.




  There was a period of calm on the river. Sanders found life running very smoothly. There were returns to prepare (these his soul loathed), reports from distant corners of his little empire to revise; acts of punishments administered by his chiefs to confirm — and fishing.




  Once he ran up the river to settle a bigger palaver than the new king of the Akasava could decide upon, but that was the only break in the monotony. There was a new Administrator, a man who knew his job, and knew, too, the most important job of all was to leave his subordinates to work out their own salvation.




  Sanders finished his palaver with the Akasava, gave judgment, which was satisfactory to all parties, and was returning to the enjoyment of that contentment which comes to a man who has no arrears of work or disease of conscience.




  He left the Akasava city at sunset, travelling through the night for his own convenience. The river hereabout is a real river, there being neither sandbank nor shoal to embarrass the steersman. At five o’clock he passed Chumbiri.




  He had no reason to believe that all was not well at Chumbiri, or cause to give it anything but a passing glance. He came downstream in the grey of dawn and passed the little village without suspicion. He saw, from the bridge of the Zaire, the dull glow of a fire on the distant foreshore — he was in midstream, and here the river runs two miles wide from bank to bank. Day came with a rush. It was little better than twilight when he left the village to starboard, and long before he came to the sharp bend which would hide Chumbiri from view, the world was flooded with strong white light.




  One acquires the habit of looking all ways in wild Africa. It was, for example, a matter of habit that he cast one swift glance backward to the village, before he signalled to the helmsman with a slight bend of his head, to bring the helm hard-a-port. One swift glance he threw and frowned. The tiny town was clearly to be seen. Three straight rows of huts, on a sloping bank, with Isisi palms running the length of each street.




  “Turn about,” he said, and the steersman spun the wheel.




  The little steamer listed over as the full power of the swift current caught her amidships, then she slowly righted and the waters piled themselves up at her bows as she breasted the current again.




  “Abiboo,” said Sanders to his sergeant, “I see no people in the streets of this village, neither do I see the smoke of fires.”




  “Lord, they may go hunting,” said Abiboo wisely.




  “Fishermen do not hunt,” said Sanders, “nor do women and old people.”




  Abiboo did not advance the preposterous suggestion that they might sleep, for if the men were sluggards they would not be sufficiently lost to shame to allow their womenfolk to escape their duties.




  Sanders brought the steamer into slack water near the beach and none came to meet him.




  There was no dog or goat within sight — only the remains of a big fire still smouldering upon the beach.




  His men waded ashore with their hawsers and secured the steamer, and Sanders followed.




  He walked through the main street and there was no sign of life. He called sharply — there was no response. Every hut was empty; the cooking pots, the beds, every article of necessity was in its place. The rough mills for the grinding of corn stood before the huts, the matchets and crude N’Gombi axes for the cutting of timber, the N’Gombi spades, all these things were in evidence, but of the people, young or old, man or woman or child, well or sick, there was no trace. The only living being he saw was Abdul Azrael. He came upon that pious man on a sheltered beach near the village; his praying carpet was spread and he faced toward Mecca in rapt contemplation.




  Sanders waited for the prayers to finish and questioned him.




  “Lord, I have seen nothing,” he said, “but I will tell you a story. Once—”




  “I want no stories,” snapped Sanders.




  He put the nose of the steamer across the river. Exactly opposite was Fezembini, a larger town, and since constant communication was maintained between the two places, some explanation of the people’s absence might be secured.




  Fezembini was alive and bustling, and all that could walk came down to the beach to say “O ai!” to the Commissioner, but Mondomi, the chief, had no solution.




  He was a tall, thin man, with a thin curl of beard on his chin.




  “Lord, they were there last night,” he said, “for I heard their drums beating and I saw their fires; also I heard laughter and the rattle of the dancers’ little cages.”*




  [* A sort of wickerwork dumb-bell, containing stones — not unlike a double-headed baby’s rattle.]




  “H’m!” said Sanders.




  He pursued his inquiries at the neighbouring villages, but was no nearer a satisfactory explanation of the vanishing of three hundred people at the end of his investigation.




  He sat down in the cool and quiet of his cabin to reason the matter out. The Chumbiri folk were as law-abiding as Akasava people can be; they had paid their taxes; there was no charge against any of them, yet of a sudden they had left their homes and gone into the forest. That they had not made for the river was evident from the discovery of their canoes, carefully docked in a convenient creek.




  “I give it up,” said Sanders. He had to be at headquarters for a day or two. When he had finished his work there he returned to Chumbiri and its problem.




  The people had not returned, nor had any of his spies news of them.




  He sent Abiboo into the forest to find their trail, and the Houssa sergeant had no difficulty, for two miles into the forest he found an old man who had died by the way, and a little further he found an old woman, also dead.




  Sanders went out to see the bodies. There was no sign of wound or injury. They had obviously died from fatigue.




  “When daylight comes we will follow,” said Sanders, “I will take ten men, and you will choose swift walkers.”




  He snatched a few hours’ sleep, and before dawn Abiboo brought him the cup of tea without which Sanders never began a day.




  Sanders, who had not an ounce of superfluous flesh, was an indefatigable walker, and the party covered twelve miles before noon — no easy task, for the forest path was little more than a grass track. The party rested through the three hot hours of the day, and resumed its journey at three o’clock.




  They came upon a camping place with the ashes of the fires hardly cold and two newly-made graves to testify to the fate of age and infirmity suddenly called upon for effort.




  At nine o’clock that night, just when Sanders was considering the advisability of camping, he saw the light of fires ahead and pushed on.




  There were many young trees which hid the view of the camp, and the party had to take a circuitous route to reach the clearing where the people were.




  It was an extraordinary view which met the eyes of our dumbfounded Commissioner.




  Line upon line of kneeling forms were revealed by the light of the fire. They faced in one direction, and as they swayed backwards and forward, one knelt in advance, whom Sanders had no difficulty in recognising as the chief headman.




  “Lala is a great one,” he sang.




  “O Gala!” droned his people.




  “Lala is high!”




  “O Gala!” they repeated and bowed their heads.




  The chief did not see Sanders, because Sanders came up behind him. He knew that Sanders was there, because Sanders kicked him very hard. “Get up, O foolish man!” said Sanders. He did not use those exact words, because he was very annoyed, but whatever he said had the desired effect.




  “Now you shall tell me,” said Sanders, “why you are so much bigger a fool than I ever thought you were.”




  “Lord,” said the chief humbly, “we go to seek new lands, for an Arabi taught us that we should pray in a certain way, and that if we prayed in a different place every night, great blessings would come to us—”




  A light dawned on Sanders.




  “We will go back tomorrow,” he said, after swallowing something in his throat, “and I will take my steamer and search for this Arabi.”




  Two days brought him to the village. He left the judgment of the chief to another day and hurried aboard.




  As the Zaire was casting off that woebegone individual came running to the beach.




  “Master,” he gasped, “we ask for justice!”




  “You shall have it,” said Sanders grimly.




  “Lord, all our homes are stolen, nothing is left.” Sanders swore at him fluently, in a language which allows considerable opportunities for such exercise. “Speak quickly, father of monkeys.”




  “Lord, they are gone,” said the agitated headman, “all our good pots and our mills, our spears, our hatchets and our fishing lines.”




  “Why did you leave them, O father of tom-cats?” said Sanders in exasperation.




  “The Arabi told us,” said the headman, “and we did that which we thought was best.”




  Sanders leant on the rail and spoke to the man. They were not words of kindness and cheer, nor words of hope or comfort. Sanders drew upon forest and river for his illustrations. He told the headman all about his life and sketched his existence after death. He referred to his habits, his morals and his relations. He spoke feelingly of his head, his feet and his bodily infirmities, and the interested Houssas on the Zaire drew closer lest one word should escape them.




  “And now,” said Sanders in conclusion, “I call all men to witness that you and your people are bushmen.”




  “O Ko!” said the horrified villagers who had come to the beach at the heels of their headman, for “bushman” is the very summit of insults.




  “Bushmen!” repeated Sanders bitterly as the boat drifted from the shore; “root-eaters, who talk with monkeys in their own language…”




  He left the people of the village considerably depressed.




  First he crossed the river to Fezembini. Yes, the chief had seen the Arabi, had indeed hired him two large canoes and six paddlers to each.




  “He said he was of the Government, lord, on secret service,” said the chief, “and desired to collect the things which the people of Chumbiri had left behind them.”




  These canoes had gone up river and they had some six days’ start of the Commissioner. Sanders lost no time. From a coop which was erected aft he took two pigeons. One had a red and the other had a tiny blue band about its leg. He wrote identical messages on sheets as thin in texture as a cigarette paper, bound them to the legs of the birds and released them. One pigeon he released, and that went north. He waited till it was out of sight, then he let the other go. That went north also, but a point or two west to its fellow.




  Sanders sent the Zaire in the same general direction. Later in the afternoon he reached the Akasava city.




  “What strangers have been here?” he asked the hastily-summoned chief.




  “Master, no stranger,” said the chief, “save only the new Arabi, whom your lordship has sent to sell us pots and knives.”




  Sanders gripped the rail of the boat, not trusting himself to speak.




  “He sold you pots?” he asked chokingly.




  “And spears,” said the chief, “and many desirable things, and they were very cheap and all the people praised you, master, that you had done this kindness. For thus said the Arabi: ‘Our lord Sandi desires that you should pay only a little for these precious articles — he himself has paid me that I should benefit you.’”




  “Anything else?”




  The chief hesitated.




  “Lord, he told us a story about a certain evil devil who tormented the ungrateful, and my people were frightened lest they did not accept the benefits your lordship offered and—”




  “Cast off!” roared Sanders.




  Naked men jumped into the shallow water and waded ashore to where the wire hawsers were fastened.




  “As for you,” said Sanders to the chief, “go tell your master the king that he has set up a child as chief of this city. For when was I so mad that I gave gifts to lazy people? Have I sickness that I should pay a thieving Arabi money to benefit evil and foolish men?”




  “Lord,” said the chief simply, “knowing that you were a mean and cruel man we felt great joy, thinking that the gods had touched your hard heart.”




  Sanders looked round for something to throw at him, for time was precious.




  He found only valuable things and allowed the matter to drop.




  At a village ten miles away he found further evidence of the Moor’s perfidy. Here the praying pilgrim had rested for a night and had borrowed three bags of salt, some dried fish and a store of manioc. He had done this in the name of the Government.




  “And gave me,” said the wizened headman, “a book with devil marks.”




  He handed a paper to Sanders. It was in Arabic, and the Commissioner read it with some emotion.




  “From Abdul Azrael, the servant of God, the one, true, beneficent and merciful.




  “To the giaour Sanders whom may God preserve and lead to the true faith.




  “Peace be on your house. This is written on the fourth day of the third week following Ramazin.




  “I go to my brethren who live beyond the Cataracts of the Great River. I pray for you, therefore pay these people for all that I have taken.”




  Sanders read it again.




  If Abdul took the river which passes Ochori and turned sharply to the right into the creek of Bamboo he would come in time to the Arab settlements which were beyond the Commissioner’s jurisdiction. Moreover, he would be beyond his reach, for the Zaire drew a fathom and a half of water and the creek of Bamboo averaged half a fathom.




  “Did this Arabi say which way he would go?” asked Sanders.




  The old man nodded.




  “By the Ochori country, lord,” he said, and Sanders groaned. “And he asked what manner of people the Ochori were.”




  “And what said you?” asked Sanders, interested.




  “I said they were fools,” said the headman, “and very fearful.”




  “And how long have you sat in this village?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, I was born here and here I have lived.”




  There was a twinkle in the eyes of Mr. Commissioner Sanders. This old man had never heard of Bosambo the chief. Suppose Abdul yielded to temptation and arrested his flight at the city of that great man?




  Abdul Azrael came to the Ochori village singing a song. He was cheerful because a few miles up the river was a crocodile creek, broad enough and deep enough for a fast canoe, but having neither depth nor the width for a steamer such as the Zaire.




  He had intended going straight to his hiding-place, but judged very shrewdly that so far he had a day the better of the chase.




  It would have been wiser of him to continue his journey, but this he did not know. He was in high spirits, for a few hours before he had sold one of the canoes he had borrowed to a N’Gombi chief, who had, moreover, paid him in Frankies.*




  [* The franc was the only coinage known in Sanders’ territory, and on the Upper River. It came from the adjoining French territories.]




  In various portions of his attire Abdul Azrael secreted the result of many pilgrimages. He had dirty Turkish notes, golden coins of Tunis, English sovereigns, marks, twenty-peseta pieces, heavy golden eagles from a land he had never seen, not a few black and chocolate hundred-franc notes of the Bank Nationale de Belgique (these he had come by on the Congo), to say nothing of the silver coinage of dubious quality which the Shereefian Government issue at odd moments.




  He strutted through the main street of the Ochori city and came before Bosambo. “Peace be upon your house,” he said, and Bosambo, who had a working knowledge of Arabic, bade him welcome.




  “I have come from Sandi, our lord,” said Abdul gravely; “he has sent me with these words, ‘Give unto Abdul Azrael the best of your hospitality and regard him as me.’”




  “I am Sandi’s dog,” said Bosambo, “though he is, as you know, my half-brother of another mother.”




  “This he has often told me,” said Abdul.




  They exchanged compliments for twenty minutes, at the end of which time the Moor excused himself.




  “For I must say my prayers,” he said.




  “I will also say my prayers,” said Bosambo promptly, “according to my custom, and I thank Allah that you are here that I may pray in peace.”




  Abdul had been on the point of telling his story of the Holy Man of Tangier, but stopped.




  “That is strange talk,” he said, “for there is one custom as there is one God. And all men pray in peace.”




  Bosambo shook his head sadly.




  “I live amongst thieves,” he said, “and I am a rich man. It is the custom in this part of the country to remove all clothes, placing them before the door of the dwelling, then to enter the hut and pray.”




  “That is a good custom,” said Abdul eagerly. “It is one I have often practised.”




  “Yet,” Bosambo went on, “how may a believer go about his proper business? For if I leave my clothes, with all my precious jewels concealed, my people will rob me.”




  “Bismallah!” cried the pious Moor, “this is a happy day, for we will pray together, you and I. And whilst I am at prayers you shall guard my robes, and whilst you are at your prayers, behold, I will be Azrael, the Angel of the Sword, and none shall touch your jewels by my life.”




  It is said that they embraced. Abdul in the excess of his emotion running his deft fingers lightly over the other’s waist, noting certain bulky protuberances which were unknown to nature.




  “I will pray first,” said Abdul, “and I will pray for a long time.”




  “I also will take a long time,” said the simple Bosambo.




  Abdul stripped to his under robe, collected his djellab and his long gabardine into a convenient bundle and placed them on the ground before the hut and entered.




  Sanders arrived six hours later and Bosambo awaited him.




  “Lord,” said the chief, “the Arabi I have arrested as your lordship directed, for your pigeon was a cunning one and came swiftly though there are many hawks.”




  “Where is he?” asked Sanders.




  “He is in my hut,” said Bosambo, “and, master, deal gently with him, because he is of my faith; also he is a little mad.”




  “Mad?”




  Bosambo nodded his close-cropped head. “Mad, master,” he said sadly, “for he says I have robbed him, taken from him such as gold and book money — a large fortune.”




  Sanders eyed him keenly.




  “Did you?” he asked.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo with simple dignity, “he was my guest and of my faith, how could I rob him?”




  Sanders’ interview with the wrathful Moor was not a protracted one.




  “I send you to labour in the Village of Irons for a year,” he said, “for you are a liar, a thief, and a maker of mischief.”




  “I will go to your prison, lord,” said Abdul; “but tell this black man to restore the money he has stolen from me; lord, it was hidden in my clothes, and by a trick—”




  “That is not my palaver,” said Sanders shortly. The Houssas were marching the Moor away when he turned to Bosambo.




  “After I come back from the Village of Irons,” he said, “I will come to you, Bosambo, thou infidel, and eater of pig. And—”




  Bosambo waved his hand with an airy gesture. “You will never come from the Village of Irons,” he said, “for Sandi, who is my cousin, has told me secretly that you will be poisoned. As to the money, I think you are an evil liar.”




  “Six hundred Spanish dollars!” hissed Abdul.




  “Four hundred and half a hundred,” corrected Bosambo blandly, “and much of the silver breaks when you bite it. Go in peace, O my angel!”




  XV. The Sickness Mongo
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  Sanders taught his people by example, by word of mouth, and by such punishment as occasion required. Of all methods, punishment was the least productive of result, for memory lasts only so long as pain, and men who had watched with quaking hearts a strapped body as it swayed from a tree branch, straightway forgot the crime for which the criminal died just as soon as the malefactor was decently interred.




  Sanders taught the men of the Zaire to stack wood. He showed them that if it was stacked in the bow, the vessel would sink forward, or if it was stacked all on one side, the vessel would list. He stood over them, day after day, directing and encouraging them, and the same men were invariably his pupils because Sanders did not like new faces.




  He was going up river in some haste when he tied to a wooding to replenish his stock.




  At the end of six years’ tuition he left them to pile wood whilst he slept, and they did all the things which they should not have done.




  This he discovered when he returned to the boat.




  “Master,” said the headman of the wooders, and he spoke with justifiable pride, “we have cut and stored the wood for the puc-a-puc in one morning, whereas other and slower folk would have worked till sundown, but because we love your lordship we have worked till the sweat fell from our bodies.”




  Sanders looked at the wood piled all wrong, and looked at the headman.




  “It is not wise,” he said, “to store the wood in the bow, for thus the ship will sink, as I have often told you.”




  “Lord, we did it because it was easiest,” said the man simply.




  “That I can well believe,” said Sanders, and ordered the restacking, without temper.




  You must remember that he was in a desperate hurry: that every hour counted. He had been steaming all night — a dangerous business, for the river was low and there were new sandbanks which did not appear on his homemade chart. Men fret their hearts out, dealing with such little problems as ill-stacked wood, but Sanders neither fretted nor worried. If he had, he would have died, for things like this were part of his working day. Yet the headman’s remissness worried him a little, for he knew the man was no fool.




  In an hour the wood was more evenly distributed and Sanders rang the engines ahead. He put the nose of the boat to the centre of the stream and held on his course till at sunset he came to a place where the river widened abruptly, and where little islands were each a great green tangle of vegetation.




  Here he slowed the steamer, carefully circumnavigating each island, till darkness fell, then he picked a cautious way to shore, through much shoal water. The Zaire bumped and shivered as she struck or grazed the hidden sandbanks.




  Once she stopped dead, and her crew of forty slipped over the side of the boat, and wading, breast high, pushed her along with a deep-chested song.




  At last he came to a shelving beach, and here, fastened by her steel hawsers to two trees, the boat waited for dawn.




  Sanders had a bath, dressed, and came into his little deckhouse to find his dinner waiting.




  He ate the tiny chicken, took a stiff peg of whiskey, and lit his cigar. Then he sent for Abiboo.




  “Abiboo,” he said, “once you were a man in these parts.”




  “Lord, it is so,” said Abiboo. “I was a spy here for six months.”




  “What do you know of these islands?”




  “Lord, I only know that in one of them the Isisi bury their dead, and of another it is said that magic herbs grow; also that witchdoctors come thither to practise certain rites.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “Tomorrow we seek for the Island of Herbs,” he said, “for I have information that evil things will be done at the full of the moon.”




  “I am your man,” said Abiboo.




  It happened two nights following this that a chief of the N’Gombi, a simple old man who had elementary ideas about justice and a considerable faith in devils, stole down the river with twelve men and with labour they fastened two pieces of wood shaped like a St. Andrew’s Cross between two trees.




  They bent a young sapling, trimming the branches from the top, till it reached the head of the cross, and this they made fast with a fishing line. Whatever other preparations they may have contemplated making were indefinitely postponed because Sanders, who had been watching them from behind a convenient copal-tree, stepped from his place of concealment, and the further proceedings failed to yield any satisfaction to the chief.




  He eyed Sanders with a mild reproach.




  “Lord, we set a trap for a leopard,” he explained, “who is very terrible.”




  “In other days,” mused Sanders aloud, “a man seeing this cross would think of torture, O chief — and, moreover, leopards do not come to the middle island — tell me the truth.”




  “Master,” said the old chief in agitation, “this leopard swims, therefore he fills our hearts with fear.”




  Sanders sighed wearily.




  “Now you will tell me the truth, or I shall be more than any leopard.”




  The chief folded his arms so that the flat of his hands touched his back, he being a lean man, and his hands fidgeted nervously.




  “I cannot tell you a lie,” he said, “because you are as a very bat, seeing into dark places readily and moving at night. Also you are like a sudden storm that comes up from trees without warning, and you are most terrible in your anger.”




  “Get along,” said Sanders, passively irritable.




  “Now this is the truth,” said the chief huskily.




  “There is a man who comes to my village at sunset, and he is an evil one, for he has the protection of the Christ-man and yet he does abominable things — so we are for chopping him.”




  Sanders peered at the chief keenly.




  “If you chop him, chief, you will surely die,” he said softly, “even if he be as evil as the devil — whichever type of devil you mostly fear. This is evidently a bad palaver indeed, and I will sit down with you for some days.”




  He carried the chief and his party back to the village and held a palaver.




  Now Sanders of the River in moments such as these was a man of inexhaustible patience; and of that patience he had considerable need when two hours after his arrival there came stalking grandly into the village a man whose name was Ofalikari, a man of the N’Gombi by a Congolaise father.




  His other name was Joseph, and he was an evangelist.




  This much Sanders discovered quickly enough.




  “Fetch this man to me,” he said to Sergeant Abiboo, for the preacher made his palaver at the other end of the village.




  Soon Abiboo returned.




  “Master,” he said, “this man will not come, being only agreeable to the demands of certain gods with which your honour is acquainted.”




  Sanders showed his teeth.




  “Go to him,” he said softly, “and bring him; if he will come for no other cause, hit him with the flat of your bayonet.”




  Abiboo saluted stiffly — after the style of native noncommissioned officers — and departed, to return with Ofalikari, whom he drew with him somewhat unceremoniously by the ear.




  “Now,” said Sanders to the man, “we will have a little talk, you and I.”




  The sun went down, the moon came up, flooding the black river with mellow light, but still the talk went on — for this was a very serious palaver indeed.




  A big fire was built in the very middle of the village street and here all the people gathered, whilst Sanders and the man sat face to face.




  Occasionally a man or a woman would be sent for from the throng; once Sanders dispatched a messenger to a village five miles away to bring evidence. They came and went, those who testified against Ofalikari.




  “Lord, one night we gathered by his command and he sacrificed a white goat,” said one witness.




  “We swore by the dried heart of a white goat that we would do certain abominable things,” said another.




  “By his order we danced a death dance at one end of the village, and the maidens danced the wedding dance at the other, then a certain slave was killed by him, and…”




  Sanders nodded gravely.




  “And he said that the sons of the White Goat should not die,” said another.




  In the end Sanders rose and stretched himself.




  “I have heard enough,” he said, and nodded to the sergeant of Houssas, who came forward with a pair of bright steel handcuffs.




  One of these he snapped on the man’s wrist, the other he held and led him to the boat.




  The Zaire swung out to midstream, making a difficult way through the night to the mission station.




  Ill news travels faster than an eight-knot steamboat can move up stream.




  Sanders found the missionary waiting for him at daybreak on the strip of white beach, and the missionary, whose name was Haggin, was in one of those cold passions that saintly men permit themselves, for righteousness’ sake.




  “All England shall ring with this outrage,” he said, and his voice trembled. “Woe the day when a British official joins the hosts of Satan…”




  He said many other disagreeable things.




  “Forget it,” said Sanders tersely; “this man of yours has been playing the fool.”




  And in his brief way he described the folly.




  “It’s a lie!” said the missionary. He was tall and thin, yellow with fever, and his hands shook as he threw them out protestingly. “He has made converts for the faith, he has striven for souls…”




  “Now listen to me,” said Sanders and he wagged a solemn forefinger at the other. “I know this country. I know these people — you don’t. I take your man to headquarters, not because he preaches the gospel, but because he holds meetings by night and practises strange rites which are not the rites of any known Church. Because he is a son of the White Goat, and I will have no secret societies in my land.”




  If the truth be told, Sanders was in no frame of mind to consider the feelings of missionaries.




  There was unrest in his territories — unrest of an elusive kind. There had been a man murdered on the Little River and none knew whose hand it was that struck him down.




  His body, curiously carved, came floating down stream one sunny morning, and agents brought the news to Sanders. Then another had been killed and another. A life more or less is nothing in a land where people die by whole villages, but these men with their fantastic slashings worried Sanders terribly.




  He had sent for his chief spies.




  “Go north to the territory of the killing, which is on the edge of the N’Gombi country and bring me news,” he said.




  One such had sent him a tale of a killing palaver — he had rushed north to find by the veriest accident that the threatened life was that of a man he desired most of all to place behind bars.




  He carried his prisoner to headquarters. He was anxious to put an end to the growth of a movement which might well get beyond control, for secret societies spread like fire.




  At noon he reached a wooding and tied up.




  He summoned his headman.




  “Lobolo,” he said, “you shall stack the wood whilst I sleep, remembering all the wise counsel I gave you.”




  “Lord, I am wise in your wisdom,” said the headman, and Abiboo having strung a hammock between two trees, Sanders tumbled in and fell asleep instantly.




  Whilst he slept, one of the wooders detached himself from the working party, and came stealthily towards him.




  Sanders’ sleeping place was removed some distance from the shore, that the noise of chopping and sawing and the rattle of heavy billets on the steel deck should not disturb him.




  Noiselessly the man moved until he came to within striking distance of the unconscious Commissioner.




  He took a firmer grip of the keen steel machette he carried and stepped forward.




  Then a long sinewy hand caught him by the throat and pulled him down. He twisted his head and met the passionless gaze of Abiboo.




  “We will go from here,” whispered the Houssa, “lest our talk awake my lord.”




  He wrenched the machette from the other’s hand and followed him into the woods.




  “You came to kill Sandi,” said Abiboo.




  “That is true,” said the man, “for I have a secret ju-ju which told me to do this, Sandi having offended. And if you harm me, the White Goat shall surely slay you, brown man.”




  “I have eaten Sandi’s salt,” said Abiboo, “and whether I live or die is ordained. As for you, your fate is about your neck…”




  Sanders woke from his sleep to find Abiboo squatting on the ground by the side of the hammock.




  “What is it?” he asked.




  “Nothing, lord,” said the man. “I watched your sleep, for it is written, ‘He is a good servant who sees when his master’s eyes are shut.’”




  Sanders heard the serious undertone to the proverb; was on the point of asking a question, then wisely checked himself.




  He walked to the shore. The men had finished their work, and the wood was piled in one big, irregular heap in the well of the fore deck. It was piled so that it was impossible (1) for the steersman on the bridge above to see the river; (2) for the stoker to get anywhere near his furnace; (3) for the Zaire to float in anything less than three fathoms of water.




  Already the little ship was down by the head, and the floats of her stem wheel merely skimming the surface of the river.




  Sanders stood on the bank with folded arms looking at the work of the headman’s hands. Then his eyes wandered along the length of the vessel. Amidships was a solid iron cage, protected from the heat of the sun by a double roof and broad canvas eaves. His eyes rested here for a long time, for the cage was empty and the emissary of the White Goat gone.




  Sanders stood for a few moments in contemplation; then he stepped slowly down the bank and crossed the gangway.




  “Be ears and eyes to me, Abiboo,” he said in Arabic, “find what has become of Ofalikari, also the men who guarded him. Place these under arrest and bring them before me.”




  He walked to his cabin, his head sunk in thought. This was serious, though he reserved his judgment till Abiboo returned with his prisoners.




  They arrived under escort, a little alarmed, a little indignant.




  “Lord, these men have reason,” said Abiboo.




  “Why did you allow the prisoner to go?” asked Sanders.




  “Thus it was, master,” said the senior of the two; “whilst you slept the God-man came — him we saw at daybreak this morning. And he told us to let the prisoner come with him, and because he was a white man we obeyed him.”




  “Only white men who are of the Government may give such orders,” said Sanders; “therefore I adjudge you guilty of folly, and I hold you for trial.”




  There was nothing to be gained by lecturing them. He sent for his headman.




  “Lobolo,” he said, “ten years you have been my headman, and I have been kind to you.”




  “Lord, you have been as a father,” said the old man, and his hand was shaking.




  “Yonder,” said Sanders, pointing with his finger, “lies your land and the village you came from is near enough. Let the storeman pay you your wages and never see me again.”




  “Lord,” stammered the headman, “if the stacking of wood was a fault — ?”




  “Well, you know it is a fault,” said Sanders; “you have eaten my bread and now you have sold me to the White Goats.”




  The old man fell sobbing at his feet.




  “Lord master,” he moaned, “I did this because I was afraid, for a certain man told me that if I did not delay your lordship I should die, and, lord, death is very terrible to the old, because they live with it in their hearts.”




  “Which man was this?” asked Sanders.




  “One called Kema, lord.”




  Sanders turned to his orderly.




  “Find me Kema,” he said, and Abiboo shifted his feet.




  “Lord, he has died the death,” he said simply, “for whilst you slept he came to slay you. And I had some palaver with him.”




  “And?”




  “Lord, I saw him for an evil man and I smote his head from his body with a machette.”




  Sanders was silent. He stood looking at the deck, then he turned to his cabin.




  “Master,” said the waiting headman, “what of me?”




  The Commissioner stretched his finger towards the shore, and with bowed shoulders Lobolo left the ship that had been his home for many years.




  It took the greater part of an hour to trim the vessel.




  “We will make for the mission station,” said Sanders, though he had no doubt in his mind as to what he would find…




  The mission house was still burning when the Zaire rounded the river’s head.




  He found the missionary’s charred body among the smouldering wreckage.




  Of Ofalikari he found no trace.




  There had been a secret society suppressed in Niger-land, and it had been broken by three regiments of native infantry, a battery of mountain guns and some loss of life. The “British victory” and the “splendid success of our arms” had given the people of the islands a great deal of satisfaction, but the Commissioner who let the matter get to the stage of war was a ruined man, for governments do not like spending the millions they have put aside for the creation of a national pension scheme which will bring them votes and kudos at the next election, on dirty little wars which bring nothing but vacancies in the junior ranks of the native army.




  Sanders had a pigeon post from headquarters containing a straightaway telegram from the Administrator.




  “Your message received and forwarded. Ministers wire settle your palaver by any means. For God’s sake keep clear necessity employing army. Sending you one battalion Houssas and field gun. Do the best you can.”




  There was not much margin for wastage. The whole country was now rotten with rebellion. It had all happened in the twinkling of an eye. From being law-abiding and inoffensive, every village had become of a sudden the headquarters of the White Goats. Terrible rites were being performed on the Isisi; the N’Gombi had danced by whole communities the dance of the Goat; the Akasava killed two of Sanders’ spies and had sent their heads to Sanders as proof of their “earnest spirits” — to quote the message literally.




  There was a missionary lady at Kosumkusu. Sanders’ first thought was for her. He steamed direct from the smouldering ruins of Haggin’s hut to find her.




  She was amused at the growth of the secret societies, and thought it all very interesting.




  Sanders did not tell her the aspect of the situation which was not amusing.




  “Really, Mr. Sanders,” she smiled, “I’m quite safe here — this is the second time in three months you have tried to bring me into your fold.”




  “This time you are coming,” said Sanders quietly. “Abiboo has turned my cabin into a most luxurious boudoir.”




  But she fenced with him to the limits of his patience.




  “But what of Mr. Haggin and Father Wells?” she asked. “You aren’t bothering about them.”




  “I’m not bothering about Haggin,” said Sanders, “because he’s dead — I’ve just come from burying him.”




  “Dead!”




  “Murdered,” said Sanders briefly, “and his mission burnt. I’ve sent an escort for the Jesuits. They may or they may not get down. We pick them up tomorrow, with luck.”




  The girl’s face had gone white.




  “I’ll come,” she said, “I’m not afraid — yes, I am. And I’m giving you a lot of worry — forgive me.”




  Sanders said something more or less incoherent, for he was not used to penitent womankind.




  He took her straight away, and the Zaire was hardly out of sight before her chief convert set fire to the mission buildings.




  Sanders picked up the Jesuits. His rescue party had arrived just in time. He landed his guests at headquarters and went back to the Upper River to await developments.




  The Zaire had a complement of fifty men. They were technically deck hands and their duty lay in collecting wood, in taking aboard and discharging such stores as he brought with him and in assisting in the navigation of the boat.




  He went to a wooding on the Calali River to replenish his stock of fuel and very wisely he “wooded” by daylight.




  The same night the whole of his men deserted, and he was left with twenty Houssas, Yoka, the engineer, and a Congo boy, who acted as his cook.




  This was his position when he dropped down stream to an Isisi river where he hoped news would await him.




  For all the volcano which trembled beneath his feet, he gave no outward sign of perturbation. The movement could be checked, might indeed be destroyed, if Ofalikari were laid by the heels, but the “missioner” had vanished and there was no reliable word as to his whereabouts.




  Somewhere in the country he directed the operations of the society.




  There was a lull; a sudden interval of inactivity That was bad, as bad as it could be.




  Sanders reviewed the position and saw no good in it; he remembered the Commissioner who brought war to the Niger and shivered, for he loved the country and he loved his work.




  There were two days of heavy rains, and these were followed by two days of sweltering heat — and then Bosambo, a native chief, with all a native’s malignity and indifference to suffering grafted to knowledge of white men, sent a message to Sanders.




  Two fast paddlers brought the messenger, and he stood up in his canoe to deliver his word.




  “Thus said our lord Bosambo,” he shouted, keeping a respectful distance from the little boat. “‘Go you to Sandi, but go not on board his ship on your life. Say to Sandi: The White Goat dies, and the people of these lands come back to wisdom before the moon is full.’”




  “Come to the ship and tell me more,” called Sanders. The man shook his head.




  “Lord, it is forbidden,” he said, “for our lord was very sure on that matter; and there is nothing to tell you, for we are ignorant men, only Bosambo being wiser than all men save your lordship.”




  Sanders was puzzled. He knew the chief well enough to believe that he did not prophesy lightly, and yet —




  “Go back to your chief,” he said, “tell him that I have faith in him.”




  Then he sat down at the junction of the Isisi and Calali Rivers for Bosambo to work miracles.




  Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, had had in his time many gods. Some of these he retained for emergencies or because their possession added to his prestige. He neither loved nor feared them. Bosambo loved or feared no man, save Sanders.




  The White Goats might have the chief of the Ochori in a cleft stick; they might seduce from their allegiance half and more than half of his people, as they had done, but Bosambo, who knew that weak men who acquire strength of a sudden, invariably signalise their independence by acquiring new masters, accepted the little troubles which accompany the chieftainship of such a tribe as his with pleasing philosophy.




  It was a trying time for him, and it was a period not without some excitement for those who tried him.




  A dish of fish came to him from his chief cook one morning. Bosambo ate a little, and sent for the same cook, who was one of his titular wives.




  “Woman,” said Bosambo, “if you try to poison me, I will burn you alive, by Ewa!”




  She was speechless with terror and fell on her knees before him.




  “As matters are,” said Bosambo, “I shall not speak of your sin to Sandi, who is my sister’s own child by a white father, for if Sandi knew of this, he would place you in boiling water till your eyes bulged like a fish. Go now, woman, and cook me clean food.”




  Other attempts were made on his life. Once a spear whizzed past his head as he walked alone in the forest. Bosambo uttered a shriek and fell to the ground and the thrower, somewhat incautiously, came to see what mischief he had wrought, and if need be to finish the good work… Bosambo returned from his walk alone. He stopped by the river to wash his hands and scour his spears with wet sand, and that was the end of the adventure so far as his assailant was concerned.




  But the power of the society was growing. His chief councillor was slain at meat, another was drowned, and his people began to display a marked insolence.




  The air became electric. The Akasava had thrown off all disguise, the influence of the White Goat predominated. Chiefs and headmen obeyed the least of their hunters, or themselves joined in the lewd ritual celebrated nightly in the forest. The chief who had brought about the arrest of Ofalikari was pulled down and murdered in the open street by the very men who had lodged complaints, and the first to strike was his own son.




  All these things were happening whilst Sanders waited at the junction of the Isisi and Calali Rivers, his Houssas sleeping by the guns.




  Bosambo saw the end clearly. He had no illusions as to his ultimate fate. “Tomorrow, light of my eyes,” he said to his first wife, “I send you in a canoe to find Sandi, for men of the White Goat come openly — one man from every tribe, calling upon me to dance and make sacrifice.”




  His wife was a Kano woman; tall and straight and comely. “Lord,” she said simply, “at the end you will take your spear and kill me, for here I sit till the end. When you die, life is death to me.”




  Bosambo put his strong arm about her and patted her head.




  The following day he sat at palaver, but few were the applicants for justice. There was a stronger force abroad in the land; a higher dispenser of favour.




  At the moment he had raised his hand to signify the palaver was finished a man came running from the forest. He ran unsteadily, like one who was drunken, throwing out his arms before him as though he was feeling his way.




  He gained the village street, and came stumbling along, his sobbing breath being audible above the hum of the Ochoris’ wondering talk.




  Then suddenly a shrill voice cried a word in fear, and the people went bolting to their huts — and there was excuse, for this wanderer with the glazed eyes was sick to death, and his disease was that dreaded bush plague which decimates territories. It is an epidemic disease which makes its appearance once in twenty years; it has no known origin and no remedy.




  Other diseases: sleeping sickness, beri-beri, malaria, are called by courtesy the sickness mongo— “The Sickness Itself” — but this mysterious malady alone is entitled to the description.




  The man fell flat on the ground at the foot of the little hill where Bosambo sat in solitude — his headmen and councillors fleeing in panic at the sick man’s approach.




  Bosambo looked at him thoughtfully.




  “What may I do for you, my brother?” he asked.




  “Save me,” moaned the man.




  Bosambo was silent. He was a native, and a native mind is difficult to follow. I cannot explain its psychology. The coils were tightening on him, death faced him as assuredly as it stared hollow-eyed on the Thing that writhed at his feet.




  “I can cure you,” he said softly, “by certain magic. Go you to the far end of the village, there you will find four new huts and in each hut three beds. Now you shall lie down on each bed and after you shall go into the forest as fast as you can walk and wait for my magic to work.”




  Thus spake Bosambo, and the man at his feet, with death’s hand already upon his shoulder, listened eagerly.




  “Lord, is there any other thing I must do?” he asked in the thin whistling tone which is characteristic of the disease.




  “This you must also do,” said Bosambo, “you must go to these huts secretly so that none see you; and on each bed you shall lie so long as it will take a fish to die.”




  Watched from a hundred doorways, the sick man made his way back to the forest; and the men of the village spat on the ground as he passed.




  Bosambo sent his messengers to Sanders then and there, and patiently awaited the coming of the emissaries of the Goat.




  At ten o’clock that night, before the moon was up, they arrived dramatically. Simultaneously twelve lights appeared, at twelve points about the village, then each light advanced at slow pace and revealed a man bearing a torch.




  They advanced at solemn pace until they arrived together at a meeting place, and that place the open roadway before Bosambo’s hut. In a blazing semicircle they stood before the chief — and the chief was not impressed.




  For these delegates were a curious mixture. They included a petty chief of the Ochori — Bosambo marked him down for an ignominious end — a fisherman of the Isisi, a witch doctor of the N’Gombi, a hunter of the Calali, and, chiefest of all, a tall, broad-shouldered negro in the garb of white men.




  This was Ofalikari, sometime preacher of the Word, and supreme head of the terrible order which was devastating the territories.




  As they stood the voice of a man broke the silence with a song. He led it in a nasal falsetto, and the others acted as chorus.




  “The White Goat is very strong and his horns are of gold.”




  “Oai!” chorused the others.




  “His blood is red and he teaches mysteries.”




  “Oai!”




  “When his life goes out his spirit becomes a god.”




  “Oai!”




  “Woe to those who stand between the White Goat and his freedom.”




  “Oai!”




  “For his sharp feet will cut them to the bone and his horns will bleed them.”




  “Oai!”




  They sang, one drum tapping rhythmically, the bangled feet of the chorus jingling as they pranced with deliberation at each “O ai!”




  When they had finished, Ofalikari spoke.




  “Bosambo, we know you to be a wise man, and acquainted with white people and their gods, even as I am, for I was a teacher of the blessed Word. Now the White Goat loves you, Bosambo, and will do you no injury. Therefore have we come to summon you to a big palaver tomorrow, and to that palaver we will summon Sandi to answer for his wickedness. Him we will burn slowly, for he is an evil man.”




  “Lord Goat,” said Bosambo, “this is a big matter, and I will ask you to stay with me this night, that I may be guided and strengthened by your lordships’ wisdom. I have built you four new huts,” he went on, “knowing that your honours were coming; here you shall be lodged, and by my heart and my life no living man shall injure you.”




  “No dead man can, Bosambo,” said Otalikari, and there was a rocking shout of laughter. Bosambo laughed too; he laughed louder and longer than all the rest, he laughed so that Ofalikari was pleased with him.




  “Go in peace,” said Bosambo, and the delegates went to their huts.




  In the early hours of the morning Bosambo sent for Tomba, an enemy and a secret agent of the society.




  “Go to the great lords,” he said, “tell them I come to them tonight by the place where the Isisi River and the big river meet. And say to them that they must go quickly, for I do not wish to see them again, lest our adventure does not carry well, and Sandi punish me.”




  At daybreak with his cloak of monkey tails about him — for the dawn was chilly — he watched the delegation leave the village and each go its separate way.




  He noted that Tomba accompanied them out of sight. He wasted half an hour, then went to his hut and emerged naked save for his loin cloth, his great shield on his left arm, and in the hand behind the shield a bundle of throwing spears.




  To him moved fifty fighting men, the trusted and the faithful, and each carried his wicker war shield obliquely before him.




  And the Ochori people, coward at heart, watched the little company in awe. They stood waiting, these fierce, silent warriors, till at a word they marched till they came to the four huts where Bosambo’s guests had lain. Here they waited again. Tomba came in time and stared uneasily at the armed rank.




  “Tomba,” said Bosambo gently, “did you say farewell to the Goat lords?”




  “This I did, chief,” said Tomba.




  “Embracing them as is the Goat custom?” asked Bosambo more softly still.




  “Lord, I did this.”




  Bosambo nodded.




  “Go to that hut, O Tomba, great Goat and embracer of Goats.”




  Tomba hesitated, then walked slowly to the nearest hut. He reached the door, and half turned.




  “Slay!” whispered Bosambo, and threw the first spear.




  With a yell of terror the man turned to flee, but four spears struck him within a space of which the palm of a hand might cover and he rolled into the hut, dead.




  Bosambo selected another spear, one peculiarly prepared, for beneath the spear head a great wad of dried grass had been bound and this had been soaked in copal gum.




  A man brought him fire in a little iron cup and he set it to the spear, and with a jerk of his palm sent the blazing javelin to the hut’s thatched roof.




  In an instant it burst into flame — in ten minutes the four new houses were burning fiercely.




  And on the flaming fire, the villagers, summoned to service, added fresh fuel and more and more, till the sweat rolled down their unprotected bodies. In the afternoon Bosambo allowed the fire to die down. He sent two armed men to each of the four roads that led into the village, and his orders were explicit.




  “You shall kill any man or woman who leaves this place,” he said; “also you shall kill any man or woman who, coming in, will not turn aside. And if you do not kill them, I myself will kill you. For I will not have the sickness mongo in my city, lest our lord Sandi is angry.”




  Sanders, waiting far he knew not what, heard the news, and went steaming to headquarters, sending pigeons in front asking for doctors. A week later he came back with sufficient medical stores to put the decks of the Zaire awash, but he came too late. The bush plague had run its course. It had swept through cities and lands and villages like a tempest, and strange it was that those cities which sent delegates to Bosambo suffered most, and in the N’Gombi city to which Ofalikari stumbled to die, one eighth of the population were wiped out.




  “And how has it fared with you, Bosambo?” asked Sanders when the medical expedition came to Ochori.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “it has passed me by.”




  There was a doctor in the party of an inquiring mind. “Ask him how he accounts for his immunity,” he said to Sanders, for he had no knowledge of the vernacular, and Sanders repeated the question.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo with simple earnestness, “I prayed very earnestly, being, as your lordship knows, a bueno Catolico.”




  And the doctor, who was also a “good Catholic,” was so pleased that he gave Bosambo a sovereign and a little writing pad — at least he did not give Bosambo the latter, but it is an indisputable fact that it was in the chief’s hut when the party had gone.




  XVI. The Crime of Sanders
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  It is a fine thing to be confidential clerk to a millionaire, to have placed to your credit every month of your life the sum of forty-one pounds thirteen shillings and fourpence.




  This was the experience of a man named Jordon, a young man of considerable character, as you shall learn. He had a pretty wife and a beautiful baby, and they were a contented and happy little family.




  Unfortunately the millionaire died, and though he left “£100 to my secretary, Derik Arthur Jordon,” the sum inadequately compensated young Jordon for the forty-one pounds thirteen shillings and fourpence which came to his banker with monotonous regularity every month.




  A millionaire’s confidential clerk is a drug on the market which knows few millionaires, and those admirably suited in the matter of secretaries. The young man spent six months and most of his money before he came to understand that his opportunities were limited.




  Had he been just an ordinary clerk, with the requisite knowledge of shorthand and typewriting, he would have found no difficulty in securing employment. Had he had an acquaintance with a thousand and one businesses he might have been “placed,” but he had specialised in millionaires — an erratic millionaire whose memory and purse and Times he was — and the world of business had no opening for his undisputed qualities. He had exactly £150 left of his savings and his legacy, when the fact was brought home to him.




  Then it happened, that returning to his suburban home one evening, he met a man who had just met another man, who on a capital of a few pounds had amassed a fortune by trading on the West Coast of Africa.




  Jordon sought an introduction to the friend and they met in the splendour of a West End hotel, where the trader drank whiskey and talked of his “little place at Minehead.”




  “It’s dead easy,” he said, “especially if you get into a country which isn’t overrun by traders, like Sanders’ territory. But of course that’s impossible. Sanders is a swine to traders — won’t have them in his territory. He’s a sort of little god…”




  He drew a picture of the wonderful possibilities of such a field, and the young man went home full of the prospect.




  He and his pretty wife sat up till the early hours of the morning discussing the plan. They got a map of Africa showing the territory over which Mr. Commissioner Sanders had dominion. It seemed absurdly small, but it was a little map.




  “I wonder what he is like?” asked the girl thoughtfully. She concealed her own agony of mind at the prospect of parting with him, because she was a woman, and women are very extraordinary in their unselfishness.




  “Perhaps he would let you go in,” she said wistfully. “I am sure he would if he knew what it meant to us.”




  Jordon shook his head a little ruefully.




  “I don’t suppose that our position will have much influence with him. Ammett says that he’s a very strict man and unpleasant to deal with.”




  They went into the cost of the expedition. By selling up the furniture and moving into lodgings it could be done. He could leave her fifty or sixty pounds, sufficient to last her with economy for a year. The rest he would sink into goods — a list of which the successful trader had given him.




  Some weeks later Jordon took the great step. He sailed from Liverpool with a stock of gewgaws and cloth, and, as the tiny figure of his weeping girl-wife grew more and more indistinct on the quay, he realised, as all men realise sooner or later, that death is not the most painful of humanity’s trials.




  He changed his ship at Grand Bassam for the accommodation of a small steamer.




  He did not confide his plans to the men he met on board — hard-drinking men in white duck — but what he learnt of Sanders made his heart sink.




  Sanders went down to the beach to meet the steamer, which usually brought the mails.




  A tall young man in white sprang from the boat and a portmanteau followed. Sanders looked at the newcomer with suspicion. He did not love strangers — his regulation in this respect was known from Dacca to Mossamades and the phrase “Sanders’ Welcome” had become idiomatic.




  “Good morning,” said Jordon, with his heart quaking.




  “Good morning,” said Sanders; “do you want to see me? I am afraid you will not have much time, the boat does not stay very long.”




  The newcomer bit his lip.




  “I am not going on yet,” he said, “I — I want to stay here.”




  “Oh!” said Sanders, without enthusiasm.




  In the cool of the verandah over an iced drink the young man spoke without reserve.




  “I’ve come out here to make a fortune, or at any rate a living,” he said, and the thought of her he had left in her tiny lodging gave him courage.




  “You’ve come to a very unlucky place,” said Sanders, smiling in spite of his resentment at this intrusion on his privacy.




  “That is why I came,” said the other with surprising boldness; “all the likely places are used up, and I have got to justify my existence somehow.” And without attempting to hide his own poverty or his inexperience, he told his story.




  The Commissioner was interested. This side of life, as the young man recited it, was new to him; it was a life which he himself did not know or understand, this struggle for existence in a great uncaring city.




  “You seem to have had the average kind of bad luck,” he said simply. “I can’t advise you to go back because you have burned your boats, and in the second place because I am pretty sure that you would not go. Let me think.”




  He frowned at the police huts shimmering in the morning heat: he sought inspiration in the glimpse of yellow sands and thundering seas which was obtainable from whence he sat.




  “I could find work for you,” he said, “if you spoke any of the languages, which of course you do not, or if—” He was silent.




  “I am supposed to have an assistant,” he said at last, “I could appoint you—”




  The young man shook his head.




  “That’s good of you, sir,” he said, “but I’d be no use to you. Give me a trader’s licence. I believe you’ve got authority to do so, in fact nobody else seems to have that authority.”




  Sanders grinned. There was a licence once issued by the Administrator’s secretary to an Eurasian trader — but that story will keep.




  “I’ll give you the licence,” he said after a pause, and the young man’s heart leapt; “it will cost you a guinea to start with, all the money you’ve got eventually, and in course of time you will probably add to the bill of costs your health and your life.”




  He issued the licence that day.




  For a couple of weeks the young man remained his guest whilst his stores came on from Sierra Leone.




  Sanders found an interpreter and headman for him, and the young man started off in his new canoe to wrestle with fortune, after a letter to his wife in which he described Sanders as something between a Peabody and an angel.




  Before he went Sanders gave him a few words of advice.




  “I do not like traders,” he said, “and I never issue a licence unless I can help it: do not upset my people, do not make any kind of trouble. Avoid the N’Gombi, who are thieves and the bush people, who are chronically homicidal. The Isisi will buy salt with rubber — there is plenty of rubber in the back country. The Ochori will buy cloth with gum — by the way, Bosambo, the chief, speaks English and will try to swindle you. Goodbye and good luck.”




  He watched the canoe till it disappeared round the bluff, and went back to his hut to record the departure in his diary.




  After which he sat himself down to decipher a long despatch in Arabic from one of his intelligence men — a despatch which dealt minutely with three other strangers who had come to his land, and arriving mysteriously, had as mysteriously disappeared.




  These were three men who dwelt by the River, being of no village, and of no denned race, for they were settled on the borderline between Akasava, Isisi, and Ochori, and though one had the lateral face-marks of a Bogindi man, yet there was little doubt that he was not of that people.




  They lived in three huts set side by side and they fished and hunted. A strange fact was that none of these men had wives.




  For some reason which the psychologist will understand, the circumstances isolated the three from their kind. Women avoided them, and when they came to the adjacent village to sell or to buy, the girls and the young matrons went into their huts and peered at them fearfully.




  The chief of the three was named M’K-aroka — or so it sounded — and he was a broad, tall man, of surly countenance, sparing of speech, and unpleasant in dispute. He accounted himself outside of all the village laws, though he broke none, and as he acted and thought so did his fellows.




  Their lives if strange were inoffensive, they did not steal nor abuse the privileges which were theirs. They were honest in their dealings and cleanly.




  Sanders, who had made inquiries through channels which were familiar enough to those who understand the means by which a savage country is governed, received no ill-report, and left the three to their own devices. They fished, hunted, grew a little maize in a garden they won from the forest, sought for and prepared manioc for consumption, and behaved as honest husbandmen should do.




  One day they disappeared. They vanished as though the earth had opened and swallowed them up. None saw their going. Their huts were left untouched and unspoiled, their growing crops stood in the gardens they had cultivated, the dying fish hung on lines between poles just as they had placed them, and the solitary canoe they shared was left beached.




  But the three had gone. The forest, impenetrable, unknown, had swallowed them, and no more was heard of them.




  Sanders, who was never surprised and took it for granted that the most mysterious of happenings had a natural explanation, did no more than send word to the forest villages asking for news of the three men. This was not forthcoming, and the matter ended so far as the Commissioner was concerned.




  He heard of Jordon throughout the year. Letters addressed to his wife came to headquarters, and were forwarded. His progress from village to village was duly charted by Sanders’ agents. Such accounts as reached Sanders were to the effect that the young man was finding it difficult to make both ends meet. The rubber that arrived at irregular intervals for shipment was not of the best quality, and one load of gum was lost in the river by the overturning of a canoe. Sanders, knowing the young man’s story, was worried, and caused word to go up river that patronage of the trader would be pleasing to the Commissioner.




  Then one day, a year after he had set forth, he unexpectedly turned up at headquarters, thinner, burnt black by the Sun, and the possessor of a straggling beard.




  He came in an old canoe with four paddlers, and he brought nothing with him save his rifle, his cooking pots and bedding.




  His clothes were patched and soiled, he wore clumsy moccasins of skins, and a helmet which was no longer white and was considerably battered.




  He had learnt something and greeted Sanders fluently in the Bomongo dialect.




  “Chasi o!” he said, with a bitter little laugh, as he stepped from the canoe, and that word meant “finished” in a certain River dialect.




  “As bad as that?” said Sanders.




  “Pretty nearly,” replied the other. “I’m no trader, Mr. Sanders, I’m a born philanthropist.”




  He laughed again and Sanders smiled in sympathy.




  “I’ve seen a lot of life,” he said, “but it doesn’t pay dividends.”




  Sanders took him to the residency and found a suit that nearly fitted him.




  “I’ll have just one more try,” Jordon went on, “then I light out for another field.”




  There were letters awaiting him — letters of infinite sweetness and patience. Letters filled with heroic lies — but too transparent to deceive anybody.




  The young man read them and went old-looking.




  There were remittances from his agent at Sierra Leone — very small indeed these were, after commission and the like had been subtracted.




  Still there was enough to lay in a fresh trading stock, and three weeks later the young man again disappeared into the unknown.




  His departure from headquarters coincided with the return of one of the mysterious three.




  He came back alone to the place by the River. The huts had disappeared, the garden was again forest, the canoe rotted on the beach — for none had dared disturb it.




  He set to work to rebuild a hut. He cleared the garden unaided, and settled down in solitude to the routine of life. He was the chief of the three men, M’Karoka, and like the two men who had disappeared, a man of splendid physique.




  Sanders heard of his return and the next time he passed that way he landed.




  The man was squatting before his fire, stirring the contents of a steaming pot as Sanders came into sight round the hut which had screened his landing.




  He leapt to his feet nimbly, looked for a moment as though he would run away, thought better of it, and raised his hand palm outward in salute.




  “Inkoos,” he said in a deep booming voice.




  It was an unusual greeting, yet dimly familiar.




  “I bring happiness,” said Sanders, using a form of speech peculiar to the Ochori. “Yet since you are a stranger I would ask you what you do, and why do you dwell apart from your own people, for I am the King’s eye and see for him?”




  The man spoke slowly, and it was evident to Sanders that the Ochori was not his speech, for he would sometimes hesitate for a word and sometimes fill the deficiency with a word of Swaheli.




  “I am from a far country, lord chief,” he said, “and my two cousins. Many moons we journeyed, and we came to this place. Then for certain reasons we returned to our land. And when we did that which we had to do, we started to come back. And one named Vellim was killed by a lion and another died of sickness, and I came alone and here I sit till the appointed time.”




  There was a ring of truth in the man’s speech.




  Sanders had an instinct for such truth, and he knew that he had not lied.




  “What are your people?” he asked; “for it is plain to me that your are a foreigner and like none that I know save one race, the race of the great one Ketchewayo.”




  “You have spoken, lord,” said the man gravely; “for though I eat fish, I am of the Zulu people, and I have killed men.”




  Sanders eyed him in silence. It was an astounding statement the man made, that he had walked four thousand miles across desert and river and forest, through a hundred hostile nations, had returned thence four thousand miles with his companions and again covered the distance. Yet he was indisputably a Zulu — Sanders knew that much from the moment he had raised his hand in salute and greeted him as a “prince.”




  “Rest here,” he said, “keep the law and do ill to none, and you shall be as free as any man — it is finished.”




  Sanders pursued a leisurely way down the river, for no pressing matter called him, either to headquarters or to any particular village.




  He passed Jordon’s canoe going up stream, and megaphoned a cheery greeting. The young man, though the reverse of cheerful, responded, waving his hand to the white-clad figure on the bridge of the Zaire.




  It was with a heavy heart he went on. His stock was dwindling, and he had little to show for his labours. Not even the most tempting and the most gaudy of Manchester goods had induced the lazy Isisi to collect rubber. They offered him dried fish, tiny chickens and service for his desirable cloth and beads, but rubber or gum they were disinclined to collect.




  Night was coming on when he made the hut of the solitary stranger.




  He directed his paddlers to the beach and landed for the night. Whilst his four men lit a fire he went on to the hut.




  M’Karoka with folded arms watched his approach. No other man on the river but would have hastened forward to pay tribute, for black is black and white is white, whether the white man be commissioner or trader.




  Jordon had been long enough on the River to see in the attitude of indifference a hint of ungraciousness. Yet the man was polite.




  Together they sat and haggled over the price of a piece of cloth — M’Karoka had no use for beads — and when Jordon set his little tent up on the shore, the man was helpful and seemed used to the peculiar ways of tents.




  But the most extraordinary circumstance was that M’Karoka had paid for his purchase in money. He had entered his hut when the bargain had been completed and reappeared with a golden sovereign.




  He paid four times the value of the cloth, because the negotiations were conducted on a gum basis.




  Jordon was thinking this matter out when he retired for the night. It puzzled him, because money, as he knew, was unknown on the River.




  He went to sleep to dream of a suburban home and the pale face of his pretty wife. He woke suddenly. It was still night. Outside he could hear the swish-swish of the river and the faint murmur of trees. But these had not awakened him.




  There were voices outside the tent, voices that spoke in a language he could not understand.




  He pulled on his mosquito boots and opened the fly of the tent.




  There was a moon, and he saw M’K-aroka standing before his hut and with him was another. They were quarrelling and the fierce voice of the newcomer was raised in anger. Then of a sudden, before Jordon could reach his revolver, the stranger stepped back a pace and struck twice at M’Karoka.




  Jordon saw the gleam of steel in the moonlight, stooped and found his revolver, and dashed out of the tent. M’Karoka lay upon the ground, and his assailant had dashed for the river.




  He leapt into Jordon’s canoe. With a stroke he severed the native rope which moored the craft to the shore, and paddled frantically to midstream.




  Three times Jordon fired at him. At the third shot he slid overboard like a man suddenly tired.




  “Swim out and bring the canoe,” ordered Jordon and turned his attention to M’Karoka. The man was dying; it was not necessary to have an extensive knowledge of surgery to see that he was wounded beyond recovery.




  Jordon attempted to plug the more terrible of the chest wounds and to arrest the bleeding. The Zulu opened his eyes.




  “Baas,” he said faintly, “what came of Vellim?”*




  [* This man’s name was probably Wilhelm or William.]




  “I think he is dead,” said Jordon.




  M’Karoka closed his eyes.




  “Listen, baas,” he said after a while, “you will tell Sandi that I lied when I said Vellim was dead, though all else was true — we each took our share of the stones — then we went back because they were no use to us in this far land — and some we changed for money — then we had to fly — and Vellim tried to kill us so that he might have all — and we beat him, taking from him his stones, and he ran into the forest—”




  He paused, for he found difficulty in speaking.




  When he spoke again it was in a language which Jordon could not understand — the language the men had spoken when they quarrelled. He spoke vehemently, then seemed to realise that he was not understood, for he changed his speech to the Ochori dialect.




  “Under the fire in my hut,” he gasped, “are many stones, master — they are for you, because you killed Vellim—”




  He died soon afterwards.




  In the morning Jordon cleared away the ashes of the fire, and dug through the baked earth. Two feet below the surface he came upon a parcel wrapped in innumerable coverings of native cloth. He opened it eagerly, his hands shaking. There were twenty or thirty pebbles varying in size from a marble to a pea. They were of irregular size and mouse-coloured. Jordon found his training as secretary to a South African millionaire helpful, for he knew these to be uncut diamonds.




  Sanders listened to the story incoherently told.




  Jordon was beside himself with joy.




  “Think of it, Mr. Sanders,” he said, “think of that dear little wife of mine and that dear kiddie. They’re nearly starving, I know it — I can read between the lines of her letter. And at a moment when everything seems to be going wrong, this great fortune comes—”




  Sanders let him rave on, not attempting to check him. The homeward-bound steamer lay in the roadstead, her launch bobbed and swayed in the swell by the beach.




  “You arrived in time,” said Sanders grimly; “if I were you I should forget that you ever told me anything about this affair — and I shouldn’t talk about it when you get home if I were you. Goodbye.”




  He held out his hand and Jordon gripped.




  “You’ve been kindness itself,” he began.




  “Goodbye,” said the Commissioner; “you’d better run or the launch will go without you.”




  He did not wait to see the last of the trader, but turned abruptly and went back to the residency.




  He opened his desk and took out a printed document.




  “To all Commissioners, Magistrates, Chiefs of Police, and Deputy Commissioners:




  “Wanted on a warrant issued by the Chief Magistrate of Kimberley, Villim Dobomo, Joseph M’Karoka, Joseph Kama, Zulus, charged with illicit diamond buying, and believed to be making their way northward through Baroskeland, Angola and the Congo. Accused men disappeared from Kimberley two years ago, but have been seen recently in the neighbourhood of that town. It is now known that they have returned north.”




  At the foot of the communication was a written note from Sanders’ chief:




  “Please state if anything is known of these men.”




  Sanders sat staring at the document for a long time. It was of course his duty to report the matter and confiscate the diamonds in the possession of Jordon.




  “A young wife and a baby,” said Sanders thoughtfully; “how infernally improvident these people are!”




  He took up his pen and wrote:




  “Unknown: Sanders.”




  XVII. Spring of the Year
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  The life of one of His Britannic Majesty’s Commissioners of Native Territories is necessarily a lonely one. He is shut off from communion with those things which men hold most dear. He is bound as by a steel wall to a life which has no part and no harmony with the life to which his instincts call him, and for which his early training, no less than the hereditary forces within him, have made no preparation. He lives and thinks with black people, who are children of thought, memory and action.




  They love and hate like children; they are without the finesse and subtlety which is the possession of their civilised brethren, and in their elementary passions rather retrograde toward the common animal stock from whence we have all sprung, than progress to the nicenesses of refinement.




  And white men who live with them and enter into their lives wholeheartedly become one of two things, clever children or clever beasts. I make this bald statement; the reader must figure out the wherefore.




  Sanders came down the river in the spring of the year, in a thoughtful mood. Under the striped awning which covered the bridge of his stern-wheeler he sat in a deepseated lounge chair, his book on his knees, but he read little.




  His eyes wandered idly over the broad, smooth surface of the big river: they followed the line of the dark N’Gombi forest to the left, and the flat rolling land of the Isisi to the right. They were attracted by the blue-grey smoke which arose from this village and that. The little fishing canoes, anchored in likely places, the raucous call of the parrots overhead, the peering faces of the little monkeys of which he caught glimpses, when the Zaire moved to deep water in shore, all these things interested him and held him as they had not interested him since — oh, since quite a long time ago.




  As he came abreast of a village he pulled the cord which controlled the siren, and the little steamer hooted a welcome to the waving figures on the beach.




  With his fly whisk in his hand, and his unread book on his knee, he gazed by turns absently and interestedly at the landscape.




  Bogindi, the steersman, who stood in the shadow of the awning with his hand on the wheel, called him by name.




  “Lord, there is a man in a canoe ahead who desires to speak with your lordship.”




  Sanders shaded his eyes. Directly in the course of the steamer a canoe lay broadside on, and standing upright was a man whose outstretched arms spoke of desire for an urgent palaver.




  Now only matters of great moment, such as rebellion and the like, justify holding up the King’s ship on the river.




  Sanders leapt forward in his chair and pulled over the handle of the telegraph to “Stop,” then to “Astern Easy.”




  He rose and took a survey of the man through his glasses.




  “This is a young man, Abiboo,” he said, “and I think of the Isisi people; certainly he is no chief to bid me halt.”




  “He may be mad, lord,” said Abiboo; “in the spring of the year the Isisi do strange things, as all men know.”




  The Zaire came slowly to the canoe, and its occupant, wielding his paddles scientifically, brought his little craft alongside and stepped aboard.




  “Who are you?” asked Abiboo, “and what great matter have you in hand that you stop our lord on his splendid way?”




  “I am Kobolo of the Isisi, of the village of Togobonobo,” said the young man, “and I love a chief’s daughter.”




  “May God send you to the bottom of the waters,” swore the wrathful Abiboo, “that you bring your vile body to this ship; that you disturb our lord in his high meditations. Come thou, Kaffir, and whilst you speak with Sandi, I go to find the whip he will surely order for you.”




  Thus Kobolo came before Sanders and Abiboo introduced him in words which were not flattering.




  “This is a strange palaver,” said Sanders not unkindly, “for it is not the practice for young men to stop the ship of the King’s Commissioner because they love maidens.”




  The young man was tall, straight of back, and well made of shoulder, and he showed no remorse for his outrageous conduct. Rather there was an air about him of desperate earnestness.




  “Lord,” he said, “I love Nimimi, who is the daughter of my chief, the chief of the village of Togobonobo. And because she is a beautiful dancer, and men come from afar to see her, her father demands two thousand rods for her, and I am a poor man.”




  “‘The father is always right,’” quoted Sanders, “for it is said on the River, ‘A thing is worth its price and that which you give away is worth nothing.’”




  “This woman loves me,” said the youth, “and because of her I have saved a thousand matakos, which, as your lordship knows, is a great fortune.”




  “What can I do?” asked Sanders, with one of his rare smiles.




  “Lord, you are all-powerful,” said the agitated young man, “and if you say to the chief her father — ?”




  Sanders shook his head.




  “That may not be,” he said.




  There was something in the spring air, something responsive in his blood, that inclined him to act as he did, for after a moment’s thought he turned to Abiboo.




  “Take this man,” he said, “and give him — ?”




  “Lord, I have the whip ready,” said Abiboo complacently. “For I knew that your lordship would be offended by this foolish one.”




  “Give him a thousand matakos from the store, that he may buy the woman of his desire.”




  Abiboo, a little dazed, went slowly to do his master’s bidding.




  “Lord,” said Kobolo, and fell at the Commissioner’s feet, “you are as my father and mother, and I will repay you with good words and thoughts.”




  “Repay me with matakos,” said the practical Sanders. “Go, take your girl, and God help you!”




  Yet he was in no cynical mood. Rather there was a gentleness, a mild stirring of emotions long repressed, a strange tenderness in heart, which harmonised with the tenderness of the young green trees, with the play of budding life about him.




  He stood watching the native as he paddled to shore, singing a loud song, tuneless save for the tune of joy that ran through it. Wistfully Sanders watched. This man, little better than an animal, yet obedient to the inexorable laws which Sanders in his wisdom defied; hastening, with his brass rods, to a glorious life, to a hut and a wife, and the raising of young children to manhood. To toil and the dangers and vicissitudes of his peculiar lot; but to the fulfilment of his highest destiny.




  The Commissioner stood watching him until he saw the canoe ground on the beach, and the man leap lightly ashore and make the boat fast.




  Sanders shook his head and turned the handle of the telegraph to “full speed.”




  He made no pretence at reading; his gaze was abstracted. Presently he rose and walked into his cabin. He pulled the curtains across the door as though he desired none to witness his folly, then he took a key from his pocket and unlocked the little safe which was let into the wall over the head of his bunk, He opened a drawer and took out a fat brown book.




  He laid it upon his desk and turned the leaves.




  It was his bank book from the coast agent of Cox, and the balance to his credit ran into five figures, for Sanders had been a careful man all his life, and had bought land at Lagos in the days when you could secure a desirable building lot for the price of a dress suit.




  He closed the book, and replacing it in the safe resumed his seat on the bridge.




  In the course of the next day he arrived at headquarters.




  It was late in the afternoon when the Zaire went slowly astern into the little dock, which Sanders with much labour had built.




  It was a pretentious little dock, the pride of his days, for it had walls of concrete and a big sluice gate, and it had been erected at the time when the Zaire had undergone her repairs. Sanders never saw that dock without a feeling of intense gratification. It was the “child” which awaited his return; the creation of his mind which welcomed him back.




  And there was a concrete footpath from the dock to the residency — this he had built. On each side Isisi palms had been planted — the work of his hands. They seemed pitiably insignificant.




  He surveyed the residency without joy. It stood on a little rise; from its corrugated root to its distempered stoep, a model of neatness and order.




  “God bless the place!” said Sanders irritably.




  For its old charm had departed; the old pleasant homecoming had become a bleak and wearisome business. And the house was lonely and needed something. It needed a touch which he could not supply. He walked disconsolately through the rooms, lit a pipe, knocked it out again, and wandered vaguely in the direction of the Houssas lines.




  Captain Hamilton, of the King’s Houssas, in white shirt and riding breeches, leant over the rail of the stoep and watched him.




  “Back again,” he said conventionally.




  “No,” said Sanders disagreeably, “I’m on the top river catching flies.”




  Hamilton removed his pipe.




  “You’ve been reading the American Sunday Supplements,” he said calmly, “which is either a sign of mental decrepitude or the awakening of a much-needed sense of humour.”




  He called to his servant. “Alt,” he said solemnly, “prepare the lord Sandi such a cup of tea as the houris of paradise will prepare for the Khalifa on the great day.”




  “What rot you talk, Hamilton!” said Sanders irritably when the man had gone. “You know well enough the Khalifa would drink nothing but Turkish coffee on that occasion.”




  “Who knows?” asked the philosophical Hamilton. “Well, and how are all your good people?”




  “They’re all right,” said Sanders, seating himself in a big chair.




  “The usual murders, witchcraft and pillage,” Hamilton grinned. “Bosambo the virtuous sitting on the foreshore of the Ochori, polishing his halo and singing comic songs!”




  “Bosambo — oh, he’s subdued just now!” said Sanders, stirring the tea which the man had brought, “he’s the best chief on this river, Hamilton,” the other nodded, “if I had my way — if I were the British Government — I’d make him paramount chief of all these territories.”




  “You’d have a war in ten minutes,” said the Houssa skipper, “but he’s a good man. Depressed, was he?”




  “Horribly — I’ve never seen him so worried, and I’m blest if I know why!”




  Hamilton smiled. “Which shows that a poor devil of a soldier, who is not supposed to be au courant with the gossip of the River, may be wiser than a patent stampedin-every-link Commissioner,” he said. “Bosambo is very fond of that Kano wife of his.”




  “I know that, my good chap,” said Sanders, “and a good wife is half the making of a man. Why, what is a man without—”




  He saw the curious laughing eyes of the other watching him, and stopped, and under the tan his eyes went red.




  “You’re singularly enthusiastic, Sandi Labolo,” he said, using the Commissioner’s native name; “you’re not thinking—”




  “What about Bosambo’s wife?” interrupted Sanders loudly.




  The Houssa was eyeing him suspiciously. “Bosambo’s wife,” he repeated, “oh — she goes the way of womankind! Bosambo hopes and fears — after the way of men. He has no child.”




  “Oh! — I didn’t know that, who told you?”




  “My men: they are singing a little song about it — I must introduce you to the regimental poet.”




  There was a long silence after this, neither men talking; then Hamilton asked carelessly:




  “You went to Kosumkusu of course?”




  “I went — yes,” Sanders seemed reluctant to proceed.




  “And Miss Glandynne, that medical missionary of ours?”




  “She — oh, she was cheerful.”




  Hamilton smiled.




  “I sent her a wad of letters which came by the last mail,” he said; “you probably passed the mail canoe on your way down?”




  Sanders nodded and there was another pause in the conversation.




  “She’s rather pretty, isn’t she?” asked Hamilton.




  “Very,” responded Sanders with unnecessary emphasis.




  “A very nice girl indeed,” Hamilton continued absently.




  Sanders made no response for a time — then: “She is a charming lady, much too good for—”




  He checked himself.




  “For—”




  ? enticed Hamilton.




  “For — for that kind of life,” stammered Sanders, hot all over. He rose abruptly.




  “I’ve got some letters to write,” he said and took a hurried departure. And Hamilton, watching the dapper figure stride along the path toward the residency, shook his head sorrowfully.




  Sanders wrote no letters. He began many, tore them up and put the scraps in his pocket. He sat thinking till the servants came to put lights in the room. He hardly tasted his dinner, and the rest of the evening he spent on the stoep staring into the darkness, wondering, hoping, thinking. In the near-by village a wedding feast was in progress, and the mad tattoo of the drum was a fitting accompaniment to his thoughts.




  Nor did the next day bring him nearer to a decision, nor the next, nor the next.




  She was too good for him — he could not ask her to share his life in a country where none knew what the day would bring forth — a country filled with every known tropical disease, and populated by cannibal peoples who were never certain from day to day to retain their allegiance. It would not be fair to ask it — and yet she had said she loved the country; she was beginning to understand the people. And she could go home in the hot months — he would take his arrears of leave.




  And a man ought to be married; he was getting on in years — nearly forty.




  A panic seized him.




  Perhaps he was too old? That was a terrible supposition. He discovered that he did not know how old he was, and spent two busy days collecting from his private documents authentic evidence. Thus three weeks passed before he wrote his final letter.




  During all the period he saw little of the Houssa Captain. He thought once of telling him something of his plans, but funked it at the last.




  He turned up at Hamilton’s quarters one night.




  “I am going up river tomorrow,” he said awkwardly. “I leave as soon after the arrival of the homeward-bound mail as possible — I am expecting letters from the Administration.”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “But why this outburst of confidence?” he asked. “You do not often favour me with your plans in advance.”




  “Well,” began Sanders, “I think I was going to tell you something else, but I’ll defer that.”




  He spent the rest of the evening playing picquet and made remarkable blunders.




  In the morning he was up before daybreak, superintending the provisioning of the Zaire, and when this was completed he awaited impatiently the coming of the mail steamer. When it was only a smudge of black smoke on the horizon, he went down to the beach, though he knew, as a reasonable man, it could not arrive for at least an hour.




  He was standing on the sand, his hands behind his back, fidgeting nervously, when he saw Abiboo running toward him.




  “Master,” said the orderly, “the God-woman is coming.”




  Sanders’ heart gave a leap, and then he felt himself go cold.




  “God-woman?” he said, “what — which God-woman?”




  “Lord, she we left at the last moon at Kosumkusu.”




  Sanders ran back across the beach, through the Houssa barracks to the river dock. As he reached the stage he saw the girl’s canoe come sweeping round the bend.




  He went down to meet her and gave her his hand to assist her ashore.




  She was, to Sanders’ eyes, a radiant vision of loveliness. Snowy white from head to foot; a pair of grave grey eyes smiled at him from under the broad brim of her topee.




  “I’ve brought you news which will please you,” she said; “but tell me first, is the mail steamer gone?”




  He found his tongue.




  “If it had gone,” he said, and his voice was a little husky, “I should not have been here.”




  Then his throat grew dry, for here was an opening did he but possess the courage to take it; and of courage he had none. His brain was in a whirl. He could not muster two consecutive thoughts. He said something which was conventional and fairly trite. “You will come up to breakfast,” he managed to say at last, “and tell me — you said I should be pleased about some news.”




  She smiled at him as she had never smiled before — a mischievous, happy, human smile. Yes, that was what he saw for the first time, the human woman in her. “I’m going home,” she said.




  He was making his way towards the residency, and she was walking by his side. He stopped. “Going home?” he said.




  “I’m going home.” There was a sparkle in her eyes and a colour he had not seen before. “Aren’t you glad? I’ve been such a nuisance to you — and I am afraid I am rather a failure as a missionary.”




  It did not seem to depress her unduly, for he saw she was happy.




  “Going home?” he repeated stupidly.




  She nodded. “I’ll let you into a secret,” she said, “for you have been so good a friend to me that I feel you ought to know — I’m going to be married.”




  “You’re going to be married?” Sanders repeated.




  His fingers were touching a letter he had written, and which lay in his pocket. He had intended sending it by canoe to her station and arriving himself a day later.




  “You are going to be married?” he said again.




  “Yes,” she said, “I — I was very foolish, Mr. Sanders. I ought not to have come here — I quarrelled — you know the sort of thing that happens.”




  “I know,” said Sanders.




  She could not wait for breakfast. The mail steamer came in and sent its pinnace ashore. Sanders saw her baggage stored, took his mail from the second officer, then came to say goodbye to her.




  “You haven’t wished me — luck,” she said.




  At the back of her eyes was a hint of a troubled conscience, for she was a woman and she had been in his company for nearly an hour, and women learn things in an hour.




  “I wish you every happiness,” he said heartily and gripped her hand till she winced.




  She was stepping in the boat when she turned back to him.




  “I have often wondered—” she began, and hesitated.




  “Yes?”




  “It is an impertinence,” she said hurriedly, “but I have wondered sometimes, and I wonder more now when my own happiness makes me take a greater interest — why you have never married?”




  Sanders smiled, that crooked little smile of his.




  “I nearly proposed once,” he said. “Goodbye and good-luck!”




  He left that morning for the Upper River, though the reason for his visit was gone and the ship that carried her to happiness below the western horizon.




  Day by day the Zaire steamed northward, and there was in her commander’s heart an aching emptiness, that made time and space of no account.




  One day they came to a village and would have passed, but Abiboo at his side said: “Lord, this is Togobonobo, where sits the man who your lordship gave a thousand matakos.”




  Sanders showed his teeth.




  “Let us see this happy man,” he said in Arabic, “for the Prophet hath said, ‘The joy of my friend cleanseth my heart from sorrow.’”




  When the Zaire reached the shore, Sanders would have sent for the bridegroom, but that young man was waiting, a woebegone figure that shuffled to the bridge with dejected mien.




  “I see,” said Sanders, “that the father of your woman asked more than you could pay.”




  “Lord, I wish that he had,” said the youth, “for, lord, I am a sorrowful man.”




  “Hath the woman died?”




  “Lord,” said the young man, “if the devils had taken her I should be happy: for this woman, though only a girl, has a great will and does that which she desires, taking no heed of me. And when I speak with her she has a bitter tongue, and, lord, this morning she gave me fish which was not cooked, and called me evil names when I corrected her. Also, lord!” said the youth with a catch in his voice, “the cooking-pot she threw at me before the whole village.”




  “That is a bad palaver,” said Sanders hastily; “now you must give way to her, Tobolo, for she is your wife, and I cannot stay—”




  “Lord,” said the young man, catching his arm, “I am your debtor, owing you a thousand matakos — now if your lordship in justice will divorce me I will repay you with joy.”




  “Go in peace,” said Sanders, and when the youth showed a reluctance to leave the ship, Abiboo threw him into the water.




  The incident gave Sanders food for thought — and there was another matter. Two days further up the River he came to the Ochori and found Bosambo’s people in mourning. The chief waited his master’s coming in the dark of his hut and Sanders went in to see him.




  “Bosambo,” he said, soberly, “this is bad hearing.”




  “Lord,” moaned the chief, “I wish I were dead-dead as my firstborn who lies in the hut of my wife.”




  He rocked to and fro in his grief, for Bosambo had the heart of a child, and in his little son, who had counted its existence by days, was centred all the ambition of his life.




  “God be with you, Bosambo my brother,” said Sanders gently, and laid his hand on the black man’s heaving shoulder; “these things are ordained from the beginning of time.”




  “It is written,” whispered Bosambo, between his sobs, and caught his lord’s hand.




  Sanders turned his steamer downriver, and that night, when he prepared for bed, the sorrow of his chief was fresh in his mind.




  Before he turned in, he took a letter from his pocket, tore it deliberately into a hundred scraps and threw it from the door of the cabin into the river. Then he got into his bunk and switched out the light. He thought of the young man of the Isisi, and he thought of Bosambo.




  “Thank God I’m not married,” he said, and went to sleep.




  The End
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  The road from Alebi is a bush road. It is a track scarcely discernible, that winds through forest and swamp, across stretches of jungle land, over thickly vegetated hills.




  No tributary of the great river runs to the Alebi country, where, so people say, wild and unknown tribes dwell; where strange magic is practiced, and curious rites observed.




  Here, too, is the River of Stars.




  Once there went up into these bad lands an expedition under a white man. He brought with him carriers, and heavy loads of provisions and landed from a coast steamer one morning in October. There were four white men, one being in supreme authority; a pleasant man of middle age, tall, broad, and smiling.




  There was one who made no secret of the fact that he did not intend accompanying the expedition.




  He also was a tall man, heavier of build, plump of face, and he spent the days of waiting, whilst the caravan was being got ready, in smoking long cigars and cursing the climate.




  A few days before the expedition marched he took the leader aside.




  “Now, Sutton,” he said, “this affair has cost me a lot of money, and I don’t want to lose it through any folly of yours — I am a straight-speaking man, so don’t lose your temper. If you locate this mine, you’re to bring back samples, but most of all are you to take the exact bearings of the place. Exactly where the River is, I don’t know. You’ve got the pencil plan that the Portuguese gave us—”




  The other man interrupted him with a nervous little laugh.




  “It is not in Portuguese territory, of course,” he said.




  “For Heaven sake, Sutton,” implored the big man in a tone of exasperation, “get that Portuguese maggot out o’ your brain — I’ve told you twenty times there is no question of Portuguese territory. The River runs through British soil—”




  “Only, you know, that the Colonial Office—”




  “I know all about the Colonial Office,” interrupted the man roughly, “it’s forbidden, I know, and it’s a bad place to get to, anyhow — here “ — he drew from his pocket a flat round case, and opened it—” use this compass the moment you strike the first range of hills — have you got any other compasses?”




  “I have got two,” said the other wonderingly.




  “Let me have ‘em.”




  “But—”




  “Get ‘em, my dear chap,” said the stout man testily; and the leader, with a good-humoured shrug of his shoulders, left him, to return in a few minutes with the two instruments. He took in exchange the one the man held and opened it.




  It was a beautiful instrument. There was no needle, the whole dial revolving as he turned it about. Something he saw surprised him, for he frowned.




  “That’s curious,” he said wonderingly; “are you sure this compass is true? The north should lie exactly over that flagstaff on the Commissioner’s house — I tested it yesterday from this very—”




  “Stuff!” interrupted the other loudly. “Rubbish; this compass has been verified; do you think I want to lead you astray — after the money I’ve sunk—”




  On the morning before the expedition left, when the carriers were shouldering their loads, there came a brownfaced little man with a big white helmet over the back of his head and a fly whisk in his hand.




  “Sanders, Commissioner,” he introduced himself laconically,” I’ve just come down from the interior; sorry I did not arrive before: you are going into the bush?”




  “Yes.”




  “Diamonds, I understand?”




  Sutton nodded.




  “You’ll find a devil of a lot of primitive opposition to your march. The Alebi people will fight you, and the Otaki folk will chop you, sure.” He stood thinking, and swishing his whisk from side to side.




  “Avoid trouble,” he said, “I do not want war in my territories — and keep away from the Portuguese border.”




  Sutton smiled.




  “We shall give that precious border a wide berth — the Colonial Office has seen the route, and approves.”




  The Commissioner nodded again and eyed Sutton gravely. “Good luck,” he said.




  The next day the expedition marched with the dawn, and disappeared into the wood beyond the Isisi River.




  A week later the stout man sailed for England.




  Months passed and none returned, nor did any news come of the expedition either by messenger, or by Lokali. A year went by, and another, and still no sign came.




  Beyond the seas, people stirred uneasily, cablegram and letter, and official dispatch came to the Commissioner, urging him to seek for the lost expedition of the white men who had gone to find the River of Stars. Sanders of Bofabi shook his head.




  What search could be made? Elsewhere, a swift little steamer following the courses of a dozen rivers, might penetrate — the fat water-jacket of a maxim gun persuasively displayed over the bow — into regions untouched by European influence, but the Alebi country was bush. Investigation meant an armed force; an armed force meant money — the Commissioner shook his head.




  Nevertheless he sent two spies secretly into the bush, cunning men, skilled in woodcraft. They were absent about three months, and returned one leading the other.




  “They caught him, the wild people of the Alebi,” said the leader without emotion, “and put out his eyes: that night, when they would have burnt him, I killed his guard and carried him to the bush.”




  Sanders stood before his bungalow, in the green moonlight, and looked from the speaker to the blind man, who stood uncomplainingly, patiently twiddling his fingers.




  “What news of the white men?” he asked at last, and the speaker, resting on his long spear, turned to the sightless one at his side.




  “What saw you, Messambi?” he asked in the vernacular.




  “Bones,” croaked the blind man, “bones I saw; bones and nearly bones. They crucified the white folk in a big square before the chief’s house, and there is no man left alive so men say.”




  “So I thought,” said Sanders gravely, and made his report to England.




  Months passed and the rains came and the green season that follows the rains, and Sanders was busy, as a West Central African Commissioner can be busy, in a land where sleeping sickness and tribal feuds contribute steadily to the death rate.




  He had been called into the bush to settle a witchdoctor palaver. He travelled sixty miles along the tangled road that leads to the Alebi country, and established his seat of justice at a small town called M’Saga. He had twenty Houssa with him, else he might not have gone so far with impunity. He sat in the thatched palaver house and listened to incredible stories of witchcraft, 01 spells cast, of wasting sickness that fell in consequence, of horrible rites between moonset and sunrise, and gave judgment.




  The witchdoctor was an old man, but Sanders had no respect for grey hairs.




  “It is evident to me that you are an evil man,” he said, “and—”




  “Master!”




  It was the complainant who interrupted him, a man wasted by disease and terror, who came into the circle of soldiery and stolid townspeople.




  “Master, he is a bad man—”




  “Be silent,” commanded Sanders.




  “He practises devil spells with white men’s blood,” screamed the man, as two soldiers seized him at a gesture from the Commissioner. “He keeps a white man chained in the forest—”




  “Eh?”




  Sanders was alert and interested. He knew natives better than any other man; he could detect a lie — more difficult an accomplishment, he could detect the truth. Now he beckoned the victim of the witchdoctor’s enmity towards him.




  “What is this talk of white men?” he asked.




  The old doctor said something in a low tone, fiercely, and the informer hesitated.




  “Go on,” said Sanders.




  “He says—”




  “Go on!”




  The man was shaking from head to foot.




  “There is a white man in the forest — he came from the River of Stars — the Old One found him and put him in a hut, needing his blood for charms….”




  The man led the way along a forest path, behind him came Sanders, and, surrounded by six soldiers, the old witchdoctor with his hands strapped together.




  Two miles from the village was a hut. The elephant grass grew so high about it that it was scarcely visible. Its roof was rotten and sagging, the interior was vile…




  Sanders found a man lying on the floor, chained by the leg to a heavy log; a man who laughed softly to himself, and spoke like a gentleman. The soldiers carried him into the open, and laid him carefully on the ground. His clothes were in tatters, his hair and his beard were long, there were many little scars on either forearm where the witchdoctor’s knife had drawn blood.




  “M — m,” said Sanders, and shook his head.




  “…The River of Stars,” said the wreck, with a chuckle, “pretty name — what? Kimberley? Why, Kimberley is nothing compared to it… I did not believe it until I saw it with my eyes… the bed of the river is packed with diamonds, and you’d never find it, Lambaire, even with the chart, and your infernal compass… I’ve left a cache of tools, and food for a couple of years….”




  He thrust his hand into his rag of a shirt and brought out a scrap of paper. Sanders bent down to take it, but the man pushed him back with his thin hand.




  “No, no, no,” he breathed. “You take the blood, that’s your job — I’m strong enough to stand it — one day I’ll get away…”




  Ten minutes later he fell into a sound sleep. Sanders found the soiled paper, and put it into his uniform pocket.




  He sent back to the boat and his men brought two tents which were pitched in a clearing near the hut. The man was in such a deplorable condition that Sanders dared not take the risk of moving him. That night, when the camp lay wrapped in sleep and the two native women whom the Commissioner had commanded to watch the sick man were snoring by their charge, the wreck woke. Stealthily he rose from bed and crept out into the starry night.




  Sanders woke to find an empty hut and a handful of rags that had once been a white man’s coat on the banks of the tiny forest stream, a hundred yards from the camp.




  *




  The witch doctor of M’Saga, summoned to an early morning palaver, came in irons and was in no doubt as to the punishment which awaited him, for nearby in the forest the houssas had dug up much evidence of sacrifice.




  “Master,” said the man, facing the stare of grey eyes, “I see death in your face.”




  “That is God’s truth,” said Sanders, and hanged him then and there.




  I. Amber
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  Amber sat in his cell at Wellboro’ gaol, softly whistling a little tune and beating time on the floor with his stockinged feet. He had pushed his stool near to the corrugated wall, and tilted it back so that he was poised on two of its three legs.




  His eyes wandered round the little room critically.




  Spoon and basin on the shelf; prison regulations varnished a dull yellow, above these; bed neatly folded… he nodded slowly, still whistling.




  Above the bed and a little to the left was a small window of toughened glass, admitting daylight but affording, by reason of its irregular texture, no view of the world without. On a shelf over the bed was a Bible, a Prayer Book, and a dingy library book.




  He made a grimace at the book; it was a singularly dull account of a singularly dull lady missionary who had spent twenty years in North Borneo without absorbing more of the atmosphere of that place than that it “was very hot” and further that native servants could be on occasion “very trying.”




  Amber was never fortunate with his library books. Five years ago, when he had first seen the interior of one of His Majesty’s gaols, he had planned a course of study embracing Political Economy and the Hellenic Drama, and had applied for the necessary literature for the prosecution of his studies. He had been “ served out” with an elementary Greek grammar and Swiss Family Robinson, neither of which was noticeably helpful. Fortunately the term of imprisonment ended before he expected; but he had amused himself by translating the adventures of the virtuous Swiss into Latin verse, though he found little profit in the task, and abandoned it.




  During his fourth period of incarceration he made chemistry his long suit; but here again fortune deserted him, and no nearer could he get to his reading of the science than to secure the loan of a Squire and a Materia Medica.




  Amber, at the time I describe, was between twenty-eight and thirty years of age, a little above medium height, well built, though he gave you the impression of slightness. His hair was a reddish yellow, his eyes grey, his nose straight, his mouth and chin were firm, and he was ready to show two rows of white teeth in a smile, for he was easily amused. The lower part of his face was now unshaven, which detracted from his appearance, but none the less he was, even in the ugly garb of his bondage, a singularly goodlooking young man.




  There was the sound of a key at the door, and he rose as the lock snapped twice and the door swung outward.




  “75,” said an authoritative voice, and he stepped out of the cell into the long corridor, standing to attention.




  The warder, swinging his keys at the end of a bright chain, pointed to the prisoner’s shoes neatly arranged by the cell door.




  “Put ’em on.”




  Amber obeyed, the warder watching him.




  “Why this intrusion upon privacy, my Augustus?” asked the kneeling Amber.




  The warder, whose name was not Augustus, made no reply. In earlier times he would have “ marked “ Amber for insolence, but the eccentricities of this exemplary prisoner were now well-known, besides which he had some claim to consideration, for he it was who rescued Assistant Warder Beit from the fury of the London Gang. This had happened at Devizes County Gaol in 1906, but the prison world is a small one, and the fame of Amber ran from Exeter to Chelmsford, from Lewes to Strangeways.




  He marched with his custodian through the corridor, down a polished steel stairway to the floor of the great hall, along a narrow stone passage to the Governor’s office. Here he waited for a few minutes, and was then taken to the Governor’s sanctum.




  Major Bliss was sitting at his desk, a burnt little man with a small black moustache and hair that had gone grey at the temples.




  With a nod he dismissed the warder.




  “75,” he said briefly, “you are going out tomorrow, on a Home Office order.”




  “Yes, sir,” said Amber.




  The Governor was thoughtfully silent for a moment, drumming his fingers noiselessly on his blotting pad.




  “What are you going to do?” he demanded suddenly.




  Amber smiled.




  “I shall pursue my career of crime,” he said cheerfully, and the Governor frowned and shook his head.




  “I can’t understand you — haven’t you any friends?”




  Again the amused smile.




  “No, sir,” Amber was even more cheerful than before. “I have nobody to blame for my detection but myself.”




  The Major turned over some sheets of paper that lay before him, read them, and frowned again.




  “Ten convictions!” he said. “A man of your capacity — why, with your ability you might have been—”




  “Oh no, I mightn’t,” interrupted the convict, “that’s the gag that judges work, but it’s not true. It doesn’t follow because a man makes an ingenious criminal that he would be a howling success as an architect, or because he can forge a cheque that he would have made a fortune by company promotion. An ordinary intelligent man can always shine in crime because he is in competition with very dull-witted and ignorant fellow craftsmen.”




  He took a step forward and leant on the edge of the desk.




  “Look here, sir, you remember me at Sandhurst; you were a man of my year. You know that I was dependent on an allowance from an uncle who died before I passed through. What was I fit for when I came down? It seemed jolly easy the first week in London, because I had a tenner to carry on with.




  But in a month I was starving. So I worked the Spanish prisoner fraud, played on the cupidity of people who thought they were going to make an immense fortune with a little outlay — it was easy money for me.”




  The Governor shook his head again.




  “I’ve done all sorts of stunts since then,” 75 went on unveraciously. “I’ve worked every kind of trick,” he smiled as at some pleasant recollection. “There isn’t a move in the game that I don’t know; there isn’t a bad man in London I couldn’t write the biography of, if I was so inclined. I’ve no friends, no relations, nobody in the world I care two penn’oth of gin about, and I’m quite happy: and when you say I have been in prison ten times, you should say fourteen.”




  “You’re a fool,” said the Governor, and pressed a bell.




  “I’m an adventuring philosopher,” said 75 complacently, as the warder came in to march him back to his cell….




  Just before the prison bell clanged the order for bed, a warder brought him a neat bundle of clothing.




  “Look over these, 75, and check them,” said the officer pleasantly. He handed a printed list to the prisoner.




  “Can’t be bothered,” said Amber, taking the list. “I’ll trust to your honesty.”




  “Check ‘em.”




  Amber unfastened the bundle, unfolded his clothing, shook them out and laid them over the bed.




  “You keep a man’s kit better than they do in Walton,” he said approvingly, “no creases in the coat, trousers nicely pressed — hullo, where’s my eyeglass?”




  He found it in the waistcoat pocket, carefully wrapped in tissue paper, and was warm in his praise of the prison authorities.




  “I’ll send a man in to shave you in the morning,” said the warder and lingered at the door.




  “75,” he said, after a pause, “don’t you come back here.”




  “Why not?”




  Amber looked up with his eyebrows raised.




  “Because this is a mug’s game,” said the warder. “A gentleman like you! Surely you can keep away from a place like this!”




  Amber regarded the other with the glint of a smile in his eyes.




  “You’re ungrateful, my warder,” he said gently. “Men like myself give this place a tone, besides which, we serve as an example to the more depraved and lawless of the boarders.”




  (It was an eccentricity of Amber’s that he invariably employed the possessive pronoun in his address.)




  Still the warder lingered.




  “There’s lots of jobs a chap like you could take up,” he said, almost resentfully,” if you only applied your ability in the right direction—”




  75 raised his hand in dignified protest.




  “My warder,” he said gravely, “you are quotin’ the Sunday papers, and that I will not tolerate, even from you.”




  Later, in the Warders’ Mess, Mr. Scrutton said that as far as he was concerned he gave 75 up as a bad job.”




  “As nice a fellow as you could wish to meet,” he confessed.




  “How did he come down?” asked an assistant warder.




  “He was a curate in the West End of London, got into debt and pawned the church plate — he told me so himself!”




  There were several officers in the mess

room. One of these, an elderly man, removed his pipe before he spoke.




  “I saw him in Lewes two years ago; as far as my recollection serves me, he was thrown out of the Navy for running a destroyer ashore.”




  Amber was the subject of discussion in the little dining room of the Governor’s quarters, where Major Bliss dined with the deputy governor.




  “Try as I can,” said the Governor in perplexity, I cannot remember that man Amber at Sandhurst — he says he remembers me, but I really cannot place him….”




  Unconscious of the interest he was exciting, Amber slumbered peacefully on his thin mattress, smiling in his sleep.




  *




  Outside the prison gates on the following morning was a small knot of people, mainly composed of shabbily dressed men and women, waiting for the discharge of their relatives.




  One by one they came through the little wicket-gate, grinning sheepishly at their friends, submitting with some evidence of discomfort to the embraces of tearful women, receiving with greater aplomb the rude jests of their male admirers.




  Amber came forth briskly. With his neat tweed suit, his soft Homburg hat and his eyeglass, those who waited mistook him for an officer of the prison and drew aside respectfully. Even the released prisoners, such as were there, did not recognize him, for he was clean shaven and spruce; but a black-coated young man, pale and very earnest, had been watching for him, and stepped forward with outstretched hand.




  “Amber?” he asked hesitatingly.




  “Mr. Amber, “corrected the other, his head perked on one side like a curious hen.




  “Mr. Amber.” The missioner accepted the correction gravely. “My name is Dowles. I am a helper of the Prisoners’ Regeneration League.”




  “Very interestin’ — very interestin’ indeed,” murmured Amber, and shook the young man’s hand vigorously. “Good work, and all that sort of thing, but uphill work, sir, uphill work.”




  He shook his head despairingly, and with a nod made as if to go.




  “One moment, Mr. Amber.” The young man’s hand was on his arm. “I know about you and your misfortune — won’t you let us help you?”




  Amber looked down at him kindly, his hand rested on the other’s shoulder.




  “My chap,” he said gently, “I’m the wrong kind of man: can’t put me choppin’ wood for a living, or find me a position of trust at 18s. a week. Honest toil has only the same attraction for me as the earth has for the moon; I circle round it once in twentyfour hours without getting any nearer to it — here!”




  He dived his hand into his trousers pocket and brought out some money. There were a few sovereigns — these had been in his possession when he was arrested — and some loose silver. He selected half a crown.




  “For the good cause,” he said magnificently, and slipping the coin into the missioner’s hand, he strode off.




  II. At the Whistlers




  

    Table of Contents

  




  No. 46, Curefax Street, West Central, is an establishment which is known to a select few as “The Whistlers.” Its official title is Pinnock’s Club. It was founded in the early days of the nineteenth century by one Charles Pinnock, and in its day was a famous rendezvous.




  That it should suffer the vicissitudes peculiar to institutions of the kind was inevitable, and its reputation rose and fell with the changing times. In 1889,1901, and again in 1903, it fell under suspicion, for in these years the club was raided by the police; though without any result satisfactory to the raiders.




  It is indisputable that the habitués of the Whistlers were a curious collection of people, that it had few, if any, names upon the list of members of any standing in the social world; yet the club was popular in a shamefaced way. The golden youth of London delighted to boast, behind cautious hands, that they had had a night at the Whistlers; some of them hinted at high play; but the young gentlemen of fortune who had best reason for knowing the play was high indeed, never spoke of the matter, realizing, doubtlessly, that the world has little sympathy with a fool confessed, so that much of the evidence that an interfering constabulary desired was never forthcoming.




  On a night in October the club was enjoying an unusual amount of patronage. Cab after cab set down well-dressed men before the decorous portals in Curefax Street. Men immaculately dressed, men a little over dressed, they came in ones and twos, and parties of three, at short intervals.




  Some came out again after a short stay and drove off, but it seemed that the majority stayed. Just before midnight a taxicab drove up and discharged three passengers.




  By accident or design, there is no outside light to the club, and the nearest electric standard is a few yards along the street, so that a visitor may arrive or depart in semi-darkness, and a watcher would find difficulty in identifying a patron.




  In this case the chauffeur was evidently unacquainted with the club premises, and overshot the mark, pulling up within a few yards of the street lamp.




  One of the passengers was tall and soldierly in appearance. He had a heavy black moustache, and the breadth of his shoulders suggested great muscular strength. In the light much of his military smartness vanished, for his face was puffed, and there were little bags under his eyes. He was followed by a shorter man who looked much younger than he was, for his hair, eyebrows and a little wisp of moustache were so fair as to be almost white. His nose and chin were of the character which for want of a better description may be called “nut-cracker,” and down his face, from temple to chin, ran a long red scar.




  Alphonse Lambaire was the first of these men, a remarkable and a sinister figure. Whether Lambaire was his real name or not I do not profess to know: he was English in all else. You might search in vain the criminal records of Scotland Yard without discovering his name, save in that section devoted to “ suspected persons.” He was a notorious character.




  I give you a crude biography of him because he figures largely in this story. He was a handsome man, in a heavy unhealthy way, only the great diamond ring upon his little finger was a departure from the perfect taste of his ensemble.




  The second man was “Whitey”: what his real name was nobody ever discovered. “Whitey” he was to all; “Mr. Whitey “ to the club servants, and “ George Whitey “ was the name subscribed to the charge sheet on the one occasion that the police made an unsuccessful attempt to draw him into their net.




  The third was a boy of eighteen, fresh coloured, handsome, in a girlish fashion. As he stepped from the cab he staggered slightly and Lambaire caught his arm.




  “Steady, old fellow,” he said. Lambaire’s voice was deep and rich, and ended in a little chuckle. “Pay that infernal brute, Whitey — pay the fare on the clock and not a penny more — here, hold up, Sutton my lad.”




  The boy made another blunder and laughed foolishly.




  “We’ll put him right in a minute, won’t we, major?”




  Whitey had a high little voice and spoke rapidly.




  “Take his arm, Whitey,” said Lambaire, “a couple of old brandies will make a new man of you…”




  They disappeared through the swing doors of the club, and the hum of the departing taxi sounded fainter and fainter.




  The street was almost deserted for a few minutes, then round the corner from St. James’s Square came a motorcar. This driver also knew little of the locality, for he slowed down and came crawling along the street, peering at such numbers as were visible. He stopped before No. 46 with a jerk, jumped down from his seat and opened the door.




  “This is the place, miss,” he said respectfully, and a girl stepped out. She was very young and very pretty. She had evidently been spending the evening at a theatre, for she was dressed in evening finery, and over her bare shoulders an opera wrap was thrown.




  She hesitated a moment, then ascended the two steps that led to the club, and hesitated again. Then she came back to the car.




  “Shall I ask, miss?”




  “If you please, John.”




  She stood on the pavement watching the driver as he knocked on the glass-panelled door. A servant came and held the door open, regarding the chauffeur with an unfriendly eye.




  “Mr. Sutton — no, we’ve no such member.”




  “Tell him he’s here as a guest,” said the girl, and the waiter, looking over the head of the chauffeur, saw her and frowned.




  “He’s not here, madame,” he said.




  She came forward.




  “He is here — I know he is here.” Her voice was calm, yet she evidently laboured under some excitement. “You must tell him I want him — at once.”




  “He is not here, madame,” said the man doggedly.




  There was a spectator to the scene. He had strolled leisurely along the street, and had come to a standstill in the shadow of the electric brougham.




  “He is here!” She stamped her foot. “In this wretched, wicked club — he is being robbed — it is wicked — wicked!”




  The waiter closed the door in her face.




  “Pardon me.”




  A young man, clean shaven, glass in eye, dressed in the neatest of tweed suits, stood by her, hat in hand. He had the happiest of smiles and a half-smoked cigarette lay on the pavement.




  “Can I be of any assistance?”




  His manner was perfect, respect, deference, apology, all were suggested by his attitude, and the girl in her distress forgot to be afraid of this providential stranger.




  “My brother — he is there.” She pointed a shaky finger at the bland door of the club. “He is in bad hands — I have tried…” Her voice failed her and her eyes were full of tears.




  Amber nodded courteously. Without a word he led the way to her car, and she followed without question. She stepped in as he indicated.




  “What is your address? — I will bring your brother.”




  With a hand that trembled, she opened a little bag of golden tissue that hung at her wrist, opened a tiny case and extracted a card.




  He took it, read it, and bowed slightly.




  “Home,” he said to the driver, and stood watching the tail lights of the brougham disappear.




  He waited, thinking deeply.




  This little adventure was after his own heart. He had been the happiest man in London that day, and was on his way back to the modest Bloomsbury bed-sitting-room he had hired, when fortune directed his footsteps in the direction of Curefax Street.




  He saw the car vanish from sight round a corner, and went slowly up the steps of the club. He pushed open the door, walked into the little hallway, nodding carelessly to a stout porter who sat in a little box near the foot of the stairs.




  The man looked at him doubtingly.




  “Member, sir?” he asked, and was rewarded by an indignant stare.




  “Beg pardon, sir,” said the abashed porter. “We’ve got so many members that it is difficult to remember them.”




  “I suppose so,” said Amber coldly. He mounted the stairs with slow steps; halfway up he turned.




  “Is Captain Lawn in the club?”




  “No, sir,” said the man.




  “Or Mr. Augustus Breet?”




  “No, sir, neither of those gentlemen are in.”




  Amber nodded and continued on his way. That he had never heard of either, but that he knew both were out, is a tribute to his powers of observation. There was a rack in the hall where letters were displayed for members, and he had taken a brief survey of the board as he passed. Had there been any necessity, he could have mentioned half a dozen other members, but the porter’s suspicions were lulled.




  The first floor was taken up with dining and writing rooms. Amber smiled internally.




  “This,” he thought, “is where the gulls sign their little cheques — most thoughtful arrangement.”




  He mounted another flight of stairs, walked into a smoking-room where a number of flashily-dressed men were sitting, met their inquiring gaze with a nod and a smile directed at an occupied corner of the room, closed the door, and went up yet another and a steeper flight.




  Before the polished portals of the room, which he gathered was the front room of the upper floor, a man sat on guard.




  He was short and broad, his face was unmistakably that of a prizefighter’s, and he rose and confronted Amber.




  “Well, sir?”




  The tone was uncompromisingly hostile.




  “All right,” said Amber, and made to open the door.




  “One moment, sir, you’re not a member.”




  Amber stared at the man.




  “My fellow,” he said stiffly, “you have a bad memory for faces.”




  “I don’t remember yours, anyway.”




  The man’s tone was insolent, and Amber saw the end of his enterprise before ever it had begun.




  He thrust his hands into his pockets and laughed quietly.




  “I am going into that room,” he said.j




  “You’re not.”




  Amber reached out his hand and grasped the knob of the door, and the man gripped him by the shoulder.




  Only for a second, for the intruder whipped round like a flash.




  The doorkeeper saw the blow coming and released his hold to throw up a quick and scientific guard — but too late. A hard fist, driven as by an arm of steel, caught him under the point of the jaw and he fell back, missed his balance, and went crashing down the steep stairs — for this was the top flight and conveniently ladder-like.




  Amber turned the door-handle and went in.




  The players were on their feet with apprehensive eyes fixed on the door; the crash of the janitor’s body as it struck the stairs had brought them up. There had been no time to hide the evidence of play, and cards were scattered about the floor and on the tables, money and counters lay in confusion….




  For a moment they looked at one another, the calm man in the doorway and the scowling players at the tables. Then he closed the door softly behind him and came in. He looked round deliberately for a place to hang his hat.




  Before they could question him the doorkeeper was back, his coat off, the light of battle in his eye.




  “Where is he?” he roared. “I’ll learn him….”




  His language was violent, but justified in the circumstances.




  “Gentlemen,” said Amber, standing with his back to the wall, “you can have a rough house, and the police in, or you can allow me to stay.”




  “Put him out!”




  Lambaire was in authority there. His face was puckered and creased with anger, and he pointed to the trespasser.




  “Put him out, George—”




  Amber’s hands were in his pockets.




  “I shall shoot,” he said quietly, and there was a silence and a move backward.




  Even the pugilistic janitor hesitated.




  “I have come for a quiet evening’s amusement,” Amber went on. “I’m an old member of the club, and I’m treated like a split*; most unfriendly!”




  [* Thieves’ argot for “detective.”]




  He shook his head reprovingly.




  His eyes were wandering from face to face; he knew many who were there, though they might not know him. He saw the boy, white of face, limp, and half asleep, sprawling in a chair at Lambaire’s table.




  “Sutton,” he said loudly, “Sutton, my buck, wake up and identify your old friend.”




  Gradually the excitement was wearing down. Lambaire jerked his head to the doorkeeper and reluctantly he retired.




  “We don’t want any fuss,” said the big man; he scowled at the imperturbable stranger. “We don’t know you; you’ve forced your way in here, and if you’re a gentleman you’ll retire.”




  “I’m not a gentleman,” said Amber calmly, “I’m one of yourselves.”




  He made his way to where the youth half sat, half lay, and shook him.




  “I came to see my friend,” he said, “and a jolly nice mess some of you people have made of him.”




  He turned a stern face to the crowd.




  “I’m going to take him away,” he said suddenly.




  His strength was surprising, for with one arm he lifted the boy to his feet.




  “Stop!”




  Lambaire was between him and the door.




  “You leave that young fellow here — and clear.”




  Amber’s answer was characteristic.




  With his disengaged hand, he lifted a chair, swung it once in a circle round his head, and sent it smashing through the window.




  They heard the faint crackle of it as it struck the street below, the tinkle of falling glass, and then a police whistle.




  Lambaire stood back from the door and flung it open.




  “You can go,” he said between his teeth. “I shall remember you.”




  “If you don’t,” said Amber, with his arm round the boy, “you’ve got a jolly bad memory.”




  III. Introduces Peter, the Romancist
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  Amber had £86 10s. — A respectable sum.




  He had an invitation to take tea with Cynthia Sutton at five o’clock in the afternoon. He had thought to hand the money to her on behalf of her brother — on second thoughts he decided to send the young man’s losses to him anonymously. After all he was adjudging those losses by approximation. He had a pleasant room in Bloomsbury, a comfortable armchair, a long, thin, mild cigar and an amusing book, and he was happy. His feet rested on a chair, a clock ticked — not unmusically — it was a situation that makes for reverie, daydreams, and sleep. His condition of mind might be envied by many a more useful member of society, for it was one of complete and absolute complaisance.




  There came a knock at the door, and he bade the knocker come in. A neat maid entered with a tray, on which lay a card, and Amber took it up carelessly.




  “Mr. George Whitey,” he read. “Show him up.”




  Whitey was beautifully dressed. From his glossy silk hat to his shiny patent shoes, he was everything that a gentleman should be in appearance.




  He smiled at Amber, placed his top-hat carefully upon the table, and skinned his yellow gloves.




  Amber, holding up the card by the corner, regarded him benevolently.




  When the door had shut —




  “And what can I do for you, my Whitey?” he demanded.




  Whitey sat down, carefully loosened the buttons of his frockcoat, and shot his cuffs.




  “Name of Amber?”




  His voice was a very high one; it was of a whistling shrillness.




  Amber nodded.




  “The fact of it is, old fellow,” said the other, with easy familiarity,” Lambaire wants an understanding, an undertaking, and — er — um—”




  “And who is Lambaire?” asked the innocent Amber.




  “Now, look here, dear boy,” Whitey bent forward and patted Amber’s knee, “let us be perfectly frank and above board. We’ve found out all about you — you’re an old lag — you haven’t been out of prison three days — am I right?”




  He leant back with the triumphant air of a man who is revealing a well-kept secret.




  “Bull’s-eye,” said Amber calmly. “Will you have a cigar or a butter dish?”




  “Now we know you — d’ye see? We’ve got you taped down to the last hole. We bear no resentment, no malice, no nothing.”




  “No anything,” corrected Amber. “Yes — ?”




  “This is our point.” Whitey leant forward and traced the palm of his left hand with his right finger. “You came into the Whistlers — bluffed your way in — very clever, very clever — even Lambaire admits that — we overlook that; we’ll go further and overlook the money.”




  He paused significantly, and smiled with some meaning.




  “Even the money,” he repeated, and Amber raised his eyebrows.




  “Money?” he said. “My visitor, I fail to rise to this subtle reference.” “ The money,” said Whitey slowly and emphatically, “there was close on a hundred pounds on Lambaire’s table alone, to say nothing of the other tables. It was there when you came in — it was gone when you left.”




  Amber’s smile was angelic in its forgiveness. “May I suggest,” he said, “that I was not the only bad character present?”




  “Anyway, it doesn’t matter, the money part of it,” Whitey went on. “Lambaire doesn’t want to prosecute.”




  “Ha! ha! “ said Amber, laughing politely. “He doesn’t want to prosecute; all he wants you to do is to leave young Sutton alone; Lambaire says that there isn’t any question of making money out of Sutton, it’s a bigger thing than that, Lambaire says—”




  “Oh, blow Lambaire!” said Amber, roused to wrath. “Stifle Lambaire, my Whitey! he talks like the captain of the Forty Thieves. Go back to your master, my slave, and tell him young Ali Baba Amber is not in a condition of mind to discuss a workin’ arrangement—”




  Whitey had sprung to his feet, his face was unusually pale, his eyes narrowed till they were scarcely visible, his hands twitched nervously. “Oh, you — you know, do you?” he stuttered.




  “I told Lambaire that you knew — that’s your game, is it? Well, you look out!”




  He wagged a warning finger at the astonished young man in the chair.




  “You look out, Amber! Forty Thieves and Ali Baba, eh? So you know all about it — who told you? I told Lambaire that you were the sort of nut that would get hold of a job like this !”




  He was agitated, and Amber, silent and watchful, twisted himself in his seat to view him the better, watching his every move. Whitey picked up his hat, smoothed it mechanically on the sleeve of his coat, his lips were moving as though he were talking to himself. He walked round the table that stood in the centre of the room, and made for the door.




  Here he stood for a few seconds, framing some final message.




  “I’ve only one thing to say to you,” he said at last, “and that is this: if you want to come out of this business alive, go in with Lambaire — he’ll share all right; if you get hold of the chart, take it to Lambaire. It’ll be no use to you without the compass — see, an’ Lambaire’s got the compass, and Lambaire says—”




  “Get out,” said Amber shortly, and Whitey went, slamming the door behind him.




  Amber stepped to the window and from the shadow of the curtain watched his visitor depart.




  A cab was waiting for him, and he stepped in.




  “No instructions for driver,” noted Amber. “He goes home as per arrangement.”




  He rang a bell and a maid appeared.




  “My servant,” he said, regarding her with immense approval, “we will have our bill — nay, do not look round, for there is but one of us. When we said ‘we,’ we spoke in an editorial or kingly sense.”




  “Also,” he went on gaily, “instruct our boots to pack our belongings — for we are going away.”




  The girl smiled.




  “You haven’t been with us long, sir,” she said.




  “A king’s messenger,” said Amber gravely, “never stays any length of time in one place; ever at the call of exigent majesty, burdened with the responsibilities of statescraft; the Mercury of Diplomacy, he is the nomad of civilization.”




  He dearly loved a pose, and now he strode up and down the room with his head on his breast, his hands clasped behind him, for the benefit of a Bloomsbury parlour maid.




  “One night in London, the next in Paris, the next grappling with the brigands of Albania, resolved to sell his life dearly, the next swimming the swollen waters of the Danube, his despatches between his teeth, and bullets striking the dark water on either side—”




  “Lor!” said the startled girl, “you does have a time !”




  “I does,” admitted Amber; “bring the score, my wench.”




  She returned with the bill, and Amber paid, tipping her magnificently, and kissing her for luck, for she was on the pretty side of twentyfive.




  His little trunk was packed, and a taxicab whistled for.




  He stood with one foot upon the rubber-covered step, deep in thought, then he turned to the waiting girl.




  “If there should come a man of unprepossessing appearance, whitish of hair and pallid of countenance, with a complexion suggestive of a whitewashed vault rather than of the sad lily — in fact if the Johnny calls who came in an hour ago, you will tell him I am gone.”




  He spoke over his shoulder to the waiting housemaid.




  “Yes, sir,” she said, a little dazed.




  “Tell him I have been called away to — to Teheran.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “On a diplomatic mission,” he added with relish.




  He stepped into the car, closing the door behind him.




  An errand-boy, basket on arm, stood fascinated in the centre of the sidewalk, listening with open mouth.




  “I expect to be back,” he went on, reflecting with bent head, “in August or September, 1943 — you will remember that?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the girl, visibly impressed, and Amber, with a smile and a nod, turned to the driver.




  “Home,” he said.




  “Beg pardon, sir?”




  “Borough High Street,” corrected Amber, and the car jerked forward.




  He drove eastward, crossed the river at London Bridge, and dismissed the taxi at St. George’s Church. With the little leather trunk containing his spare wardrobe, in his hand, he walked briskly up a broad street until he came to a narrow thoroughfare, which was bisected by a narrower and a meaner. He turned sharply to the left and walking as one who knew his way, he came to the dingiest of the dingy houses in that unhappy street.




  19, Redcow Court, was not especially inviting. There was a panel missing from the door, the passage was narrow and dirty, and a tortuous broken flight of stairs ran crookedly to the floors above.




  The house was filled with the everlasting noise of shrill voices, the voices of scolding women and fretful babies. At night there came a deeper note in the babel; many growling harsh-spoken men talked. Sometimes they would shout angrily, and there were sounds of blows and women’s screams, and a frowsy little crowd, eager for sanguinary details, gathered at the door of No. 19.




  Amber went up the stairs two at a time, whistling cheerfully. He had to stop halfway up the second flight because two babies were playing perilously on the uncarpeted stairway.




  He placed them on a safer landing, stopped for a moment or two to talk to them, then continued his climb.




  On the topmost floor he came to the door of a room and knocked.




  There was no reply and he knocked again.




  “Come in!” said a stern voice, and Amber entered.




  The floor was scrubbed white, the centre was covered by a bright, clean patch of carpet, and a small gate-legged table exposed a polished surface. There were two or three pictures on the walls, ancient and unfashionable prints, representing mythological happenings. Ulysses Returned was one, Perseus and the Gorgon was another. Prometheus Bound was an inevitable third.




  The song of a dozen birds came to Amber as he closed the door softly behind him. Their cages ran up the wall on either side of the opened window, the sill of which was a smother of scarlet geranium.




  Sitting in a Windsor chair by the table was a man of middle age. He was baldheaded, his moustache and side whiskers were fiery red, and, though his eyebrows were shaggy and his eyes stern, his general appearance was one of extreme benevolence. His occupation was a remarkable one, for he was sewing, with small stitches, a pillowcase.




  He dropped his work on to his knees as Amber entered.




  “Hullo!” he said, and shook his head reprovingly. “Bad penny, bad penny — eh! Come in; I’ll make you a cup of tea.”:




  He folded his work with a care that was almost feminine, placed it in a little workbasket, and went bustling about the room. He wore carpet slippers that were a little too large for him, and he talked all the time.




  “How long have you been out? — More trouble ahead? keep thy hands from picking and stealing, and thy mouth free from evil speaking — tut, tut!”




  “My Socrates,” said Amber reproachfully.




  “No, no, no!” the little man was lighting a fire of sticks, “nobody ever accused you of bad talk, as Wild Cloud says — never read that yarn, have you? You’ve missed a treat. Denver Dad’s Bid for Fortune, or the King of the Sioux — pronounced Soo. It’s worth reading. The twentyfourth part of it is out to-day.”




  He chattered on, and his talk was about the desperate and decorative heroism of the Wild West. Peter Musk, such was his name, was a hero worshipper, a lover of the adventurous, and an assiduous reader of that type of romance which too hasty critics dismiss contemptuously as “dreadfuls.” Packed away behind the bright cretonne curtains that hid his bookshelves were many hundreds of these stories, each of which had gone to the creation of the atmosphere in which Peter lived.




  “And what has my Peter been doing all this long time?” asked Amber.




  Peter set the cups and smiled, a little mysteriously.




  “The old life,” he said, “my studies, my birds, a little needlework — life runs very smoothly to a broken man an’ a humble student of life.”




  He smiled again, as at a secret thought.




  Amber was neither piqued nor amused by the little man’s mystery, but regarded him with affectionate interest.




  Peter was ever a dreamer. He dreamt of heroic matters such as rescuing grey-eyed damsels from tall villains in evening dress. These villains smoked cigarettes and sneered at the distress of their victims, until Peter came along and, with one well-directed blow, struck the sallow scoundrels to the earth.




  Peter was in height some four feet eleven inches, and stoutish. He wore big, round, steel-rimmed glasses, and had a false tooth — a possession which ordinarily checks the pugilistically inclined, and can reasonably serve as an excellent excuse for prudent inaction in moments when the finger of heroism beckons frantically.




  Peter moreover led forlorn hopes; stormed (in armour of an impervious character) breached fortresses under flights of arrows; planted tattered flags, shot-riddled, on bristling ramparts; and between whiles, in calmer spirit, was martyred for his country’s sake, in certain little warlike expeditions in Central Africa.




  Being by nature of an orderly disposition, he brought something of the method of his life into his dreams.




  Thus, he charged at the head of his men, between 19, Redcow Court, and the fish-shop, in the morning, when he went to buy his breakfast haddock. He was martyred between the Borough and the Marshalsea Recreation Grounds, when he took a walk; was borne to a soldier’s grave, amidst national lamentations, on the return journey, and did most of his rescuing after business hours.




  Many years ago Peter had been a clerk in a city warehouse; a quiet respectable man, given to gardening. One day money was missing from the cashier’s desk, and Peter was suspected. He was hypnotized by the charge, allowed himself to be led off to the police station without protest, listened as a man in a dream to the recital of the evidence against him — beautifully circumstantial evidence it was — and went down from the dock not fully realizing that a grey-haired old gentleman on the bench had awarded him six months’ hard labour, in a calm unemotional voice.




  Peter had served four months of his sentence when the real thief was detected, and confessed to his earlier crime. Peter’s employers were shocked; they were good, honest, Christian people, and the managing director of the company was — as he told Peter afterwards — so distressed that he nearly put off his annual holiday to the Engadine.




  The firm did a handsome thing, for they pensioned Peter off, paying him no less than 25s. a week, and Peter went to the Borough, because he had eccentric views, one of which was that he carried about him the taint of his conviction.




  He came to be almost proud of his unique experience, boasted a little I fear, and earned an undeserved reputation in criminal circles. He was pointed out as he strolled forth in the cool of summer evenings, as a man who had burgled a bank, as What’s-his-name, the celebrated forger. He was greatly respected.




  “How did you get on?”




  Amber was thinking of the little man’s many lovable qualities when the question was addressed to him,




  “Me — oh, about the same, my Peter,” he said with a smile.




  Peter looked round with an extravagant show of caution.




  “Any difference since I was there?” he whispered.




  “I think C. Hall has been repainted,” said Amber gravely.




  Peter shook his head in depreciation.




  “I don’t suppose I’d know the place now,” he said regretfully; “is the Governor’s room still off A. Hall?”




  Amber made no reply other than a nod.




  The little man poured out the tea, and handed a cup to the visitor.




  “Peter,” said Amber, as he stirred the tea slowly, “where can I stay?”




  “Here?”




  Peter’s face lit up and his voice was eager.




  Amber nodded.




  “They’re after you, are they?” the other demanded with a chuckle. “You stay here, my boy. I’ll dress you up in the finest disguise you ever saw, whiskers an’ wig; I’ll smuggle you down to the river, an’ we’ll get you aboard—”




  Amber laughed.




  “Oh, my Peter!” he chuckled. “Oh, my lawbreaker! No, it’s not the police — don’t look so sad, you heartless little man — no, I’m avoiding criminals — real wicked criminals, my Peter, not petty hooks like me, or victims of circumstance like you, but men of the big mob — top hole desperadoes, my Peter, worse than Denver Dick or Michigan Mike or Settler Sam, or any of those gallant fellows.”




  Peter pointed an accusing finger.




  “You betrayed ‘em, an’ they’re after you,” he said solemnly, “They’ve sworn a vendetta—”




  Amber shook his head.




  “I’m after them,” he corrected, “and the vendetta swearing has been all on my side. No, my Peter, I’m Virtuous Mike — I’m the great detective from Baker Street, N.W. I want to watch somebody without the annoyance of their watchin’ me.”




  Peter was interested.




  His eyes gleamed through his spectacles, and his hands trembled in his excitement.




  “I see, I see,” he nodded vigorously. “You’re going to frustrate ‘em.”




  “‘Frusterate’ is the very word I should have used,” said Amber.




  IV. Lambaire Needs a Chart
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  Lambaire had an office in the city, where he conducted a business. No man knew what the business was. There was a brass plate on the door which offered no solution other than that —




  J. Lambaire


  (and at Paris)




  might be found within. He had callers, wrote and received letters, and disappeared at odd intervals, whither none knew, though “ and at Paris “ might be a plausible explanation.




  Some said he was an agent, a vague description which might mean anything; others, a financier, though optimistic folk, with airy projects, requiring a substantial flotation, were considerably disappointed to find he had no money to spare for freakish and adventurous promotions.




  So many strange people had offices in the city, with no apparent object, that Lambaire’s business did not form the subject of too close an inquiry.




  It was announced that once upon a time he had financed an expedition to Central Africa, and if this were true, there was every reason for his presence at No i, Flair Lane, E.C. Other men had financed similar expeditions, had established themselves in similar offices, and, through the years, had waited for some return for the money they had spent. Such was a matter of history.




  Yet Lambaire had a business, and a very profitable business. He was known by his bankers to be a silver broker, by yet another banker to possess an interest in the firm of Flithenstein & Borris, a firm of printers; he had shares in a line of tramp steamers which had gained an unenviable reputation in shipping circles; he was interested, if truth be told, in a hundred and one affairs, small and large, legitimate or shady.




  He owned a horse or two; obliging horses that won when he backed them, and were at the wrong end of the course when he did not.




  Two days following the hasty departure of Amber, he was in his office. It was the luncheon hour, and he pulled on his gloves slowly. A smile lingered at the corners of his mouth, and there was a satisfied twinkle in his eye.




  His secretary stood expectantly by the desk, mechanically sorting a sheaf of notes.




  Mr. Lambaire walked slowly to the heavy door of his private room, then paused, with a show of irresolution.




  “Perhaps it would be better to write tonight,” he said dubiously. The secretary nodded, and depositing his papers on the desk, opened a notebook.




  “Perhaps it would,” said Lambaire, as though questioning himself. “Yes, it might as well be done tonight.”




  “Dear Sir “ (he began, and the secretary scribbled furiously),—” Dear Sir, I have to acknowledge your letter re Great Forest Diamond Mine. Full stop. I understand your — er — annoyance—”




  “Impatience?” suggested the secretary.




  “Impatience,” accepted the dictator,” but the work is going forward. Full stop. Regarding your offer to take up further shares, comma, I have to inform you that my Board are — are—”




  “Is,” corrected the secretary.




  “Is,” continued Mr. Lambaire, “prepared to allow you the privilege, subject to the approval of our—”




  “Its,” said the secretary.




  “Its brokers. Yours faithfully.




  Lambaire lit a cigar.




  “How’s that?” he asked jovially.




  “Very good, sir,” said the secretary, rubbing his hands, “a good thing for the Board—”




  “For me,” said Mr. Lambaire, without embarrassment.




  “I said the Board,” said the palefaced secretary, and chuckled at the subtlety of the humour.




  Something was pleasing Lambaire to-day, and the secretary took advantage of the spell of good humour.




  “About this letter; there have been all sorts of people here to-day,” he said suggestively, and Lambaire, once more on his way to the door, looked round sharply.




  “What the devil do you mean, Grene?” he demanded, all the joviality wiped from his face.




  His subordinate shifted uneasily; he was on a delicate topic. Lambaire trusted him to a point; it was safe that he should confess his knowledge of Lambaire’s affairs — up to that point.




  “It is this African affair,” said the clerk.




  Lambaire stood by the door, his head sunk in thought.




  “I suppose you told them — ?”




  “I told them the usual yarn — that our surveyor was visiting the property, and that we expected to hear from him soon. One chap — Buxteds’ clerk — got a bit cheeky, and I—” he hesitated.




  “Yes, and — ?”




  “He said he didn’t believe we knew where the mine was ourselves.”




  Lambaire’s smile was a trifle forced.




  “Ridiculous,” he said, without any great heartiness. “As if one could float a diamond mining company without knowing where the property is — absurd, isn’t it, Grene?”




  “Very, sir,” said the secretary politely.




  Lambaire still stood by the door.




  “The map was in the prospectus, the mine is just on the edge — Etruri Forest — isn’t that the name?”




  The secretary nodded, watching him.




  “Buxteds’ man, eh?” Lambaire was perturbed, for Buxteds are the shadiest and the sharpest solicitors in London, and they did not love him.




  “If Buxteds get to know,” he stopped—” what I mean is that if Buxteds thought they could blackmail me—”




  He went out, thinking deeply.




  There is nothing quite as foolish as floating a company, and by specious advertising to attract the money of the speculating public, when the very raison d’être of the company is non-existent. If there is one thing in the world that is necessary for the prosperity of a diamond mining company it is a diamond mine, and there were reasons why that couldn’t be included in the assets of the company. The first reason was that Lambaire did not know within a hundred leagues where the property was situated; the second — and one not without importance — he possessed no certain knowledge that he had the right to dispose of the property, even if he knew where it was.




  Yet Lambaire was not the type of enthusiast who floats diamond mines on no more solid basis than his optimism. To be perfectly candid, the Great Forest Diamond Mining Company had come into existence at a period when his cash balance was extremely low; for all the multiplicity of his interests, such periods of depression came to him. It may be said of him, as it was said, that he did not go to allotment until he realized that there was some doubt about the possibility of ever discovering this mine of his.




  That it was a dream mine, the merest rumour of an Eldorado, unconfirmed save by the ravings of a dying man, and a chart which he did not possess, and by no means could secure, he did not admit in the florid little prospectus which was distributed privately, but thoroughly, to the easy investors of Britain. Rather he suggested that the mine was located and its rights acquired. The prospectus had dealt vaguely with “ certain difficulties of transport which the company would overcome,” and at the end came a learned and technical report from the “resident engineer” (no name), who spoke of garnets, and “pipes,” and contained all the conversational terminology of such reports.




  No attempt need be made to disguise the fact that Lambaire was without scruple. Few men are wholly bad, but, reading his record, one is inclined to the judgment that such good seed as humanity had implanted within him never germinated.




  He had descended to the little vestibule of the building, and was stepping into the street without, when a taxicab drove up and deposited the dapper Whitey.




  “I want you,” he piped.




  Lambaire frowned.




  “I haven’t any time—” he began.




  “Come back,” urged Whitey, catching his arm, “come back into the office; I’ve got something important to say to you.”




  Reluctantly the big man retraced his steps.




  Mr. Secretary Grene had a narrow shave, for he was examining a private drawer of his employers when the footsteps of the men sounded in the stone-flagged corridor without.




  With an agility and deftness that would have delighted Lambaire, had these qualities been exercised on his behalf, instead of being to his detriment, the secretary closed and locked the drawer with one motion, slipped the key into his pocket, and was busily engaged in reading his notes when the two entered.




  “You can go, Grene,” said Lambaire. “I’ve got a little business to transact with Mr. White — have your lunch and come back in half an hour.”




  When the door had closed on the secretary, Lambaire turned to the other.




  “Well?” he demanded.




  Whitey had taken the most comfortable chair in the room, and had crossed his elegantly cased legs. He had the pleasant air of one who by reason of superior knowledge was master of the situation.




  “When you have finished looking like a smirking jackass, perhaps you will tell me why you have made me postpone my lunch,” said Lambaire unpleasantly.




  Whitey’s legs uncurled, and he sat up.




  “This is news, Lambaire.” His impressive hand, upraised, emphasized the importance of the communication he had to convey.




  “It’s an idea, and news together,” he said. “I’ve seen the Suttons.”




  Lambaire nodded. The audacity of Whitey was a constant surprise to him, but it was the big man’s practice never to betray that surprise.




  Whitey was obviously disappointed that his great tidings had fallen so flat.




  “You take a dashed lot for granted,” he grumbled. “I’ve seen the Suttons, Lambaire — seen ’em after the affair at the Whistlers; it wanted a bit of doing.”




  “You’re a good chap, Whitey,” soothed Lambaire, “a wonderful chap; well?”




  “Well,” said the ruffled man in the chair, “I had a talk with the boy — very sulky, very sulky> Lambaire; huffy, didn’t want to have any truck with me; and his sister — phew !”




  He raised his two hands, palms outwards, as he recalled the trying interview.




  “She gave me the Ice,” he said earnestly, “she was Cold — she was Zezo; talking to her, Lambaire, was like sitting in a draught! Br-r!” He shivered.




  “Well, what about the boy?”




  Whitey smiled slyly.




  “Huffish, haughty, go to — you know where — but reasonable. He’s got the hang of the Whistler. It was like catching a kicked cat to get him back. He put on his dam’ Oxford and Eton dressing — haw — haw! — you know the voice. Awfully sorry, but the acquaintance had better drop — he’d made a mistake; no thank you, let the matter drop; good morning, mind the step.”




  Whitey was an indifferent mimic, but he conveyed the sense of the interview. “But he couldn’t shake me — I was a sticker, I was the boy on the burning deck; he opened the door for me to go out, and I admired his geraniums; he rang the bell for a servant, and I said I didn’t mind if I did; he fumed and fretted, walked up and down the room with his hands in his pockets; he told me what he thought of me and what he thought of you.”




  “What does he think of me?” said Lambaire quickly.




  “I’d rather not say,” said Whitey, “you’d be flattered — I don’t think. He thinks you are a gentleman — no I Don’t mind about a trifle like that. I sat down and argued with him. He said you were evidently the worst kind of waster.”




  “What did you say to that?” demanded Lambaire with a frown.




  “I denied that,” said Whitey virtuously. “‘Not the worst kind,’ I said; anyway, the interview ended by his promising to come up here this afternoon.”




  Lambaire paced the room in thought.




  “What good will that do?” he asked.




  Whitey raised imploring eyes to heaven.




  “Hear me,” he said, addressing an invisible deity. “Hark to him. I spend all the morning working for him, and he wants to know what is the good.” He got up slowly and polished his hat with his sleeve.




  “Here, don’t go,” said Lambaire, “I want to know a lot more. Now what is he prepared to do?”




  “Look here, Lambaire,” Whitey dropped all pretence at deference and geniality, and turned on the other with a snarl. “This kid can get at the chart. This diamond mine of ours has got to be more tangible than it is at present or there is going to be trouble; things are going rotten, and you know it.”




  “And suppose he won’t part with it?”




  “It is not a question of his parting with it,” said Whitey; “he hasn’t got it; it is his sister who has it. He’s his father’s son, you’ve got to remember that. You can bet that somewhere, tucked away out of sight inside him, he’s got the old adventure blood; these sort of things don’t die out. Look at me; my father was a—”




  “Don’t get off the subject,” said Lambaire impatiently. “What are you driving at, Whitey? What does it matter to me whether he’s got adventure blood, or lunatic blood, or any other kind of blood — he’s got the chart that his father made, that was found on him when he died and was sent to the daughter by some fool of a Commissioner — eh? That’s what we want!”




  He rose jerkily, thrust his hands into his trousers pockets, and peeked his head forward, a mannerism of his when he was excited.




  Though nominally Whitey was Lambaire’s jackal, runner, general man of affairs and dependant, it was easy to see that the big man stood in some fear of his servant, and that there were moments when Whitey took charge and was not to be lightly ignored. Now it was that he was the bully, and overbearing, masterful director of things. With his high thin voice, his vehemence as he hissed and spluttered, he was a little uncanny, terrifying. He possessed a curious vocabulary, and strangely unfamiliar figures of speech. To illustrate his meaning he brought vivid if incongruous picture words to his aid. Sometimes they were undisguised slang words, culled from other lands — Whitey was something of a traveller and had cosmopolitan tastes.




  “You’re a Shining Red Light, Lambaire,” he went on in furious flow of words. “People are getting out of your road; the Diamond business has got to be settled at once. Let people get busy, and they won’t be content with finding out that the mine is minus; they’ll want to know about the silver business and the printing business, and they’ll put two and two together — d’ye see that? You was a fool ever to tackle the diamond game. It was the only straight deal you was ever in, but you didn’t work it straight. If you had, you’d have got Sutton back alive; but no, you must have a funny compass, so that he could find the mine and make a chart of the road and only you could find it! Oh, you’re a Hog of Cleverness, but you’ve overdone it!”




  He grew a little calmer.




  “Now look here,” he went on, “young Sutton’s coming to-day, and you’ve got to be Amiable; you’ve got to be Honest; you’ve got to be Engaging; you’ve got to Up and say ‘Look here, old man, let’s put all our cards on the table—’”




  “I’ll be cursed if I do,” snapped Lambaire; “you’re mad, Whitey. What do you think I’m—”




  “‘All the cards on the table’,” repeated Whitey slowly, and rapped the desk with his bony knuckles to point each word, “your own pack, Lambaire; you’ve got to say, ‘Look here, old son, let’s understand one another; the fact of the matter is, etc., etc.’”




  What the etc. was Whitey explained in the course of a heated, caustic and noisy five minutes.




  At the end of that time Grene appeared on the scene, and the conversation came to an abrupt finish.




  “Three o’clock,” said Whitey, at the bottom of the stairs, “you play your cards well, and you get yourself out of a nasty mess.”




  Lambaire grunted an ungracious rejoinder and they parted.




  It was a different Whitey who made an appearance at the appointed hour. An urbane, deferential, unruffled man, who piloted a youth to the office of J. Lambaire.




  Francis Sutton was a goodlooking boy, though the scowl that he thought it necessary to wear for the occasion disfigured him.




  Yet he had a grievance, or the shreds of one, for he had the uncomfortable feeling that he had been tricked and made a fool of, and generally ill-treated.




  It had been made clear to him that when that man of the world, Lambaire, had showed a preference for his society, had invited him to dinner, and had introduced him more than once to the Whistlers, it was not because the “ financier” had taken a sudden fancy to him — not even because Lambaire had known his father in some far-off time — but because Lambaire wanted to get something out of him.




  By what means of realization this had come to him it is no province of mine to say. The sweetest, the dearest, the most tender of woman being human, for all her fragrant qualities, may, in some private moment, be sufficiently human to administer a rebuke in language sufficiently convincing to bring a foolish young man to his senses.




  The scowl was on his face when he came into Lambaire’s private office. Lambaire was sitting at his big desk, which was Uttered with the mechanism of commerce to an unusual extent. There was a fat account-book open on the table before him, letters lay stacked in piles on either hand, and his secretary sat, with open notebook, by his side.




  An imposing chequebook was displayed before him, and he was very busy indeed when Whitey ushered his charge into this hive of industry.




  “Ah, Mr. Sutton!” he said, answering with a genial smile the curt nod of the other, “glad to see you. Make Mr. Sutton comfortable, White — I’ve one or two things to finish off.”




  “Perhaps,” said the young man, relaxing a “if I came a little later — ?”




  “Not at all, not at all.”




  Lambaire dismissed the supposition that he was too deeply employed to see him at once with a wave of the hand.




  “Sit down,” he pleaded, “only for one moment. Are you ready, Grene?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Dear sir,” dictated Lambaire, leaning back in his padded chair, “we have pleasure in enclosing a cheque for four thousand six hundred and twentyfive pounds seven and fourpence, in payment of half-yearly dividends. Full stop. We regret that we were not able to allot you any shares in our new issue; the flotation was twenty times over-subscribed. Yours, etc. Got that?”




  “ Yes, sir,” said the unmoved Grene. Could this be the adventurer his sister had pictured? thought the young man. Would a man of this type stoop to lure him to a gaming house for the gain of his few hundreds?




  “Send a cheque to Coutts — how much is it?” said Lambaire.




  “About six thousand,” said Grene at random.




  “And pay that little account of mine at Fells — it’s about four hundred — these wretched little wine bills mount up.”




  The latter portion of the sentence was addressed to Sutton, who found himself smiling sympathetically. As for Whitey, he was one benign grin.




  “Now I think that is all,” and Lambaire fluttered a few papers. “Oh, here is a letter from S—” He handed what was in reality a peremptory demand for the payment of the very wine bill to which he referred to Grene.




  “Tell him I am sorry I cannot go to Cowes with him — I hate strange yachts, and unfortunately,” this to the young man and with a smile of protest, “I cannot afford to keep my yacht as I did a few years ago. Now.” He swung round in his seat as the door closed behind Grene.




  “Now, Mr. Sutton, I want a straight talk with you; you don’t mind White being here, do you? he’s my confidant in most matters.”




  “I don’t mind anybody,” said the youth, though he was obviously ill at ease, not knowing exactly what was the object of the interview.




  Lambaire toyed with a celluloid ruler before he began.




  “Mr. Sutton,” he said slowly, “you were at school, I think, when your father went to West Africa?”




  “I was going up to Oxford,” said the boy quickly.




  Lambaire nodded.




  “You know I equipped the expedition that had such an unfortunate ending?”




  “I understood you had something to do with it.”




  “I had,” said Lambaire, “it cost me — however, that has nothing to do with the matter. Now, Mr. Sutton, I am going to be frank with you. You are under the impression that I sought your acquaintance with some ulterior motive. You need not deny it; I had a — a—”




  “Hunch,” said the silent Whitey suddenly.




  “I had what Mr. White calls a ‘hunch’ that this was so. I know human nature very well, Mr. Sutton; and when a man thinks badly of me, I know the fact instinctively.”




  To be exact, the intuition of Mr. Lambaire had less to do with his prescience than the information Whitey had been able to supply.




  “Mr. Sutton, I’m not going to deny that I did have an ulterior motive in seeking your society.” Lambaire leant forward, his hands on his knees, and was very earnest. “When your father—”




  “Poor father,” murmured Whitey.




  “When your poor father died, a chart of his wanderings, showing the route he took, was sent to you, or rather to your sister, she being the elder. It was only by accident, during the past year, that I heard of the existence of that chart and I wrote to your sister for it.”




  “As I understand it, Mr. Lambaire,” said Sutton, “you made no attempt to seek us out after my father’s death; though you were in no sense responsible for his fate, my sister felt that you might have troubled yourself to discover what was happening to those who were suddenly orphaned through the expedition.”




  This tall youth, with his clear-cut effeminate face, had a mouth that drooped a little weakly. He was speaking now with the assurance of one who had known all the facts on which he spoke for years, yet it was the fact that until that morning, when his sister had given him some insight into the character of the man she distrusted, he had known nothing of the circumstances attending his father’s death.




  All the time he spoke Lambaire was shaking his head slowly, in melancholy protest at the injustice.




  “No, no, no,” he said, when the other had finished, “you’re wrong, Mr. Sutton — I was ill at the time; I knew that you were all well off—”




  “Ahem!” coughed Whitey, and Lambaire realized that he had made a mistake.




  “So far from being well off — however, that is unimportant; it was only last year that, by the death of an uncle, we inherited — but rich or poor, that is beside the question.”




  “It is indeed,” said Lambaire heartily. He was anxious to get away from ground that was palpably dangerous. “I want to finish what I had to say. Your sister refused us the chart; well and good, we do not quarrel with her, we do not wish to take the matter to law; we say ‘very good — we will leave the matter,’ although,” he wagged his finger at the boy solemnly, “although it is a very serious matter for me, having floated—”




  “Owing to your wishing to float,” said Whitey softly.




  “I should say wishing to float a company on the strength of the chart; still, I say, ‘if the young lady feels that way, I’m sorry — I won’t bother her’; then an idea struck me!” He paused dramatically. “An idea struck me — the mine which your father went to seek is still undiscovered; even with your chart, to which, by the way, I do not attach a great deal of importance—”




  “It is practically of no value except to the owner,” interrupted Whitey.




  “No value whatever,” agreed Lambaire; “even with the chart, any man who started out to hunt for my mine would miss it — what is required is — is—”




  “The exploring spirit,” Whitey put in. “The exploring spirit, born and bred in the bones of the man who goes out to find it. Mr. Sutton,” Lambaire rose awkwardly, for he was heavily built, “when I said I sought you from ulterior motives, I spoke the truth. I was trying to discover whether you were the man to carry on your father’s work — Mr. Sutton, you are !”




  He said this impressively, dramatically, and the boy flushed with pleasure.




  He would have been less than human if the prospect of such an expedition as Lambaire’s words suggested did not appeal to him. Physically and mentally he bore no resemblance to Sutton the explorer, the man of many expeditions, but there was something of his father’s intense curiosity in his composition, a curiosity which lies at the root of all enterprise.




  In that moment all the warnings of his sister were unheeded, forgotten. The picture of the man she had drawn faded from his mind, and all he saw in Lambaire was a benefactor, a patron, and a large-minded man of business. He saw things more clearly (so he told himself) without prejudice (so he could tell his sister); these things had to be looked at evenly, calmly. The past, with the privations, which, thanks to his sister’s almost motherly care and self-sacrifice, he had not known or felt, was dead.




  “I — I hardly know what to say,” he stammered; “of course I should like to carry on my father’s work most awfully — I’ve always been very keen on that sort of thing, exploring and all that….”




  He was breathless at the prospect which had unexpectedly been opened up to him. When Lambaire extended a large white hand, he grasped and shook it gratefully — he, who had come firm in the resolve to finally end the acquaintance.




  “He’s butter,” said Whitey afterwards, “keep him away from the Ice and he’s Dead Easy. It’s the Ice that’s the difficulty.




  He shook his head doubtfully.
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  And there was an end to it.




  So Francis Sutton informed his sister with tremendous calm.




  She stood by the window, drawing patterns with the tips of her fingers on the polished surface of a small table, and her eyes were fixed on the street without.




  Francis had been illogical and unnecessarily loud in his argument, and she had been beaten down by the erratic and tumbling waves of his eloquence. So she remained quiet, and when he had finished talking for the fifth time, he resentfully remarked upon her sulky silence.




  “You haven’t given me a chance of speaking, Francis, and I am absolutely bewildered by your change of attitude—”




  “Look here, Cynthia,” he broke in impatiently, “it’s no good your opening up this wretched subject again — Lambaire is a man of the world, we can’t judge him by convent codes, or by schoolgirl codes; if you argue the matter from now until quarter-day you won’t budge me. I’m going through with this. It’s a chance that will never come again. I’m sure father would have liked it.”




  He paused expectantly, but she did not accept the lull as an opportunity.




  “Now, for goodness sake, Cynthia, do not, I beg of you, sulk.”




  She turned from her contemplation of the outside world.




  “Do you remember how you came home the other night?” she asked suddenly, and the boy’s face went red.




  “I don’t think that’s fair,” he said hotly, “a man may make a fool of himself—”




  “I wasn’t going to speak of that,” she said, “but I want to remind you that a gentleman brought you home — he knew Lambaire better than you or I know him — yes? — you were going to say something?”




  “Go on,” said the youth, a note of triumph in his voice, “I have something to say upon that subject.”




  “He said that Lambaire was something worse than a man about town — that he was a criminal, one of the cleverest of criminals, a man without scruple or pity.”




  There was a smile on Sutton’s face when she finished.




  “And do you know who this gentleman was?” he asked in glee. “He’s Amber — you’ve never heard of Amber?”




  She shook her head.




  “He’s a thief, just a low-down thief — you can jolly well shake your head, Cynthia, but he’s a fellow who gets his living by his wits; he’s been out of gaol exactly a week — that is your Mr. Amber.”




  “Mr. Amber,” repeated a voice at the door, as a maid admitted the imperturbable subject of the conversation.




  Amber was in the conventional garb of civilization. His tightly-buttoned morning coat was of the newest cut, his linen was of the shiniest. The hat which he held in his hand shone as only a new silk hat can shine, and spotless white was alike the colour of the spats over his varnished shoes and the skin-tight gloves on his hands.




  He might have stepped out of a fashion plate, so immaculate was he.




  He smiled cheerfully at the uncomfortable youth and held out his hand to the girl.




  “Called in,” he said easily, “passin’ this way: motor ‘buses pass the door — very convenient; what I like about London is the accessibility of everywhere to everywhere else — may I put my hat down? — thank you so much. If ever I make a lot of money I shall live in Park Lane; it’s so close to the tube. And how are you?”




  Sutton muttered an ungracious platitude and made for the door.




  “One moment, Francis,” the girl had gone red and white by turn, and the hand that traced patterns on the table had trembled a little when Amber came in: now she was very self-possessed, albeit paler than usual. The boy stopped, one hand on the handle of the door, and frowned warningly at his sister.




  “Mr. Amber,” she said, ignoring the signal, “I think it is only fair to you to repeat something I have just heard.”




  “I beg of you, Cynthia!” said Sutton angrily.




  “It has been said, Mr. Amber,” she continued, “that you are — are a bad character.”




  “My lady,” said Amber, with a grave face, “I am a bad character.”




  “And — and you have recently been released from prison,” she faltered, avoiding his eyes.




  “If,” said Amber carefully, “by ‘recent’ you mean nearly a week ago — that also is true.”




  “I told you,” cried Sutton, with an exultant laugh, and Amber whipped round.




  “My Democritus, my Abderite,” he said reproachfully, “wherefore rollick? It is not so funny, this prison — quid rides*, my Sutton?” His eyebrows rose questioningly.




  [* Latin: an allusion to Horace’s Quid rides? Mutato nomine de te fabula narratur - What are you laughing at? Just change the name and the joke’s on you.]




  Something made the girl look at him. She may have expected to see him shamefaced; instead, she saw only righteous annoyance.




  “My past misfortune cannot interest you, My Lady,” he said a little sadly, “when, on a memorable night, I faced Janus, at your wish, entering the portals of an establishment to which I would not willingly invite a self-respecting screw — by which I mean the uniformed instrument of fate, the prison warder — I do not remember that you demanded my credentials, nor set me a test piece of respectability to play.”




  Then he again addressed himself to the boy.




  “Mr. Sutton,” he said softly, “methinks you are a little ungracious, a little precipitate: I came here to make, with the delicacy which the matter demanded, all the necessary confession of previous crimes, dodges, acts of venal artfulness, convictions, incarcerations, together with an appendix throwing light upon the facility with which a young and headstrong subaltern of cavalry might descend to the Avernus which awaits the reckless layer of odds on indifferent horses.”




  He said all this without taking breath, and was seemingly well satisfied with himself and the sketch he gave of his early life. He pulled himself erect, squared his shoulders and set his monocle more firmly in his eye, then with a bow to the girl, and an amused stare at the young man, he turned to the door.




  “One moment, Mr. Amber,” she found her voice, “I cannot allow you to go like this; we owe you something, Francis and I…”




  “Owe me a memory,” said Amber in a low voice, “that would be a pleasant reward, Miss Sutton.”




  Impulsively she stepped forward and held out her hand, and he took it.




  “I’m so sorry,” was all she said, but she knew by the pressure on her hand that he understood.




  As they stood there, for the briefest space of time, hand to hand, Sutton slipped from the room, for he had been expecting visitors, and had heard the distant thrill of a bell.




  Neither noticed his absence.




  The girl’s face was upraised to Amber’s, and in her eyes was infinite compassion.




  “You are too good — too good for that life,” she said, and Amber shook his head, smiling with his eyes.




  “You don’t know,” he said gently, “perhaps you are wasting your pity — you make me feel a scoundrel when you pity me.”




  Before she could reply the door was flung open, and Sutton burst into the room; behind him was Lambaire, soberly arrayed, sleek of hair and perfectly groomed, and no less decorous of appearance was the inevitable Whitey bringing up the rear.




  Cynthia Sutton gazed blankly at the newcomers. It was a bold move of her brother’s to bring these men to her house. Under any circumstances their reception would have been a stiff one; now, a cold anger took possession of her, for she guessed that they had been brought to complete the rout of Amber.




  The first words of Sutton proved this.




  “Cynthia,” he said, with a satisfaction which he did not attempt to conceal, “these are the gentlemen that Mr. Amber has vilified — perhaps he would care to repeat—”




  “Young, very young,” said Amber tolerantly. He took the management of the situation from the girl’s hands, and for the rest of the time she was only a spectator. “Ne puero gladium — eh?”*




  [* Latin: Do not entrust a sword to a boy.]




  He was the virtuous schoolmaster reproaching youth.




  “And here we have evidence,” he exhibited Lambaire and his companion with a sweep of his hand, “confronted by the men he has so deeply wronged; and now, my Lambaire, what have you to say about us that we have not already revealed?” “ I know you are a thief,” said Lambaire. “True, O King!” admitted Amber genially. “I know you’ve been convicted three or four times for various crimes.”




  “Sounds like a nursery rhyme,” said Amber admiringly, “proceed, my Lambaire.”




  “That is quite enough, I think, to freeze you out of decent society.”




  “More than enough — much more than enough,” confessed the unabashed young man, with a melancholy smile, “and what says my Whitey, eh? What says my pallid one?” “ Look here, Amber,” began Whitey. “I once had occasion to inform you,” interrupted Amber severely, “that under no circumstances were you to take liberties with my name; I am Mister Amber to you, my Whitey.”




  “Mister or Master, you’re a hook—” said the other.




  “A what?”




  The horrified expression on Amber’s face momentarily deceived even so experienced a man as Whitey.




  “I mean you are a well-known thief,” he said.




  “That is better,” approved Amber, “the other is a coarse expression which a gentleman of parts should never permit himself to employ, my Boswell; and what else are we?”




  “That’s enough, I think,” said the man rudely.




  “Now that you mention the fact, I think that ‘enough’ is the word,” he looked round the group, from face to face, with the quizzical smile that was seldom absent. “More than enough,” he repeated. “We are detected, undone, fruster-ated, as a dear friend of mine would say.”




  He slowly unbuttoned his tight-fitting morning coat and thrust his hands into an inside pocket. With a great show of deliberation, he produced a gaudy pocketbook of red morocco. With its silver fittings, it was sufficiently striking to attract attention, even to those who had never seen it before. But there was one who knew it, and Lambaire made a quick step forward and snatched at it.




  “That is mine!” he cried; but Amber was too quick for him.




  “No, no, my Lambie,” he said, “there is a lady here; let us postpone our horseplay for another occasion.”




  “That is mine,” cried Lambaire angrily, “it was stolen the night you forced your way into the Whistlers. Mr. Sutton, I am going to make an example of this fellow. He came out of gaol last week, he goes back to-day; will you send for a policeman?”




  The boy hesitated.




  “Save you the trouble — save you the scandal — club raid and all that sort of thing,” said Amber easily. “Here is your portmanie — you will find the money intact.” He handed over the pocketbook with a pleasant little nod.




  “I have retained,” he went on, “partly as a reward for my honesty, partly as a souvenir of a pleasant occasion, one little fiver — commission — eh?”




  He held between his fingers a banknote, and crackled it lovingly, and Cynthia, looking from one to the other in her bewilderment, saw Lambaire’s face go grey with fear.
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  No word was spoken by Lambaire or Whitey as a taxicab carried them through the city to the big man’s office. They had taken a hurried and disjointed farewell of Sutton and had left immediately after Amber.




  It was after business hours, and Grene had gone, when Lambaire snapped the lock of his private room behind him, and sank into his padded lounge chair.




  “Well, what do you think?”




  Whitey looked down at him keenly as he put the question.




  “Phew! “ Lambaire wiped his forehead.




  “Well?” demanded Whitey sharply.




  “Whitey — that fellow’s got us.”




  Whitey’s thin lips curled in a contemptuous smile.




  “You’re dead easy to beat, Lambaire,” he said in his shrill way, “you’re Flab! You’re a Jellyfish!”




  He was lashing himself into one of his furies, and Lambaire feared Whitey in those moods more than he feared anything in the world.




  “Look here, Whitey, be sensible; we’ve got to face matters; we’ve got to arrange with him, square him !”




  “Square him!” Whitey’s derision and scorn was in his whistling laugh. “Square Amber — you fool! Don’t you see he’s honest! He’s honest, that fellow, and don’t forget it.”




  “Honest — why—”




  “Honest, honest, honest! “ Whitey beat the desk with his clenched fist with every word. “Can’t you see, Lambaire, are you blind? Don’t you see that the fellow can be a lag and honest — that he can be a thief and go straight — he’s that kind.”




  There was a long silence after he had finished. Whitey went over to the window and looked out; Lambaire sat biting his finger nails.




  By and by Whitey turned.




  “What is the position?” he asked.




  The other shrugged his shoulders.




  “Things are very bad; we’ve got to go through with this diamond business: you’re a genius,




  Whitey, to suggest the boy; if we send him to carry out the work, it will save us.”




  “Nothing can save us,” Whitey snapped. “We’re in a mess, Lambaire; it’s got beyond the question of shareholders talkin’, or an offence under the Companies Act — it’s felony, Lambaire.”




  He saw the big man shiver, and nodded.




  “Don’t let us deceive ourselves,” Whitey kept up a nodding of head that was grotesquely reminiscent of a Chinese toy, “it’s twenty years for you, and twenty years for me; the police have been searching the world for the man that can produce those banknotes — and Amber can put ’em wise.”




  Again a long silence. A silence that lasted for the greater part of an hour; as the two men sat in the gathering darkness, each engaged with his own thoughts.




  It was such an half-hour that any two guilty men, each suspicious of the other, might spend. Neither the stirrings of remorse nor the pricking of conscience came into their broodings. Crude schemes of self-preservation at any cost — at whose expense they cared not — came in irregular procession to their minds.




  Then—” You’ve got nothing here, I suppose?” said Whitey, breaking the long silence.




  Lambaire did not answer at once, and his companion repeated the question more sharply. “No — yes,” hesitated Lambaire, “I’ve got a couple of plates—”




  “You fool,” hissed the other, “you hopeless Mug!




  Here! Here in the first place they’d search—”




  “In my safe, Whitey,” said the other, almost pleadingly, “my own safe; nobody has a key but me.”




  There was another long silence, broken only by the disconnected hissings of Whitey.




  “Tomorrow — we clear ’em out, d’ye hear, Lambaire; I’d rather be at the mercy of a Nut like Amber, than have my life in the hands of a fool like you. An’ how have you got the plates? Wrapped up in a full signed confession, I’ll take my oath! Little titbits about the silver business, eh? An’ the printing establishment at Hookley, eh? Full directions and a little diagram to help the Splits — oh, you funny fool!”




  Lambaire was silent under the tirade. It was nearly dark before Whitey condescended to speak again.




  “There’s no use our sitting here,” he said roughly. “Come and have some dinner, Lambaire — after all, perhaps it isn’t so bad.”




  He was slipping back to the old position of second fiddle, his voice betrayed that. Only in his moments of anger did he rise to the domination of his master. In all the years of their association, these strange reversals of mastery had been a feature of their relationship.




  Now Lambaire came back to his old position of leader.




  “You gas too much, Whitey,” he said, as he locked the door and descended the dark stairs. “You take too much for granted, and, moreover, you’re a bit too free with your abuse.”




  “Perhaps I am,” said Whitey feebly, “I’m a Jute Factory on Fire when I’m upset.”




  “I’ll be more of a salvage corps in future,” said Lambaire humorously.




  They dined at a little restaurant in Fleet Street, that being the first they found open in their walk westward.




  “All the same,” said Whitey, as they sat at dinner, “we’ve got to get rid of those plates — the note we can explain away; the fact that Amber has it in his possession is more likely to damage him than us — he’s a Suspected Person, an’ he’s under the Act.”*




  [* Prevention of Crimes Act.]




  “That’s true,” admitted Lambaire, “we’ll get rid of them tomorrow; I know a place — ¦”




  “Tonight!” said Whitey definitely. “It’s no good waitin’ for tomorrow; we might be in the cart tomorrow — we might be in Bridewell tomorrow. I don’t like Amber. He’s not a policeman, Lambaire — he’s a Head — he’s got Education and Horse sense — if he gets Funny, we’ll be sendin’ S.O.S. messages to one another from the cells.”




  “Tonight then,” agreed Lambaire hastily; he saw Whitey’s anger, so easily aroused, returning to life, “after we’ve had dinner. And what about Amber — who is he? A swell down on his luck or what?”




  Throughout these pages there may be many versions of the rise and fall of Amber, most, indeed all but one, from Amber’s lips. Whether Whitey’s story was nearer the truth than any other the reader will discover in time.




  “Amber? He’s Rum. He’s been everything, from Cow-boy to Actor. I’ve heard about him before. He’s a Hook because he loves Hooking. That’s the long and the short of it. He’s been to College.”




  “College,” to Whitey, was a vague and generic term that signified an obscure operation by which learning, of an undreamt-of kind, was introduced to the human mind. College was a place where information was acquired which was not available elsewhere. He had the half educated man’s respect for education.




  “He got into trouble over a scheme he started for a joke; a sort of you send me-five-shillings-and I’ll-do-the-rest. It was so easy that when he came out of gaol he did the same thing with variations He took up hooking just as another chap takes up collecting stamps.”




  They lingered over their dinner, and the hands of Fleet Street’s many clocks were pointing to half-past nine before they had finished.




  “We’ll walk back,” said Lambaire; “it’s fortunate that there is no caretaker at Flair Court.”




  “You’ve got the key of the outer door?” asked Whitey, and Lambaire nodded.




  They passed slowly up Ludgate Hill, arm in arm, two eminently respectable city men, top-hatted, frockcoated, at peace with the world to all outward showing, and perfectly satisfied with themselves.




  Flair Court runs parallel with Lothbury, and at this hour of the night is deserted. They passed a solitary policeman, trying the doors of the buildings, and he gave them a civil good night.




  Standing at the closed door of the building in which the office was situated, Whitey gave his companion the benefit of his views on the projected Sutton expedition.




  “It’s our chance, Lambaire,” he said, “and the more I think of it the bigger chance it is: why, if it came off we could run straight, there would be money to burn — we could drop the tricky things — forget ‘em, Lambaire.”




  “That’s what I thought,” said the other, “that was my idea at the time — I was too clever, or I might have brought it off.”




  He blew at the key.




  “What is the matter?” demanded Whitey, suddenly observing his difficulty.




  “It’s this lock, — I’m not used to the outer door — oh, here we are.”




  The door-key turned in the lock and the door opened. They closed it behind them, and Lambaire struck a match to light a way up the dark stairs. He lit another at the first landing, and by its light they made their way to the floor above.




  Here they stopped.




  “Strike a match, Whitey,” said Lambaire, and took a key from his pocket.




  For some reason the key would not turn.




  “That’s curious,” muttered Lambaire, and brought pressure to bear.




  But still the key refused to turn.




  Whitey fumbled at the matchbox and struck another match.




  “Here, let me try,” he said.




  He pressed the key over, but without success; then he tried the handle of the door.




  “It isn’t locked,” he said, and Lambaire swore.




  “It’s that cursed fool Grene,” he said. “I’ve told him a thousand times to make certain that he closed and locked the door when he left at night.”




  He went into the outer office. There was no electric light in the room, and he needed more matches as he made his way to his private room. He took another key and snapped open the patent lock.




  “Come in, Whitey,” he said, “we’ll take these things out of the safe — who’s there?”




  There was somebody in the room. He felt the presence rather than saw it. The place was in pitch darkness; such light as there was came from a lamp in the Court without, but only the faintest of reflected rays pierced the gloom of the office.




  “Keep the door, Whitey,” cried Lambaire, and a match spluttered in his hand. For a moment he saw nothing; then, as he peered through the darkness and his eyes became accustomed to the shadows, he uttered an imprecation.




  The safe — his private safe, was wide open.




  Then he saw the crouching figure of a man by the desk, and leapt at him, dropping the match.




  In the expiring flicker of light, he saw the figure straighten, then a fist, as hard as teak, and driven by an arm of steel, caught him full in the face, and he went over with a crash.




  Whitey in the doorway sprang forward, but a hand gripped him by the throat, lifted him like a helpless kitten, and sent him with a thud against the wall….




  “Strike a match, will you.” It was Lambaire who was the first to recover, and he bellowed like a mad bull—” Light — get a light.”




  With an unsteady hand, Whitey found the box.




  “There’s a gas bracket over by the window, — curse him ! — he’s nearly settled me.”




  The glow of an incandescent lamp revealed Lambaire, dishevelled, pale as death, his face streaming with blood, where he had caught his head on the sharp corner of the desk.




  He ran to the safe. There was no apparent disorder, there was no sign that it had been forced; but he turned over the papers, throwing them on to the floor with feverish haste, in his anxiety to find something.




  “Gone!” he gasped, “the plates — they’ve gone!”




  He turned, sick with fear, to Whitey.




  Whitey was standing, shaky but calm, by the door.




  “They’ve gone, have they?” he said, in little more than a whisper, “then that settles Amber.”




  “Amber?”




  “Amber,” said Whitey huskily. “I saw him — you know what it means, don’t you?”




  “Amber,” repeated the other, dazed.




  “Amber — Amber!” Whitey almost shouted the name. “Don’t you hear what I say — it’s Amber, the hook.”




  “What shall we do?”




  The big man was like a child in his pitiable terror.




  “Do!” Whitey laughed; it was a curious little laugh, and it spoke the concentrated hatred that lay in his heart. “We’ve got to find Amber, we’ve got to meet Amber, and we’ve got to kill Amber, damn him!”




  VII. Amber Goes to Scotland Yard
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  Peter Musk had the entire top floor of 19, Redcow Court, and was accounted an ideal tenant by his landlord, for he paid his rent regularly. Of the three rooms, Peter occupied one, Amber (“ My nephew from the country,” said Peter elaborately) the other, and the third was Peter’s “ common room.”




  Peter had reached the most exciting chapter in the variegated career of “Handsome Hike, the Terror of Texas,” when Amber came in.




  He came in hurriedly, and delivered a breathless little chuckle as he closed the door behind him.




  Peter looked up over his spectacles, and dropped his romance to his lap. “In trouble?” he demanded eagerly, and when Amber shook his head with a smile, a disappointed frown gathered on the old man’s face.




  “No, my Peter,” said Amber, hanging up his hat, “I am not in trouble — to any extent.” He took from his pocket two flat packages and laid them on the table carefully. They were wrapped in newspaper and contained articles of some heavy substance. Amber walked over to the mantelshelf, where an oil lamp burnt, and examined his coat with minute interest.




  “What’s up, Amber? What are you looking for?”




  “Blood, my Peter,” said Amber; “gore — human gore. I was obliged to strike a gentleman hard, with a knobby weapon — to wit, a fist.”




  “Hey?” Peter was on his feet, all eagerness, but Amber was still smiling.




  “Go on with your reading,” he said, “there’s nothing doin’.”




  That was a direct and a sharp speech for Amber, and Peter stared, and only the smile saved it from brusqueness.




  Amber continued his inspection, removing his coat, and scrutinising the garment carefully.




  “No incriminating stains,” he reported flippantly, and went to the table, where his packages lay. He had resumed his coat, and, diving into one of the pockets, he produced a flat round leather case. He pressed a spring, and the cover opened like the face of a watch.




  Peter was an interested spectator. “That is a compass,” he said.




  “True, my Peter; it is a compass — but it has the disadvantage that it does not cump: in other words, it is a most unblushing liar of a compass; a misleader of men, my Peter; it is the old one who is the devil of compasses, because it leadeth the feet to stray — in other words it’s a dud.”




  He shook it a little, gave it a twist or two, and shook his head severely. He closed it and put it on the table by his side. Then he turned his attention to the other packages. Very gingerly he unwrapped them. They were revealed as two flat plates of steel, strangely engraved. He leant over them, his smile growing broader and broader, till he broke into a gleeful little laugh.




  He looked up to meet the troubled and puzzled eyes of Peter, and laughed out loud.




  “Amber, there’s a game on,” said Peter, gloomily; “there’s a dodge on, and I’m not in it. Me that has been with you in every dodge you’ve worked.”




  This was not exactly true, but it pleased Peter to believe that he had some part in Amber’s many nefarious schemes.




  “It’s a Dodge and a Game, my Peter,” said Amber, carefully wrapping up the plates. “It’s this much of a game, that if the police suddenly appeared and found these in my possession I should go down to the tombs for seven long bright years, and you for no less a period.”




  It may have been an effect of the bad lighting of the room, but it seemed that Peter, the desperate criminal, went a little pale at the prospect so crudely outlined.




  “That’s a bit dangerous, ain’t it?” he said uncomfortably. “Takin’ risks of that kind, Amber, — what is it?”




  “Forgery,” said the calm Amber, “forgery of Bank of England notes.”




  “Good gaw,” gasped Peter, and clutched the edge of the table for support.




  “I was thinkin’ the same,” said Amber, and rose. “I am going to take these precious articles of virtue and bigotry to a safe place,” he said.




  “Where? — be careful, ol’ man — don’t get yourself into trouble, an’ don’t get me into trouble — after me keepin’ clear of prison all these years, — chuck ’em into the river; borrer a boat down by Waterloo.”




  He gave his advice in hoarse whispers as Amber left the room, with a little nod, and continued it over the crazy balustrades, as Amber went lightly down the stairs.




  He turned into the Borough, and walked quickly in the direction of London Bridge. He passed a policeman, who, as bad luck would have it, knew him, and the man looked at him hard, then beckoned him.




  Amber desired many things, but the one thing in the world that he did not wish was an interview with an inquisitorial policeman. To pass on, pretending not to have noticed the summons, would annoy the man, so Amber stopped, with his most winning smile.




  “Well, Mr. Amber,” bantered the constable, “I see you’re out — going straight now?”




  “So straight, my constable,” said Amber earnestly, “that you could use my blameless path as a T square.” He observed the quick, professional “ look over “ the man gave him. The plates were showing out of his pocket he knew, and the next remark might easily be a request for information regarding the contents of the flat package. His eye roved for a means of escape, and a slow moving taxicab attracted him. He raised his hand and whistled.




  “Doin’ the heavy now, are you?” asked the constable disapprovingly.




  “In a sense I am,” said Amber, and without moving he addressed the chauffeur who had brought his machine to the kerb.




  “I want you to take me to New Scotland Yard,” he said; then addressing the policeman, he asked, “Do you think Chief Inspector Fell will be on duty?”




  “Inspector Fell “ — there was a note of respect in the constable’s voice—” I couldn’t say, we don’t know very much about the Yard people — what are you going to see him about?”




  “I am afraid I cannot appease your curiosity, my officer,” said Amber as he stepped into the cab, “but I will inform the chief inspector that you were anxious to know.”




  “Here, Amber, none of that! “ said the alarmed policeman, stepping to the edge of the pavement, and laying his hand upon the door. “You’re not going to say that?”




  “Not a bit,” Amber grinned, “my little joke; honour amongst policemen, eh?”




  The cab made a wide circle, and Amber, looking back through the little back window, saw the policeman standing in that indefinable attitude which expresses doubt and suspicion.




  It was a close shave, and Amber breathed a sigh of relief as the danger slipped past. He had ten minutes to decide upon his plan. Being more than ordinary nimble of wit, his scheme was complete before the cab ran smoothly over Westminster Bridge and turned into New Scotland Yard. There was an inspector behind a desk, who looked up from a report he was writing.




  “I want to see Mr. Fell,” said Amber.




  “Name?”




  “Amber.”




  “Seem to know it, — what is the business?”




  For answer, Amber laid one hand on the polished counter that separated him from the officer, and placed two fingers diagonally across it.




  The inspector grunted affirmatively and reached for the telephone.




  “An outside — to see Mr. Fell…. Yes.” He hung up the receiver.




  “Forty-seven,” he said; “you know your way up.”




  It happened that Amber did not possess this knowledge, but he found no difficulty in discovering number forty-seven, which was a reception-room.




  He had a few minutes to wait before a messenger came for him and showed him into a plainly furnished office.




  Very little introduction is needed to Josiah Fell, who has figured in every great criminal case during the past twenty years. A short, thickset man, bald of forehead, with a pointed brown beard. His nose was short and retroussé, his forehead was bald, the flesh about his mild blue eyes was wrinkled and creased by much laughter. He was less like the detective of fiction than the unknowledgable would dare imagine.




  “Amber, by heavens!” said the detective. He had a habit of using strong and unnecessary language.




  “Amber, my boy, come in and firmey la porte. Well — ?”




  He unlocked a drawer and produced a box of cigars. He was always glad to meet his “clients,” and Amber was an especial favourite of his. Though when he came to think about the matter he had not met Amber professionally.




  “You’ll have a cigar?”




  “What’s wrong with ‘em?” asked Amber, cautiously selecting one.




  “Nothing much,” and as Amber lit the cheroot he had taken—” What do you want? Confession, fresh start in life — oh! of course, you’ve got somebody to put away; they telephoned up that you were doing outside work.”




  Amber shook his head.




  “I told ’em that because I knew that would get me an interview without fuss, — an old convict I met in prison gave me the sign.”




  He took the packages from his pocket and laid them on the table.




  “For me?” queried the officer.




  “For you, my Hawkshaw,” said Amber.




  The detective stripped the paper away, and uttered an exclamation as he saw what the parcels contained.




  “Gee — Moses I “ He whistled long and softly. “Not your work, Amber? Hardly in your line, eh?”




  “Hardly.”




  “Where did you get them?” Fell looked up quickly as he asked the question.




  “That’s the one thing I’m not going to tell you,” said Amber quietly, “but if you want to know how I got them, I burgled an office and found them in a safe.”




  “When.?”




  “Tonight.”




  The inspector pressed a bell and a policeman came into the room.




  “Send an all station message: In the event of an




  office burglary being reported, keep the complainant under observation.”




  The man scribbled the message down and left.




  “I send that in case you won’t alter your mind about giving me the information I want.”




  “I’m not likely to tell you,” said Amber decisively. “In the first place it won’t help you much to know where they came from, unless you can find the factory.” The inspector nodded. “When a gang can do work like this, they usually possess more than ordinary resources. If you went for them you’d only bite off a bit of the tail, but the rest of the body would go to earth quicker than money melts.”




  “I could put them under observation—” began the inspector.




  “Pouf! “ said Amber scornfully, “pouf, my inspector! Observation be blowed! They’d twig the observer in two shakes; they’d recognise his boots, and his moustache, and his shaven chin. I know your observers. I can pick ’em out in a crowd. No, that’s not my idea.” Amber hesitated, and appeared to be a little ill at ease.




  “Go on, have another cigar, that will help you,” encouraged Fell, and opened the box.




  “I thank you, but no,” said Amber firmly. “I can talk without any such drastic inducement. What I want to say is this; — you know my record?”




  “I do,” said Fell; “or I think I do, which amounts to the same thing.”




  “My Chief Inspector,” said Amber with some severity, “I beg you to apply your great intellect to a matter which concerns me, as it concerns you. A flippant and a careless interest in the problem I am putting forward, may very well choke the faucet of frankness which at present is turning none too easily. In other words I am embarrassed.”




  He was silent for awhile; then he got up from the other side of Fell’s desk, where he had sat at the detective’s invitation, and began to pace the room.




  “It’s common talk throughout the prisons of England that there is a gang, a real swell gang, putting banknotes into circulation — not only English but foreign notes,” he began.




  “It is also common talk in less exclusive circles, Amber, my dear lad,” said Fell dryly; “we want that gang badly.” He picked up a plate, and held it under the light. “This looks good, but until we ‘pull’ it I cannot tell how good.”




  “Suppose “ — Amber leant over the table and spoke earnestly—” suppose it is the work of the big gang, — suppose I can track ’em down—”




  “Well?”




  “Would you find me a billet at the Yard?”




  They looked at each other for a space of time, then the lines about the inspector’s eyes creased and puckered, and he burst into a roar of laughter.




  “My Chief Detective Inspector,” said Amber reproachfully, “you hurt me.”




  But Amber’s plaintive protest did not restore the detective’s gravity. He laughed until the tears streamed down his face, and Amber watched him keenly.




  “Oh dear!” gasped the detective, wiping his eyes. “You’re an amusing devil — here.” He got up, took a bunch of bright keys from his pocket and opened a cupboard in the wall. From a drawer he took a sheet of foolscap paper, laid it on his desk and sat down.




  “Your convictions!” he scoffed.




  The paper was ruled exactly down the centre. On the left — to which the detective pointed, were two entries. On the right there was line after line of cramped writing.




  “Your imprisonments,” said the detective.




  Amber said nothing, only he scratched his chin thoughtfully.




  “By my reckoning,” the detective went on slowly, “you have been sentenced in your short but lurid career to some eighty years’ penal servitude.”




  “It seems a lot,” said Amber.




  “It does,” said the detective, and folded the paper: “So when you come to me and suggest that you would like to turn over a new leaf; would like in fact to join the criminal investigation department, I smile. You’ve pulled my leg once, but never again. Seriously, Amber,” he went on, lowering his voice, “can you do anything for us in this forgery business? — the chief is getting very jumpy about the matter.”




  Amber nodded.




  “I think I can,” he said,” if I can only keep out of prison for another week.”




  “Try,” said Fell, with a smile.




  “I’ll try,” said Amber cheerfully.




  VIII. Francis Sutton Asks a Question
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  London never sleeps. Of the dead silence that lays over the world, the quiet peaceful hush of all living things, London knows nothing.




  Long after the roar of the waking world dies down, there is a fitful rumbling of traffic, a jingling of bells, as belated hansoms come clip-clopping through the deserted streets, the whine of a fast motorcar — then a little silence.




  A minute’s rest from world noises, then the distant shriek of a locomotive and the staccato clatter of trucks. Somewhere, in a faraway railway yard, with shunters’ lanterns swinging, the work of a new day has already begun.




  A far-off rattle of slow-moving wheels, nearer and nearer — a market cart on its way to Covent Garden;




  a steady tramp of feet — policemen going to their beats in steady procession. More wheels, more shrieks, a church clock strikes the hour, a hurrying footstep in the street….




  All these things Lambaire heard, tossing from side to side in his bed. All these and more, for to his ear there came sounds which had no origin save in his imagination. Feet paused at his door; voices whispered excitedly. He heard the click of steel, the squeak of a key opening a handcuff. He dozed at intervals, only to sit up in bed suddenly, the sweat pouring off him, his ears strained to catch some fancied sound. The little clock over the fireplace ticked mercilessly, “ten years, ten years,” until he got out of bed, and after a futile attempt to stop it, wrapped it in a towel and then in a dressing-gown to still its ominous prophecy.




  All night long he lay, turning over in his mind plans, schemes, methods of escape, if escape were necessary. His bandaged head throbbed unpleasantly, but still he thought, and thought, and thought.




  If Amber had the plates, what would he do with them? It was hardly likely he would take them to the police. Blackmail, perhaps. That was more in Amber’s line. A weekly income on condition he kept his mouth shut. If that was the course adopted, it was plain sailing. Whitey would do something, Whitey was a desperate, merciless devil…. Lambaire shuddered — there must be no murder though.




  He had been reading that very day an article which showed that only four per cent, of murderers in England escape detection… if by a miracle this blew over, he would try a straighter course. Drop the “ silver business “ and the “ printing business “ and concentrate on the River of Stars. That was legitimate. If there was anything shady about the flotation of the Company, that would all be forgotten in the splendid culmination…. De Beers would come along and offer to buy a share; he would be a millionaire… other men have made millions and have lived down their shady past. There was Isadore Jarach, who had a palatial residence off Park Lane, he was a bad egg in his beginnings. There was another man… what was his name…?




  He fell into a troubled sleep just as the dawn began to show faintly. A knocking at the door aroused him, and he sprang out of bed. He was full of the wildest fears, and his eyes wandered to the desk wherein lay a loaded Derringer.




  “Open the door, Lambaire.”




  It was Whitey’s voice, impatiently demanding admission, and with a trembling hand Lambaire slipped back the little bolt of the door.




  Whitey entered the room grumbling. If he too had spent a sleepless night, there was little in his appearance to indicate the fact,




  “It’s a good job you live at an hotel,” he said. “I should have knocked and knocked without getting in. Phew! Wreck! You’re a wreck.”




  Whitey shook his head at him disapprovingly.




  “Oh, shut up, Whitey!” Lambaire poured out a basin full of water, and plunged his face into it. “I’ve had a bad night.”




  “I’ve had no night at all,” said Whitey, “no night at all,” he repeated shrilly. “Do I look like a seasick turnip? I hope not. You in your little bed, — me, tramping streets looking for Amber — I found him.”




  Lambaire was wiping his face on a towel, and ceased his rubbing to stare at the speaker.




  “You didn’t—” he whispered fearfully.




  Whitey’s lips curled.




  “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you mean,” he said shortly. “Don’t jump, Lambaire, you’re a great man for jumping — no, I didn’t kill him — he lives in the Borough,” he added inconsequently.




  “How did you find out?” asked Lambaire.




  “Don’t pad,” begged the other testily. “Don’t Ask Questions for the sake of Asking Questions, — get dressed, — we’ll leave Amber.”




  “Why?”




  Whitey put two long white fingers into his waistcoat pocket and found a golden toothpick; he used this absentmindedly, gazing through the window with a faraway expression.




  “Lambaire,” he said, as one who speaks to himself, “drop Amber, — cut him out. Concentrate on diamonds.”




  “That’s what I thought,” said Lambaire eagerly, “perhaps if we went out ourselves and looked round—”




  “Go out be — blowed,” snapped Whitey. “If you see me going out to Central Africa… heat… fever… Rot! No, we’ll see the young lady, tell her the tale; throw ourselves, in a manner of speaking, on her mercy — I’ve fixed an interview with young Sutton.”




  “Already?”




  “Already,” said Whitey. “Got him on the ‘phone.”




  “What about Amber and the plates?”




  “Blackmail,” said Whitey, and Lambaire chuckled gleefully.




  “So I thought, of course that is the idea — what about Sutton?”




  “He’s coming here to breakfast; hurry up with your dressing.”




  Half-an-hour later Lambaire joined him in the big lounge of the hotel. A bath and a visit to the hotel barber had smartened him, but the traces of his night with Conscience had not been entirely removed, and the black silk bandage about his head gave him an unusually sinister appearance.




  On the stroke of nine came Francis Sutton, carrying himself a little importantly, as became an explorer in embryo, and the three adjourned to the diningroom.




  There is a type of character which resolutely refuses to be drawn, and Francis Sutton’s was such an one. It was a character so elusive, so indefinite, so exasperatingly plastic, that the outline one might draw to-day would be false tomorrow. Much easier would it be to sketch a nebula, or to convey in the medium of black and white the changing shape of smoke, than to give verity to this amorphous soul.




  The exact division of good and bad in him made him vague enough; for no man is distinguished unless there is an overbalancing of qualities. The scale must go down on the one side or the other, or, if the adjustment of virtue and evil is so nice that the scale’s needle trembles hesitatingly between the two, be sure that the soul in the balance is colourless, formless, vague.




  Francis Sutton possessed a responsive will, which took inspiration from the colour and temperature of the moment. He might start forth from his home charged with a determination to act in a certain direction, and return to his home in an hour or so, equally determined, but in a diametrically opposite course, and, curiously enough, be unaware of any change in his plans.




  Once he had come to Lambaire for an interview which was to be final. An interview which should thrust out of his life an unpleasant recollection (he usually found this process an easy one), and should establish an independence of which — so he deluded himself — he was extremely jealous. On this occasion he arrived in another mood; he came as the approved protégé of a generous patron.




  “Now we’ve got to settle up matters,” said Lambaire as they sat at breakfast. “The impertinence of that rascally friend of yours completely put the matter out of my mind yesterday—”




  “I’m awfully sorry about that business,” Sutton hastened to say. “It is just like Cynthia to get mixed up with a scoundrel like Amber. I assure you—”




  Lambaire waved away the eager protestations with a large smile.




  “My boy,” he said generously, “say no more about it. I exonerate you from all blame, don’t I, Whitey?”




  Whitey nodded with vigour.




  “I know Amber” — Lambaire tapped his bandaged head— “this is Amber.”




  “Good lord!” said the boy with wide-opened eyes, “you don’t mean that?”




  “I do,” said the other. “Last night, coming back to the hotel, I was set upon by Amber and half a dozen roughs — wasn’t I, Whitey?”




  “You was,” said White, who at times rose superior to grammatical conventions.




  “But the police?” protested the young man energetically. “Surely you could lay him by the heels?”




  Lambaire shook his head with a pained smile.




  “The police are no good,” he said, “they’re all in the swim together — my dear boy, you’ve no idea of the corruption of the police force; I could tell you stories that would raise your hair.”




  He discoursed at some length on the iniquities of the constabulary.




  “Now let us get to business,” he said, passing back his plate. “Have you thought over my suggestion?”




  “I’ve given the matter a great deal of thought,” said Sutton. “I suppose there will be a contract and all that sort of thing?”




  “Oh, certainly, — I’m glad you asked. We were talking about that very thing this morning, weren’t we, Whitey?”




  Whitey nodded, and yawned furtively. “I’m afraid your sister is prejudiced against us,” Lambaire went on. “I regret this: it pains me a little. She is under the impression that we want to obtain possession of the plan she has. Nothing of the sort I We do not wish to see the plan. So far as we know, the river lies due north west through the Alebi country. As a matter of fact,” said Lambaire in confidence, “we don’t expect that plan to be of very much use to you, do we, Whitey?”




  “Yes,” said Whitey absently—” no, I mean.”




  “Our scheme is to send you out and give you an opportunity of verifying the route.”




  They spoke in this strain for the greater part of an hour, discussing equipment and costs, and the boy, transported on the breath of fancy to another life and another sphere, talked volubly, being almost incoherent in his delight.




  But still there were the objections of Cynthia Sutton to overcome.




  “A matter of little difficulty,” said the boy airily, and the two men did not urge the point, knowing that, so far from being a pebble on the path, to be lightly brushed aside, this girl, with her clear vision and sane judgment, was a very rock.




  Later in the morning, when they approached the house in Warwick Gardens, they did not share the assurance of the chattering young man who led the way.




  Francis Sutton had pressed the knob of the electric bell, when he turned suddenly to the two men.




  “By the way,” he said, “whose mine was this? — yours or my father’s?”




  The naiveté of the question took Lambaire off his guard.




  “Your father discovered it,” he said, unthinkingly, and as he stopped, Whitey came to his rescue.




  “But we floated it,” he said, in a tone that suggested that on the score of ownership no more need be said.




  IX. Amber Sees the Map
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  Cynthia Sutton was twentythree, and, by all standards, beautiful. Her hair was a rich chestnut, her eyes were big, and of that shade which is either blue or grey, according to the light in which they were seen. Her nose was straight, her upper lip short; her lips full and red, her skin soft and unblemished. “She has the figure of a woman, and the eyes of a child,” said Amber describing her “ and she asked me to come to tea.”




  “And you didn’t go,” said Peter, nodding his head approvingly. “You realized that your presence might compromise this innercent flower. ‘No,’ you sez to yourself, ‘no, I will go away, carrying a fragrant memory, an’—’”




  “To be exact, my Peter,” said Amber, “I forgot all about the appointment in the hurry and bustle of keeping out of Lambaire’s way.”




  They were sitting in the little room under the roof of 19, Redcow Court, and the sweet song of the caged birds filled the apartment with liquid melody.




  “No,” continued Amber thoughtfully, “I must confess to you, my Peter, that I had none of those interestin’ conversations with myself that your romantic soul suggests.”




  He looked at his watch. It was ten o’clock in the forenoon, and he stared through the open window, his mind intent upon a problem.




  “I ought to see her,” he said, half to himself; he was groping for excuses. “This business of young Sutton’s… compass and chart… hidden treasures and all that sort of thing, eh, my Peter?”




  Peter’s eyes were gleaming from behind his gold-rimmed spectacles, and his hand shook with excitement, as he rose and made his way to the cretonne-curtained shelves.




  “I’ve got a yarn here,” he said, fumbling eagerly amongst his literary treasures, “that will give you some ideas: money and pieces of eight — what is a piece of eight?” He turned abruptly with the question.




  “A sovereign,” said Amber promptly, “eight half-crowns.” He was in the mood when he said just the first thing that came into his head.




  “Um!” Peter resumed his search, and Amber watched him with the gentle amusement that one reserves for the enthusiasm of children at play.




  “Here it is,” said Peter.




  He drew forth from a pile of books one, gaudy of colour and reckless of design. “This is the thing,” — he dusted the paper cover tenderly—” ‘Black Eyed Nick, or the Desperado’s Dream of Ducats’; how’s that?”




  Amber took the book from the old man and inspected it, letting the pages run through his fingers rapidly.




  “Fine,” he said, with conviction. “Put it with my pyjamas, I’ll read myself to sleep with it “ — he spoke a little absently, for his mind was elsewhere.




  It was a relief to him when Peter left him to “shop.” Shopping was the one joy of Peter’s life, and usually entailed a very careful rehearsal.




  “A penn’oth of canary seed, a quarter of tea, two of sugar, four bundles of wood, a pint of paraffin, tell the greengrocer to send me half a hundred of coal, eggs, bit of bacon — you didn’t like the bacon this morning, did you, Amber? — some kippers, a chop — how will a chop suit you? — and a pound of new potatoes; I think that’s all.”




  Leaning out of the window, Amber saw him disappearing up the court, his big rush bag gripped tightly in his hand, his aged top-hat tilted to the back of his head.




  Amber waited until he was out of sight, then made his way to his bedroom and commenced to change his clothes.




  A quarter of an hour later he was on his way to Warwick Gardens.




  The maid who answered his knock told him that her mistress was engaged, but showed him into a little study.




  “Take her a note,” said Amber, and scribbled a message in his pocket book, tearing out the leaf.




  When the twisted slip of paper came to her, Cynthia was engaged in a fruitless and so far as Lambaire was concerned, a profitless discussion on her brother’s projected expedition. She opened the note and coloured. “Yes,” she said with a nod to the maid, and crumpled the note in her hand.




  “I hardly think it is worth while continuing this discussion,” she said; “it is not a question of my approval or disapproval: if my brother elects to take the risk, he will go whatever my opinions are on the subject.”




  “But, my dear young lady,” said Lambaire eagerly, “you are wrong; it isn’t only the chart which you have placed at our disposal—”




  “At my brother’s,” she corrected.




  “It isn’t only that,” he went on, “it’s the knowledge that you are in sympathy with our great project: it means a lot to us, ye know, Miss Cynthia—”




  “Miss Sutton,” she corrected again.




  “It means more than you can imagine; I’ve made a clean breast of my position. On the strength of your father’s statement about this mine, I floated a company; I spent a lot of money on the expedition. I sent him out to Africa with one of the best caravans that have been got together — and now the shareholders are bothering me. ‘Where’s that mine of yours?’ they say. Why “ — his voice sank to an impressive whisper—” they talk of prosecuting me, don’t they, Whitey?”




  “They do indeed,” said his responsive companion truthfully.




  “So it was a case of fair means or foul,” he went on. “I had to get the plan, and you wouldn’t give it me. I couldn’t burgle your house for it, could I?”




  He smiled pleasantly at the absurdity of taking such a course, and she looked at him curiously.




  “It is strange that you should say that,” she replied slowly, “for remarkably enough this house was burgled twice after my refusal to part with the little map.”




  “Remarkable!” said Lambaire.




  “Astoundin’!” said Whitey, no less surprised.




  She rose from her chair.




  “Since the matter has been settled — so far as I have anything to do with it,” she said, “you will excuse my presence.”




  She left the room, and Amber, sitting in the little study, heard the swish of her skirts and rose to meet her.




  There was a touch of pink in her cheeks, but she was very grave and self-possessed, as she favoured him with the slightest of bows and motioned him to a seat.




  “Good of you to see me, Miss Sutton,” said Amber.




  She noted, with a little pang, that he was quite at ease. There could be little hope for a man who was so lost to shame that he gloried in his misspent career rather than showed some indication of embarrassment in the presence of a woman who knew him for what he was.




  “I felt I owed you this interview at least,” she replied steadily. “I wish—” She stopped.




  “Yes?” Amber perked his head on one side inquiringly, “You were going to say that you wished — ?”




  “It does not matter,” she said. She felt herself blushing.




  “You wish you could do something for me,” he said with a half-smile, “but, my lady, half the good people in the world are trying to do something for me. I am hopeless, I am incorrigible; regard me as that.”




  Nevertheless, lightly as he discussed the question of his regeneration, he eyed her keenly to see how she would take the rejection of help. To his relief, and somewhat to his annoyance also, be it admitted, he observed she accepted his valuation of himself very readily.




  “I have come to see you to-day,” he went on, “in relation to a matter which is of supreme importance to you. Do you mind answering a few questions I put to you?”




  “I have no objection,” she said. “Your father was an explorer, was he not?”




  “Yes.”




  “He knew Central Africa very well?” “ Yes, — very well.”




  “He discovered a mine — a diamond mine, or something of the sort?”




  She shook her head with a smile.




  “That has yet to be proved,” she said. “He had heard, from the natives, of a wonderful river — the River of Stars they called it, because in its bed were stones, many of which had been polished by the action of the water until they glittered, — they were undoubtedly diamonds, for my father purchased a number from the people of the country.”




  Amber nodded.




  “And then I suppose he came home and got into touch with Lambaire?”




  “That is so,” she said, wondering at the course the interview was taking.




  Amber nodded thoughtfully.




  “The rest of the story I know,” he said. “I was at pains to look up the circumstances attending your father’s death. You received from the Commissioner of the district a chart?”




  She hesitated.




  “I did — yes.”




  He smiled.




  “I have no designs upon the mine, but I am anxious to see the chart — and before you refuse me, Miss Sutton, let me tell you that I am not prompted by idle curiosity.”




  “I believe that, Mr. Amber,” she said; “if you wait, I will get it for you.”




  She was gone for ten minutes and returned with a long envelope. From this she extracted a soiled sheet of paper and handed it to the exconvict.




  He took it, and carried it to the window, examining it carefully.




  “I see the route is marked from a point called Chengli — where is that?”




  “In the Alebi forest,” she said; “the country is known as far as Chengli; from there on, my father mapped the country, inquiring his way from such natives as he met — this was the plan he had set himself.”




  “I see.”




  He looked again at the map, then from his pocket he took the compass he had found in Lambaire’s safe. He laid it on the table by the side of the map and produced a second compass, and placed the two instruments side by side.




  “Do you observe any difference in these, Miss Sutton?” he asked, and the girl looked carefully.




  “One is a needle compass, and on the other there is no needle,” she said.




  “That is so; the whole of the dial turns,” Amber nodded. “Nothing else?” he asked.




  “I can see no other difference,” she said, shaking her head.




  “Where is the north on the dial?”




  She followed the direction of the letter N and pointed.




  “Where is the north of the needle?”




  Her brows knit in a puzzled frown, for the thin delicate needle of the smaller compass pointed never so slightly in a more westerly direction than its fellow.




  “What does that mean?” she asked, and their eyes met over the table.




  Lambaire and his host had finished their business. Francis Sutton was in a jubilant mood, and came into the hall with his patron.




  “You mustn’t worry about my sister,” he said; “she’ll come round to my way of thinking after a while — she’s a woman, you know,” he added, vaguely.




  “I understand, my boy,” said the expansive Lambaire. “We both understand, don’t we, Whitey?”




  “Certainly,” said Whitey.




  “Still, she’ll probably be annoyed if you go off without saying goodbye, — where is your mistress




  Susan?” he asked of the maid who had come in answer to his bell.




  “In the study, sir.”




  “Come along.” He led the way to the study and opened the door.




  “Cynthia—” he began.




  They were leaning over the table; between them lay the map and the two compasses. What Sutton saw, the other two saw; and Lambaire, sweeping past the youth, snatched up his property.




  “So that’s the game, is it?” he hissed: he was trembling with passion; “that’s your little game, Amber !”




  He felt Whitey’s hand grip his arm and recovered a little of his self-possession.




  “This man is not content with attempting to blackmail,” he said, “not content with committing a burglary at my office and stealing valuable drawings—”




  “What does this mean, Cynthia?”




  Sutton’s voice was stern, and his face was white with anger. For the second time Amber came to the rescue. “Allow me,” he said.




  “I’ll allow you nothing,” stormed the boy; “get out of this house before I kick you out. I want no gaol birds here,”




  “It is a matter of taste, my Francis,” said the imperturbable Amber; “if you stand Lambaire you’d stand anybody.”




  “I’ll settle with you later,” said Lambaire darkly.




  “Settle now,” said Amber in his most affable manner. “Mr. Sutton,” he said, “that man killed your father, and he will kill you.”




  “I want none of your lies,” said Sutton; “there’s the door.”




  “And a jolly nice door too,” said Amber; “but I didn’t come here to admire your fixtures: ask Lambaire to show you the compass, or one like it, that he provided for your father’s expedition. Send it to Greenwich and ask the astronomers to tell you how many points it is out of the true — they will work out to a mile or so how far wrong a man may go who made his way by it, and tried to find his way back from the bush by short cuts.”




  “Francis, you hear this?” said the girl.




  “Rubbish!” replied the youth contemptuously, “what object could Mr. Lambaire have had? He didn’t spend thousands of pounds to lose my father in the bush! The story isn’t even plausible, for, unless my father got back again to civilization with the plan, the expedition was a failure.”




  “Exactly!” applauded Lambaire, and smiled triumphantly.




  Amber answered smile for smile.




  “It wasn’t the question of his getting back, as I understand the matter,” he said quietly, “it was a question whether, having located the mine, and having returned with the map, and the compass, whether anybody else would be able to locate it, or find their way to it, without Lambaire’s Patent Compass.”




  The tangled skein of the plot was unravelled before the girl’s eyes, and she looked from Amber to the stout Lambaire.




  “I see, I see,” she whispered. “Francis,” she cried, “don’t you understand what it all means?”




  “I understand that you’re a fool,” he said roughly; “if you’ve finished your lies, you can go, Amber.”




  “I have only a word to add,” — Amber picked up his hat. “If you do not realize that Lambaire is the biggest wrong ‘un outside prison — I might add for your information that he is a notorious member of the Big Five Gang; a forger of bank notes and Continental securities; he has also a large interest in a Spanish coining establishment — didn’t think I knew it, eh, my Lambie? — where real silver half-crowns are manufactured at a profit, thanks to the fact that silver is a drug on the market. Beyond that I know nothing against him.”




  “There’s the door,” said Sutton again.




  “Your conversation is decidedly monotonous,” said Amber, and with a smile and a friendly nod to the girl, he left.




  X. The Man in Convict’s Clothes
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  Alphonse Lambaire was a man of many interests.




  In his forty-two years of life he had collected them as another man might collect old prints. That he started forth at the outset, and of perversity chose the shadier walks of life, is a supposition which need not seriously be entertained, for it is not in accordance with the rule of things that a man should deliberately set himself in opposition to the laws of civilization.




  All that Amber had said of him was true, and more.




  He was a coiner in the sense that, with the notorious Señor Villitissi, and the no less notorious companions of that sometime senator, he had to do with the alarming increase in the silver coinage from which the markets of the world suffered.




  It is a known fact that one “batch” of coins which was distributed in Spain, brought the rate of exchange from twenty-eight pesetas ten to thirty-one pesetas in a month.




  There was nothing about him which suggested the strutting villain of melodrama, yet he was a well-defined type of criminal.




  Whitey — Cornelius Josiah White, to give him the only name which ever appeared to have a resemblance to a real name employed by him — was a lesser man in point of originality, greater when measured by the standards of daring and crude villainy.




  Whitey said as much one afternoon, about a week after the interview.




  “What you want, Lambaire, is Dash,” he said. “When the least little bit of trouble comes along, instead of Swelling up to it, you get Shrunk.”




  Lambaire grunted something.




  He was in no mood for psychology.




  They were on their way to Warwick Gardens for a final interview with Sutton and his sister.




  “After Amber’s ‘give away,’” Whitey went on, “you’d have chucked the whole business; you would, Lambaire! You’d have chucked it for a hook like Amber… your big schemes too, Imperial I call ‘em… along comes a feller fresh from gaol, a swell thief, and you start looking round for Exitsin-case-of-Emergency.”




  “I was afraid Sutton would turn me down.”




  “Bosh!” said Whitey unsympathetically, “he couldn’t turn you down without turning down himself: don’t you know that chaps of his age will do anything to prove they are right?”




  “Well the girl isn’t convinced,” objected Lambaire.




  “And never will be,” said Whitey, “you’re the Devil to her,” Lambaire’s face went unaccountably black at this frank expression, and Whitey, who had forgotten more about human nature than Lambaire was ever likely to learn, was wise enough to leave the subject unpursued.




  They were admitted to the house and ushered into Sutton’s room.




  The youth sat amidst a litter of catalogues, maps, and samples of equipment. He was sitting in his shirt sleeves, smoking a pipe, and was obviously and most absurdly pleased with himself.




  He greeted his visitors with a cheerful smile.




  “Come in, and find a place to sit down if you can,” he invited. “I will let Cynthia know that you are here.” He leant back and pushed a bell by the side of the fireplace.




  “ We had better fix up the question of the chart,” he said; “that confounded man Amber has upset everything; you know how suspicious women are, and the dear girl suspects you good people of all sorts of sinister plans.”




  He laughed heartily at the joke of it.




  A servant appeared at the door and he sent a message to his sister.




  “I have succeeded in persuading her,” he went on, “to let me have the chart.”




  Lambaire breathed an inward sigh of relief, and the twinkling eyes of Whitey danced with glee.




  “It will surprise you to learn that, save for a momentary glimpse, even I have never seen it,” he said, “and really, after all the bother that has been made about the thing, I shall be disappointed if it is not the most lucid of documents.”




  Cynthia Sutton came into the room at that moment.




  She favoured Lambaire with a distant bow, and ignored the extravagant politeness of Whitey, who was the only one of the party that stood.




  Lambaire, with an eye for the beautiful, and having for the first time leisure to observe her, noted with a pleasant feeling of surprise that she was more than ordinarily pretty. Her features were perfectly modelled, her eyes were large and grey, she was slender and tall, and her every movement betrayed her supple grace.




  For the first time, Lambaire viewed her as a woman, and not as an antagonist, and he enjoyed the experience.




  She stood by the table where her brother sat, her hands behind her, looking down at him gravely.




  Whitey derived no small amount of satisfaction from the fact that from where he sat he saw that in one hand she held an envelope of a large size. He guessed that therein was the chart which had been the subject of so much discussion.




  This proved to be the case, for without preamble, she produced two sheets of paper. The first was a discoloured and stained little map, drawn on thick cartridge paper.




  It was blistered by heat, and bore indications of rough treatment. The second sheet was clean, and this she placed before her brother.




  He looked at it wonderingly, then raised his eyes to the girl’s face with a puzzled air.




  “Yes,” she said, as in answer to his unspoken question, “this is a copy, but I have brought the original that you may compare it.” She laid the discoloured plan by its side. “The copy is a perfect one,” she said.




  “But why on earth do you want a copy?”




  For answer she slipped the original into the envelope again.




  “The copy is for you,” she said, “the original I shall keep.”




  Sutton was too pleased to secure the plan to care overmuch whether it was the original or a copy As he pored over it insensibly the two men were drawn to the table.




  “It is a rum-looking map — my father seems to have gone in a half-circle.”




  “What I can’t understand is this dotted line,” said the youth, and indicated a straight line that formed the base of an obtuse triangle, the other two sides being formed by the travellers’ route.




  “I think this is a favourable moment to make an explanation,” said Lambaire in his gentlest voice. He addressed himself to the girl, who shifted her gaze from her brother’s face to his.




  “On the occasion of my last visit here,” he continued, “there was a painful scene, which was not of my seeking. A man I can only describe as a — a—”




  “Dangerous bloke — fellow,” said Whitey, correcting himself in some confusion.




  “A dangerous fellow,” repeated Lambaire, “who made wild and reckless charges against my honesty. That man, who has been an inmate of every gaol—”




  “I do not think you need go into particulars of Mr. Amber’s career.”




  There was the faintest touch of pink in her cheeks as she changed the course of Lambaire’s speech.




  “As you wish.” He was irritated, for he was a man of no very great gift of speech, and he had come prepared with his explanation. “I only wish to say this, that the man Amber spoke the truth — though his—”




  “Deductions?” suggested Whitey sotto voce.




  “Though his deductions were wrong: the compass your father used was a faulty one.”




  The girl’s eyes did not leave his face.




  “It was a faulty one,” continued Lambaire, “and it was only yesterday that I discovered the fact. There were four compasses made, two of which your father had, and two I kept locked up in my safe.”




  “Why was that?” questioned the girl.




  “That is easily explained,” responded the other eagerly. “I knew that even if Mr. Sutton succeeded, another expedition would be necessary, and as a business man, I of course bought in a business like manner — one buys these instruments cheaper—”




  “By taking a quantity,” murmured Whitey.




  “In a sense,” continued Lambaire impressively, “that precaution of mine has made this expedition of your brother’s possible. We are now able to follow in your father’s track — for we shall work by the compass he used.”




  He felt that his explanation was all that was necessary. More than this, he half-believed all that he had said, and felt an inexplicable sense of satisfaction in the realization of his forethought.




  Cynthia said nothing. She had gone beyond the place where she felt the duty or inclination to oppose her brother’s will. It could be said with truth that her brother and his project had faded into the background, for there had come a newer and a more astounding interest into her life.




  She did not confess as much to herself. It was the worst kind of madness.




  A convict — with not even the romantic interest of a great conviction. A mean larcenist, for all the polish of his address, and the gay humour of those honest eyes of his.




  Her brother would go to the coast in search of the River of Stars. Possibly he might find it: she was sufficiently blessed with the goods of this world not to care whether he did or not. She would like her father’s judgment vindicated, but here again she had no fervency of desire to that end.




  Her father had been a vague shadow of a man, with little or no concern with his family. His children, during the rare periods he stayed in the same house with them, had been “ noises “ to be incontinently “ stopped.”




  All her love had been lavished on her brother, her struggles, in the days before the happy legacy had placed her beyond the need for struggling, had been for his comfort and ease. She had been willingly blind to his follies, yet had been frantic in her efforts to check those follies from degenerating into vices… She remembered she had been on the verge of tears the first time she met Amber, and almost smiled at the recollection.




  Francis would go out, and would come back again alive: she had no doubt about this: the tiny ache in her heart had an origin foreign to the question of her brother’s safety.




  All this passed through her mind, as she stood by the table pretending to listen to a conversation which had become general.




  She became alert when Lambaire returned to a forbidden subject.




  “I don’t know why he has interfered,” he was saying, answering a question Sutton had addressed to him; “that night he came into the Whistlers—”




  A warning caught from Whitey brought him on to another tack. “Well, well,” he said benevolently, “it is not for us to judge the poor fellow, one doesn’t know what temptations assail a man: he probably saw an opportunity for making easy money,” another cough from Whitey, and he pulled out his watch. “I must be getting along,” he said, “I have to meet a man at Paddington: would you care to come? I have one or two other matters to talk over with you.” Sutton accepted the invitation with alacrity. What impelled Cynthia Sutton to take the step she did it is difficult to say. It may have been the merest piece of feminine curiosity, a mischievous desire to hinder the free exchange of ideas; the chances are that another explanation might be found, for as Sutton left the room to change his coat she turned to Lambaire and asked—” What is Mr. Amber’s history?” Lambaire smiled and glanced significantly at Whitey.




  “Not a very nice one, eh, Whitey?” Whitey shook his head.




  “I am a little interested,” she said; “should I be a bother to you if I walked with you to Paddington — it is a beautiful afternoon.”




  “Madam,” said the gratified Lambaire, “I shall be overjoyed. I feel that if I can only gain your confidence — I was saying this morning, wasn’t I, Whitey?”




  “You were,” said the other instantly. “I was saying, ‘Now if I could only get Miss Cynthia—’”




  “Miss Sutton,” said Cynthia.




  “I beg your pardon, Miss Sutton, to see my point of view…”




  “I won’t promise that,” she said with a smile, as her brother returned.




  He was inclined to be annoyed when she walked ahead with his patron, but his annoyance was certainly not shared by Lambaire, who trod on air.




  “…Yes, I’m afraid Amber is a bad egg — a wrong ‘un, ye know. He’s not Big.”




  Her heart sank as she recognized the echo of her own thoughts. It was absurd that the mediocrity of Amber’s criminal attainments should fill her with numb despair, but so it was.




  “No, he’s not Big — although,” said Lambaire hastily, “I’ve no sympathy for the Big Mob.”




  “With the — ?”




  She was puzzled.




  “With the Big Mob — the high-class nuts — you know what I mean — the—” He looked round helplessly for Whitey.




  “I think I understand,” she said.




  They walked on in silence for another five minutes.




  “Do you think that if some good influence were brought to bear on a man like Mr. Amber—”




  “No, absolutely no, miss,” said Lambaire emphatically, “he’s the sort of man that only gaol can reform. A friend of mine, who is Governor of Clemstead Gaol, told me that Amber was one of the most hardened prisoners he’d ever had — there’s no hope for a man like that.”




  Cynthia sighed. In a vague way she wondered how it came about that such a man as she judged Lambaire to be, should have friends in the prison service.




  “A bad lot,” said Lambaire as they turned into the station.




  On the platform Cynthia took her brother aside, whilst the other two were making inquiries regarding the arrival of a train.




  “I shall go back to the house — I suppose you are determined to go through with this expedition?”




  “Of course,” irritably; “for Heaven’s sake, Cynthia, don’t let us go into this matter again.”




  She shrugged her shoulders, and was about to make some remark, when Lambaire came hurrying along the platform, his face eloquent of triumph.




  “Look here,” he said, and beckoned.




  Wondering what could have animated this lymphatic man, she followed with her brother.




  She turned a corner of the station building, then came to a sudden stop, and went white to the lips.




  Under the care of two armed warders were a dozen convicts in the ugly livery of their servitude.




  They were chained wrist to wrist, and each handcuff was fastened to the next by a steel chain.




  Conspicuous in the foremost file was Amber, bright, cheerful,unaffected by this ignominious situation.




  Then he saw the girl, and his eyes dropped and a scarlet flush came to his tanned cheek.




  “My Lambaire,” he murmured, “I owe you one for this.”




  XI. Introduces Captain Ambrose Grey
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  “You’re for the governor, 634,” said the warder.




  “You surprise me, my warder,” said Amber ironically.




  “Less of your lip,” said the man shortly, “you’ve lost enough marks in this month without askin’ for any further trouble.”




  Amber said nothing. He stepped out from his cell and marched ahead of the warder down the steel stairway that led to the ground floor of the prison hall.




  Captain Cardeen sat behind his table and greeted Amber unpleasantly.




  Exactly why he should take so vindictive an interest in his charge, could be explained.




  “634,” said the governor, “you’ve been reported




  again for impertinence to an officer of the prison.”




  Amber made no reply.




  “Because you spend half your life in prison I suppose you’ve an idea that you’ve got a sort of proprietorial right, eh?”




  Still Amber made no reply.




  “I have tamed a few men in my time,” the governor went on, “and I don’t doubt but that I shall tame you.”




  Amber was looking at him critically.




  “Sir,” said he, “I also am something of a tamer.”




  The governor’s face went purple, for there was an indefinable insolence in the prisoner’s tone.




  “You scoundrel,” he began, but Amber interrupted him.




  “I am tired of prison life, my governor,” he said brusquely, “and I’ll take a thousand to thirty you do not know what I mean: I am tired of this prison, which is Hell with the lid off.”




  “Take him back to his cell,” roared the governor, on his feet and incoherent with rage. “I’ll teach you, my man — I’ll have you flogged before I’m through with you.”




  Two warders, truncheons in hand, hustled Amber through the door. They flung rather than pushed him into the cell. A quarter of an hour later a key turned in the door and two warders came in, the foremost dangling a pair of bright steel handcuffs.




  Amber was prepared: he turned about obediently as they snapped the irons about his wrist, fastening his hands behind him. It was a favourite punishment of Captain Cardeen.




  The door clanged to, and he was left alone with his thoughts, and for Amber, remembering his equable temperament, they were very unpleasant thoughts indeed.




  “I’ll teach him something,” said the governor to his chief warder. “I know something about this man — I had a letter some time ago from a fellow-member of the Whistlers — one of my clubs, Mr. Rice — who gave me his history.”




  “If anybody can break him, you can, sir,” said his admiring satellite.




  “I think so,” said the governor complacently.




  A warder interrupted any further exchange of views. He handed a letter to the chief warder with a salute, and that official glanced at the address and passed it on to his superior.




  The latter slipped his finger through the flap of the envelope and opened it.




  The sheet of blue foolscap it contained required a great deal of understanding, for he read it three times.




  




  “The bearer of this, Miss Cynthia Sutton, has permission to interview No. 634 c.c. John Amber. The interview shall be a private one: no warder is to be present.”




  




  It was signed with the neat signature of the Home Secretary and bore the Home Office stamp.




  The governor looked up with bewilderment written in his face.




  “What on earth is the meaning of that?” he demanded, and passed the paper to the chief warder.




  The latter read it and pushed back his head.




  “It’s against all regulations—” he began, but the governor broke in impatiently.




  “Don’t talk nonsense about regulations,” he snapped. “Here is an order from the Home Office: you can’t get behind that. Is anybody with her?”




  He addressed the question to the waiting warder.




  “Yes, sir, a gentleman from Scotland Yard — I gave you his card.”




  The card had fallen on to the floor and the governor picked it up.




  “Chief Inspector Fells,” he read, “let us have him in first.”




  A few seconds later Fells came into the room, and smiled a cheerful greeting to the governor.




  “Perhaps you can explain the meaning of this, Mr. Fells,” said the governor, holding the paper in his hand.




  Fells shook his head.




  “I never explain anything,” he said. “It’s the worst waste of energy to attempt to explain the actions of your superiors — I’ve got an order too.”




  “To see the prisoner?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  He groped in the depths of an under pocket and produced an official envelope.




  “I have spoken to the young lady,” he said, “and she has no objection to my seeing Mr. Amber first.”




  There was something about that “ Mr,” which annoyed the governor.




  “I can understand many things,” he said irritably, “but I really cannot understand the process of mind which induces you to refer to a convict as ‘Mr. Amber’ — a man with your experience of criminals, Inspector.”




  “Habit, sir, habit,” said Fells easily, “a slip of the tongue.”




  The governor was reading the new order, which was couched in similar terms to that which he had already read.




  “You had better see him first,” and made a sign to the chief warder. “The beggar has been grossly impertinent and is now undergoing a little mild punishment.”




  “M — m — yes,” hesitated the detective; “pardon my asking, but isn’t this the goal where the man Gallers died?”




  “It is,” said the governor coldly; “he had a fit or a something.”




  “He was undergoing some punishment,” said Fells, in the reflective tone of one striving to recollect a circumstance.




  “It was stated so by irresponsible people,” said the governor roughly.




  He took down his hat from a peg and put it on. “It was said he was being punished in the same manner that Amber is — that he became ill and was unable to ring the bell — but it was a lie.”




  “Of course,” said the polite detective.




  The governor led the way through the spotless corridors up the steel stairs to the landing whereon Amber’s cell was situated. He turned the key and entered, followed by the detective. Amber was sitting on a wooden stool when the cell door opened.




  He did not trouble to rise until he saw Fells. Then he got up with difficulty.




  “Now, Mr. Fells, if you have anything to say to this man, you had better say it,” said the governor.




  “I think,” Fells spoke hesitatingly, deferentially, but none the less emphatically, “I think I may have this interview alone — yes?”




  The governor stiffened.




  “If you would prefer it, of course,” he said grudgingly, and turned to go.




  “Excuse me,” Fells laid his hand on the official’s arm. “I would rather the irons were off this man.”




  “Attend to your business and allow me to attend to mine, Mr. Inspector,” said the governor. “The code allows me the right to award punishment.”




  “Very good, sir,” replied Fells. He waited until the door clanged and then turned to Amber.




  “Mr. Amber,” he said, “I have been sent down from the Home Office on a curious mission — I understand you are tired of prison?”




  “My Fells,” said Amber wearily, “I have never found prison so dull as I do at present.”




  Fells smiled. From his pocket he produced a sheet of foolscap paper closely covered with entries.




  “I’ve discovered your guilty secret.” He shook the paper before the prisoner’s eyes. “A list of your convictions, my Amber,” he mocked, but Amber said nothing.




  “Never, so far as I can trace, have you appeared before a judge and jury.” He looked up, but the man in front of him was silent, and his face was expressionless.




  “And yet,” the detective went on, “to my knowledge, you have been committed to seventeen gaols, on seventeen distinct and separate orders, each signed by a judge and countersigned by the Home Office…”




  He waited, but Amber offered no comment.




  “In 1901, you were committed to Chengford Gaol on an order signed at Devizes. I can find no record of your having been brought before a court of any description at Devizes.”




  Still Amber did not speak, and the inspector went on slowly and deliberately.




  “At the time of your committal to Chengford, there had been all sorts of stories current about the state of affairs in the gaol. There had been a mutiny of prisoners, and allegations of cruelty against the governor and the warders.




  “I remember something about it,” said Amber carelessly.




  “You were admitted on May 10. On August




  I you were released on an order from the Home Office. On August 3 the governor, the assistant governor and the chief warder were summarily suspended from their duties and were eventually dismissed from the prison service.”




  He looked at Amber again.




  “You surprise me,” said Amber.




  “Although you were released in August, and was apparently a free man, you arrived in the custody of warders at the Preston Convict Establishment on September 9. There had been some trouble at Preston, I believe.”




  “I believe there was,” said Amber gravely.




  “This time,” the detective continued, “it was on an order from the Home Office ‘to complete sentence.’ You were six months in Preston Prison, and after you left, three warders were suspended for carrying messages to prisoners.”




  He ran his fingers down the paper.




  “You weren’t exactly a mascot to these gaols, Mr. Amber,” he said ironically, “you left behind you a trail of casualties — and nobody seems to have connected your presence with gaps in the ranks.”




  A slow smile dawned on Amber’s face.




  “And has my chief inspector come amblin’ all the way from London to make these startlin’ and mysterious communications?”




  The detective dropped his banter.




  “Not exactly, Mr. Amber,” he said, and the note of respect came to his voice which had so unaccountably irritated the governor. “The fact is, you’ve been lent.”




  “Lent?” Amber’s eyebrows rose.




  “You’ve been lent,” repeated the detective. “The Home Office has lent you to the Colonial Office, and I am here to effect the transfer.”




  Amber twiddled his manacled hands restlessly.




  “I don’t want to go out of England just now,” he began.




  “Oh yes, you do, Mr. Amber, there’s a River of Stars somewhere in the world, and a cargo of roguery on its way to locate it.”




  “So they’ve gone, have they?”




  He was disappointed and did not attempt to disguise the fact.




  “I hoped that I should be out in time to stop ‘em, but that racket has nothing to do with the Colonial Office.”




  “Hasn’t it?”




  Fells went to the wall where the prisoner’s bell was, and pushed it. Two minutes later the door swung open.




  “There’s another visitor, who will explain,” he said, and left the exasperated Amber muttering rude things about government departments in general and the Home Office in particular.




  In ten minutes the door opened again.




  Amber was not prepared for his visitor, and as he sprang awkwardly to his feet, he went alternately red and white. The girl herself was pale, and she did not speak until the door closed behind the warders. That brief space of time gave Amber the opportunity to recover his self-possession.




  “I fear that I cannot offer you the courtesies that are due to you,” he said. “For the moment my freedom of movement is somewhat restricted.”




  She thought he referred to his presence in prison, and half smiled at the politeness of a speech so out of all harmony with the grim surroundings.




  “You are probably surprised to see me, Mr. Amber,” she said. “It was in desperation that I went to the Home Office to endeavour to secure an interview with you — there is no one else in the world knows so much of this expedition and the men who have formed it.”




  “Did you find any difficulty in obtaining permission?” There was an odd twinkle in Amber’s eye which she did not observe.




  “None — or almost none,” she said. “It was very wonderful.”




  “Not so wonderful, my lady,” said Amber. “I’m an old client: anything to oblige a regular customer.”




  She was looking at him with pain in her eyes.




  “Please — please don’t talk like that,” she said in a low voice. “You rather hurt me: I want to feel that you are not beyond — help, and when you talk so flippantly and make so light of your — trouble, it does hurt, you know.”




  He dropped his eyes and, for the matter of that, so did she.




  “I am sorry,” he said in a quieter tone, “if I have bothered you: any worry on your part has been unnecessary, not,” he added with a touch of the old Amber, “that I have not been worth worrying about, but you have not quite understood the circumstances. Now please tell me why you wish to see me; there is a stool — it is not very comfortable, but it is the best I can offer you.”




  She declined the seat with a smile and began her story.




  Her brother had sailed, so also had Lambaire and Whitey, taking with them a copy of the chart.




  “I have not worried very much about the expedition,” she said, “because I thought that my father’s map was sufficiently accurate to lead them to this fabulous river. The Colonial Office officials, whom my brother saw, took this view also.”




  “Why did he see them?” demanded Amber.




  “To get the necessary permission to prospect in British territory — it is a Crown possession, you know. After my brother had arrived in Africa, and I had received a cable to that effect, I had an urgent message from the Colonial Office, asking me to take the chart to Downing Street. I did so, and they made a careful examination of it, measuring distances and comparing them on another map.”




  “Well?”




  “Well,” she shrugged her shoulders, “the expedition is futile: if the River of Stars is not in Portuguese territory, it has no existence at all.”




  “Isn’t it in British territory?”




  “No, it is well over the border line that marks the boundary between British and Portuguese West Africa.”




  Amber was puzzled.




  “What can I do?” he asked.




  “Wait,” she went on rapidly, “I have not told you all, for if my father’s map is true, the River of Stars is a fable, for they definitely located the spot indicated in his map, and there is neither forest nor river there, only a great dry plateau.”




  “You told them about the false compass?”




  “Lambaire was very frank to me before Francis sailed. He showed me the false and the true and I saw for myself the exact deflection; what is more, I took careful notice of the difference, and it was on this that the Colonial Office worked out its calculations. A cable has been sent to stop my bother, but he has already left the coast with the two men and is beyond the reach of the telegraph.”




  “Have you got the map with you?”




  She took the soiled chart from her bag and offered it to him. He did not take it for his hands were still behind him, and suddenly she understood why and flushed.




  “Open it and let me see, please.”




  He studied it carefully: then he said, “By the way, who told the Colonial Office that I knew all about this business — oh, of course you did.”




  She nodded.




  “I did not know what to do — I have lost my father in that country — for the first time I begin to fear for my brother — I have nobody to whom I can appeal for advice…”




  She checked herself quickly, being in a sudden terror lest this thief with his shaven head and his steel-clamped wrists should discover how big a place he held in her thoughts.




  “There is something wrong, some mystery that has not been unravelled: my father was a careful man and could not have made a mistake: all along we knew that the river was in British territory.”




  “The boundary may have been altered,” suggested Amber. But she shook her head.




  “No, I asked that question: it was demarcated in 1875 and has not been altered.”




  Amber looked again at the map, then at the girl.




  “I will see you tomorrow,” he said.




  “But—” She looked at him in astonishment. “I may not be able to get permission tomorrow.”




  A key turned in the lock and the heavy door opened slowly. Outside was the governor with a face as black as thunder, the chief warder and Fells.




  “Time’s up,” said the governor gruffly. Amber looked at the detective and nodded; then called authoritatively to the prison chief.




  “Take these handcuffs off, Cardeen,” he said.




  “What — !”




  “Give him the order, Fells,” said Amber, and the detective obediently handed a paper to the bewildered man.




  “You are suspended from duty,” said Amber shortly, “pending an inquiry into your management of this gaol. I am Captain Ambrose Grey, one of His Majesty’s inspectors of prisons.”




  The chief warder’s hands were shaking horribly as he turned the key that opened the hinged bar of the handcuffs.




  XII. Amber Sails
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  Amber went down to Southampton one cheerless day in December, when a grey, sad mist lay on the waters, and all that was land spoke of comfort, of warm snug chimney corners and drawn curtains, and all the sea was hungry dreariness.




  He did not expect to see Cynthia when he came to Waterloo, for he had taken a shaky farewell the night before… She had been irritatingly calm and self-composed, so matter-of-fact in her attitude, that the words he had schooled himself to say would not come. — 1




  He was busily engaged composing a letter to her — a letter to be posted before the ship sailed — and had reached the place where in one sketchy sentence he was recounting his wordly prospects for her information, when she came along the train and found him.




  An awkward moment for Amber — he was somewhat incoherent — remarked on the beauty of the day oblivious of the rain that splashed down upon the carriage window — and was conventionally grateful to her for coming to see him off.




  He could not have been lucid or intelligent, for he caught her smiling — but what is a man to say when his mind is full of thoughts too tremendous for speech, and his tongue is called upon to utter the pleasantries of convention?”




  All too quickly it seemed, the guard’s whistle shrilled. “Oh, hang it! “ Amber jumped up.




  “I am sorry — I wanted to say — Oh, dash it!”




  She smiled again.




  “You will have plenty of time,” she said quietly, “I am going to Southampton.”




  An overjoyed and thankful man sank back onto his seat as the train drew out of the station. What he might have said is easy to imagine. Here was an opportunity if ever there was one. He spoke about the beauty of the day — she might have thought him rude but for understanding. He spent half an hour explaining how the hatters had sent him a helmet two sizes larger than necessary, and gave her a graphic picture of how he had looked. She was politely interested…




  Too quickly the train rattled over the points at Eastleigh and slowed for Southampton town. It was raining, a thin cold drizzle of rain that blurred the windows and distorted the outlines of the buildings through which the train passed slowly on its way to the docks.




  Amber heaved a long sigh and then, observing the glimmer of amusement in the girl’s eyes, smiled also.




  “Rank bad weather, my lady,” he said ruefully. “Heaven’s weepin’, England in mourning at the loss of her son, and all that sort of thing.”




  “She must bear her troubles,” said the girl mockingly, and Amber marvelled that she could be so cheerful under such distressing circumstances — for I fear that Amber was an egotist.




  In the great barnlike shed adjoining the quayside they left the carriage and made their way across the steaming quay to the gangway.




  “We will find a dry place,” said Amber, “and I will deposit you in comfort whilst I speak a few kindly words to the steward.” He left her in the big saloon, and went in search of his cabin.




  He had other matters to think about — the important matters; matters affecting his life, his future, his happiness. Now if he could only find a gambit — an opening. If she would only give him a chance of saying all that was in his heart. Amber, a young man remarkably self-possessed in most affairs of life, tossed wildly upon a tempestuous sea of emotion, in sight of land, with a very life-line at hand to bring him to a place of safety, yet without courage to grasp the line or put the prow of his boat to shore.




  “For,” he excused, “there may be rocks that way, and it is better to be uncomfortable at sea than drowned on the beach.”




  Having all these high matters to fill his mind, he passed his cabin twice, missed his steward and found himself blundering into second class accommodation amongst shivering half-caste folk before he woke up to the fact that his errand was still unperformed.




  He came back to the saloon to find it empty, and a wild panic came on him. She had been tired of waiting — there was an early train back to town and she had gone.




  He flew out on to the deck, ran up and down companionways innumerable, sprinted along the broad promenade deck to the amazement of stolid quartermasters, took the gangway in two strides and reached the damp quay, then as quickly came back to the ship again to renew his search.




  What a hopeless ass he was! What a perfect moon-calf! A picture of tragic despair, he came again to the saloon to find her, very cool and very dry — which he was not.




  “Why, you are wet through,” was her greeting. Amber smiled sheepishly.




  “Yes, lost a trunk, you know, left on the quay — just a little rain — now I want to say something—”




  He was breathless but determined as he sat beside her.




  “You are to go straight to your cabin and change your clothes,” she ordered.




  “Don’t worry about that, I—”




  She shook her head.




  “You must,” she said firmly, “you will catch all sorts of things, besides you look funny.”




  A crowning argument this, for men will brave dangers and suppress all manner of heroic desires, but ridicule is a foe from which they flee.




  He had an exciting and passionate half-hour, unlocking trunks, and dragging to light such garments as were necessary for the change. For the most part they lay at the bottom of each receptacle and were elusive. He was hot and dishevelled, when with fingers that shook from agitation he fastened the last button and closed the door on the chaos in his cabin.




  There was a precious half-hour gone — another was to be sacrificed to lunch — for the ship provided an excellent déjeuner for the passengers’ friends, and my lady was humanly hungry.




  When he came to the covered promenade deck the mails were being run on board, which meant that in half an hour the bell would ring for all who were not travelling to go on shore, and the blessed opportunity which fate had thrown in his way would be lost.




  She seemed more inclined to discuss the possibility of his reaching her brother — a pardonable anxiety on her part, but which, unreasonably, he resented. Yet he calmed himself to listen, answering more or less intelligently.




  He writhed in silent despair as the minutes passed, and something like a groan escaped from him as the ship’s bell clanged the familiar signal.




  He rose, a little pale.




  “I am afraid this is where we part,” he said unsteadily, “and there were one or two things I wanted to say to you.”




  She sprang up, a little alarmed, he thought — certainly confused, if he judged rightly by the pink and white that came to her cheek.




  “I wanted to say — to ask you — I am not much of a fellow as fellows go, and I dare say you think I am a—” He had too many openings to this speech of his and was trying them all.




  “Perhaps you had better wait,” she said gently.




  “I intended writing to you,” he went on, “as soon as we touched Sierra Leone — in fact I was going to write from here.” A quartermaster came along the deck. “Any more for the shore?” He glanced inquiringly at the pair. “Last gangway’s bein’ pulled off, m’am.”




  Amber looked hopelessly down at her. Then he sighed.




  “I am afraid I shall have to write after all,” he said ruefully, and laughed.




  Her smile answered his, but she made no movement.




  Again the bell clanged.




  “Unless you want to be taken on to the Alebi Coast,” he said, half jestingly, “you will have to go ashore.”




  Again she smiled.




  “I want to be taken out to the Alebi Coast,” she said, “that is what I have paid my passage money for.”




  Amber was wellnigh speechless.




  “But — you can’t — your luggage?”




  “My luggage is in my cabin,” she said innocently; “didn’t you know I was coming with you?”




  Amber said nothing, his heart being too full for words.




  *




  When they were five days out, and the sugar-loaf mountain of Teneriffe was sinking behind them, Amber awoke to the gravity of the situation.




  “I’ve been a selfish pig,” he said, “if I’d had the heart to do it I could have persuaded you to leave the ship at Santa Cruz — you ought not to come.”




  “J’y suis — j’y reste!” she said lazily. She was stretched on a wicker lounge chair, a dainty picture from the tip of her white shoes to the crown of her pretty head.




  “I’m an explorer’s daughter,” she went on half seriously, “you have to remember that, Captain Grey.”




  “I’d rather you called me Amber,” he said.




  “Well, Mr. Amber,” she corrected, “though it seems a little familiar; what was I saying?”




  “You were boasting about your birth,” he said. He pulled a chair to her side—” and we were listening respectfully.”




  She did not speak for some time, her eyes following the dancing wavelets that slipped astern as the ship pushed through the water.




  “It is a big business, isn’t it?” she said suddenly. “This country killed my father — it has taken my brother—”




  “It shall not take you,” he said between his teeth, “I’ll have no folly of that kind; you must go back. We shall meet the homeward Congo boat at Grand Bassam and I shall transfer you.”




  She laughed out loud, a long low laugh of infinite amusement.




  “By force, I suppose,” she rallied him, “or wrapped up in canvas labelled ‘Stow away from boilers.’ No, I am going to the base of operations — if no further. It is my palaver — that is the right word, isn’t it? — much more than yours.”




  She was wholly serious now.




  “I suppose it is,” he said slowly, “but it’s a man’s palaver, and a nasty palaver at that. Before we catch up to Lambaire and his party even—”




  He hesitated.




  “Even if we do,” she suggested quietly; and he nodded.




  “There is no use in blinking possibilities,” he went on. His little drawl left him and the gentleness in his voice made the girl shiver.




  “We have got to face the worst,” he said. “Lambaire may or may not believe that the River of Stars is in Portuguese territory. His object in falsifying the compass may have been to hoodwink the British Government into faith in his bona fides — you see, we should have believed your father, and accepted his survey without question.”




  “Do you think that was the idea?” she asked.




  Amber shook his head.




  “Frankly no. My theory is that the compass was faked so that your father should not be able to find the mine again: I think Lambaire’s idea was to prevent the plans from being useful to anybody else but himself — if by chance they fell into other hands.”




  “But why take Francis?” she asked in perplexity.




  “The only way they could get the plan — any way their position was strengthened by the inclusion of the dead explorer’s son.”




  This was the only conversation they had on the subject. At Sierra Leone they transferred their baggage to the Pinto Colo, a little Portuguese coasting steamer, and then followed for them a leisurely crawl along the coast, where, so it seemed, at every few miles the ship came to an anchor to allow of barrels of German rum to be landed.




  Then one morning, when a thick white mist lay on the oily water, they came to an anchor off a lowlying coast — invisible from the ship — which was the beginning of the forbidden territory.




  “We have arrived,” said Amber, an hour later, when the surf-boat was beached. He turned to a tall thin native who stood aloof from the crowd of boatmen who had assisted at the landing.




  “Dem Consul, he lib…?”




  “Massa,” said the black man impressively, “him lib for bush one time — dem white man him lib for bush, but dem bush feller he chop um one time, so Consul him lib for bush to hang um bush feller.”




  To the girl this was so much gibberish, and she glanced from the native to Amber who stood alert, his eyelids narrow, his face tense.




  “How you call um, them white man who go dead?” he asked.




  Before the man could answer something attracted his attention and he looked up. There was a bird circling slowly above him.




  He stretched out his arms and whistled softly, and the bird dropped down like a stone to the sandy beach, rose with an effort, waddled a step or two and fell over, its great crop heaving.




  The native lifted it tenderly — it was a pigeon.




  Round one red leg, fastened by a rubber band, was a thin scrap of paper. Amber removed the tissue carefully and smoothed it out.




  




  To O. C. Houssas.




  Messrs. Lambaire and White have reached Alebi Mission Station. They report having discovered diamond field and state Sutton died fever month ago.




  (Signed) H. Sanders.




  




  He read it again slowly, the girl watching with a troubled face.




  “What does it say?” she asked.




  Amber folded the paper carefully.




  “I do not think it was intended for us,” he said evasively.




  XIII. In the Forest
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  In the K’hassi backland three men sat at chop. The sun was going down, and a log fire such as the native will build on the hottest day sent up a thin straight whisp of smoke.




  The stout man in the soiled ducks was Lambaire, j the thin man with the yellow unshaven face was Whitey. He was recovering from his second attack of fever, and the hand that he raised to his mouth shook suggestively. Young Sutton was a sulky third.




  They did not speak as they disposed of the unpalatable river fish which their headman had caught for them. Not until they had finished and had strolled down to the edge of the river, did they break the silence.




  “This is the end of it,” said Lambaire thickly.




  Whitey said nothing.




  “Three thousand pounds this expedition has cost, and I don’t know how many years of my life,” Lambaire continued, “and we’re a thousand miles from the coast.”




  “Four hundred,” interrupted Whitey impatiently, “and it might as well be four thousand.”




  There was a long pause in the conversation.




  “Where does this river lead to?” asked Lambaire; “it must go somewhere.”




  “It goes through a fine cannibal country,” said Whitey grimly, “if you’re thinking of a short cut to the sea leave out the river.”




  “And there’s no River of Stars — no diamonds: a cursed fine explorer that father of yours, Sutton,” he said this savagely, but the boy with his head on his knees, looking wistfully at the river, made no reply.




  “A cursed fine explorer,” repeated Lambaire. Sutton half turned his head. “Don’t quarrel with me,” he said drearily; “because if you do—”




  “Hey! if I do?” Lambaire was ripe for quarrelling with anybody.




  “If you do, I’ll shoot you dead,” said the boy, and turned his head again in the direction of the river.




  Lambaire’s face twitched and he half rose — they were sitting on the river bank. “None o’ that talk, none o’ that talk, Sutton,” he growled tremulously; “that’s not the sort o’—”




  “Oh, shut up!” snarled Whitey, “we don’t want your jabber, Lambaire — we want a way out!”




  A way out! That is what the search for the river had come to: this was the end of four months’ wandering, every day taking them further and further into the bush; every week snapped one link that held them to civilization. They had not reached the Portuguese border, because, long before they had arrived within a hundred miles of the frontier, it was apparent that the map was all wrong. There had been little villages marked upon it which they had not come by: once when a village had been traced, and a tribal headquarters located, they had discovered, as other African travellers had discovered, that a score of villages bearing the same name might be found within a radius of a hundred miles.




  And all the time the little party, with its rapidly diminishing band of carriers, was getting further and further into the bush. They had parleyed with the Alebi folk, fought a running fight with the bush people of the middle forest, held their camp against a three day attack of the painted K’hassi, and had reached the dubious security which the broken-spirited slave people of the Inner Lands could offer.




  And the end of it was that the expedition must turn back, passing through the outraged territories they ha “ forced,




  “There is no other way,” persisted Lambaire. Whitey shook his head.




  A singularly futile ending to a great expedition. I am following the train of thought in Sutton’s mind as he gloomed at the river flowing slowly past. Not the way which such expeditions ended in books. Cynthia would laugh, he shuddered. Perhaps she would cry, and have cause moreover.




  And that thief man, Amber; a rum name, Amber — gold, diamonds. No diamonds, no River of Stars: the dream had faded. This was a river. It slugged a way through a cannibal land, it passed over hundreds of miles of cataracts and came to the sea… where there were ships that carried one to England… to London.




  He sprang up. “When shall we start?” he asked dully.




  “Start?” Lambaire looked up.




  “We’ve got to go back the way we came,” said the boy. “We might as well make a start now — the carriers are going — two went last night. We’ve no white man’s food; we’ve about a hundred rounds of ammunition apiece.”




  “I suppose we can start tomorrow,M he said listlessly.




  *




  Before the sun came up, a little expedition began its weary march coastward.




  For three days they moved without opposition; on the fourth day they came upon a hunting regiment of the K’hassi — an ominous portent, for they had hoped to get through the K’hassi country without any serious fighting. The hunting regiment abandoned its search for elephant and took upon itself the more joyous task of hunting men.




  Fortunately the little party struck the open plain which lies to the westward of the K’hassi land proper, and in the open they held the enemy at bay. On the fifth day their headman, marching at the rear of the sweating carriers, suddenly burst into wild and discordant song. Sutton and Whitey went back to discover the reason for the outburst, and the man with a chuckle told them that he had seen several devils. That night the headman took a billet of wood, and creeping stealthily upon a carrier with whom he had been on perfectly friendly terms, smashed his skull.




  “It is sleeping sickness,” said Sutton.




  The three white men were gathered near the tree to which the mad headman was bound — not without a few minor casualties among the carriers.




  “What can we do?” fretted Lambaire. “We can’t leave him — he would starve, or he might get free — that’s worse.”




  Eventually they let the problem stand over till the morning, setting a guard to watch the lunatic.




  The carriers were assembled in the morning under a new headman, and the caravan marched, Whitey remaining behind. Lambaire, marching in the centre of the column, heard the sharp explosion of a revolver, and then after a pause another. He shuddered and wiped his moist forehead with the back of his hand.




  Soon Whitey caught up with the party — Whitey, pallid of face, with his mouth trembling.




  Lambaire looked at him fearfully.




  “What did you do?” he whispered.




  “Go on, go on,” snarled the other. “You are too questioning, Lambaire, you are too prying — you know damn’d well what I have done. Can’t leave a nigger to starve to death — hey? Got to do something?” His voice rose to a shrill scream, and Lambaire, shaking his head helplessly, asked no more.




  In romances your rascal is so thorough paced a rascal that no good may be said of him, no meritorious achievement can stand to his credit. In real life great villains can be heroic. Lambaire was naturally a coward — he was all the greater hero that he endured the rigours of that march and faced the dangers which every new day brought forth, uncomplainingly.




  They had entered the Alebi country on the last long stage of the journey, when the great thought came to Lambaire. He confided to nobody, but allowed the matter to turn over in his mind two whole days.




  They came upon a native village, the inhabitants of which were friendly disposed to the strange white men, and here they rested their weary bodies for the space of three days.




  On the evening of the second day, as they sat before a blazing fire — for the night air had a nip even in equatorial Africa — Lambaire spoke his mind.




  “Does it occur to you fellows what we are marching towards?” he asked.




  Neither answered him. Sutton took a listless interest in the conversation, but the eyes of Whitey narrowed watchfully.




  “We are marching to the devil,” said Lambaire, impressively. “I am marching to the bankruptcy court, and so are you, Whitey. Sutton is marching to something that will make him the laughing-stock of London; and,” he added slowly, watching the effect of his words, “that will make his father’s name ridiculous.”




  He saw the boy wince, and went on—” Me and Whitey floated a Company — got money out of the public — diamond mine — brilliant prospects and all that sort of thing — see?”




  He caught Whitey nodding his head thoughtfully, and saw the puzzled interest in Sutton’s face.




  “We are going back—”




  “If we get back,” murmured Whitey. “Don’t talk like a fool,” snapped Lambaire. “My God, you make me sick, Whitey; you spoil everything! Get back! Of course we will get back — the worst of the fighting is over. It’s marchin’ now — we are in reach of civilization—”




  “Go on — go on,” said Whitey impatiently, “when we get back?”




  “When we do,” said Lambaire, “we’ve got to say,’Look here, you people — the fact of it is—’”




  “Making a clean breast of the matter,” murmured Whitey.




  “Making a clean breast of the matter—’there’s no mine.’”




  Lambaire paused, as much to allow the significance of the situation to sink into his own mind as into the minds of the hearers.




  “Well?” asked Whitey.




  “Well,” repeated the other, “why should we? Look here!” — he leant forward and spoke rapidly and with great earnestness—” what’s to prevent our saying that we have located the diamond patch, eh? We can cut out the river — make it a dried river bed — we have seen hundreds of places where there are rivers in the wet season. Suppose we get back safe and sound with our pockets full of garnets and uncut diamonds — I can get ’em in London—”




  Whitey’s eyes were dancing now; no need to ask him how the ingenious plan appealed to him. But Sutton questioned.




  The young’s man’s face was stiff with resentment. “You are mad, Lambaire,” he said roughly. “Do you think that I would go back and lie? Do you imagine that I would be a party to a fraud of that kind — and lend my father’s name and memory to it? You are mad.”




  Neither man had regarded him as a serious factor in the expedition and its object. They did not look for opposition from one whom they had regarded more or less as a creature. Yet such opposition they had to meet, opposition that grew in strength with every argument they addressed to him.




  Men who find themselves out of touch with civilization are apt to take perverted moral views, and before they had left the friendly village both Whitey — the saner of the pair — and Lambaire had come to regard themselves as illused men.




  Sutton’s ridiculous scruples stood between them and fortunes; this crank by his obstinacy prevented their reaping the reward of their industry. At the end of a week — a week unrelieved by the appearance of a danger which might have shaken them to a clarity of thought — Sutton was outcast. Worse than that, for him, he developed a malignant form of malaria, and the party came to a halt in a big clearing of the forest. Here, near a dried watercourse, they pitched their little camp, being induced to the choice by the fact that water was procurable a few feet below the surface.




  Lambaire and Whitey went for a walk in the forest. Neither of them spoke, they each knew the mind of the other.




  “Well?” said Whitey at last.




  Lambaire avoided his eye.




  “It means ruin for us — and there’s safety and a fortune if he’d be sensible.”




  Again a long silence.




  “Is he bad?” asked Lambaire suddenly, and the other shrugged his shoulders.




  “No worse than I’ve been half a dozen times. It’s his first attack of fever.”




  There was another long pause, broken by Whitey.




  “We can’t carry him — we’ve got two carriers, and there’s another fifty miles to go before we reach a mission station — so the carriers say.”




  They walked aimlessly up and down, each man intent on his own thoughts. They spoke no more, but returned to their little camp, where a semi-delirious youth moaned and fretted querulously, talking in the main to himself.




  Lambaire stood by him, looking down at the restless figure; then he went in search of Whitey.




  “This thing has got to be done regularly,” he said, and produced a notebook. “I trust you, Whitey, and you trust me — but we will have it down in black and white.”




  The two memorandums were drawn up in identical terms. Whitey demurred, but signed….




  Before the accustomed hour, Whitey woke the coast boy who acted as interpreter and was one of the two remaining carriers.




  “Get up,” he said gruffly; “get them guns on your head and move quickly.”




  The native rose sleepily. The fire was nearly out, and he gave it a kick with his bare foot to rouse it to flame.




  “None of that,” fumed Whitey — he was in an unusual mood. “Get the other man, and trek.”




  The little party went silently along the dark forest path, the native leading the way with a lantern as protection against possible attacks from wild beasts.




  He stopped of a sudden and turned to Lambaire, who shuffled along in his rear.




  “Dem young massa, I no lookum.”




  “Go on,” said Whitey gruffly. f< Dem massa he die one time.”




  The native grunted and continued his way. Death in this land, where men rise up hale in the morning and are buried in sunset, was not a great matter.




  They halted at daybreak to eat the meal which was usually partaken of before marching.




  The two white men ate in silence — neither looking at the other.




  Not until the forest was flooded with the rising sunlight did Whitey make any reference to the events of the night.




  “We couldn’t leave a nigger behind to starve — and I am cursed if we haven’t left a white man,” he said, and swore horribly.




  “Don’t do it — don’t say it,” implored Lambaire, raising his big hand in protest; “we couldn’t — we couldn’t do what we did… you know… what we did to the madman…. Be sensible, Whitey… he’s dead.”




  Three days later they reached an outlying mission station, and a heliograph message carried the news of their arrival to a wandering district commissioner, who was “ working “ a country so flat that heliographic communication was not possible with the coast.




  But he had a basket full of carrier pigeons.




  *




  Three weeks’ rest, soft beds to lie upon, Christian food to eat, and the use of a razor, make all the difference in the world to men of Lambaire’s type. He had a convenient memory. He forgot things easily. There came to the mission station a small keen-faced man in khaki, the redoubtable Commissioner Sanders, who asked questions, but in view of the debilitated condition of the mission guests did not press for information. He heard without surprise that the River of Stars had been discovered, — he gathered from the vague description the men gave him of the locality where the discovery had been made that the new diamond field was in British territory — he was disappointed but did not show it.




  For no man charged with the well-being of native peoples welcomes the discovery of precious stones or metal in his dominion. Such wealth means wars and the upheaval of new forces. It means the end of a regular condition, and the super-imposition of a hasty civilization.




  There have been critics who asked why the Commissioner then and there did not demand a view of the specimens that Lambaire and his confederate brought from the mythical mine. But Sanders, as I have explained elsewhere, was a simple man who had never been troubled with the administration of a mineralized region, and frankly had no knowledge as to what a man ought to do in the circumstances.




  “When did Sutton die?” he ask and they told him.




  “Where?”




  Here they were at fault, for the spot indicated was a hundred miles inland.




  Sanders made a rapid calculation.




  “It must be nearer than that,” he said. “You could not have marched to the mission station in the time.”




  They admitted the possibility of error and Sanders accepted the admission, having some experience in the unreliability of starved men’s memory.




  He questioned the carriers, and they were no more explicit.




  “Master,” said the headman, speaking in the riverian dialect, “it was at a place where there are four trees all growing together, two being of camwood and one of copal.”




  Since the forests of the Alebi are mainly composed of camwood and gum, the Commissioner was no wiser.




  A fortnight after this conversation, Lambaire and Whitey reached the little coast town where Sanders had his headquarters.




  XIV. A Handful O’ Pebble
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  To walk into a room in West Central Africa with your mind engaged on such matters as occupied the minds of Lambaire and Whitey, and to come suddenly upon a man whom you thought was picking oakum in a county gaol, is somewhat disconcerting. Such was the experience of the two explorers. There was a dramatic pause as Amber rose from the Commissioner’s lounge chair.




  They looked at him, and he looked at them in silence. The mocking smile which they had come to know so well was missing from his face. He was wholly serious.




  “Hullo,” growled Lambaire. “What is the meaning of this?”




  It was not a striking question. For the moment Amber did not speak. The three were alone in the Commissioner’s bungalow. He motioned them to seats, and they sat immediately, hypnotized by the unexpectedness of the experience. “What have you done with Sutton?” asked Amber quietly.




  They did not answer him, and he repeated the question.




  “He’s dead,” said Whitey. His voice was unnecessarily loud. “He’s dead — died of fever on the march. It was very sad; he died… of fever.”




  For the first time in his life Whitey was horribly frightened. There was a curious note of command in Amber’s tone which was difficult to define. It seemed as though this convict had suddenly assumed the function of judge. Neither Whitey nor Lambaire could for the moment realize that the man who demanded information was one whom they had seen handcuffed to a chain of convicts on Paddington station.




  “When did he die?”




  They told him, speaking in chorus, eagerly.




  “Who buried him?”




  Again the chorus.




  “Yet you had two natives with you — and told them nothing. You did not even ask them to dig a grave.” His voice was grim, the eyes that watched them were narrowed until they seemed almost shut.




  “We buried him,” Lambaire found his voice, because he was white and we were white — see?”




  “I see.” He walked to the table and took from it a sheet of paper. They saw it was the rough plan of a country, and guessed that it represented the scene of their wanderings.




  “Point out the place where he was buried.” And Amber laid the map upon the knees of Whitey.




  “Show nothing!” Lambaire recovered a little of his self-possession. “What do you insinuate. Amber? Who the devil are you that you should go round askin’ this or that? — an old lag too !”




  As his courage revived he began to swear — perhaps the courage waited upon the expletives.




  “… After goin’ through all this!” he spluttered, “an’ hunger an’ thirst an’ fightin’ — to be questioned by a crook.”




  He felt the fierce grip of Whitey’s hand on his wrist and stopped himself.




  “Say nothin’ — more than you can help,” muttered Whitey. Lambaire swallowed his wrath and obeyed.




  “What is this talk about a diamond field?” Amber went on in the same passionless, level voice. “The Government know of no such field — or such river. You have told the Commissioner that you have found such a place. Where is it?”




  “Find out, Amber,” shrilled Whitey, “you are clever — find out, like we had to; we didn’t get our information by asking people, — we went and looked!”




  He groped round on the floor of the half darkened bungalow and found his hat.




  “We’re leavin’ tomorrow,” said Whitey, “an’ the first thing we shall do when we reach a civilized port is to put them wise to you — eh? It don’t do to have gaolbirds wandering and gallivanting about British Possessions!” He nodded his head threateningly, and was rewarded by that smile which was Amber’s chief charm.




  “Mr. Whitey!” said Amber softly, “you will not leave tomorrow, the ship will sail without you.”




  “Eh?”




  “The ship will sail minus,” repeated Amber. “No Whitey, no Lambaire.”




  He shook his head.




  “What do you mean?”




  For answer Amber tapped the foolscap which he had taken back from the protesting hand of Whitey. “Somewhere here,” he pointed to a place marked with a cross, “near a dried river bed, a man died. I want evidence of his death and of the manner in which he met it, before I let you go.”




  There was another pause.




  “What do you mean by that, Mr. Amber?” asked Whitey, and his voice was unsteady.




  “Exactly what I say,” said the other quietly.




  “Do you think we murdered him?”




  Amber shrugged his shoulders. “We shall know one way or the other before you leave us,” he said easily. There was something in his tone which chilled the two men before him.




  “I shall know, because I have sent a search party back to the place where you say you left Mr. Sutton,” he went on. “Your late interpreter will have no difficulty in finding the spot — he is already on his way.”




  Lambaire was as white as death.




  “We did nothing to Sutton,” he said doggedly.




  Amber inclined his head.




  “That we shall know,” he said.




  Walking from the bungalow to the hut which the Commissioner had placed at their disposal, Lambaire suddenly stopped and touched his companion’s arm.




  “Suppose,” he gasped, “suppose—”




  Whitey shook off the grip. “Don’t go mad,” he said roughly, “suppose what?”




  “Suppose — some wandering native — found him and speared him. We’d get the credit for that.”




  “My God, I never thought of that! “ It gave them both something to think about in the weary days of waiting. They learnt that the word of Amber was law. They saw him once at a distance, but they sought no interview with him. Also they learnt of the presence, at headquarters, of Cynthia Sutton. For some reason this worried them, and they wondered how much she knew.




  She knew all, if the truth be told. Dry eyed and pale she had listened whilst Amber, with all the tenderness of a woman, had broken the news the Commissioner had sent.




  “I would like to hold out some hope,” he said gently, “but that would be cruel; the story has the ring of truth, and yet there is something in it which leads me to the belief that there is something behind it which we do not know.” He did not tell her of his suspicions. These he had confided to Sanders, and the little man had sent a party back to make an examination of the place where Sutton was buried.




  “White men die very suddenly in the Alebi,” said Sanders. “There is every chance that the story is true — yet they are not the kind of men who from any sentimental consideration would take upon themselves the work of burying a poor chap. That’s the part I can’t believe.”




  “What will you do when the search party returns?” asked Amber.




  “I have thought it out,” replied Sanders. “I shall ask them for no report except in the presence of yourself and the men; this enquiry is to be an impartial one, it is already a little irregular.”




  Weeks passed — weeks of intolerable suspense for Whitey and Lambaire, playing bumble puppy whist in the shade of their hut.




  Sanders paid them duty calls. He gave them the courteous attention which a prison governor would give to distinguished prisoners — that was how it struck Lambaire. Then, one morning, an orderly came with a note for them — Their presence was required at “ The Residency.” No two men summoned from the cells below the dock ever walked to judgment with such apprehension as did these.




  They found the Commissioner sitting at a big table, which was the one notable article of furniture in his office.




  Three travel-stained natives in the worn blue uniform of police stood by the desk. Sanders was speaking rapidly in a native dialect which was incomprehensible to any other of the white people in the room.




  Amber, with Cynthia Sutton, sat on chairs to the right of the Commissioner’s desk, and two vacant chairs had been placed on the left of the desk.




  It was curiously suggestive of a magistrate’s court, where the positions of plaintiff and defendant are well defined.




  Lambaire shot a sidelong glance at the girl in her cool white frock and her snowy helmet, and made a little nervous grimace.




  They took their seats, Lambaire walking heavily to his.




  Sanders finished talking, and with a jerk of his hand motioned his men to the centre of the room.




  “I was getting their story in consecutive order,” he said. “I will ask them questions and will translate their answers, if it is agreeable to you?”




  Whitey coughed to clear his throat, tried to frame an agreement, failed, and expressed his approval with a nod.




  “Did you find the place of the four trees?” asked Sanders of the native.




  “Lord! we found the place,” said the man.




  Sentence by sentence as he spoke, Sanders translated the narrative.




  “For many days we followed the path the white men came; resting only one day, which was a certain feast day, we being of the Sufi Sect and worshippers of one god,” said the policeman. “We found sleeping places by the ashes of fires that the white men had kindled; also cartridges and other things which white men throw away.”




  “How many days’ journey did the white men come?” asked Sanders.




  “Ten days,” said the native,” for there were ten night fires where there was much ash, and ten day fires, and where there was only so much ash as would show the boiling of a pot. Also at these places no beds had been prepared. Two white men travelled together for ten days, before then were three white men.”




  “How do you know this?” said Sanders, in the vernacular.




  “Lord, that were an easy matter to tell, for we found the place where they had slept. Also we found the spot where the third white man had been left behind.”




  Lambaire’s lips were dry; his mouth was like a limekiln as, sentence by sentence, the native’s statement was translated.




  “Did you find the white master who was left behind?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, we did not find him.”




  Lambaire made a little choking noise in his throat.




  Whitey stared, saying nothing. He half rose, then sat down again.




  “Was there a grave?”




  The native shook his head.




  “We saw an open grave, but there was no man in it.” Lambaire shot a swift startled glance at the man by his side.




  “There was no sign of the white master?”




  “None, lord, he had vanished, and only this left behind.” He dived into the inside of his stained blue tunic and withdrew what was apparently a handkerchief. It was grimy, and one corner was tied into several knots.




  Cynthia rose and took it in her hands.




  “Yes, this was my brother’s,” she said in a low voice. She handed it to Sanders.




  “There is something tied up here,” he said, and proceeded to unknot the handkerchief. Three knots in all he untied, and with each untying, save the last, a little grey pebble fell to the table. In the last knot were four little pebbles no larger than the tip of a boy’s finger. Sanders gathered them into the palm of his hand and looked at them curiously.




  “Do you know what these signify?” he asked Whitey, and he shook his head.




  Sanders addressed the native in Arabic.




  “Abiboo,” he said, “you know the ways and customs of Alebi folk — what do these things mean?”




  But Abiboo was at a loss.




  “Lord,” he said, “if they were of camwood it would mean a marriage, if they were of gum it would mean a journey — but these things signify nothing, according to my knowledge.”




  Sanders turned the pebbles over with his finger.




  “I am afraid this beats me,” he began, when Amber stepped forward.




  “Let me see them,” he said, and they were emptied into his palm.




  He walked with them to the window, and examined them carefully. He took a knife from his pocket and scraped away at the dull surface.




  He was intensely occupied, so much so that he did not seem to realize that he was arresting the inquiry. They waited patiently — three — five — ten — minutes. Then he came back from the window, jingling the pebbles in his hand.




  “These we may keep, I suppose?” he said; “you have no objection?”




  Lambaire shook his head.




  He was calmer now, though he had no reason to be, as Whitey, licking his dry lips, realized. The next words of the Commissioner supplied a reason.




  “You say that you buried Mr. Sutton at a certain spot,” he said gravely. “My men find no trace of a grave — save an open grave — how do you explain this?”




  It took little to induce panic in Lambaire — Whitey gave him no chance of betraying his agitation.




  “I give no explanation,” he piped in his thin voice; “we buried him, that’s all we know — your men must have mistaken the spot. You can’t detain us any longer; it’s against the law — what do you accuse us of, hey? We’ve told you everything there is to tell; and you’ve got to make up your mind what you are going to do.”




  He said all this in one breath and stopped for lack of it, and what he said was true — no one knew the fact better than Amber.




  “Let me ask you one question,” he said. “Did you discover the diamond mine, of which we have heard so little, before or after the — disappearance of Mr. Sutton?”




  Lambaire, who was directly addressed, made no reply. It was safer to rely upon Whitey when matters of chronology were concerned.




  “Before,” said Whitey, after the slightest pause.




  “Long before?”




  “Yes — a week or so.”




  Amber tapped the table restlessly — like a man deep in thought.




  “Did Mr. Sutton know of the discovery? M




  “No,” said Whitey — and could have bitten his tongue at the slip; “when the discovery was made he was down with fever,” he added.




  “And he knew nothing?”




  “Nothing.”




  Amber opened his hand and allowed the four pebbles to slip on to the table.




  “And yet he had these,” he said.




  “What are they to do with it?” asked Whitey.




  Amber smiled.




  “Nothing,” he said, “except that these are diamonds.”




  XV. In the Bed of the River




  

    Table of Contents

  




  It was a fortunate circumstance that within three days two homeward bound ships called at the little coast town where the Commissioner for the Alebi district made his headquarters. Fortunate, for it allowed Lambaire and Whitey to travel homewards by one ship, and Cynthia Sutton by the other. Amber went to the beach where the heavy surf-boat waited — to see her off.




  “I ought to be 1 king my ticket with you,” he said, “or better still follow you secretly, so that when you sit down to dinner tonight — enter Amber in full kit, surprise of lady — curtain.”




  She stood watching him seriously. The heat the coast had made her face whiter and finer drawn. She was in Amber’s eyes the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Though he could jest, his heart was heavy enough and hungry enough for tears.




  “I wish you would come,” she said simply, and he knew her heart at that moment.




  “I’ll stay.” He took her hand in both of his, “There’s a chance, though it is a faint one, that your brother is alive. Sanders says there is no doubt that those men left him to die — there is no proof that he is dead. I shall stay long enough to convince myself one way or the other.”




  The boat was ready now, and Sanders was discreetly watching the steamer that lay anchored a mile from the shore in four fathoms of water.




  “Au revoir,” she said, and her lip trembled.




  Amber held out his arms to her, and she came to him without fear. He held her tight for the space of a few seconds, and she lifted her face to his.




  “Au revoir, my love,” he whispered, and kissed her lips,




  *




  Amber left the next morning for the Alebi, and with him went Abiboo, a taciturn sergeant of Houssas and Sanders’ right-hand man.




  It was a conventional African journey into the bush.




  The monotony of hot marches by day, of breathless humming nights, of village palavers, of sudden tropical storms where low lying yellow clouds came tumbling and swirling across the swaying treetops, and vivid lightnings flickered incessantly through the blue-dark forest.




  The party followed the beaten track which led from village to village, and at each little community inquiries were made, but no white man had been seen since Lambaire and Whitey had passed.




  On the twenty-eighth day of the march, the expedition reached the place where Lambaire had said Sutton died. Here, in accordance with his plans, Amber established something of a permanent camp.




  Accompanied by Abiboo he inspected the spot where the handkerchief and diamonds had been found, and the depression where the “ grave “ had been located.




  “Master,” said Abiboo, “it was here that a hole had been dug.”




  “I see no hole,” said Amber. He spoke in Arabic: there was a time when Captain Ambrose Grey had been a secretary of legation, and his knowledge of Arabic was a working one.




  An examination of the ground showed the depression to be the dried bed of a watercourse. Amber explored it for a mile in either direction without discovering any sign of the opening which Abiboo had led him to expect. In some places it was overgrown with a thick tangle of elephant grass and a variety of wild bramble which is found in African forests.




  “Water has been here,” said Abiboo, “but cola cola,” which means long ago.




  The fact that the grave had disappeared proved nothing. The heavy rains which they had experienced on the march would have been sufficient to wash down the debris and the loose earth which had stood about the hole.




  For three weeks Amber pursued his investigations. From the camp he sent messengers to every village within a radius of fifty miles, without finding any trace of Sutton.




  Regretfully he decided to give up the search; two of his carriers had gone down with beri-beri, and the rainy season was getting nearer and nearer. Worse than this the Isisi — Alebi folk — were restless. He had had advice of crucifixions and dances, and Sanders had sent him six more soldiers to strengthen his escort.




  The occasional storms had been followed by irregular downpours, and he himself had had an attack of fever.




  “I will stay two more days,” he told Abiboo,” if by then I find nothing, we strike camp.”




  That night, as he sat in his tent writing a letter to Cynthia, there came a summons from Abiboo.




  “Master,” said the Houssa, “one of my men has heard a shot.”




  Amber slipped on his jacket and stepped out of the tent.




  “Where — in what direction?” he asked. It was pitch dark, and a gentle drizzle of rain was falling.




  “Towards the east,” said the native.




  Amber returned to the tent for his electric lamp and together they stood listening.




  Far away they heard a noise like that made by a cat in pain; the long howls came faintly in their direction.




  “That is a wounded leopard,” said Abiboo. Amber was thinking rapidly. Save for the gentle murmur of rain there was no sound in the forest. It was certainly not the night for a leopard to advertise his presence.




  “If there is a white man in the forest,” said Amber, “he would come for this.” He slipped his revolver from his pocket and fired two shots in the air. He waited, but there came no answer. At intervals of half a minute he emptied the chambers of the weapon without eliciting any reply.




  For the greater part of an hour Amber remained listening. The cries of the leopard — if leopard it was — had died down to a whimper and had ceased. There was nothing to be gained by a search that night; but as soon as daylight came, Amber moved out with two Houssa guards and Abiboo.




  It was no light task the party had set itself, to beat six square miles of forest, where sapling and tree were laced together with rope upon rope of vegetation. It was well into the afternoon when Abiboo found the spoor of a wild beast.




  Following it they came to flecks of dried blood. It might have been — as Amber realized — the blood of an animal wounded by another. Half an hour’s trailing brought them to a little clearing, where stretched at the foot of a tree lay the leopard, dead and stiff.




  “H’m,” said Amber, and walked up to it. There was no sign of the laceration which marks the beast wounded in fight.




  “Turn it over.”




  The men obeyed, and Amber whistled. There was an indisputable bullet wound behind the left shoulder.




  Amber knelt down, and with his hunting knife cut down in search of the bullet. He found it after a long search and brought it to light. It was a flattened Webley revolver bullet. He went back to camp in a thoughtful mood that night.




  If it was Sutton’s revolver, where was Sutton? Why did he hide himself in the forest? He had other problems to settle to his satisfaction, but these two were uppermost in his mind.




  The day had been a fine one, and the customary storm had not eventuated. A beautiful moonlight night had followed the most glorious of sunsets. It was such a night as only Africa sees, a night of silver light that touched all things tenderly and beautified them. Amber had seen such nights in other parts of the great Continent, but never had he remembered such as this.




  He sat in a camp chair at the entrance of his tent speculating upon the events of the day. Who was this mysterious stranger that went abroad at night? For the matter of that, what had the leopard been doing to invite his death?




  He called up Abiboo from the fire round which the Houssas were squatting.




  “It is strange to me, Abiboo,” he said, “that the white man should shoot the leopard.”




  “Lord, so I have said to my men,” said Abiboo, “and they think, as I, that the leopard was creeping into a place that sheltered the white master.”




  Amber smoked a reflective pipe. It occurred to him that the place where they had come upon the first blood stains had been near to a similar dried-up water way. When he came to give the matter fuller consideration he realized that it was a continuation of the river bed near which they were encamped. Following its course he might come upon the spot under an hour. It was a perfect night for investigation — at any rate he resolved to make an attempt.




  He took with him four soldiers including the sergeant, who led the way with the lamp. The soldiers were necessary, for a spy had come in during the day with news that the warlike folk of the “Little Alebi “ had begun to march in his direction.




  Though the river bed made a well defined path for the party it was fairly “ hard-going.” In places where the deputation made an impenetrable barrier they had to climb up the steep banks and make a detour through the forest.




  Once they came upon a prowling leopard who spat furiously at the brilliant white glow of the electric lamp and, turning tail, fled. Once they surprised a bulky form that trumpeted loudly and went blundering away through the forest to safety.




  After one of these detours they struck a clear smooth stretch.




  “It must be somewhere near,” began Amber, when Abiboo raised his hand abruptly. “Listen,” he whispered.




  They stood motionless, their heads bent. Above the quiet of the forest came a new sound.




  “Click — click!” It was faint, but unmistakable.




  Amber crept forward.




  The river bed turned abruptly to the right, and pressing closely to the right bank he dropped to his knees and crawled cautiously nearer the turn. He got his head clear of the bush that obstructed his view and saw what he saw.




  In the centre of the river, plain to see in the bright moonlight, a man in shirt and trousers was digging. Every now and again he stooped and gathered the earth in both hands and laughed, a low chuckling laugh that made Amber’s blood run cold to hear. Amber watched for five minutes, then stepped out from his place of concealment.




  “Bang !”




  A bullet whistled past him and struck the bank at his side with a thud.




  Quick as thought he dropped to cover, bewildered. The man who dug had had his back to him — somebody else had fired that shot 1




  He looked round at the sergeant.




  “Abiboo,” he said grimly, “this is a bad palaver: we have come to save a man who desires to kill us.”




  Crawling forward again he peeped out: the man had disappeared.




  Taking the risk of another shot Amber stepped out into the open.




  “Sutton!” he called clearly. There was no answer.




  “Sutton!” he shouted, — only the echo came to him. Followed by his men he moved forward.




  There was a hole in the centre of the watercourse, and a discarded spade lay beside it. He picked it up and examined it. The blade was bright from use, the haft was polished smooth from constant handling. He put it down again and took a swift survey of the place.




  He was in what was for all the world like a railway cutting. The dead river had worn its deepest channel here. On the moonlit side of the “cutting” he could see no place that afforded shelter. He walked along by the bank which lay in the shadow, moving the white beam of his lamp over its rugged side.




  He thought he saw an opening a little way up. A big dead bush half concealed it — and that dead bush was perched at such an angle as to convince Amber that it owed its position to human agency.




  Cautiously he began to climb till he lay under the opening. Then swiftly he plucked the dead brush away.




  “Bang!”




  He felt the powder burn his face and pressed himself closer to the earth. Abiboo in the bed of the river below came with a leap up the side of the bank.




  “Ba — lek!” shouted Amber warningly.




  A hand, grasping a heavy army revolver, was thrust out through the opening, the long black muzzle pointing in the direction of the advancing Houssa. Amber seized the wrist and twisted it up with a jerk.




  “Damn!” said a voice, and the pistol dropped to the ground.




  Still holding the wrist, Amber called gently, “Sutton!” There was a pause.




  “Who are you?” said the voice in astonishment.




  “You’ll remember me as Amber.” There was another little pause.




  “The devil you are!” said the voice; “let go my wrist, and I’ll come out — thought you were the Alebi folk on the warpath.”




  Amber released the wrist, and by-and-by there struggled through a grimy tattered young man, indisputably Sutton.




  He stood up in the moonlight and shook himself. “I’m afraid I’ve been rather uncivil,” he said steadily, “but I’m glad you’ve come — to the ‘River of Stars.’” He waved his hand towards the dry river bed with a rueful smile.




  Amber said nothing.




  “I should have left months ago,” Sutton went on; “we’ve got more diamonds in this hole than — Curse the beastly things!” he said abruptly. He stooped down to the mouth of the cave.




  “Father,” he called softly, “come out — I want to introduce you to a sportsman.”




  Amber stood dumfounded and silent as the other turned to him.




  “My father isn’t very well,” he said with a catch in his voice; “you’ll have to help me get him away.”




  XVI. Amber on Prospectuses
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  The River of Stars, LTD.


  Share Capital, £800,000.


  100,000 Ordinary Shares of £5 each.


  30,000 Deferred Shares of £10 each.




  DIRECTORS:


  Augustus Lambaire, Esq. [Chairman).


  Felix White, Esq.


  The Hon. Griffin Pullerger.


  Lord Corsington.




  




  Such was the heading of the prospectus which found its way into every letterbox of every house of every man who had speculated wisely, or unwisely, in stock exchange securities.




  Both Lambaire and Whitey shirked the direct appeal to the public which city conventions demand. I think it was that these two men, when they were confronted with a straightforward way and a crooked way of conducting business with which they might be associated, instinctively moved towards the darker method.




  When they had arrived in England they had decided upon the campaign; they came with greater prestige than they had ever dared to hope for — the discovery, astonishing as it had been to them at the moment, of the diamonds in Sutton’s knotted handkerchief, — gave support to their story, which was all the stronger since the proof of the mine’s existence came from the enemy.




  On the voyage to England they had grown weary of discussing by what mysterious process, by what uncanny freak of fortune, the stones had been so found, and they had come to a condition of mind where they accepted the fact. The preparation of the prospectus had been a labour of love; there was no difficulty in securing a name or two for the directors. They had had the inestimable advantage of a press sensation. They might, indeed, have chosen the latter-day method of publishing in the newspapers. Their prospectus was very feasible.




  There were not wanting critics who were curious as to the exact location of the diamond field of fabulous wealth, but this difficulty they had got over in part by the cunning constitution of the company, which allowed of a large portion of working capital for purposes of exploration; for the further development of “Company Property,” and for the opening up of roads to the interior. The Company was registered in Jersey; the significance of that fact will be appreciated by those acquainted with Company procedure.




  City editors, examining the prospectus, shook their heads in bewilderment. Some damned it instanter, some saw its romantic side and wrote accordingly. Not a few passed it unnoticed, following the golden precept, “No advertisement: no puff.”




  There is a type of shareholder who loves, and dearly loves a mystery. He lives in the clouds, thinking in millions. His high spirit despises the 2½ per cent, of safety. He dreams of fortunes to come in the night, of early morning intimations that shares which cost him 3s. 9d. have risen to £99 2s. 6d. He can work out in his head at a moment’s notice the profit accruing from the possession of a thousand such shares as these. It was from this class that Lambaire expected much, and he was not disappointed.




  The promise of the River of Stars was not explicit; there was a hint of risk — frankly set forth — a cunning suggestion of immense profit.




  “Rap-rap!” went the knocker of fifty thousand doors as the weighty prospectus dropped with a thud upon the suburban mat… an interval of a day or so, and there began a trickle of reply which from day to day gathered force until it became a veritable stream. Lambaire, in his multifarious undertakings, had acquired addresses in very much the same way as small boys collect postage stamps. He collected addresses with discrimination. In one of the many books he kept — books which were never opened to any save himself, you might see page after page as closely written as his sprawling caligraphy allowed, the names of “ possibles,” with some little comment on each victim.




  “In many ways, Lambaire,” said Whitey, “you’re a wonder!”




  The big man, to whom approval was as the breath of life, smiled complacently.




  They sat at lunch at the most expensive hotel in London, and through the open windows of the luxurious diningroom came the hum of Piccadilly’s traffic.




  “We’ve got a good proposition,” said Lambaire, and rubbed his hands comfortably, “a real good proposition. We’ve got all sorts of back doors out if the diamonds don’t turn up trumps — if I could only get those stones of Sutton’s out of my mind.”




  “Don’t start talking that all over again — you can be thankful that things turned out as they did. I saw that feller Amber yesterday.”




  With a return to civilization, Amber had receded to the background as a factor. They now held him in the goodnatured contempt that the prosperous have for their less prosperous fellows.




  There was some excuse for their sudden arrogance. The first batch of prospectuses had produced an enormous return. Money had already begun to flow to the bankers of the “Stars.”




  “When this has settled down an’ the thing’s finished,” said Whitey, “I’m goin’ to settle down too, Lam! The crook line isn’t good enough.”




  They lingered over lunch discussing their plans. It was three o’clock in the afternoon when Lambaire paid the bill, and arm in arm with Whitey walked out into Piccadilly.




  They walked slowly along the crowded thoroughfare in the direction of Piccadilly Circus. There was a subject which Lambaire wished to broach.




  “By the way, Whitey,” he said, as they stood hesitating at the corner of the Haymarket, “do you remember a little memorandum we signed?”




  “Memorandum?”




  “Yes — in the Alebi forest. I forget how it went, but you had a copy and I had a copy.”




  “What was it about?”




  Lambaire might have thought, had he not known Whitey, that the memorandum had slipped from his mind — but Lambaire was no fool.




  He did not pursue the subject, nor advance the suggestion which he had framed, that it would be better for all concerned if the two telltale documents were destroyed. Instead, he changed the subject.




  “Amber is in London,” he said,” he arrived last Saturday.”




  “What about the girl?”




  “She’s been back months,” — Lambaire made a little grimace, for he had paid a visit to Pembroke Gardens and had had a chilling reception.




  “You wouldn’t think she’d lost a brother,” he went on, “no black, no mourning, theatres and concerts every night — heartless little devil.”




  Whitey looked up sharply.




  “Who told you that?” he asked.




  “One of my fellers,” said Lambaire carelessly.




  “Oh!” said Whitey.




  He took out his watch. “I’ve got an appointment,” he said, and jerked his head to an approaching taxi. “See you at the Whistlers.”




  Whitey was a man with no illusions. The wonder is that he had not amassed a fortune in a line of business more legitimate and more consistent than that in which he found himself. Since few men know themselves thoroughly well, and no man knows another at all, I do not attempt to explain the complexities of Whitey’s mind. He had ordered the taxidriver to take him to an hotel — the first that came into his head.




  Once beyond the range of Lambaire’s observation, he leant out of the carriage window and gave fresh instructions.




  He was going to see Cynthia Sutton. The difference between Lambaire and Whitey was never so strongly emphasized as when they were confronted with a common danger.




  Lambaire shrank from it, made himself deaf to its warnings, blind to its possibilities. He endeavoured to forget it, and generally succeeded.




  Whitey, on the contrary, got the closer to the threatening force: examined it more or less dispassionately, prodded it and poked it until he knew its exact strength.




  He arrived at the house in Pembroke Gardens, and telling the chauffeur to wait, rang the bell. A maid answered his ring.




  “Miss Sutton in?” he asked.




  “No, sir.” The girl replied so promptly that Whitey was suspicious.




  “I’ve come on very important business, my gel,” he said, “matter of life and death.”




  “She’s not at home, sir — I’m sorry,” repeated the maid.




  “I know,” said Whitey with an ingratiating smile, “but you tell her.”




  “Really, sir, Miss Sutton is not at home. She left London last Friday,” protested the girl; “if you write I will forward the letter.”




  “Last Friday, eh?” Whitey was very thoughtful. “Friday?” He remembered that Amber had returned on Saturday.




  “If you could give me her address,” he said, “I could write to her — this business being very important.”




  The girl shook her head emphatically.




  “I don’t know it, sir,” she said. “I send all the letters to the bank, and they forward them.”




  Whitey accepted this statement as truth, as it was.




  Walking slowly back to his taxicab, he decided to see Amber. He was anxious to know whether he had read the prospectus.




  *




  Many copies of the prospectus had, as a matter of fact, come to Amber’s hands.




  Peter… a dreamer, dabbled in stock of a questionable character. Amber called to see him one morning soon after his return to England, and found the little man, his glasses perched on the end of his nose, laboriously following the adventures of the explorers as set forth in the prospectus.




  Amber patted him on the shoulder as he passed at his back to his favourite seat by the window.




  “My Peter,” he said, “what is this literature?”




  Peter removed his glasses and smiled benignly.




  “A little affair,” he said — life was a succession of affairs to Peter. “A little affair, Amber. I do a little speculation now and then. I’ve got shares in some of the most wonderful wangles you ever heard tell of.”




  Amber shook his head.




  “Wangles pay no dividends, my Croesus,” he said reproachfully.




  “You never know,” protested Peter stoutly. “I’ve got fifty shares in the Treasure Hill of the Aztec Company.”




  “Run by Stolvetch,” mused Amber, “now undergoing five of the longest and saddest in our royal palace at Dartmoor.”




  “It was a good idea.”




  Amber smiled kindly.




  “What else?” he asked.




  “I’ve got a founder’s share in the El Mandeseg Syndicate,” said Peter impressively.




  Amber smiled again.




  “Sunken Spanish treasure ship, isn’t it? I thought so, and I’ll bet you’ve got an interest in two or three gold-recovery-from-the-restless-ocean companies?”




  Peter nodded, with an embarrassed grin.




  “Let me see your prospectus.”




  The romantic Peter handed the precious document across the table.




  Amber read it carefully — not for the first time.




  “It’s very rum,” he said when he had finished, “very, very rum.”




  “What’s rum, Amber?”




  The other drew a cigarette case from his pocket: selected one and lit it.




  “Everything is rum, my inveterate optimist,” he said. “Wasn’t it rum to get a letter from me from the wild and woolly interior of the dark and dismal desert?”




  “That was rum,” admitted Peter gravely. “I got all sorts of ideas from that. There’s a tale I’ve been readin’ about a feller that got pinched for a perfe’ly innercent crime.” Amber grinned. “He was sent to penal servitude, one day—”




  “I know, I know,” said Amber, “a fog rolled up from the sea, he escaped from the quarry where he had been workin’, friend’s expensive yacht waitin’ in the offin’—’bang! bang!’ warders shootin’, bells ringin’, an’ a little boat all ready for the errin’ brother — yes?” Peter was impressed.




  “You’re a reader, Amber,” he said, with a note of respect in his voice. “I can see now that you’ve read ‘Haunted by Fate, or the Convict’s Bride.’ It’s what I might describe as a masterpiece. It’s—”




  “I know — it’s another of the rum things of life — Peter, would you like a job?” Peter looked up over his spectacles. “What sort of a job?” — his voice shook a little. “I ain’t so young as I used to be, an’ me heart’s not as strong as it was. It ain’t one of them darin’ wangles of yours?”




  Amber laughed.




  “Nothin’ so wicked, my desperado — how would you like to be the companion of a gentleman who is recovering from a very severe sickness: a sickness that has upset his memory and brought him to the verge of madness—” He saw the sudden alarm in Peter’s eyes. “No, no, he’s quite all right now, though there was a time—”




  He changed the subject abruptly.




  “I shall trust you not to say a word to any soul about this matter,” he said. “I have a hunch that you are the very man for the job — there is no guile in you, my Peter.”




  A knock at the door interrupted him.




  “Come in.”




  The handle turned, and Whitey entered.




  “Oh, here you are,” said Whitey.




  He stood by the door, his glossy silk hat in his hand, and smiled pleasantly.




  “Come in,” invited Amber. “You don’t mind?” — he looked at Peter. The old man shook his head.




  “Well?”




  “I’ve been lookin’ for you,” said Whitey.




  He took the chair Amber indicated.




  “I thought you might be here,” he went on, “knowing that you visited here.”




  “In other words,” said Amber, “your cab passed mine in the Strand, and you told the driver to follow me at a respectable distance — I saw you.”




  Whitey was-not embarrassed.




  “A feller would have to be wide to get over you, Captain,” he said admiringly. “I’ve come to talk to you about—” He saw the prospectus on the table. “Ah! you’ve seen it?”




  “I’ve seen it,” said Amber grimly—” a beautiful production. How is the money coming in?”




  “Not too well, not too well,” lied Whitey, with a melancholy shake of the head. “People don’t seem to jump at it: the old adventurous spirit is dead. Some of the papers..,” he shrugged his shoulders with goodnatured contempt.




  “Very unbelievin’, these organs of public opinion,” said the sympathetic Amber, “fellers of little faith, these journalists.”




  “We didn’t give ’em advertisements,” explained Whitey—” that’s the secret of it.”




  “You gave the ‘Financial Herald’ an advertisement,” reflected Amber, “in spite of which they said funny things — you gave the ‘Bullion and Mining Gazette’ a good order, yet they didn’t let you down lightly.” Whitey changed direction. “What I want to see about,” he said slowly, “is this: you’ve had convincin’ proof that we’ve located the mine — would you like to come into the company on the ground floor?”




  The audacity of the offer staggered even Amber. “Whitey,” he said admiringly, “you’re the last word in refrigeration 1 Come in on the ground floor! Not into the basement, my Whitey I”




  “Can I speak to you alone?” Whitey looked meaningly in the direction of Peter, and Amber shook his head.




  “You can say what you’ve got to say here,” he said, “Peter is in my confidence.”




  “Well,” said Whitey, “man to man, and between gentlemen, what do you say to this: you Join our board, an’ we’ll give you £4,000 in cash an’ £10,000 in shares?” Amber’s fingers drummed the table thoughtfully. “No,” he said, after a while, “my interest in the Company is quite big enough.” “ What company?” asked Whitey. “The River of Stars Diamonds, Ltd.,” said Amber.




  Whitey leant over the table and eyed him narrowly.




  “You’ve no interest in our Company,” he said shortly.




  Amber laughed.




  “On the contrary,” he said, “I have an interest in the River of Stars Diamond Fields, Ltd.”




  “That’s not my Company,” said Whitey.




  “Nor your Diamond Field either,” said Amber.
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  Whitey met Lambaire by appointment at the Whistlers. Lambaire was the sole occupant




  of the card room when the other entered. He was sitting at one of the green baize-covered tables dressed in evening kit, and was enlivening his solitude with a game of Chinese Patience. He looked up.




  “Hullo, Whitey,” he said lazily, “aren’t you going to dress for dinner?”




  Whitey closed the door carefully.




  “Nobody can hear us?” he asked shortly.




  Lambaire frowned.




  “What’s wrong?” he asked.




  “Everything’s wrong.” Whitey was unusually vehement. “I’ve seen Amber.”




  “That doesn’t make everything wrong, does it?”




  It was a characteristic of Lambaire’s that alarm found expression in petulance.




  “Don’t bark, Lambaire,” said Whitey, “don’t get funny — I tell you that Amber knows.”




  “Knows what?”




  “That we didn’t find the mine.”




  Lambaire laughed scornfully.




  “Any fool can guess that, — how’s he going to prove it?”




  “There’s only one way,” replied Whitey grimly, “and he’s found it.”




  “Well,” demanded Lambaire as his friend paused.




  “He’s located the real mine. Lambaire, I know it. Look here.”




  He pulled up a chair to the table.




  “You know why Amber came out?”




  “With the girl, I suppose,” said Lambaire.




  “Girl nothing—” said Whitey. “He came out because the Government thought the mine was in Portuguese territory — your infernal compasses puzzled ‘em, Lambaire, all your cursed precautions were useless. All our schemin’ to get hold of the plan was waste of time. It was a faked plan.”




  “Fake! Fake! Fake!”




  Whitey thumped the table with his fist. “I don’t attempt to explain it — I don’t know whether old Sutton did it for a purpose, but he did it. You gave him compasses so that he couldn’t find his way back after he’d located it. Lambaire — he knew those compasses were wrong. It was tit for tat. You gave him a false compass — he gave you a spoof plan.”




  Lambaire rose.




  “You’re mad,” he said roughly, “and what does it matter, anyway?”




  “Matter! Matter!” spluttered Whitey, “you great lumbering dolt! You blind man! Amber can turn us down I He’s only got to put his finger on the map and say ‘Our mine is here,’ to bring our company to ruin. He’s takin’ the first step tomorrow. The Colonial Office is going to ask us to locate the River of Stars — and we’ve got to give them an answer in a week.”




  Lambaire sank back into his chair, his head bent in thought. He was a slow thinker.




  “We can take all the money that’s come in and bolt,” he said, and Whitey’s shrill contemptuous laugh answered him.




  “You’re a Napoleon of finance, you are,” he piped; “you’re a brain broker! You’ve got ideas that would be disgustin’ in a child of fourteen I Bolt! Why, if you gave any sign of boltin’ you’d have half the splits in London round you! You’re—”




  “Aw, dry up, Whitey,” growled the big man, “I’m tired of hearing you.”




  “You’ll be tireder,” said Whitey, and his excitement justified the lapse.




  “You’ll be tireder in Wormwood Scrubbs, servin’ the first part of your sentence — no, there’s no bolt, no bank, no fencing business; we’ve got to locate the mine.”




  “How?”




  “Somebody knows where it is — that girl knows, I’ll swear. Amber knows — there’s another party that knows — but that girl knows.”




  He bent his head till his lips were near Lambaire’s ear.




  “There’s another River of Stars Company been floated,” he whispered, “and it’s the real river this time. Lambaire, if you’re a man we’ve got the whole thing in our hands.” Whitey went on slowly, emphasizing each point with the thrust of his finger at Lambaire’s snowy shirt front till it was spotted with little grey irregular discs.




  “If we can go to the Colonial Office and say, ‘This is where we found the mine,’ and it happens to be the identical place where Amber’s gang say they found it, we establish ourselves and kill Amber’s Company.”




  The idea began to take shape in Lambaire’s mind.




  “We’ve announced the fact that we’ve located the mine,” Whitey went on. “Amber’s goin’ to make the same announcement. We jump in first — d’ye see?”




  “I don’t quite follow you,” said Lambaire.




  “You wouldn’t,” snarled Whitey. “Listen — if we say our mine is located at a certain place, the Colonial Office will ask Amber if there is a diamond mine there, and Amber will be obliged to say, Yes — that’s where my mine is! But what chance has Amber got? All along we’ve claimed that we have found a mine; it’s only an eleventh hour idea of Amber’s; it is his word against ours — and we claimed the mine first!”




  Lambaire saw it now; slowly he began to appreciate the possibilities of the scheme.




  “How did you find all this out?” he asked.




  “Saw Amber — he dropped a hint; took the bull by the horns and went to the Colonial Office. There’s a chap there I know — he gave me the tip. We shall get a letter tomorrow asking us to explain exactly where the mine is. It appears that there is a rotten law which requires the Government to ‘proclaim’ every mining area.”




  “I forgot that,” admitted Lambaire.




  “You didn’t know it, so you couldn’t have forgotten it,” said Whitey rudely. “Get out of these glad clothes of yours and meet me at my hotel in about an hour’s time.”




  “I’ll do anything that’s reasonable,” said Lambaire.




  An hour later he presented himself at the little hotel which Whitey used as his London headquarters.




  It was situated in a narrow street that runs from the Strand to Northumberland Avenue — a street that contains more hotels than any other thoroughfare in London. Whitey’s suite occupied the whole of the third floor, in fine he had three small rooms. From the time Lambaire entered until he emerged from the swing door, two hours elapsed. The conference was highly satisfactory to both men.




  “We shall have to be a bit careful,” were Lambaire’s parting words.




  Whitey sniffed, but said nothing.




  “I’ll walk with you as far as — which way do you go,” he asked.




  “Along the Embankment to Westminster,” said Lambaire.




  They walked from Northumberland Avenue and crossed the broad road opposite the National Liberal Club. Big Ben struck eleven as they reached the Embankment. An occasional taxi whirred past. The tramway cars, ablaze with lights and crowded with theatre goers, glided eastward and westward. They shared the pavement with a few shuffling night wanderers. One of these came sidling towards them with a whine.




  “…couple o’ ‘apence… get a night’s bed, sir… gnawing hunger…!”




  They heard and took no notice. The man followed them, keeping pace with his awkward gait. He was nearest Whitey, and as they reached an electric standard he turned suddenly and gripped the man by the coat. “Let’s have a look at you,” he said. For one so apparently enfeebled by want the vagrant displayed considerable strength as he wrenched himself free. Whitey caught a momentary glimpse of his face, strong, resolute, unshaven.




  “That’ll do, guv’nor,” growled the man, “keep your hands to yourself.”




  Whitey dived into his pocket and produced half a crown.




  “Here,” he said, “get yourself a drink and a bed, my son.”




  With muttered thanks the beggar took the coin and turned on his heel.




  “You’re getting soft,” said the sarcastic Lambaire as they pursued their way.




  “I daresay,” said the other carelessly, “I am full of generous impulses — did you see his dial?”




  “ No.”




  Whitey laughed.




  “Well?”




  “A split,” said Whitey shortly, “that’s all — man named Mardock from Scotland Yard.”




  Lambaire turned pale.




  “What’s the game?” he demanded fretfully; “what’s he mean, Whitey — it’s disgraceful, watching two men of our position!”




  “Don’t bleat,” Whitey snapped; “you don’t suppose Amber is leavin’ a stone unturned to catch us, do you? It’s another argument for doing something quick.”




  He left his companion at Westminster, and walked back the way he had come. A slow-moving taxicab overtook him and he hailed it. There was nobody near to overhear his directions, but he took no risks.




  “Drive me to Victoria,” he said. Half way down




  Victoria Street he thrust his head from the window.




  “Take me down to Kennington,” he said, and gave an address. He changed his mind again and descended at Kennington Gate. From thence he took a tram that deposited him at the end of East Lane, and from here to his destination was a short walk.




  Whitey sought one named Coals. Possibly the man’s name had in a dim and rusty past been Cole; as likely it had been derived from the profession he had long ceased to follow, namely that of a coal-heaver.




  Coals had served Whitey and Lambaire before and would serve them again, unless one of two catastrophes had overtaken him. For if he were neither dead nor in prison, he would be in a certain public house, the informal club from which his successive wives gathered him at 12.30 a.m. on five days of the week, and at 12 midnight and 11 p.m. on Saturdays and Sundays.




  Your small criminal is a creature of habit — a blessed circumstance for the police of our land.




  Whitey was fortunate, for he had no difficulty in finding the man.




  He was standing in his accustomed corner of the public bar, remarkably sober, and the boy who was sent in to summon him was obeyed without delay.




  Whitey was waiting at some distance from the public house, and Coals came to him apprehensively, for Whitey was ominously respectable.




  “Thought you was a split, sir,” said Coals, when his visitor had made himself known, “though there’s nothing against me as far as I know.”




  He was a tall broad-shouldered man with a big shapeless head and a big shapeless face. He was, for a man of his class and antecedents, extremely talkative.




  “How are things going with you, sir?” he rattled on in a dead monotonous tone, without pause or emphasis. “Been pretty bad round this way. No work, it’s cruel hard the work’s scarce. Never seen so much poverty in me life; blest if I know what will happen to this country unless something’s done.”




  The scarcity of work was a favourite topic with Coals; it was a pet belief of his that he was the victim of an economic condition which laid him on the shelf to rust and accumulate dust. If you asked Coals how it was with him he would reply without hesitation.




  “Out of work,” and there would be a hint of gloom and resentment in his tone which would convince you that here was a man who, but for the perversity of the times, might be an active soldier in the army of commerce.




  “Some say it’s the Government,” droned Coals, “some say it’s Germany, but something ought to be done about it, that’s what I say… tramping about from early morn to jewy eve, as the good Book sez…”




  Whitey cut him short. They had been walking all this time in the direction of the Old Kent Road. The street was empty, for it was close on half-past twelve, and the reluctant clients of the public-houses were beginning to form in groups about the closing doors.




  “Coals,” said Whitey, “I’ve got a job for you.”




  Coals shot a suspicious glance at him.




  “I’m very much obliged to you, Mr. White, sir,” he said breathlessly, “an’ I’d be glad to take it if my leg was better; but what with the wet weather an’ hardships and trouble I’ve been in…”




  “It’s a job that will suit you,” said Whitey, “not much risk and a hundred pounds.”




  “Oh,” said Coals thoughtfully, “not a laggin’ job?”




  “That’s your business.” Whitey was brusque to the point of rudeness. “You’ve done lagging for less.”




  “That’s true,” admitted the man. Whitey searched his pocket and found a sovereign.




  “In the course of the next day or two,” he said, “I shall send for you — you can read, can’t you?”




  “Yes, sir, thank God,” said Coals, heartily for him, “I’ve had my schooling and good use I’ve made of it; I’ve always been a well-behaved man inside, and never lost a mark.”




  “Indeed,” said Whitey, without enthusiasm. He did not like to hear men talk with such pride of their prison reputations.




  They parted at the Kent Road end of the street, and Whitey went to the Embankment by a convenient tramway car. He went to his hotel, but only to get an overcoat, for the night was chilly. In a few minutes he was back on the Embankment, going eastward. He hoped to learn something from the Borough.




  Near the end of the thoroughfare wherein Peter resided was a coffee stall. The folks of Red Cow Court were of irregular habits; rising at such hours as would please them and seeking sleep as and when required. Meals in Red Cow Court were so many movable feasts, but there was one habit which gave to the Courtiers a semblance of regularity. Near the end of the court was a coffee stall which took up a position at twelve midnight and removed itself at seven a.m. At this stall the more affluent and the more Bohemian residents might be found in the neighbourhood of one o’clock. Whitey — he possessed a remarkable knowledge of the metropolis, acquired often under stress of circumstance — came to the stall hopefully, and was not disappointed.




  With his coat buttoned up to his chin he ordered a modest cup of coffee and took his place in the circle of people that stood at a respectful distance from the brazier of glowing coke. He listened in silence to the gossip of the court, it was fairly innocent gossip, for though there were many in the circle who were acquainted with the inside of his Majesty’s prisons, the talk was not of “ business.”




  Crime was an accident among the poorer type of criminal, such people never achieved the dignity of being concerned in carefully-planned coups. Their wrongdoing synchronizes with opportunity, and opportunity that offers a minimum of immediate risk.




  So the talk was of how So-and-So ought to take something for that cold of his, and how it would pay this or that person to keep a civil tongue in her head.




  “Old Jim’s got a job.”




  “Go on.”




  “Wonderful, ain’t it — he’s got a job…”




  “See the fire engine tonight?”




  “No — where?”




  “Up the High Street, two.”




  “Where they going?”




  “New Cut — somewhere.”




  “What time?”




  “About — what time is it, Charley?”




  “I dunno. Just when old Mr. Musk was going.”




  “‘S he gone?”




  “Went in a four-wheeler — gave Tom a bob for carrying his birds.”




  “Goo’ law! Old Musk gone… in a cab… I bet he’s an old miser.”




  “I bet he is too… very close… he’s not gone away for good.”




  “Where’s he gone?”




  Whitey, sipping his coffee, edged nearer the speaker.




  “Gone to a place in Kent — Maidstone… where the hopping is.”




  (Oh, indiscreet Peter! bursting with importance!)




  “No, it ain’t Maidstone — it’s a place called Were.”




  “Well, that’s Maidstone — anyway Maidstone’s the station.”




  Whitey finished his coffee and went home to bed.
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  Amber found the road from Maidstone to Rochester a most pleasant way. There are those who in the early spring might have complained that it erred on the side of monotony, that tiresome winding, climbing and dipping road; although bleak enough with the gaunt Kentish rag rising untidily to a modest eminence on the one hand, and the valley of the Medway showing dimly through a white haze on the other.




  Yet Amber found the walk invigorating and desirable, and neither grey skies above, nor the keen gusty wind that drove from the sea seeking one’s very marrow, chilled or depressed him.




  “We might have driven out,” said the girl who was with him — her presence explained his oblivion to all else. “I’m so afraid that the weather—”




  “Produces complications in the poor African >traveller,” said he, and laughed. “Peter gave me a long lecture on the same subject. It appears that a hero of his was subject to brain fever as a result of a sudden change of climate — though that can’t be true, for heroes are not affected by the weather.”




  “I like your Peter,” she said, after a pause.




  “He’s a rum bird,” confessed Amber.




  “Father likes him too,” she went on, and sighed. “Do you think father will ever be well again?”




  Amber was a long time framing a reply, so long that she stopped.




  “I wish you would tell me,” she said quietly.




  “I want to tell you,” he said. “I was trying to put my most private thoughts into words. Yes,” he considered again. “Yes, I believe he will get better.”




  “He is not—” She did not finish the sentence.




  “No, he is not — mad, as madness is understood. He has an obsession — he is so full of one happening that everything has stood still since then.”




  “He has lost his memory — and yet he remembers me and the River of Stars.”




  They walked on in silence, both too much engaged in their own thoughts for conversation.




  The problem of Sutton the explorer was one which had occupied no small amount of their waking thoughts. The house Cynthia had taken stood back from the road. It had originally been a farmhouse, but a succession of leisured tenants had converted it into a comfortable little mansion, and with its four acres of wooded grounds it made an admirable retreat.




  Frank Sutton was sitting before a crackling wood fire, a book on his knees. He looked up with a smile as they entered.




  His experience had made a man of him — the fact had never struck Amber so forcibly as it did at that moment. His face was tanned and thin, he had lost the boyish roundness of cheek, and lost too the air of impatience which had distinguished him when Amber had first met him.




  “What news?” he asked.




  Amber stretched his hands to the blazing fire.




  “Tomorrow the Colonial Office will ask Lambaire to locate his mine,” he said. “I fear my Lambaire will experience a difficulty.”




  “I think he will,” said the other drily. “How long will he be given?”




  “A week, and if no explanation is made at the end of that time the Colonial Office will issue a statement casting doubt upon Lambaire’s bona fides.”




  “An unusual course,” said Sutton.




  “An unusual situation, my intrepid explorer,” rejoined Amber.




  Sutton grinned.




  “Don’t rot me,” he pleaded. “I feel I’m rather a pup.”




  Amber looked at him with a kindly eye.




  “We all pass through the furniture-gnawing stage,” he said. “Really, I think you’re a rather wonderful kid.”




  The boy coloured, for there was a note of sincerity in the other’s voice.




  “Where is your father?” Amber asked suddenly.




  “In the grounds with your friend; really, it was an inspiration to send our friend — what is his name — Musk?”




  “Peter — you must call him Peter,” said Amber. He rose and walked to the French window that opened on to the lawn.




  “Peter interests the governor no end,” Sutton went on. “He’s a perfect library of romance.”




  “Let us go out and meet them,” said Amber.




  They walked towards the little walled garden where the explorer found his recreation, and came upon the two unexpectedly.




  Peter with a stick was illustrating a story he was telling, and the bent man with the straggling beard and the seamed face stood by, nodding his head gravely at the other.




  “Sir Claude,” Peter was saying, “was holding the bridge here, so to speak, and Sir Reginald was crossin’ the moat there; the men-at-arms was a hurlin’ down stones from the battlements, and Lady Gwendoline, sword in hand, defended the White Tower. At that minute, when the heroic youth was a urgin’ his valiant archers forward, there arose a loud cry ‘St. George and England!’ — you understand me, Mr. Sutton? There was no idea that the King’s army was so close.”




  “Perfectly,” said the explorer, “perfectly, Mr. — Er — perfectly. I remember a similar experience when we were attacking the Mashangonibis in ‘88 — I — I think I remember.”




  He passed his hand over his eyes wearily.




  “Father,” said Frank gently, “here is our friend Captain Grey.”




  The explorer turned sharply.




  “Captain Grey?” he half queried, and held out his hand.




  Some fugitive memory of Amber flickered across his mind.




  “Captain Grey; I’m afraid my son shot at you !”




  “It is of no account, sir,” said Amber.




  The only association the sick man had with Amber was that other dramatic meeting, and though they met almost daily, the elder Sutton had no comment to offer than that.




  Day by day, whether he greeted him in the morning at breakfast, or took leave of him at night, the explorer’s distressed, “I am afraid my son shot at you,” was the beginning and the end of all conversation.




  They walked slowly back to the house, Amber and Peter bringing up the rear.




  “He’s more sensible, Mr. Amber,” said Peter. “He seems to have improved durin’ the last two days.”




  “How long has he had the benefit of your society, my Peter?” asked the other.




  “Two days,” replied the unconscious Mr. Musk.




  Amber had an opportunity of studying the old man as they sat at tea — the meals at White House were of a democratic character.




  Old he was not as years went, but the forest had whitened his hair and made deep seams in his face. Amber judged him to be of the same age as Lambaire.




  He spoke only when he was addressed. For the greater part of the time he sat with his head sunk on his breast deep in thought, his fingers idly tapping his knee.




  On one subject his mind was clear, and that was the subject which none cared to discuss with him — the River of Stars.




  In the midst of a general conversation he would begin talking quickly, with none of the hesitation which marked his ordinary speech, and it would be about diamonds.




  Amber was giving an account of his visit to London when the old man interrupted him. At first his voice was little above a whisper, but it grew in strength as he proceeded.




  “… there were a number of garnets on the ground,” he said softly, as though speaking to himself. “There were also other indications of the existence of a diamond pipe… the character of the earth is similar to that found in Kimberley and near the Vaal River… blue ground, indubitable blue ground… naturally it was surprising to find these indications at a place so far remote from the spot wherein our inquiries had led us to believe the mine would be located.”




  They were silent when he paused. By and bye he went on again.




  “The rumours of a mine and such specimens as I had seen led me to suppose that the pipe itself led to the north-westward of the great forest, that it should be at the very threshold of the county rather than at the furthermost border illustrates the uncertainty of exploration… uncertainty… uncertainty? that is hardly the word, I think…”




  He covered his eyes with his hand.




  Though they waited he said no more. It was a usual ending to these narratives of his; some one word had failed him and he would hesitate, seeking feebly the exact sentence to convey a shade of meaning, and then relapse into silence.




  The conversation became general again, and soon after Mr. Sutton went to his room.




  “He’s better,” said Amber heartily, as the door closed upon the bent figure. “We get nearer and nearer to the truth about that discovery of his.”




  Frank nodded.




  “You might have thought that all those months when he and I were alone in the forest, I should have learnt the truth,” he said. “Yet from the moment he found me lying where that precious pair of scoundrels left me to the night you discovered us both, he told me nothing.”




  Amber waited until Peter had bustled away importantly — he took very kindly to the office of nurse — and the three were left together.




  “When did you first realize the fact that he had discovered the River of Stars?”




  Frank Sutton filled his pipe slowly.




  “I don’t know when I realized it,” he said. “The first recollection I have is of somebody bending over me and giving me a drink. I think that he must have given me food too. I was awfully weak at the time. When I got better I used to lie and watch him scratching about in the bed of the river.”




  “He was quite rational?”




  “Quite, though it used to worry me a bit, when he would bring me a couple of pebbles and beg of me to take great care of them. To humour him I kept them; I used to make a great show of tying them up in my pocket handkerchief, never realizing for a moment that they were diamonds.”




  “And all this time, Frank, you knew it was father?”




  It was the girl who spoke, and Frank nodded again.




  “I don’t know how I knew, but I knew,” he said simply. “I was only a child when he went out, and he has changed from the man I remembered. I tried to persuade him to trek to the coast, but he would not move, and there was nothing to do but to stay and chance getting hold of a native to send to the coast with a message. But the natives regarded the place as haunted, and none came near, not even the hunting regiments. And the curious thing was,” he said thoughtfully, “that I did not believe the stones were anything but pebbles.”




  He got up from the deep chair in which he was sitting.




  “I’m going to leave you people for a while — you’ll find me in the library.”




  “I’ll go with you for a moment, if you will excuse me,” said Amber, and the girl smiled her assent.




  When the library door had closed behind them: “Sutton,” said Amber, “I want you to be jolly careful about that prospectus — you got my wire?”




  “Yes, you wired me not to send the copy to the printers. Why?”




  “It contains too much information that would be valuable to Lambaire,” said the other. “It contains the very information, in fact, that he would give his head to obtain.”




  “I never thought of that,” said Sutton; “but how could he get it from a little country printer’s?”




  “I don’t think he could get it, but Whitey would. Tomorrow or to-day the Colonial Office asks Lambaire to locate his mine — we want to make sure that he does not secure his information from us.”




  “I take you,” said the young man with a cheery nod. “I’m making a copy of the map you prepared, and tomorrow we’ll send it to the Colonial Office.”




  Amber returned to the girl. She was sitting in the corner of the settee which was drawn up at right angles to the fireplace.




  She screened her face from the blaze with an opened fan, and he saw little save what an emulating flame leaping higher than its fellows, revealed.




  “I want to talk to you seriously,” he said, and took his seat at the other end of the couch.




  “Please don’t talk too seriously; I want to be amused,” she said.




  There was silence for a few minutes, then:




  “I suppose you realize,” he said, “that within a week or so you will be the daughter of a very rich man?”




  He could not see her face distinctly in the half light, but he thought he saw her smile.




  “I have not realized it,” she replied quietly, “but I suppose that you are right. Why?”




  “Why? Oh, nothing — except that I am not immensely wealthy myself.”




  She waited for him to go on.




  “You see?” he suggested after a while.




  She laughed outright.




  “I see all there is to be seen, namely, that father will be very rich, and you will not be as rich. What else do you wash me to see?”




  He wished her to see more than he cared for the moment to describe, but she was blandly obstinate and most unhelpful.




  “I hate being conventional,” he said, “more than I hate being heroic. I feel that any of Peter’s heroes might have taken the line I take — and it is humiliating. But I — I want to marry you, dear, and you have of a sudden become horribly rich.”




  She laughed again, a clear wholehearted laugh of girlish enjoyment.




  “Come and sit by me,” she commanded; “closer…”




  *




  “Do you ever go to bed, my dear?” asked Frank Sutton from the doorway. “It is past eleven o’clock, and Peter and I are bored with one another.”




  He walked across the room and jabbed the fire.




  “And you’ve let the fire go out, you wretched people.”




  Cynthia rose guiltily.




  “I’m afraid,” she faltered, “Captain Grey —




  “I’m afraid you have,” agreed her brother, as with a smile he kissed her. “Say goodnight to Amber: father is asleep.”




  They heard the rustle of her skirts as she went through the hall to the stairs.




  “Talking with Peter?” questioned Amber. “I thought you were working most industriously in your library.”




  Sutton was poking the fire vigorously.




  “Finished that an hour ago; how long do you think you people have been gassing?”




  Amber discreetly hazarded no opinion.




  “I found Peter tremendously interesting,” Sutton said with a laugh. “The little room we have given him looks like nothing so much as a newsagent’s — one of those newsagents that specialize in the pernicious literature beloved of youth.”




  “‘Ware hasty judgment,” said Amber gravely. “these pernicious—”




  There was a hasty step in the hall, the door opened and Cynthia came in a little white of face.




  Amber took a quick step forward.




  “What is it?” he asked.




  “Father is not in his room,” she said breathlessly.




  “I went in to say good night — he has not been to bed—”




  The three looked at each other.




  “He is in the garden, I expect,” said Frank uneasily. “He has gone out before, though I’ve begged him not to.”




  He went out into the hall and took an electric hand lamp that stood on the hall-stand. Amber drew the curtains and opening the French window stepped out.




  The girl threw a shawl round her shoulders and followed.




  “There’s another lamp in the study. Amber,” said Sutton; and Amber with a nod strode through the room and down the passage that led to the library.




  He found the lamp, turned out the light, and rejoined the others.




  A thin fog overhung the countryside and shrouded the grounds, but it was not so thick that it offered any obstacle to their search.




  The circuit of the grounds took them very little time. There was no sign of the explorer.




  At the furthermost corner of the little estate was a wicket gate which opened to a narrow lane leading from the main road to the Nigerhill Road, and toward this the search party made. As they drew near Amber smothered an oath. The wicket was wide open.




  In the circle of light the lamps threw upon the weather-stained door a fluttering white paper attracted their attention.




  It was a half-sheet of notepaper fastened by a drawing-pin, and Amber raised his lamp and read —




  




  “They have took him to the quarry on the Rag. Follow quickly. Turn to the right as you get out of the gate and follow the road up the hill. Go quickly and you can save everything.




  A Friend.”




  




  “Wait a moment.”




  Amber held the other’s arm as he made for the lane.




  “Don’t delay for God’s sake, Amber I “ cried Sutton fretfully; “we may be in time.”




  “Wait,” commanded Amber sharply.




  He flashed his lamp on the ground. The soil was of clay and soft. There were footmarks — of how many people he could not tell. He stepped out into the road. The ground was soft here with patches of grass. Whoever had passed through the wicket had by good fortune or intention missed the soft patches of clay, for there was no recent footprint.




  “Come along!” Sutton was hurrying up the road and Amber and the girl followed.




  “Have you got a gun?” asked Amber.




  For answer Sutton slipped a Smith-Wesson [from his pocket.




  “Did you expect this?” asked the girl by his side.




  “Something like it,” was the quiet answer. 41 Until we had settled this business I insisted that we should all be armed — I know Whitey.”




  Sutton fell back until he was abreast of them.




  “I can see no sign of footmarks,” he said, “and I’m worried about that message.”




  “There is one set of footprints,” said Amber shortly.




  His light had been searching the road all the time. “As to the message I am more puzzled than worried. Hullo, what is that?”




  In the middle of the road lay a black object and Sutton ran forward and picked it up.




  “It is a hat,” he said. “By Heaven, Amber, it is my father’s !”




  “Oh,” said Amber shortly and stopped dead.




  They stood for the space of a few seconds.




  “I’m going back,” said Amber suddenly.




  They stared at him.




  “But—” said the bewildered girl, “but — you are not going to give up the search?”




  “Trust me, please,” he said gently. “Sutton go ahead; there are some labourer’s cottages a little way along. Knock them up and get assistance. There is a chance that you are on the right track — there is a bigger chance that I am. Any way it will be less dangerous for Cynthia to follow you than to return with me.”




  With no other word he turned and went running back the way he came with the long loping stride of a cross-country runner.




  They stood watching him till he vanished in the gloom.




  “I don’t understand it,” muttered Frank. The girl said nothing; she was bewildered, dumfounded. Mechanically she fell in by her brother’s side. He was still clutching the hat.




  They had a quarter of a mile to go before they reached the cottages, but they had not traversed half that distance before in turning a sharp bend of the lane they were confronted by a dark figure that stood in the centre of the road.




  Frank had his revolver out in an instant and flashed his lamp ahead.




  The girl, who had started back with a heart that beat more quickly, gave a sigh of relief, for the man in the road was a policeman, and there was something very comforting in his stolid, unromantic figure.




  “No, sir,” said the constable, “nobody has passed here.”




  “A quarter of an hour ago?” suggested Frank.




  “Not during the last three hours,” said the policeman. “I thought I heard footsteps down the lane the best part of an hour since, but nobody has passed.”




  He had been detailed for special duty, to detect poachers, and he had not, he said, moved from the spot since seven o’clock — it was then eleven.




  Briefly Frank explained the situation.




  “Well,” said the man slowly, “they couldn’t have brought him this way — and it is the only road to the quarry. Sounds to me like a blind. If you’ll wait whilst I get my bicycle, which is behind the hedge, I’ll walk back with you.”




  On the way back Frank gave him such particulars as he thought necessary.




  “It’s a blind,” said the man positively. “Why should they take the trouble to tell you which way they went? You don’t suppose, sir, that you had a friend in the gang?”




  Frank was silent. He understood now Amber’s sudden resolve to return.




  The road was downhill and in ten minutes they were in sight of the house.




  “I expect Peter—” began Frank.




  Crack ! — Crack !




  Two pistol shots rang out in the silent night.




  Crack — crack — crack !




  There was a rapid exchange of shots and the policeman swung himself on to the cycle.




  “Take this !”




  Frank thrust his revolver into the constable’s hand.




  At the full speed the policeman went spinning down the hill and the two followed at a run.




  No other shots broke the stillness and they arrived out of breath at the wicket gate to find Amber and the constable engaged in a hurried consultation.




  “It’s all right.”




  Amber’s voice was cheery.




  “What of father?” gasped the girl.




  “He’s in the house,” said Amber. “I found him gagged and bound in the gardener’s hut at the other end of the garden.”




  He took the girl’s trembling arm and led her toward the house.




  “He went out for a little walk in the grounds,” he explained, “and they pounced on him. No, they didn’t hurt him. There were three of the rascals.”




  “Where are they?” asked Frank.




  “Gone — there was a motorcar waiting for them at the end of the lane. The policeman has gone after them in the hope that they have a breakdown.”




  He led the way to the sittingroom.




  “Peter is with your father. Sit down, you want a little wine, I think” — her face was very white—” I’ll tell you all about it. I didn’t quite swallow that friendly notice on the wicket. I grew more suspicious when I failed to see any footmarks on the road to support the abduction theory. Then of a sudden it occurred to me that the whole thing was a scheme to get us out of the house whilst they had time to remove your father.




  “When I got back to the wicket I made another hurried search of the garden and happed upon the tool-house by luck. The first thing I saw was your father lying on a heap of wood trussed and gagged. I had hardly released him when I heard a voice outside. Three men were crossing the lawn toward the wicket. It was too dark to see who they were, but I ran out and called upon them to stop.”




  “We heard firing,” said the girl.




  Amber smiled grimly.




  “That was their answer,” he said; “I followed them to the road. They fired at me again, and I replied. I rather fancy I hit one.”




  “You are not hurt?” she asked anxiously.




  “My lady,” said Amber gaily, “I am unscathed.”




  “But I don’t understand it,” persisted Frank. “What did the beggars want to take the governor for?”




  Amber shook his head.




  “That is beyond my—” He stopped suddenly.




  “Let us take a look at the library,” he said, and led them to the room.




  “Hullo, I thought I turned this light out !”




  The light was blazing away, the gas flaring in the draught made by the open door.




  Well might it flare, for the window was open. So, too, was the door of the safe hanging wretchedly on one hinge.




  Amber said nothing — only he whistled.




  “So that was why they lured us from the house,” he said softly. “This is Whitey’s work, and jolly clever work too.”




  XIX. Amber Runs Away
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  “I wish you would let me come with you,” she begged the young man, but Amber shook his head.




  “You stay here,” he said. He was dressed in a thick motor coat and a tweed cap was pulled down over his forehead. The girl had made him some tea and prepared a little meal for him.




  He looked at his watch. “One o’clock,” he said, “and here’s the car.” The soft hum of a motorcar as it swung in a circle before the door of the house came to them. “I’m afraid I’m late, sir.”




  It was the constable, who lifted his cycle from the tonneau as he spoke, “but I had some difficulty in collecting the people together, and my report at the station took me longer than I thought. We have wired to headquarters, and the main roads leading into London are being watched.”




  “It will probably be too late,” replied Amber, “though they could hardly do the journey under an hour and a half.”




  He took a brief farewell of the girl and jumped into the car by the side of the driver. In a few minutes he was being whirled along the Maidstone Road.




  “It is a nearer way,” explained the driver, “we get on the main road. To reach London through Rochester means a bad road all the way, and a long journey.”




  The car was a fast one and the journey lacked interest. It was not until they reached the outskirts of London that their progress was checked.




  Turning into the Lewisham High Road, a red lamp was waved before them and they pulled up to discover two policemen. Amber had no difficulty in establishing his identity. Had anything been seen of the other car?




  “No, sir,” said the sergeant; “though a car with four men passed through the Blackwall Tunnel at half-past twelve — before the special police had arrived to watch it. Our people believed from the description you sent that this was the party you are looking for.”




  Amber had taken a chance when he had circulated a faithful description of Whitey.




  He thanked the sergeant and the car moved towards London. He had taken the precaution of locating Lambaire and Whitey, and at half-past three the car stopped at the end of the street in which the latter’s hotel was situated.




  “You will find a coffee stall at the end of Northumberland Avenue,” he said. “Get yourself some food and be back here in a quarter of an hour.”




  The street was empty and the hotel as silent as the grave. There had been no rain in London that night nor on the previous day, and the pavement was quite dry. Amber stood for a while before he rang the night bell, and with his little lamp examined the hearthstoned steps that led to the door.




  There was no mark to indicate the recent arrival of one who had been walking in clay.




  He pushed the button and to his surprise the door was almost immediately opened. The night porter, usually the most lethargic of individuals, was alert and wakeful. Evidently it was not Amber he was expecting, for he suddenly barred the opening.




  “Yes, sir?” he queried sharply. “I want a room for the night,” said Amber. “I’ve just arrived from the Continent.”




  “You’re late, sir,” said the man suspiciously, “the Continental was in on time at eleven.”




  “Oh, I came by way of Newhaven,” responded Amber carelessly. He trusted to the porter’s ignorance of this unfamiliar route.




  “I don’t know whether we’ve got a room,” said the man slowly. “Any baggage?” “ I’ve left it at the station.” Amber put his hand into his breast pocket and took out a flat wad of banknotes. He detached one and handed it to the man.




  “Don’t keep me talking all night, my good chap,” he said good-humouredly. “Take this fiver on account and deduct a sovereign for the trouble I have given you.” The man’s attitude of hostility changed. “You quite understand, sir,” he said as he led the way up the somewhat narrow stairs, “that I have to be—”




  “Oh quite,” interrupted Amber. “Where are you going to put me — second floor?”




  “The second floor is engaged, sir,” said the porter. “In fact I was expecting the gentleman and his friend at the moment you rang.”




  “Late bird, eh?” said Amber.




  “He’s been in once tonight — about an hour ago — he had to go out again on business.”




  On the third floor Amber was shown the large front room to his entire satisfaction — for the fact that such a room was available told him that he had the entire floor to himself.




  The porter lit the fire which was laid in the grate.




  “Is there anything else you want, sir?”




  “Nothing, thank you.”




  Amber followed the man to the landing and stood there as he descended.




  The porter stopped halfway down, arrested by the visitor’s irresolute attitude.




  “You are sure there is nothing I can do for you. sir — cup of tea or anything?”




  “Nothing, thank you,” said Amber, slowly removing his coat.




  A little puzzled, the man descended.




  Amber wanted something very badly, but he did not tell the man. He wanted to know whether the stairs creaked, and was gratified to find that they did not.




  He waited a while till he heard the slippered feet shuffling on the paved hall below.




  There was no time to be lost. He kicked off his shoes and noiselessly descended to the second floor.




  There were three rooms which he judged communicated. One of these was locked. He entered the other two in turn. The first was a conventional sittingroom and opened through folding doors to a small bedroom.




  From the appearance of the shaving apparatus on the dressing-table and the articles of dress hanging in the wardrobe, he gathered that this was Whitey’s bedroom. There was a door leading to the front-room, but this was locked.




  He crept out to the landing and listened.




  There was no sound save a faraway whistling which told of the porter’s presence in some remote part of the building — probably in the basement.




  To open the front door which led to the landing might mean detection; he resolved to try the door between the two rooms.




  There was a key in the lock, the end of it projected an eighth of an inch beyond the lock on the bedroom side.




  Amber took from his coat pocket a flat wallet and opened it. It was filled with little tools. He selected a powerful pair of pliers and gripped the end of the key. They were curious shaped pliers, for their grip ran at right angles to their handles. The effect was to afford an extraordinary leverage.




  He turned the key cautiously.




  Snap !




  The door was unlocked.




  Again he made a journey to the landing and listened. There was no sound.




  He gathered his tools together, opened the door, and stepped into the room. It had originally been a bedroom. He gathered as much from the two old-fashioned bed-pulls which hung on one wall. There was a big table in the centre of the room, and a newspaper or two. He looked at the dates and smiled — they were two days old. Whitey had not occupied that room the two days previous. Amber knew him to be an inveterate newspaper reader. There were half a dozen letters and he examined the postmarks — these too supported his view, for three had been delivered by the last post two nights before.




  A hasty examination of the room failed to discover any evidence that the stolen papers had been deposited there. He slipped his hand between bed and mattress, looked through contents of a despatch box, which strangely enough had been left unlocked.




  Though the room was comfortably furnished there were few places where the papers could be concealed.




  Whitey must have them with him. Amber had hardly hoped to discover them with such little trouble. He had turned back the corner of the hearthrug before the fireplace, and was on the point of examining a pile of old newspapers which stood on a chair in the corner of the room, when he heard footsteps in the street without.




  They were coming down the street — now they had stopped before the hotel. He heard the far-off tinkle of a bell and was out of the room in a second. He did not attempt to lock the door behind him, contenting himself with fastening it.




  There were low voices in the hall below, and interchange of speech between the porter and the new arrivals, and Amber nimbly mounted to the floor above as he heard footsteps ascending.




  It was Whitey and Lambaire. He heard the sibilant whisper of the one and the growl of the other.




  Whitey unlocked the landing door and passed in, followed by Lambaire. Amber heard the snick of the lock as Whitey fastened it behind him.




  He heard all this from the upper landing, then when silence reigned again he descended.




  Noiselessly he opened the bedroom door, closing it again behind him.




  The communicating door was of the conventional matchwood variety, and there was no difficulty, though the two men spoke in low tones, in hearing what they said.




  Whitey was talking.




  “…it surprised me… old man… thought he was dead..,” and he heard the rumble of Lambaire’s expression of astonishment. “… providential… seeing him in the garden… scared to death…”




  Amber crouched closer to the door. It took him some time before he trained his ear to catch every word, and luckily during that time they talked of things which were of no urgent importance.




  “And now,” said Whitey’s voice, “we’ve got to get busy.”




  “Coals is in no danger?” asked Lambaire.




  “No — little wound in the leg… that swine Amber…”




  Amber grinned in the darkness.




  “Here is the prospectus they were drawing up.”




  The listener heard the crackling of paper and then a long silence. The men were evidently reading together.




  “M — m!” It was Lambaire’s grunt of satisfaction he heard. “I think this is all we want to know — we must get this copied at once. There won’t be much difficulty in placing the mine… oh, this is the map…”




  There was another long pause.




  Amber had to act, and act quickly. They were gaining information which would enable them to describe the position of the mine, even if they succeeded in making no copy of the little map which accompanied the prospectus.




  He judged from the indistinct tone of their voices that they were sitting with their backs to the door behind which he crouched.




  Lambaire and Whitey were in fact in that position.




  They sat close together under the one electric light the room possessed, greedily absorbing the particulars.




  “We shall have to check this with a bigger map,” said Whitey. “I don’t recognize some of these places — they are called by native names.”




  “I’ve got a real good map at my diggings,” Lambaire said. “Suppose you bring along these things. It isn’t so much that we’ve got to give an accurate copy of this plan — we’ve got to be sure in our own minds exactly where the ‘pipe’ is situated.”




  “That’s so,” said the other reluctantly. “It ought to be done at once. Amber will suspect us and we shall move in a Haze of Splits by this time tomorrow.”




  He folded up the documents and slipped them into a long envelope. Then he stood thinking.




  “Lammie,” he said, “did you hear the porter say that a visitor had come during the night?”




  “Yes, but that’s usual, isn’t it?”




  Whitey shook his head.




  “Unusual,” he said shortly,” dam’ unusual.”




  “Do you think — ?”




  “I don’t know. I’m a bit nervy,” said the other, “but the visitor has been on my mind ever since I came in. I’m going up to have a look at his boots.”




  “Why?”




  “Don’t be a fool, and don’t ask foolish questions,” snarled Whitey. “Visitors put their boots outside the door, don’t they? You can tell a lot from a pair of boots.”




  He handed the envelope containing the stolen prospectus to his companion.




  “Take this,” he said,” and wait till I come down.”




  He unlocked the door and mounted the stairs cautiously.




  Lambaire waited there.




  “Lambaire!” hissed a voice from the open door.




  “Yes.”




  “Give me the envelope, quick.”




  A hand, an eager demanding hand, reached through the little gap.




  “Stay where you are — give me the envelope.”




  Quickly Lambaire obeyed. The hand grasped the envelope, another closed the door quickly, and there was silence.




  “Now what the devil is wrong,” muttered the startled Lambaire. He felt himself turning pale. There had been a hint of imminent danger in the urgency of the voice. He waited, tense, alert, fearful; then he heard quick steps on the stairs, and Whitey dashed into the room.




  “Nobody there,” he said breathlessly. “A pair of shoes covered with mud and a pair of gloves — it’s Amber.”




  “Amber !”




  “He’s followed us — let’s get out of this quick. Give me the envelope.”




  Lambaire went white.




  “I — I gave it to you,” he stammered.




  “You liar!” Whitey was in a white heat of fury. “You gave me nothin’ I Give me the envelope.”




  “I gave it to you, Whitey,” Lambaire almost whimpered. “As soon as you left the room you came back and asked for it.”




  “Did I come in — quick.”




  “No, no,” the agitation of the big man was pitiable. “You put in your hand and whispered—”




  “Amber!” howled the other. He broke with a torrent of curses. “Come on, you fool, he can’t have got far.”




  He flew down the stairs followed by Lambaire. The hall was deserted, the door had been left ajar.




  “There he is !”




  By the light of a street lamp they saw the fleeing figure and started off in pursuit.




  There were few people in sight when a man in his stockinged feet came swiftly from Northumberland Avenue to the Embankment.




  “Stop, thief!” bawled Whitey.




  The car was further along the Embankment than he had intended it to be, but it was within easy sprinting distance.




  “Stop, thief!” shouted Whitey again.




  Amber had gained the car when a policeman appeared from nowhere.




  “Hold hard,” said the man and grasped Amber’s arm.




  The two pursuers were up to them in an instant.




  “That man has stolen something belonging to me,” said Whitey, his voice unsteady from his exertions.




  “You are entirely mistaken.” Amber was more polite and less perturbed than most detected thieves.




  “Search him, constable — search him!” roused Whitey.




  Amber laughed.




  “My dear man, the policeman cannot search me in the street. Haven’t you an elementary knowledge of the law?”




  A little crowd of night wanderers had collected like magic. More important fact, two other policemen were hurrying towards the group. All this Amber saw and smiled internally, for things had fallen out as he had planned.




  “You charge this man,” the constable was saying.




  “I want my property back,” fumed Whitey, “he’s a thief: look at him! He’s in his stockinged feet! Give me the envelope you stole…”




  The two policemen who had arrived elbowed their way through the little crowd, and suddenly Whitey felt sick — ill.




  “I agree to go to the station,” said Amber smoothly. “I, in turn, accuse these men of burglary.”




  “Take him off,” said Whitey, “my friend and I will follow and charge him.”




  “We’ll take the car,” said Amber, “but I insist upon these two men accompanying us.”




  Here was a situation which Whitey had not foreseen.




  They were caught in a trap unless a miracle delivered them.




  “We will return to our hotel and get our coats,” said Whitey with an air of indifference.




  The policeman hesitated, for the request was a reasonable one. “One of you chaps go back with these gentlemen,” he said, “and you,” to Amber, “had better come along with me. It seems to me I know you.”




  “I dare say,” said Amber as he stepped into the car, “and if those two men get away from your bovine friends you will know me much better than you ever wish to know me.”




  “None of your lip,” said the constable, seating himself by his side.




  XX. Chapter the Last




  

    Table of Contents

  




  “…and,” said the inspector savagely, “if you’d only known the ABC of your duty, constable, you would have brought the two prosecutors here.”




  Amber was warming himself before the great fire that blazed in the charge-room. A redfaced young policeman was warming himself before the inspector’s desk.




  “It can’t be helped, Inspector,” said Amber cheerfully, “I don’t know but that if I had been in the constable’s place I should have behaved in any other way. Stocking-footed burglar flyin’ for his life, eh? Respectable gentlemen toiling in the rear; what would you have done?”




  The inspector smiled.




  “Well, sir,” he admitted, “I think the stockings would have convinced me.”




  Amber nodded and met the policeman’s grateful glance with a grin.




  “I don’t think there is much use in waiting,” said Amber. “Our friends have given the policemen the slip. There is a back entrance to the hotel which I do not doubt they have utilized. Your men could not have the power to make a summary arrest?”




  The inspector shook his head.




  “The charges are conspiracy and burglary, aren’t they?” he asked, “that would require a warrant. A constable could take the responsibility for making a summary arrest, but very few would care to take the risk.”




  A messenger had brought Amber’s shoes and great coat and he was ready to depart.




  “I will furnish the yard with the necessary affidavit,” he said; “the time has come when we should make a clean sweep. I know almost enough to hang them without the bother of referring to their latest escapade — their complicated frauds extending over years are bad enough; they are distributors, if not actual forgers, of spurious paper money — that’s worse from a jury’s point of view. Juries understand distributing.”




  He had sent the car back to Maidstone to bring Sutton. He was not surprised when he came down to breakfast at his hotel to find that not only Frank, but his sister had arrived. Very briefly he told the adventures of the night.




  “We will finish with them,” he said. “They have ceased to be amusing. A warrant will be issued to-day and with luck we should have them tonight.”




  *




  Lambaire and Whitey in the meantime had reached the temporary harbour afforded by the Bloomsbury boardinghouse where Lambaire lived. Whitey’s was ever the master mind in moments of crisis, and now he took charge of the arrangements.




  He found a shop in the city that opened early and purchased trunks for the coming journey. Another store supplied him with such of his wardrobe as was replaceable at a moment’s notice. He dared not return to his hotel for the baggage he had left.




  Lambaire was next to useless. He sat in the sittingroom Whitey had engaged biting his finger nails and cursing helplessly.




  “It’s no good swearing, Lambaire,” said Whitey. “We’re up against it — good. We’re peleli — as the Kaffirs say — finished. Get your chequebook.”




  “Couldn’t we brazen it out?” querulously demanded the big man, “couldn’t we put up a bluff — ?”




  “Brazen!” sneered Whitey, “you’re a cursed fine brazener! You try to brazen a jury! Where’s the pass book?”




  Reluctantly Lambaire produced it, and Whitey made a brief examination.




  “Six thousand three hundred — that’s the balance,” he said with relish, “and a jolly good balance too. We’ll draw all but a hundred. There will be delay if the account is closed.”




  He took the chequebook and wrote in his angular caligraphy an order to pay bearer six thousand two hundred pounds. Against the word Director he signed his name and pushed the chequebook to Lambaire. The other hesitated, then signed.




  “Wait a bit,” growled Lambaire as his friend reached for the cheque, “who’s going to draw this?”




  “I am,” said Whitey.




  Lambaire looked at him suspiciously.




  “Why not me?” he asked, “the bank knows me.




  “You — you thief! “ spluttered Whitey, “you dog! Haven’t I trusted you?”




  “This is a big matter,” said Lambaire doggedly.




  With an effort Whitey mastered his wrath.




  “Go and change it,” he said. “I’m not afraid of you running away — only go quickly — the banks are just opening.”




  “I don’t — I haven’t got any suspicion of you, Whitey,” said Lambaire with heavy affability, “but business is business.”




  “Don’t jaw — go,” said his companion tersely. If the truth be told, Whitey recognized the danger of visiting the bank. There was a possibility that a warrant had already been issued and that the bank would be watched. There was a chance, however, that some delay might occur, and in his old chivalrous way he had been willing to take the risk.




  Lambaire went to his room before he departed, and was gone for half an hour. He found Whitey standing with his back to the fire in a meditative mood.




  “Here I am, you see.” Lambaire’s tone was one of gentle raillery. “I haven’t run away.”




  “No,” admitted Whitey. “I trust you more than you trust me — though you half made up your mind to bolt with the swag when you came out of the bank.” .




  Lambaire’s face went red.




  “How — how do you know — what d’ye mean?” he demanded noisily.




  “I followed you,” said Whitey simply, “in a taxicab.”




  “Is that what you call trusting me? 11 demanded Lambaire with some bitterness.




  “No,” said Whitey without shame, “that’s what I call takin’ reasonable precautions.”




  Lambaire laughed, an unusual thing for him to do.




  He pulled from his breast pockets two thick pads of banknotes.




  “There’s your lot, and there’s mine,” he said, “they are in fifties — I’ll count them for you.”




  Deftly he fingered the notes, turning them rapidly as an accountant turns the leaves of his ledger. There were sixty-two.




  Whitey folded them and put them into his pocket.




  “Now what’s your plan?” asked Whitey.




  “The Continent,” said Lambaire. “I’ll leave by the Harwich route for Holland — we had better separate.”




  Whitey nodded.




  “I’ll get out by way of Ireland,” he lied. He looked at his watch. It was nearly ten o’clock.




  “I shall see you — sometime,” he said turning as he left the room, and Lambaire nodded. When he returned the big man had gone.




  There is a train which leaves for the Continent at eleven from Victoria — a very dangerous train as Whitey knew, for it is well watched. There was another which left at the same hour from Holborn — this stops at Heme Hill.




  Whitey resolved to take a tourist ticket at an office in Ludgate Hill and a taxicab to Heme Hill.




  He purchased the ticket and was leaving the office, when a thought struck him.




  He crossed to the counter where the moneychangers sit. “Let me have a hundred pounds’ worth of French money.”




  He took two fifty-pound notes and pushed them through the grill.




  The clerk looked at them, fingered them, then looked at Whitey.




  “Notice anything curious about these?” he asked drily.




  “No.”




  There was a horrible sinking sensation in Whitey’s heart.




  “They are both numbered the same,” said the clerk, “and they are forgeries.”




  Mechanically Whitey took the bundle of notes from his pocket and examined them. They were all of the same number.




  His obvious perturbation saved him from an embarrassing inquiry.




  “Have you been sold?”




  “I have,” muttered the duped man. He took the notes the man offered him and walked out.




  A passing taxi drew to the kerb at his uplifted hand. He gave the address of Lambaire’s lodging.




  Lambaire had gone when he arrived: he had probably left before Whitey. Harwich was a blind — Whitey knew that.




  He went to Lambaire’s room. In his flight Lambaire had left many things behind. Into one of the trunks so left Whitey stuck the bundle of forgeries. If he was to be captured he would not be found in possession of these damning proofs of villainy. A search of the room at first revealed no clue to Lambaire’s destination, then Whitey happened upon a tourist’s guide. It opened naturally at one page, which meant that one page had been consulted more frequently than any other.




  “Winter excursions to the Netherlands, eh?” said Whitey; “that’s not a bad move, Lammie: no splits watch excursion trains.”




  The train left Holborn at a quarter to eleven by way of Queensborough-Flushing. He looked at his watch: it wanted five minutes to the quarter, and to catch that train seemed an impossibility. Then an idea came to him. There was a telephone in the hall of the boardinghouse usually well patronized. It was his good luck that he reached it before another boarder came. It was greater luck that he got through to the traffic manager’s office at Victoria with little delay.




  “I want to know,” he asked rapidly, “if the ten forty-five excursion from Holborn stops at any London stations?”




  “Every one of ‘em,” was the prompt reply, “as far as Penge: we pick up all through the suburbs.”




  “What time is it due away from Penge?”




  He waited in a fume of impatience whilst the official consulted a timetable.




  “Eleven eighteen,” was the reply.




  There was time. Just a little over half an hour He fled from the house. No taxi was in sight; but there was a rank at no great distance. He had not gone far, however, before an empty cab overtook him.




  “Penge Station,” he said. “I’ll give you a sovereign over your fare if you get there within half an hour.”




  The chauffeur’s face expressed his doubt.




  “I’ll try,” he said.




  Through London that day a taxicab moved at a rate which was considerably in excess of the speed limit. Clear of the crowded West End, the road was unhampered by traffic to any great extent, but it was seventeen minutes past eleven when the cab pulled up before Penge Station.




  The train was already at the platform and Whitey went up the stairs two at a time.




  “Ticket,” demanded the collector.




  “I’ve no ticket — I’ll pay on the train.”




  “You can’t come on without a ticket, sir,” said the man.




  The train was within a few feet of him and was slowly moving, and Whitey made a dart, but a strong hand grasped him and pushed him back and the gate clanged in his face.




  He stood leaning against the wall, his face white, his fingers working convulsively.




  Something in his appearance moved the collector.




  “Can’t be helped, sir,” he said. “I had—”




  He stopped and looked in the direction of the departing train.




  Swiftly he leant down and unlocked the door.




  “Here — quick,” he said, “she’s stopped outside the station — there’s a signal against her. You’ll just catch it.”




  The rear carriages were not clear of the platform and Whitey, sprinting along, scrambled into the guard’s van just as the train was moving off again.




  He sank down into the guard’s seat. Whitey was a man of considerable vitality. Ordinarily the exertion he had made would not have inconvenienced him, but now he was suffering from something more than physical distress.




  “On me!” he muttered again and again,” to put them on me!”




  It was not the loss of the money that hurt him, it was not Lambaire’s treachery — he knew Lambaire through and through. It was the substitution of the notes and the terrible risk his estimable friend had inflicted on him.




  In his cold way Whitey had decided. He had a code of his own. Against Amber he had no grudge. Such spaces of thought as he allowed him were of a complimentary character. He recognized the master mind, paid tribute to the shrewdness of the man who had beaten him at his own game.




  Nor against the law which pursued him — for instinct told him that there would be no mercy from Amber now.




  It was against Lambaire that his rage was directed. Lambaire, whose right-hand man he had been in a score of nefarious schemes. They had




  been together in bogus companies; they had dealt largely in “Spanish silver”; they had been concerned in most generous systems of forgery. The very notes that Lambaire had employed to fool him with were part of an old stock.




  The maker had committed the blunder of giving all the notes the same number.




  “They weren’t good enough for the public — but good enough for me,” thought Whitey, and set his jaw.




  The guard tried to make conversation, but his passenger had nothing to say, save “ yes “ or “ no.”




  It was raining heavily when the train drew up at Chatham, and Whitey with his coat collar turned up, his hat pulled over his eyes and a handkerchief to his mouth, left the guard’s van and walked quickly along the train.




  The third-class carriages were sparsely filled. It seemed that the “ winter excursion “ was poorly patronized.




  Whitey gave little attention to the thirds — he had an eye for the first-class carriages which were in the main empty. He found his man n the centre of the train — alone. He took him in with a glance of his eye and walked on. The whistle sounded and as the train begun to glide from the platform he turned, opened the door of the carriage and stepped in.




  *




  There were other people who knew Lambaire was on the train. Amber came through Kent as fast as a 90 horse power car could carry him. He might have caught the train at Penge had he but known. It would have been better for two people if he had.




  With him was a placid inspector from Scotland Yard — by name Fells.




  “We shall just do it, I think,” said Amber looking at his watch,” and anyway you will have people waiting?”




  The inspector nodded. Speaking was an effort at the pace the car was travelling.




  He roused himself to the extent of expressing his surprise that Amber had troubled to take the journey.




  But Amber, who had seen the beginning of the adventure, was no man to hear the end from another. He was out to finish the business, or to see the finish. They reached the quay station as the excursion train came in and hurried along the slippery quay, Already the passengers were beginning their embarkation. By each gangway stood two men watching.




  The last passenger was aboard.




  “They could not have come,” said Amber disappointedly. “If—”




  At that moment a railway official came running toward them.




  “You gentlemen connected with the police?” he asked, “there’s something rum in one of these carriages..,” he led the way giving information incoherently, “… gentleman won’t get out.”




  They reached the carriage and Amber it was who opened the door…




  “Come along, Whitey,” he said quietly.




  But the man who sat in one corner of the carriage slowly counting two thick packages of banknotes took no notice.




  “That’s a good ‘un,” he muttered, “an’ that’s a good ‘un — eh, Lammie? These are good — but the other lot was bad. What a fool — fool — fool I Oh, my God, what a fool you always was !”




  He groaned the words, swaying from side to side as if in pain.




  “Come out,” said Amber sharply.




  Whitey saw him and rose from his seat.




  “Hullo, Amber,” he said and smiled, “I’m coming… what about our River of Stars, eh? Here’s a pretty business — here’s money — look.”




  He thrust out a handful of notes and Amber started back, for they were splotched and blotted with blood.




  “These are good ‘uns,” said Whitey. His lips were trembling, and in his colourless eyes there was a light which no man had ever seen. “The others were bad ‘uns. I had to kill old Lammie — he annoyed me.”




  And he laughed horribly.




  Under the seat they found Lambaire, shot through the heart.




  The End
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  Many years ago the Monrovian Government sent one Bosambo, a native of the Kroo coast and consequently a thief, to penal servitude for the term of his natural life. Bosambo, who had other views on the matter, was given an axe and a saw in the penal settlement — which was a patch of wild forest in the back country — and told to cut down and trim certain mahogany trees in company with other unfortunate men similarly circumstanced.




  To assure themselves of Bosambo’s obedience, the Government of Liberia set over him a number of compatriots, armed with weapons which had rendered good service at Gettysburg, and had been presented to the President of Liberia by President Grant. They were picturesque weapons, but they were somewhat deficient in accuracy, especially when handled by the inexpert soldiers of the Monrovian coast. Bosambo, who put his axe to an ignoble use, no less than the slaying of Captain Peter Cole — who was as black as the ten of clubs, but a gentleman by the Liberian code — left the penal settlement with passionate haste. The Gettysburg relics made fairly good practice up to two hundred yards, but Bosambo was a mile away before the guards, searching the body of their dead commander for the key of the ammunition store, had secured food for their lethal weapons.




  The government offered a reward of two hundred and fifty dollars for Bosambo, dead or alive. But, although the reward, was claimed and paid to the half-brother of the Secretary of War, it is a fact that Bosambo was never caught. On the contrary, he made his way to a far land, and became, by virtue of his attainments, chief of the Ochori.




  Bosambo was too good a sportsman to leave his persecutors at peace. There can be little doubt that the Kroo insurrection, which cost the Liberian Government eight hundred and twenty-one pounds sixteen shillings to suppress, was due to the instigation and assistance of Bosambo. Of this insurrection, and the part that Bosambo played, it may be necessary to speak again.




  The second rebellion was a more serious and expensive affair; and it was at the conclusion of this that the Liberian Government made representations to Britain. Sanders, who conducted an independent inquiry into the question of Bosambo’s complicity, reported that there was no evidence whatever that Bosambo was directly or indirectly responsible. And with that the Liberian Government was forced to be content; but they expressed their feelings by offering a reward of two thousand dollars for Bosambo alive or dead — preferably alive. They added, for the benefit of minor government officials and their neighbours, that they would, in the language of the advertisement, reject all substitutes. The news of this price went up and down the coast and very far into the interior, yet strangely enough Arachi of the Isisi did not learn of it until many years afterward.




  Arachi was of the Isisi people, and a great borrower. Up and down the river all men knew him for such, so that his name passed into the legendary vocabulary of the people whilst he yet lived; and did the wife of Yoka beg from the wife of O’taki the service of a cooking-pot, be sure that O’taki’s wife would agree, but with heavy pleasantry scream after the retiring pot: “O thou shameless Arachi!” whereupon all the village folk who heard the jest would rock with laughter,




  Arachi was the son of a chief, but in a country where chieftainship was not hereditary, and where, moreover, many chiefs’ sons dwelt without distinction, his parentage was of little advantage. Certainly it did not serve him as, in his heart, he thought he should be served.




  He was tall and thin, and his knees were curiously knobbly. He carried his head on one side importantly, and was profoundly contemptuous of his fellows.




  Once he came to Sanders.




  “Lord,” he said, “I am a chief’s son, as you know, and I am very wise. Men who look upon me say, ‘Behold, this young man is full of craft,’ because of my looks. Also I am a great talker.”




  “There are many in this land who are great talkers, Arachi,” said Sanders, unpleasantly, “yet they do not travel for two days downstream to tell me so.”




  “Master,” said Arachi impressively, “I came to you because I desire advancement. Many of your little chiefs are fools, and, moreover, unworthy. Now I am the son of a chief, and it is my wish to sit down in the place of my father. Also, lord, remember this, that I have dwelt among foreign people, the Angola folk, and speak their tongue.”




  Sanders sighed wearily.




  “Seven times you have asked me, Arachi,” he said, “and seven times I have told you you are no chief for me. Now I tell you this — that I am tired of seeing you, and if you come to me again I will throw you to the monkeys. [Colloquial: ‘Make you look foolish.’ — E.W.] As for your Angola palaver, I tell you this — that if it happen — which may all gods forbid! — that a tribe of Angola folk sit down with me, you shall be chief.”




  Unabashed, Arachi returned to his village, for he thought in his heart that Sandi was jealous of his great powers. He built a large hut at the end of the village, borrowing his friends’ labour; this he furnished with skins and the like, and laid in stores of salt and corn, all of which he had secured from neighbouring villages by judicious promises of payment.




  It was like a king’s hut, so glorious were the hangings of skin and the stretched bed of hide, and the people of his village said “Ko!” believing that Arachi had dug up those hidden treasures which every chief is popularly supposed to possess in secret places to which his sons may well be privy.




  Even those who had helped to supply the magnificence were impressed and comforted.




  “I have lent Arachi two bags of salt,” said Pidini, the, Chief of Kolombolo, the fishing village, “and my stomach was full of doubt, though he swore by Death, that he would repay me three days after the rains. Now I see that he is indeed very rich, as he told me he was, and if my salt does not return to me I may seize his fine bed.”




  In another village across the River Ombili, a headman of the Isisi confided to his wife:




  “Woman, you have seen the hut of Arachi, now I think you will cease your foolish talk. For you have reproached me bitterly because I lent Arachi my fine bed,”




  “Lord, I was wrong,” said the woman meekly; “but I feared he would not pay you the salt he promised; now I know that I was foolish, for I saw many bags of salt in his hut.”




  The story of Arachi’s state spread up and down the river, and when the borrower demanded the hand of Koran, the daughter of the chief of the Putani (“The Fishers of the River”), she came to him without much palaver, though she was rather young.




  A straight and winsome girl well worth the thousand rods and the twenty bags of salt which the munificent Arachi promised, by Death, devils, and a variety of gods, should be delivered to her father when the moon and the river stood in certain relative positions.




  Now Arachi did no manner of work whatever, save to walk through the village street at certain hours clad in a robe of monkey tails which he had borrowed from the brother of the king of the Isisi. He neither fished nor hunted nor dug in the fields.




  He talked to Korari his wife, and explained why this was so. He talked to her from sunset until the early hours of the morning, for he was a great talker, and when he was on his favourite subject — which was Arachi — he was very eloquent. He talked to her till the poor child’s head rocked from side to side, and from front to back, in her desperate sleepiness.




  He was a great man, beloved and trusted of Sandi. He had immense thoughts and plans — plans that would ensure him a life of ease without the distressing effects of labour. Also, Sanders would make him chief — in good time.




  She should be as a queen — she would much rather have been in her bed and asleep….




  Though no Christian, Arachi was a believer in miracles. He pinned his faith to the supreme miracle of living without work, and was near to seeing the fulfilment of that wonder. But the miracle which steadfastly refused to happen was the miracle which would bring him relief at the moment when his numerous creditors were clamouring for the repayment of the many and various articles which they had placed in his care.




  It is an axiom that the hour brings its man — most assuredly it brings its creditor.




  There was a tumultuous and stormy day when the wrathful benefactors of Arachi gathered in full strength, and took from him all that was takable, and this in the face of the village, to Korari’s great shame. Arachi, on the contrary, because of his high spirit, was neither ashamed nor distressed, even though many men spoke harshly.




  “O thief and rat!” said the exasperated owner of a magnificent stool of ceremony, the base of which Arachi had contrived to burn. “Is it not enough that you should steal the wear of these things? Must you light your fires by my beautiful stool?”




  Arachi replied philosophically and without passion: they might take his grand furnishings — which they did; they might revile him in tones and in language the most provocative — this also they did; but they could not take the noble hut which their labours had built, because that was against the law of the tribe; nor could they rob him of his faith in himself, because that was contrary to the laws of nature — Arachi’s nature.




  “My wife,” he said to the weeping girl, “these things happen. Now I think I am the victim of Fate, therefore I propose changing all my gods. Such as I have do not serve me, and, if you remember, I spent many hours in the forest with my bete.”




  Arachi had thought of many possible contingencies — as, for instance:




  Sandi might relent, and appoint him to a great chieftainship.




  Or he might dig from the riverbed some such treasure as U’fabi, the N’gombi man, did once upon a time.




  Arachi entranced with this latter idea, went one morning before sunrise to a place by the shore and dug. He turned two spadefuls of earth before an infinite weariness fell upon him, and he gave up the search.




  “For,” he argued, “if treasure is buried in the riverbed, it might as well be there as elsewhere. And if it be not there, where may it be?”




  Arachi bore his misfortune with philosophy. He sat in the bare and bleak interior of his hut, and explained to his wife that the men who had robbed him — as he said — hated him, and were jealous of him because of his great powers, and that one day, when he was a great chief, he would borrow an army from his friends the N’gombi, and put fire to their houses.




  Yes, indeed, he said “borrow,” because it was his nature to think in loans.




  His fatherin-law came on the day following the deporting, expecting to save something from the wreckage on account of Koran’s dowry. But he was very late.




  “O son of shame!” he said bitterly. “Is it thus you repay for my priceless daughter? By Death! but you are a wicked man.”




  “Have no fear, fisherman,” said Arachi loftily, “for I am a friend of Sandi, and be sure that he will do that for me which will place me high above common men. Even now I go to make a long palaver with him, and, when I return, you shall hear news of strange happenings.”




  Arachi was a most convincing man, possessing the powers of all great borrowers, and he convinced his fatherin-law — a relation who, from the beginning of time, has always been the least open to conviction.




  He left his wife, and she, poor woman, glad to be relieved of the presence of her loquacious husband, probably went to sleep.




  At any rate, Arachi came to headquarters at a propitious moment for him. Headquarters at that moment was an armed camp at the junction of the Isisi and Ikeli rivers.




  On the top of all his other troubles, Sanders had the problem of a stranger who had arrived unbidden. His orderly came to him and told him that a man desired speech of him.




  “What manner of man?” asked Sanders, wearily.




  “Master,” said the orderly, “I have not seen a man like him before.”




  Sanders went out to inspect his visitor. The stranger rose and saluted, raising both hands, and the Commissioner looked him over. He was not of any of the tribes he knew, being without the face-cuts laterally descending either cheek which mark the Bomongo. Neither was he tattooed on the forehead, like the people of the Little River.




  “Where do you come from?” asked Sanders, in Swahili — which is the lingua franca of the continent — but the man shook his head.




  So Sanders tried him again, this time in Bomongo, thinking, from his face-marks, that he must be a man of the Bokeri people. But he answered in a strange tongue.




  “Quel nom avez vous?” Sanders asked, and repeated the question in Portuguese. To this latter he responded, saying that he was a small chief of the Congo Angola, and that he had left his land to avoid slavery.




  “Take him to the men’s camp and feed him,” said Sanders, and dismissed him from his mind.




  Sanders had little time to bother about stray natives who might wander into his camp. He was engaged in searching for a gentleman who was known as Abdul Hazim, a great rascal, trading guns and powder contrary to the law,




  “And,” said Sanders to the captain of the Houssas, “if I catch him he’ll be sorry.”




  Abdul Hazim shared this view, so kept out of Sanders’s way to such purpose that, after a week’s further wanderings, Sanders returned to his headquarters.




  Just about then he was dispirited, physically low from the after-effects of fever, and mentally disturbed.




  Nothing went right with the Commissioner. There had been a begging letter from headquarters concerning this same Abdul Hazim. He was in no need of Houssa palavers, yet there must needs come a free fight amongst these valiant soldier-men, and, to crown all, two hours afterwards, the Houssa skipper had gone to bed with a temperature of 104.6,




  “Bring the swine here,” said Sanders inelegantly, when the sergeant of Houssas reported the fight. And there were marched before him the strange man, who had come to him from the backlands, and a pugnacious soldier named Kano.




  “Lord,” said the Houssa, “by my god, who is, I submit, greater than most gods, I am not to blame. This Kaffir dog would not speak to me when I spoke; also, he put his hands to my meat, so I struck him.”




  “Is that all?” asked Sanders.




  “That is all, lord.”




  “And did the stranger do no more than, in his ignorance, touch your meat, and keep silence when you spoke?”




  “No more, lord.”




  Sanders leant back in his seat of justice and scowled horribly at the Houssa.




  “If there is one thing more evident to me than another,” he said slowly, “it is that a Houssa is a mighty person, a lord, a king. Now I sit here in justice, respecting neither kings, such as you be, nor slaves, such as this silent one. And I judge so, regarding the dignity of none, according to the law of the book. Is that so?”




  “That is so, lord.”




  “And it would seem that it is against the law to raise hand against any man, however much he offends you, the proper course being to make complaint according to the regulations of the service. Is that so?”




  “That is so, lord.”




  “Therefore you have broken the law. Is that truth?”




  “That is truth, lord.”




  “Go back to your lines, admitting this truth to your comrades, and let the Kaffir rest. For on the next occasion, for him that breaks the law, there will be breaking of skin. The palaver is finished.”




  The Houssa retired.




  “And,” said. Sanders, retailing the matter to the convalescent officer next morning, “I consider that I showed more than ordinary self-restraint in not kicking both of them to the devil.”




  “You’re a great man,” said the Houssa officer. “You’ll become a colonial-made gentleman one of these days, unless you’re jolly careful.”




  Sanders passed in silence the Houssa’s gibe at the Companionship of St. Michael and St. George, and, moreover, C.M.G.’s were not likely to come his way whilst Abdul Hazim was still at large.




  He was in an unpleasant frame of mind when Arachi came swiftly in a borrowed canoe, paddled by four men whom he had engaged at an Isisi village, on a promise of payment which it was very unlikely he would ever be able to fulfil.




  “Master,” said Arachi solemnly, “I come desiring to serve your lordship, for I am too great a man for my village, and, if no chief, behold, I have a chief’s thoughts.”




  “And a chief’s hut,” said Sanders dryly, “if all they tell me is true.”




  Arachi winced.




  “Lord,” he said humbly, “all things are known to you, and your eye goes forth like a chameleon’s tongue to see round the corners.”




  Sanders passed over the unpleasant picture Arachi suggested.




  “Arachi,” he said, “it happens that you have come at a moment when you can serve me, for there is in my camp a strange man from a faraway land, who knows not this country, yet desires to cross it. Now, since you know the Angola tongue, you shall take him in your canoe to the edge of the Frenchi land, and there you shall put him on his way. And for this I will pay your paddlers. And as for you, I will remember you in the day of your need.”




  It was not as Arachi could have wished, but it was something. The next day he departed importantly.




  Before he left, Sanders gave him a word of advice.




  “Go you, Arachi,” he said, “by the Little Kusu River.”




  “Lord,” said Arachi, ‘there is a shorter way by the creek of Still Waters. This goes to the Frenchi land, and is deep enough for our purpose.”




  “It is a short way and a long way,” said Sanders grimly. “For there sits a certain Abdul Hazim who is a great buyer of men, and, because the Angola folk are wonderful gardeners, behold, the Arab is anxious to come by them. Go in peace.”




  “On my head,” said Arachi, and took his leave.




  It was rank bad luck that he should meet on his way two of his principal creditors. These, having some grievance in the matter of foodstuff, advanced, desiring to do him an injury, but, on his earnest entreaties, postponed the performance of their solemn vows.




  “It seems,” said one of them, “that you are now Sandi’s man, for though I do not believe anything you have told me, yet these paddlers do not lie.”




  “Nor this silent one,” said Arachi, pointing to his charge proudly. “And because I alone in all the land can make palaver with him, Sandi has sent me on a mission to certain kings. These will give me presents, and on my return I will pay you what I owe, and much more for love.” They let him pass.




  It may be said that Arachi, who lent to none and believed no man, had no faith whatever in his lord’s story. Who the silent Angola was, what was his mission, and why he had been chosen to guard the stranger, Arachi did not guess. He would have found an easy way to understanding if he had believed all that Sanders had told him, but that was not Arachi’s way.




  On a night when the canoe was beached on an island, and the paddlers prepared the noble Arachi’s food, the borrower questioned his charge.




  “How does it happen, foreigner,” he asked, “that my friend and neighbour, Sandi, asks me of my kindness to guide you to the French land?”




  “Patron,” said the Angola man, “I am a stranger, and desire to escape from slavery. Also, there is a small Angola-Balulu tribe, which are of my people and faith, who dwell by the Frenchi tribe.”




  “What is your faith?” asked Arachi.




  “I believe in devils and ju-jus,” said the Angola man simply, “especially one called Billimi, who has ten eyes and spits at snakes. Also, I hate the Arabi, that being part of my faith.”




  This gave Arachi food for thought, and some reason for astonishment that Sandi should have spoken the truth to him.




  “What of this Abdul Arabi?” he asked. “Now I think that Sandi lied to me when he said such an one buys men, for, if this be so, why does he not raid the Isisi?”




  But the Angola man shook his head. “These are matters too high for my understanding,” he said. “Yet I know that he takes the Angola because they are great gardeners, and cunning in the pruning of trees.”




  Again Arachi had reason for thinking profoundly. This Abdul, as he saw, must come to the Upper River for the people of the Lesser Akasava, who were also great gardeners. He would take no Isisi, because they were notoriously lazy, and moreover, died with exasperating readiness when transplanted to a foreign soil.




  He continued his journey till he came to the place where he would have turned off had he taken a short cut to the French territory. Here he left his paddlers and his guest, and made his way up the creek of Still Waters.




  Half-a-day’s paddling brought him to the camp of Abdul. The slaver’s silent runners on the bank had kept pace with him, and when Arachi landed he was seized by men who sprang apparently from nowhere.




  “Lead me to your master, O common men,” said Arachi, “for I am a chief of the Isisi, and desire a secret palaver.”




  “If you are Isisi, and by your thinness and your boasting I see that you are,” said his captor, “my lord Abdul will make easy work of you.”




  Abdul Hazim was short and stout, and a lover of happiness. Therefore he kept his camp in that condition of readiness which enabled him to leave quickly at the first sight of a white helmet or a Houssa’s tarboosh. For it would have brought no happiness to Abdul had Sanders come upon him.




  Now, seated on a soft-hued carpet of silk before the door of his little tent, he eyed Arachi dubiously, and listened in silence while the man spoke of himself.




  “Kaffir,” he said, when the borrower had finished, “how do I know that you do not lie, or that you are not one of Sandi’s spies? I think I should be very clever if I cut your throat.”




  Arachi explained at length why Abdul Hazim should not cut his throat.




  “If you say this Angola man is near by, why should I not take him without payment?” asked the slaver.




  “Because,” said Arachi, “this foreigner is not the only man in the country, and because I have great influence with Sandi, and am beloved by all manner of people who trust me. I may bring many other men to your lordship.”




  Arachi returned to the camp, towing a small canoe with which the slaver had provided him. He woke the Angola stranger from his sleep.




  “Brother,” he said, “here is a canoe with food. Now I tell you to paddle one day up this creek of Still Waters and there await my coming, for there are evil men about, and I fear for your safety.”




  The Angolan, simple man that he was, obeyed. Half a day’s journey up the creek Abdul’s men were waiting.




  Arachi set off for his own village that night, and in his canoe was such a store of cloth, of salt and of brass rods as would delight any man’s heart. Arachi came to his village singing a little song about himself.




  In a year he had grown rich, for there were many ways of supplying the bleeds of an Arab slaver, and Abdul paid promptly.




  Arachi worked single-handed, or, if he engaged paddlers, found them in obscure corners of the territories. He brought to Abdul many marketable properties, mostly young N’gombi women, who are fearful and easily cowed, and Sanders, scouring the country for the stout man with the fez, found him not.




  *




  “Lord Abdul,” said Arachi, who met the slaver secretly one night near the Ikusi River, “Sandi and his soldiers have gone down to the Akasava for a killing palaver. Now I think we will do what you wish.”




  They were discussing an aspect of an adventure — the grandest adventure which Abdul had ever planned.




  “Arachi,” said Abdul, “I have made you a rich man. Now, I tell you that I can make you richer than any chief in this land.”




  “I shall be glad to hear of this,” said Arachi. “For though I am rich, yet I have borrowed many things, and, it seems, I have so wonderful a mind that I must live always in tomorrow.”




  “So I have heard,” said the Arab. “For they say of you that if you had the whole world you would borrow the moon.”




  “That is my mystery,” said Arachi modestly. “For this reason I am a very notable man.”




  Then he sat down to listen in patience to the great plan of Abdul Hazim. And it was a very high plan, for there were two thousand Liberian dollars at the back of it, and, for Arachi, payment in kind.




  At the moment of the conference, Sanders was housed in the Ochori city making palaver with Bosambo, the chief.




  “Bosambo,” said Sanders, “I have given you these upper streams to your care. Yet Abdul Hazim walks through the land without hurt, and I think it is shame to you and to me.”




  “Master,” said Bosambo, “it is a shameful thing. Yet the streams hereabouts are so many, and Abdul is a cunning man, and has spies. Also, my people are afraid to offend him lest he ‘chop’ them, or sell them into the interior.”




  Sanders nodded and rose to join the Zaire. “Bosambo,” he said, “this government put a price upon this Abdul, even as a certain government put a price upon you.”




  “What is his price, lord?” asked Bosambo, with an awakening of interest.




  “One hundred pounds in silver,” said Sanders.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “that is a good price.”




  Two days afterwards, when Arachi came to Bosambo, this chief was engaged in the purely domestic occupation of nursing his one small son.




  “Greeting, Bosambo,” said Arachi, “to you and to your beautiful son, who is noble in appearance and very quiet.”




  “Peace be to you, Arachi. I have nothing to lend you,” said Bosambo.




  “Lord,” said Arachi loftily, “I am now a rich man — richer than chiefs — and I do not borrow.”




  “Ko, ko!” said Bosambo, with polite incredulity.




  “Bosambo,” Arachi went on, “I came to you because I love you, and you are not a talking man, but rather a wise and silent one.”




  “All this I know, Arachi,” said Bosambo cautiously. “And again I say to you that I lend no man anything.”




  The exasperated Arachi raised his patient eyes to heaven.




  “Lord Bosambo,” he said, in the tone of one hurt, “I came to tell you of that which I have found, and to ask your lordship to help me secure it. For in a certain place I have come across a great stock of ivory, such as the old kings buried against their need.”




  “Arachi,” said Bosambo, of a sudden, “you tell me that you are rich. Now you are a little man and I am a chief, yet I am not rich.”




  “I have many friends,” said Arachi, trembling with pride, “and they give me rods and salt.”




  “That is nothing,” said Bosambo. “Now I understand richness, for I have lived amongst white folk who laugh at rods and throw salt to dogs.”




  “Lord Bosambo,” said the other eagerly, “I am rich also by white men’s rule. Behold!”




  From his waist pouch he took a handful of silver, and offered it in both hands for the chief’s inspection.




  Bosambo examined the money respectfully, turning each coin over gingerly.




  “That is good riches,” he said, and he breathed a little faster than was his wont. “And it is new, being bright. Also the devil marks, which you do not understand, are as they should be.”




  The gratified Arachi shoved his money back into his pouch. Bosambo sat in meditative silence, his face impassive.




  “And you will take me, Arachi, to the place of buried treasure?” he asked slowly. “Ko! you are a generous man, for I do not know why you should share with me, knowing that I once beat you.”




  Bosambo put the child down gently. These kings’ stores were traditional. Many had been found, and it was the dream of every properly constituted man to unearth such. Yet Bosambo was not impressed, being in his heart sceptical.




  “Arachi,” he said, “I believe that you are a liar! Yet I would see this store, and, if it be near by, will see with my own eyes.”




  It was one day’s journey, according to Arachi.




  “You shall tell me where this place is,” said Bosambo.




  Arachi hesitated. “Lord, how do I not know that you will not go and take this store?” he asked.




  Bosambo regarded him sternly. “Am I not an honest man?” he asked. “Do not the people from one end of the world to the other swear by the name of Bosambo?”




  “No,” said Arachi truthfully. Yet he told of the place. It was by the River of Shadows, near the Crocodile Pool where-the-Floods-Had-Changed-The-Land.




  Bosambo went to his hut to make preparations for the journey. Behind his house, in a big grass cage, were many little pigeons. He laboriously wrote in his vile Arabic a laconic message, and attached it to the leg of a pigeon. To make absolutely sure, for Bosambo left nothing to chance, he sent away a canoe secretly that night for a certain destination.




  “And this you shall say to Sandi,” said the chief to his trusted messenger, “that Arachi is rich with the richness of silver, and that silver has the devil marks of Zanzibar — being the home of all traders, as your lordship knows.”




  Next day, at dawn, Bosambo and his guide departed. They paddled throughout the day, taking the smaller stream that drained the eastern side of the river, and at night they camped at a place called Bolulu, which means ‘the changed land’.




  They rose with the daylight to resume their journey. But it was unnecessary, for, in the darkness before the dawn, Abdul Hazim had surrounded the camp, and, at the persuasive muzzle of a Snider rifle, Bosambo accompanied his captors ten minutes’ journey into the wood where Abdul awaited him.




  The slaver, sitting before the door of his tent on his silken carpet, greeted his captive in the Ochori dialect. Bosambo replied in Arabic.




  “Ho, Bosambo!” said Abdul. “Do you know me?”




  “Sheik,” said Bosambo, “I would know you in hell, for you are the man whose head my master desires.”




  “Bosambo,” said Abdul calmly, “your head is more valuable, so they say, for the Liberians will put it upon a pole, and pay me riches for my enterprise.”




  Bosambo laughed softly. “Let the palaver finish,” he said, “I am ready to go.”




  They brought him to the river again, tied him to a pole, and laid him in the bottom of a canoe, Arachi guarding him.




  Bosambo, looking up, saw the borrower squatting on guard.




  “Arachi,” he said, “if you untie my hands, it shall go easy with you.”




  “If I untie your hands,” said Arachi frankly, “I am both a fool and a dead man, and neither of these conditions is desirable.”




  “To every man,” quoth Bosambo, “there is an easy kill somewhere, and, if he misses this, all kills are difficult.” [The native equivalent for “opportunity knocks,” etc. — E.W.]




  Four big canoes composed the waterway caravan. Abdul was in the largest with his soldiers, and led the van. They moved quickly down the tiny stream, which broadened as it neared the river. Then Abdul’s headman suddenly gasped. “Look!” he whispered.




  The slaver turned his head. Behind them, paddling leisurely, came four canoes, and each was filled with armed men.




  “Quickly,” said Abdul, and the paddlers stroked furiously, then stopped. Ahead was the Zaire, a trim, white steamer, alive with Houssas.




  “It is God’s will,” said Abdul. “These things are ordained.”




  He said no more until he stood before Sanders, and the Commissioner was not especially communicative.




  “What will you do with me?” asked Abdul.




  “I will tell you when I have seen your stores,” said Sanders. “If I find rifles such as the foolish Lobolo people buy, I shall hang you according to law.”




  The Arab looked at the shaking Arachi. The borrower’s knees wobbled fearfully. “I see,” said Abdul thoughtfully, “that this man whom I made rich has betrayed me.”




  If he had hurried or moved jerkily Sanders would have prevented the act; but the Arab searched calmly in the fold of his bournous as though seeking a cigarette. His hand came out, and with it a curved knife. Then he struck quickly, and Arachi went blubbering to the deck, a dying man.




  “Borrower,” said the Arab, and he spoke from the centre of six Houssas who were chaining him, so that he was hidden from the sobbing figure on the floor, “I think you have borrowed that which you can at last repay. For it is written in the Sura of the Djinn that from him who takes a life, let his life be taken, that he may make full repayment.”




  II. The Tax Resisters
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  Sanders took nothing for granted when he accounted for native peoples. These tribes of his possessed an infinite capacity for unexpectedness — therein lay at once their danger and their charm. For one could neither despair at their sin nor grow too confidently elated at their virtue, knowing that the sun which went down on the naughtiness of the one and the dovelike placidity of the other, might rise on the smouldering sacrificial fires in the streets of the blessed village, and reveal the folk of the incorrigible sitting at the doors of their huts, dust on head, hands outspread in an agony of penitence.




  Yet it seemed that the people of Kiko were models of deportment, thrift, and intelligence, and that the gods had given them beautiful natures.




  Kiko, a district of the Lower Isisi, is separated from all other tribes and people by the Kiko on the one side, the Isisi River on the other, and on the third by clumps of forest land set at irregular intervals in the Great Marsh. Kiko proper stretches from the marsh to the tongue of land at the confluence of the Kiko and Isisi, in the shape of an irregular triangle.




  To the eastward, across the Kiko River, are the unruly N’gombi tribes; to the westward, on the farther bank of the big river, are the Akasava; and the Kiko people enjoy an immunity from sudden attack, which is due in part to its geographical position, and in part to the remorseless activities of Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  Once upon a time a king of the N’gombi called his headmen and chiefs together to a great palaver. “It seems to me,” he said, “that we are children. For our crops have failed because of the floods, and the thieving Ochori have driven the game into their own country. Now, across the river are the Kiko people, and they have reaped an oat harvest; also, there is game in plenty. Must we sit and starve whilst the Kiko swell with food?”




  A fair question, though the facts were not exactly stated, for the N’gombi were lazy, and had sown late; also the game was in their forest for the searching, but, as the saying is, “The N’gombi hunts from his bed and seeks only cooked meats.”




  One night the N’gombi stole across the river and fell upon Kiko city, establishing themselves masters of the country. There was a great palaver, which was attended by the chief and headman of the Kiko.




  “Henceforward,” said the N’gombi king — Tigilini was his name— “you are as slaves to my people, and if you are gentle and good and work in the fields you shall have one-half of all you produce, for I am a just man, and very merciful. But if you rebel, I will take you for my sport.”




  Lest any misunderstanding should exist, he took the first malcontent, who was a petty chief of a border village, and performed his programme. This man had refused tribute, and was led, with roped hands, before the king, all headmen having been summoned to witness the happening. The rebel was bound with his hands behind him, and was ordered to kneel. A young sapling was bent over, and one end of a native rope was fixed to its topmost branches, and the other about his neck. The tree was slowly released till the head of the offender was held taut.




  “Now!” said the king, and his executioner struck off the head, which was flung fifty yards by the released sapling.




  It fell at the feet of Mr. Commissioner Sanders, who, with twentyfive Houssas and a machine gun, had just landed from the Zaire.




  Sanders was annoyed; he had travelled three days and four nights with little sleep, and he had a touch of fever, which made him irritable. He walked into the village and interrupted an eloquent address on the obligations of the conquered, which the N’gombi thief thought it opportune to deliver.




  He stopped halfway through, his speech, and lost a great deal of interest in the proceedings as the crowd divided to allow of Sanders’s approach.




  “Lord,” said Tigilini, that quick and subtle man, “you have come at a proper time, for these people were in rebellion against your lordship, and I have subdued them. Therefore, master, give me rewards as you gave to Bosambo of the Ochori.”




  Sanders gave nothing save a brief order, and his Houssas formed a half circle about the hut of the king — Tigilini watching the manoeuvre with some apprehension.




  “If,” he said graciously, “I have done anything which your lordship thinks I should not have done, or taken that which I should not have taken, I will undo and restore.”




  Sanders, hands on hips, regarded him dispassionately. “There is a body.” He pointed to the stained and huddled thing on the ground. “There, by the path, is a head. Now, you shall put the head to that body and restore life.”




  “That I cannot do,” said the king nervously, “for I am no ju-ju.”




  Sanders spoke two words in Arabic, and Tigilini was seized. They carried the king away, and no man ever saw his face again, and it is a legend that Tigilini, the king, is everlastingly chained to the hind leg of M’shimba M’shamba, the green devil of the Akasava. If the truth be told, Tigilini went no nearer to perdition than the convict prison at Sierra Leone, but the legend is not without its value as a deterrent to ambitious chiefs.




  Sanders superintended the evacuation of the Kiko, watched the crestfallen N’gombi retire to their own lands, and set up a new king without fuss or ceremony. And the smooth life of the Kiko people ran pleasantly as before.




  They tilled the ground and bred goats and caught fish. From the marsh forest, which was their backland, they gathered rubber and copal, and this they carried by canoe to the mouth of the river and sold.




  So they came to be rich, and even the common people could afford three wives.




  Sanders was very wise in the psychology of native wealth. He knew that people who grew rich in corn were dangerous, because corn is an irresponsible form of property, and had no ramifications to hold in check the warlike spirit of its possessors.




  He knew, too, that wealth in goats, in cloth, in brass rods, and in land was a factor for peace, because possessions which cannot be eaten are ever a steadying influence in communal life.




  Sanders was a wise man. He was governed by certain hard and fast rules, and though he was well aware that failure in any respect to grapple with a situation would bring him a reprimand, either because he had not acted according to the strict letter of the law, or because he ‘had not used his discretion’ in going outside that same inflexible code, he took responsibility without fear.




  It was left to his discretion as to what part of the burden of taxation individual tribes should bear, and on behalf of his government he took his full share of the Kiko surplus, adjusting his demands according to the measure of the tribe’s prosperity.




  Three years after the enterprising incursion of the N’gombi, he came to the Kiko country on his half-yearly visit. In the palaver house of the city he listened to complaints, as was his custom. He sat from dawn till eight o’clock in the morning, and after the tenth complaint he turned to the chief of the Kiko, who sat at his side.




  “Chief,” he said, with that air of bland innocence which would have made men used to his ways shake in their tracks, “I observe that all men say one thing to me — that they are poor. Now this is not the truth.”




  “I am in your hands,” said the chief diplomatically; “also my people, and they will pay taxation though they starve.”




  Sanders saw things in a new light. “It seems,” he said, addressing the serried ranks of people who squatted about, “that there is discontent in your stomachs because I ask you for your taxes. We will have a palaver on this.”




  He sat down, and a grey old headman, a notorious litigant and a league-long speaker, rose up.




  “Lord,” he said dramatically, “justice!”




  “Kwai!” cried the people in chorus.




  The murmur, deep-chested and unanimous, made a low, rumbling sound like the roll of a drum.




  “Justice!” said the headman. “For you, Sandi, are very cruel and harsh. You take and take and give us nothing, and the people cry out in pain.”




  He paused, and Sanders nodded.




  “Go on,” he said.




  “Corn and fish, gum and rubber, we give you,” said the spokesman; “and when we ask whither goes this money, you point to the puc-a-puc and your soldiers, and behold we are mocked. For your puc-a-puc comes only to take our taxes, and your soldiers to force us to pay.”




  Again the applauding murmur rolled.




  “So we have had a palaver,” said the headman, “and this we have said among ourselves: ‘Let Sandi remit one-half our taxes; these we will bring in our canoes to the Village-by-the-Big-Water, for we are honest men, and let Sandi keep his soldiers and his puc-a-puc [steamer — E.W.] for the folk of the Isisi and the Akasava and the N’gombi, for these are turbulent and wicked people.’”




  “Kwai!”




  It was evidently a popular movement, and Sanders smiled behind his hand.




  “As for us,” said the headman, “we are peaceable folk, and live comfortably with all nations, and if any demand of us that we shall pay tribute, behold it will be better to give freely than to pay these taxes.”




  Sanders listened in silence, then he turned to the chief.




  “It shall be as you wish,” he said, “and I will remit one half of your taxation — the palaver is finished.”




  He went on board the Zaire that night and lay awake listening to the castanets of the dancing women — the Kiko made merry to celebrate the triumph of their diplomacy.




  Sanders left next day for the Isisi, having no doubt in his mind that the news of his concession had preceded him. So it proved, for at Lukalili no sooner had he taken his place in the speech-house than the chief opened the proceedings.




  “Lord Sandi,” he began, “we are poor men, and our people cry out against taxation. Now, lord, we have thought largely on this matter, and this say the people: ‘If your lordship would remit one-half our taxes we should be happy, for this puc-a-puc—’”




  Sanders waved him down.




  “Chiefs and people,” he said, “I am patient, because I love you. But talk to me more about taxation and about puc-a-pucs, and I will find a new chief for me, and you will wish that you had never been born.”




  After that Sanders had no further trouble.




  He came to the Ochori, and found Bosambo, wholly engrossed with his new baby, but ripe for action.




  “Bosambo,” said the Commissioner, after he had gingerly held the newcomer and bestowed his natal present, “I have a story to tell you.” He told his story, and Bosambo found it vastly entertaining.




  Five days later, when Sanders was on his way home, Bosambo with ten picked men for paddlers, came sweeping up the river, and beached at Kiko city. He was greeted effusively; a feast was prepared for him, the chief’s best hut was swept clean.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said the Kiko chief, when the meal was finished, “I shall have a sore heart this night when you are gone.”




  “I am a kind man,” said Bosambo, “so I will not go tonight, for the thought of your sorrow would keep sleep from my eyes.”




  “Lord,” said the chief hastily, “I am not used to sorrow, and, moreover, I shall sleep heavily, and it would be shameful if I kept you from your people, who sigh like hungry men for your return.”




  “That is true,” said Bosambo, “yet I will stay this night because my heart is full of pleasant thoughts for you.”




  “If you left tonight,” said the embarrassed chief, “I would give you a present of two goats.”




  “Goats,” said Bosambo, “I do not eat, being of a certain religious faith—”




  “Salt I will give you also,” said the chief.




  “I stay tonight,” said Bosambo emphatically; “tomorrow I will consider the matter.”




  The next morning Bosambo went to bathe in the river, and returned to see the chief of the Kiko squatting before the door of his hut, vastly glum.




  “Ho, Cetomati!” greeted Bosambo, “I have news which will gladden your heart.”




  A gleam of hope shone in the chief’s eye. “Does my brother go so soon?” he asked pointedly.




  “Chief,” said Bosambo acidly, “if that be good news to you, I go. And woe to you and your people, for I am a proud man, and my people are also proud. Likewise, they are notoriously vengeful.”




  The Kiko king rose in agitation. “Lord,” he said humbly, “my words are twisted, for, behold, all this night I have spent mourning in fear of losing your lordship. Now, tell me your good news that I may rejoice with you.”




  But Bosambo was frowning terribly, and was not appeased for some time.




  “This is my news, O king!” he said. “Whilst I bathed I beheld, far away, certain Ochori canoes, and I think they bring my councillors. If this be so, I may stay with you for a long time — rejoice!”




  The Kiko chief groaned. He groaned more when the canoes arrived bringing reinforcements to Bosambo — ten lusty fighting men, terribly tall and muscular. He groaned undisguisedly when the morrow brought another ten, and the evening some twenty more.




  There are sayings on the river which are uncomplimentary to the appetites of the Ochori.




  Thus: “Men eat to live fat, but the Ochori live to eat.”




  And: “One field of corn will feed a village for a year, ten goats for a month, and an Ochori for a day.”




  Certainly Bosambo’s followers were excellent trenchermen. They ate and they ate and they ate; from dawn till star time they alternated between the preparation of meals and their disposal.




  The simple folk of the Kiko stood in a wondering circle about them and watched in amazement as their good food vanished. “I see we shall starve when the rains come,” said the chief in despair.




  He sent an urgent canoe to Sanders, but Sanders was without sympathy. “Go to your master,” he said to the envoy, “telling him that all these things are his palaver. If he does not desire the guests of his house, let him turn them away, for the land is his, and he is chief.”




  Gold comfort for Cetomati this, for the Ochori sat in the best huts, eating the best foods, finding the best places at the dance-fires.




  The king called a secret palaver of his headmen. “These miserable Ochori thieves ruin us,” he said. “Are we men or dogs? Now, I tell you, my people and councillors, that tomorrow I send Bosambo and his robbers away, though I die for it!”




  “Kwai!” said the councillors in unison.




  “Lord,” said one, “in the times of calacala the Kiko folk were very fierce and bloody; perchance if we rouse the people with our eloquence they are still fierce and bloody.”




  The king looked dubious. “I do not think,” he said, “that the Kiko people are as fierce and bloody as at one time, for we have had many fat years. What I know, O friend, is that the Ochori are very fierce indeed, and Bosambo has killed many men.”




  He screwed up his courage through the night, and in the morning put it to the test. Bosambo, in his most lordly way, had ordered a big hunting, and he and his men were assembling in the village street when the king and his councillors approached.




  “Lord,” said the king mildly, “I have that within me which I must tell.”




  “Say on,” said Bosambo.




  “Now, I love you, Bosambo,” said the chief, “and the thought that I must speed you on your way with presents — is very sad to me.”




  “More sad to me,” said Bosambo ominously.




  “Yet, lord,” said the desperate chief, “I must, for my people are very fierce with me that I keep you so long within our borders. Likewise, there is much sickness, and I fear lest you and your beautiful men also become sick, and die.”




  “Only one man in all the world, chief,” said Bosambo, speaking with deliberation, “has ever put such shame upon me — and, king, that man — where is he?”




  The king of the Kiko did not say, because he did not know. He could guess—oh, very well he could guess! — and Bosambo’s next words justified his guesswork.




  “He is dead,” said Bosambo solemnly. “I will not say how he died, lest you think I am a boastful one, or whose hand struck him down, for fear you think vainly — nor as to the manner of his dying, for that would give you sorrow!”




  “Bosambo,” said the agitated chief of the Kiko, “these are evil words—”




  “I say no evil words,” said Bosambo, “for I am, as you know, the brotherin-law of Sandi, and it would give him great grief. I say nothing, O little king!”




  With a lofty wave of his hand he strode away, and, gathering his men together, he marched them, to the beach.




  It was in vain that the chief of the Kiko had stored food in enormous quantities and presents in each canoe, that bags of salt were evenly distributed amongst the paddlers.




  Bosambo, it is true, did not throw them back upon the shore, but he openly and visibly scorned them. The king, standing first on one foot and then on the other, in his anxiety and embarrassment, strove to give the parting something of a genial character, but Bosambo was silent, forbidding, and immensely gloomy.




  “Lord,” said the chief, “when shall my heart again be gladdened at the sight of your pretty face?”




  “Who knows?” said Bosambo mysteriously. “Who can tell when I come, or my friends! For many men love me — Isisi, N’gombi, Akasava, Bongindi, and the Bush people.”




  He stepped daintily into his canoe.




  “I tell you,” he said, wagging a solemn forefinger, “that whatever comes to you, it is no palaver of mine; whoever steals quietly upon you in the night, it will not be Bosambo — I call all men to witness this saying.”




  And with this he went.




  There was a palaver that night, where all men spoke at once, and the Kiko king did no more than bite his nails nervously. It was certain that attack would come. “Let us meet them boldly,” said the one who had beforetime rendered such advice. “For in times of calacala the Kiko folk were fierce and bloody people.”




  Whatever they might have been once, there was no spirit of adventure abroad then, and many voices united to call the genius who had suggested defiance a fool and worse.




  All night long the Kiko stood a nation in arms. Once the hooting of a bird sent them scampering to their huts with howls of fear; once a wandering buffalo came upon a quaking picket and scattered it. Night after night the fearful Kiko kept guard, sleeping as they could by day.




  They saw no enemy; the suspense was worse than the vision of armed warriors. A messenger went to Sanders about the fears and apprehensions of the people, but Sanders was callous.




  “If any people attack you, I will come with my soldiers, and for every man of you who dies, I will kill one of your enemies.”




  “Lord,” said the messenger, none other than the king’s son, “if we are dead, we care little who lives or dies. Now, I ask you, master, to send your soldiers with me, for our people are tired and timid.”




  “Be content,” said Sanders, “that I have remitted your taxation — the palaver is finished.”




  The messenger returned to his dismal nation — Sanders at the time was never more than a day’s journey from the Kiko — and a sick and weary people sat down in despair to await the realisation of their fears.




  They might have waited throughout all eternity, for Bosambo was back in his own city, and had almost forgotten them, and Isisi and the Akasava, regarding them for some reason as Sanders’s urglebes, would have no more thought of attacking them than they would have considered the possibility of attacking Sanders; and as for the N’gombi they had had their lesson.




  Thus matters stood when the Lulungo people, who live three days beyond the Akasava, came down the river looking for loot and trouble. The Lulungo people are an unlovable race; “a crabbed, bitter, and a beastly people,” Sanders once described them in his wrath. For two years the Lulungo folk had lain quiet, then, like foraging and hungry dogs, they took the river trail — six canoes daubed with mud and rushes. They found hospitality of a kind in the fishing villages, for the peaceable souls who lived therein fled at the first news of the visitation.




  They came past the Ochori warily keeping to midstream. Time was when the Ochori would have supplied them with all their requirements, but nowadays these men of Bosambo’s snapped viciously. “None the less,” said Gomora, titular chief of the Lulungo, to his headmen, “since we be so strong the Ochori will not oppose us — let two canoes paddle to land.”




  The long boats were detached from the fleet and headed for the beach. A shower of arrows fell short of them, and they turned back.




  The Isisi country they passed, the Akasava they gave the widest of berths to, for the Lulungo folk are rather cruel than brave, better assassins than fighting men, more willing to kill coldly than in hot blood.




  They went lurching down the river, seizing such loot as the unprotected villages gave them. It was a profitless expedition.




  “Now we will go to Kiko,” said Gomora; “for these people are very rich, and, moreover, they are fearful. Speak to my people, and say that there shall be no killing, for that devil Sandi hates us, and he will incite the tribes against us, as he did in the days of my father.”




  They waited till night had fallen, and then, under the shadow of the river bank, they moved silently upon their prey.




  “We will frighten them,” confided Gomora; “and they will give us what we ask; then we will make them swear by Iwa that they will not speak to Sandi — it will be simple.” The Lulungo knew the Kiko folk too well, and they landed at a convenient place, making their way through the strip of forest without the display of caution which such a manoeuvre would have necessitated had it been employed against a more warlike nation.




  *




  Sanders, hurrying down stream, his guns swung out and shotted for action, his armed Houssas sitting in the bow of the steamer, met two canoes, unmistakably Lulungo.




  He circled and captured them. In one was Gomora, a little weak from loss of blood, but more bewildered.




  “Lord,” he said bitterly, “all this world is changed since you have come; once the Ochori were meat for me and my people, being very timorous. Then by certain magic they became fierce fighters. And now, lord, the Kiko folk, who, up and down the river, are known for their gentleness, have become like devils.”




  Sanders waited, and the chief went on:




  “Last night we came to the Kiko, desiring to rest with them, and in the dark of the forest they fell upon us, with great screaming; and, behold! of ten canoes these men are all I have left, for the Kiko were waiting for our coming.”




  He looked earnestly at Sanders.




  “Tell me, lord,” he said, “what magic do white men use to make warriors from cowards?”




  “That is not for your knowing,” said Sanders diplomatically; “yet you should put this amongst the sayings of your people, ‘Every rat fights in his hole, and fear is more fierce than hate.’”




  He went on to Kiko city, arriving in rime to check an expedition, for the Kiko, filled with arrogance at their own powers, were assembling an army to attack the Ochori.




  “Often have I told,” said the chief, trembling with pride, “that the Kiko were terrible and bloody — now, lord, behold! In the night we slew our oppressors, for the spirit of our fathers returned to us, and our enemies could not check us.”




  “Excellent!” said Sanders in the vernacular. “Now I see an end to all taxation palaver, for, truly, you do not desire my soldiers nor the puc-a-puc. Yet, lest the Lulungo folk return — for they are as many as the sands of the river — I will send fighting men to help you.”




  “Lord, you are as our father and mother,” said the gratified chief.




  “Therefore I will prevail upon Bosambo, whose heart is now sore against you, to come with his fighting tribes to sit awhile at your city.”




  The chief’s face worked convulsively: he was as one swallowing a noxious draught. “Lord,” he said, speaking under stress of emotion, “we are a poor people, yet we may pay your lordship full taxes, for in the end I think it would be cheaper than Bosambo and his hungry devils.”




  “So I think!” said Sanders.




  III. The Rise of the Emperor
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  Tobolaka, the king of the Isisi, was appointed for his virtues, being a Christian and a Bachelor of Arts.




  For a time he ruled his country wisely and might have died full of honour, but his enthusiasm got the better of him.




  For Tobolaka had been taken to America when a boy by an enthusiastic Baptist, had been educated at a college and had lectured in America and England. He wrote passable Latin verse, so I am told; was a fluent exponent of the Free Silver Policy of Mr. Bryan, and wore patent leather shoes with broad silk laces.




  In London he attracted the attention of a callow Undersecretary of State for the Colonies, and this UnderSecretary was a nephew of the Prime Minister, cousin of the Minister of War, and son-in-law of the Lord Chancellor, so he had a pull which most UnderSecretaries do not ordinarily possess.




  “Mr. Tobolaka,” said the UnderSecretary, “what are your plans?”




  Mr. Tobolaka was a little restrained.




  “I feel, Mr. Cardow,” he said, “that my duties lie in my land — no, I do not mean that I have any call to missionary work, but rather to administration. I am, as you know of the Isisi people — we are a pure Bantu stock, as far as legend supports that contention — and I have often thought, remembering that the Isisi are the dominant race, that there are exceptional opportunities for an agglomeration of interests; in fact—”




  “A splendid idea — a great idea!” said the enthusiastic UnderSecretary. Now it happened that this young Mr. Cardow had sought for years for some scheme which he might further to his advantage. He greatly desired, after the fashion of all budding Parliamentarians, to be associated with a movement which would bring kudos and advertisement in its train, and which would earn for him the approval or the condemnation of the Press, according to the shade of opinion which the particular newspapers represented.




  So in the silence of his room in Whitehall Court, he evolved a grand plan which he submitted to his chief. That great man promised to read it on a given day, and was dismayed when he found himself confronted with forty folios of typewritten matter at the very moment when he was hurrying to catch the 10.35 to the Cotswold Golf Links.




  “I will read it in the train,” he said.




  He crammed the manuscript into his bag and forgot all about it; on his return to town he discovered that by some mischance he had left the great scheme behind.




  Nevertheless, being a politician and resourceful, he wrote to his subordinate.




  “DEAR CARDOW, — I have read your valuable document with more than ordinary interest. I think it is an excellent idea,” — he knew it was an idea because Cardow had told him so— “but I see many difficulties. Mail me another copy. I should like to send it to a friend of mine who would give roe an expert opinion.”




  It was a wily letter, but indiscreet, for on the strength of that letter the UnderSecretary enlisted the sympathies and practical help of his chief’s colleagues.




  “Here we have a native and an educated native,” he said impressively, “who is patriotic, intelligent, resourceful. It is a unique opportunity — a splendid opportunity. Let him go back to his country and get the threads together.”




  The conversation occurred in the Prime Minister’s room, and there were present three Ministers of the Crown, including a Home Secretary, who was frankly bored, because he had a scheme of his own, and would much rather have discussed his Artisans’ Tenement (19 — ) Bill.




  “Isn’t there a Commissioner Sanders in that part of the world?” he asked languidly. “I seem to remember some such name. And isn’t there likely to be trouble with the minor chiefs if you set up a sort of Central African Emperor?”




  “That can be overcome,” said the sanguine Cardow. “As for Sanders, I expect him to help. A dynasty established on the Isisi River might end all the troubles we have had there.”




  “It might end other things,” said the impatient Home Secretary. “Now about this Tenement Bill. I think we ought to accept Cronk’s amendment — er—”




  A few weeks later Mr. Tobolaka was summoned to Whitehall Court.




  “I think, Mr. Tobolaka,” said Cardow complacently, “I have arranged for a trial of our plan. The Government has agreed — after a tough fight with the permanent officials, I admit — to establish you on the Isisi as King and Overlord of the Isisi, Ochori, N’gombi, and Akasava. They will vote you a yearly allowance, and will build a house in Isisi city for you. You will find Mr. Sanders — er — difficult, but you must have a great deal of patience.”




  “Sir,” said Mr. Tobolaka, speaking under stress of profound emotion, “I’m e-eternally obliged. You’ve been real good to me, and I guess I’ll make good.”




  Between the date of Tobolaka’s sailing and his arrival Sanders ordered a palaver of all chiefs, and they came to meet him in the city of the Isisi.




  “Chiefs and headmen,” said Sanders, “you know that many moons ago the Isisi people rose in an evil moment and made sacrifice contrary to the law. So I came with my soldiers and took away the king to the Village of Irons, where he now sits. Because the Isisi are foolish people my Government sets up a new king, who is Tobolaka, son of Yoka’n’kkema, son of Ichulomo, the son of Tibilino.”




  “Lord,” gasped an Isisi headman, “this Tobolaka I remember. The God-folk took him away to their own land, where he learnt to be white.”




  “Yet I promise you that he is black,” said Sanders dryly, “and will be blacker. Also, chiefs of the Ochori, N’gombi, and Akasava, this new king will rule you, being paramount king of these parts, and you shall bring him presents and tribute according to custom.”




  There was an ominous silence. Then O’kara, the chief of the Akasava, an old and arrogant man spoke:




  “Lord,” he said, “many things have I learnt, such as mysteries and devil magic, yet I have not learnt in my life that the Akasava pay tribute to the Isisi, for, lord, in the year of the Floods, the Akasava fought with the Isisi and made them run; also, in the year of the Elephants, we defeated the Isisi on land and water, and would have sat down in their city if your lordship had not come with guns and soldiers and tempted us to go home.” The Akasava headmen murmured their approval.




  “Alas,” said the chief of the N’gombi, “we people of the N’gombi are fierce men, and often have we made the Isisi tremble by our mighty shouts. Now I should be ashamed to bring tribute to Tobolaka.”




  The palaver waited for Bosambo of the Ochori to speak, but he was silent, for he had not grasped the bias of the Commissioner’s mind. Other men spoke at length, taking their cue from their chiefs, but the men of the Ochori said nothing. “For how was I to speak?” said Bosambo, after the palaver. “No man knows how your lordship thinks.”




  “You have ears,” said Sanders, a little irritated.




  “They are large,” admitted Bosambo, “so large that they hear your beautiful voice, but not so long that they hear your lordship’s loving thoughts.”




  Sanders’s thoughts were by no means loving, and they diminished in beauty day by day as the ship which carried Tobolaka to his empire drew nearer.




  Sanders did not go down to the beach to meet him; he awaited his coming on the verandah of the residency, and when Tobolaka arrived, clad from head to foot in spotless white, with a helmet of exact colonial pattern on his head, Sanders swore fluently at all interfering and experimenting Governments.




  “Mr. Sanders, I presume?” said Tobolaka in English, and extended his hand.




  “Chief,” said Sanders in the Isisi tongue, “you know that I am Sandi, so do not talk like a monkey; speak rather in the language of your people, and I will understand you better — also you will understand me.”




  It so happened that Tobolaka had prepared a dignified little speech, in the course of which he intended congratulating Sanders on the prosperity of the country, assuring him of wholehearted cooperation, and winding up with an expression of his wishes that harmonious relations should exist between himself and the State.




  It was founded on a similar speech delivered by King Peter of Servia on his assuming the crown. But, unfortunately, it was in English, and the nearest Isisi equivalent for congratulation is an idiomatic phrase which literally means, “High-man-look-kindly-on-dog-slave-who-lies-at-feet.” And this, thought Tobolaka, would never do at all, for he had come to put the Commissioner in his place.




  Sanders condescended to talk English later when Tobolaka was discussing Cabinet Ministers.




  “I shall — at the Premier’s request — endeavour to establish district councils,” he said. “I think it is possible to bring the native to a realisation of his responsibility. As Cicero said—”




  “Do not bother about Cicero,” said Sanders coldly. “It is not what Cicero said, but what Bosambo will say: there are philosophers on this river who could lose the ancients.”




  Tobolaka, in a canoe sent for him by the Isisi folk, went to his new home. He hinted broadly that a state entrance in the Zaire would be more in keeping with the occasion.




  “And a ten-gun salute, I suppose!” snarled Sanders in Isisi. “Get to your land, chief, before I lose my patience, for I am in no mood to palaver with you.”




  Tobolaka stopped long enough at headquarters to write privately to the admirable Mr. Cardow, complaining that he had received ‘scant courtesy’ at the hands of the Commissioner. He had shown ‘deplorable antagonism.’ The letter concluded with respectful wishes regarding Mr. Cardow’s health, and there was a postscript, significant and ominous to the effect that the writer hoped to cement the good feeling which already existed between Great Britain and the United States of America by means which he did not disclose.




  The excellent Mr. Cardow was frankly puzzled by the cryptic postscript, but was too much occupied with a successful vote of censure on the Government which had turned him into the cold shades of Opposition to trouble to reply.




  Tobolaka came to his city and was accorded a rapturous welcome by a people who were prepared at any given hour of the day or night to jubilate over anything which meant dances and feasts.




  He sat in the palaver house in his white duck suit and his white helmet, with a cavalry sword (this Sanders had not seen) between his knees, his white-gloved hands resting on the hilt.




  And he spoke to the people in Isisi, which they understood, and in English, which they did not understand, but thought wonderful. He also recited as much of the “Iliad” as he could remember, and then, triumphant and a little hoarse, he was led to the big hut of chieftainship, and was waited upon by young girls who danced for his amusement.




  Sanders heard of these things and more. He learnt that the Isisi were to be ruled in European fashion. To Tobolaka came Gala, a sycophantic old headman from the village of Toroli, with soft and oily words. Him the king promoted to be Minister of Justice, though he was a notorious thief, Mijilini, the fisher chief, Tobolaka made his Minister of War; he had a Home Secretary, a Minister of Agriculture, and a Fishery Commissioner,




  Sanders, steaming upriver, was met by the canoe of Limibolo, the Akasava man, and his canoe was decorated with clothes and spears as for a wedding. “Lord,” said the dignified Limibolo, “I go to my village to hold a palaver, for my lord the king has called me by a certain name which I do not understand, but it has to do with the hanging of evil men, and, by Iwa! I know two men in my village who owe me salt, and they shall hang at once, by Death!”




  “Then will I come and you shall hang also!”, said Sanders cheerlessly. “Be sure of that.”




  It transpired that the lighthearted Limibolo had been created sheriff.




  Tobolaka was on the point of raising an army for his dignity, when Sanders came upon the scene.




  He arrived without warning, and Tobolaka had no opportunity for receiving him in the state which the king felt was due equally to himself and to the representative of Government. But he had ample time to come to the beach to greet the Commissioner according to custom. Instead, he remained before his hut and sent his minister in attendance, the ignoble Cala.




  “O Cala!” said Sanders as he stepped ashore across the Zaire’s narrow gangway, “what are you in this land?”




  “Lord,” said Cala, “I am a great catcher of thieves by order of our lord; also, I check evil in every place.”




  “O Ko!” said Sanders offensively, “now since you are the biggest thief of all, I think you had best catch yourself before I catch you.”




  He walked through Isisi city. The king had been busy. Rough boards had been erected at every street corner. There was a “Downing Street,” a “Fifth Avenue,” a “Sacramento Street,” a “Piccadilly,” and a “Broadway.”




  “These,” explained Cala, “are certain devil marks which my king has put up to warn witches and spirits, and they have much virtue, for, lord, my son, who was troubled with pains in his stomach, was there” — he indicated “Broadway”— “and the pain left him.”




  “It would,” said Sanders.




  Tobolaka rose from his throne and offered his hand.




  “I am sorry, Mr. Sanders,” he began, “you did not give us notice of your coming.”




  “When I come again, Tobolaka,” said Sanders, staring with his passionate grey eyes at the white clad figure, “you shall come to the beach to meet me, for that is the custom.”




  “But not the law,” smiled the king.




  “My custom is the law,” said Sanders. He dropped his voice till it was so soft as to be little above a whisper.




  “Tobolaka,” he said, “I hanged your father and, I believe, his father. Now I tell you this — that you shall play this king game just so long as it amuses your people, but you play it without soldiers. And if you gather an army for whatever purpose, I shall come and burn your city and send you the way of your ancestors, for there is but one king in this land, and I am his chief minister.”




  The face of the king twitched and his eyes fell.




  “Lord,” he said, using the conventional “Iwa” of his people, “I meant no harm. I desired only to do honour to my wife.”




  “You shall honour her best,” said Sanders, “by honouring me.”




  “Cicero says—” began Tobolaka in English.




  “Damn Cicero!” snapped Sanders in the same language.




  He stayed the day, and Tobolaka did his best to make reparation for his discourtesy. Towards evening Sanders found himself listening to complaints. Tobolaka had his troubles,




  “I called a palaver of all chiefs,” he explained, “desiring to inaugurate a system analogous to county councils. Therefore I sent to the Akasava, the N’gombi, and the Ochori, their chiefs. Now, sir,” said the injured Tobolaka, relapsing into English, “none of these discourteous fellows—”




  “Speak in the language of the land, Tobolaka,” said Sanders wearily.




  “Lord, no man came,” said the king; “nor have they sent tribute. And I desired to bring them to my marriage feast that my wife should be impressed; and, since I am to be married in the Christian style, it would be well that these little chiefs should see with their eyes the practice of God-men.”




  “Yet I cannot force these chiefs to your palaver, Tobolaka,” said Sanders.




  “Also, lord,” continued the chief, “one of these men is a Mohammedan and an evil talker, and when I sent to him to do homage to me he replied with terrible words, such as I would not say again.”




  “You must humour your chiefs, king,” said Sanders, and gave the discomfited monarch no warmer cheer.




  Sanders left next day for headquarters, and in his hurry forgot to inquire further into the forthcoming wedding feast,




  “And the sooner he marries the better,” he said to the Houssa captain. “Nothing tires me quite so much as a Europeanised — Americanised native. It is as indecent a spectacle as a niggerised white man.”




  “He’ll settle down; there’s no stake in a country like a wife,” said the Houssa. “I shouldn’t wonder if he doesn’t forget old man Cicero. Which chief’s daughter is to be honoured?”




  Sanders shook his head.




  “I don’t know, and I’m not interested. He might make a good chief — I’m prejudiced against him, I admit. As likely as not he’ll chuck his job after a year if they don’t ‘chop’ him — they’re uncertain devils, these Akasavas. Civilisation has a big call for him; he’s always getting letters from England and America.”




  The Houssa captain bit off the end of a cigar. “I hope he doesn’t try Cicero on Bosambo,” he said, significantly.




  The next day brought the mail — an event. Usually Sanders was down on the beach to meet the surf-boat that carries the post, but on this occasion he was interviewing two spies who had arrived with urgent news. Therefore he did not see the passenger whom the Castle Queen landed till she stood on the stoep before the open door of the residency.




  Sanders, glancing up as a shadow fell across the wooden stoep, rose and temporarily dismissed the two men with a gesture. Then he walked slowly to meet the girl. She was small and pretty in a way, rather flushed by the exertion of walking from the beach to the house. Her features were regular, her mouth was small, her chin a little weak. She seemed ill at ease.




  “How do you do?” said Sanders, bewildered by the unexpectedness of the vision. He drew a chair for her, and she sank into it with a grateful little smile, which she instantly checked, as though she had set herself an unpleasant task and was not to be conciliated or turned aside by any act of courtesy on his part.




  “And exactly what brings you to this unlikely place?” he asked.




  “I’m Millie Tavish” she said. “I suppose you’ve heard about me?”




  She spoke with a curious accent. When she told him her name he recognised it as Scottish, on which American was imposed.




  “I haven’t heard about you,” he said. “I presume you are going up-country to a missionary station. I’m sorry — I do not like lady missionaries in the country.”




  She laughed a shrill, not unmusical laugh. “Oh, I guess I’m not a missionary,” she said complacently. “I’m the queen.”




  Sanders looked at her anxiously. To women in his country he had conscientious objections; mad women he barred.




  “I’m the queen,” she repeated, evidently pleased with the sensation she had created. “My! I never thought I should be a queen. My grandfather used to be a gardener of Queen Victoria’s before he came to N’York—”




  “But—” said the staggered Commissioner.




  “It was like this,” she rattled on. “When Toby was in Philadelphia at the theological seminary I was a help at Miss Van Houten’s — that’s the boarding house — an’ Toby paid a lot of attention to me. I thought he was joshin’ when he told me he was going to be a king, but he’s made good all right. And I’ve written to him every week, and he’s sent me the money to come along—”




  “Toby?” said Sanders slowly. “Who is Toby?”




  “Mr. Tobolaka — King Tobolaka,” she said.




  A look of horror, which he did not attempt to disguise, swept over the face of the Commissioner. “You’ve come out to marry him — a black man?” he gasped.




  The girl flushed a deep red. “That’s my business,” she said stiffly. “I’m not asking advice from you. Say, I’ve heard about you — your name is mud along this old coast, but I’m not afraid of you. I’ve got a permit to go up the Isisi, and I’m going.”




  She was on her feet, her arms akimbo, her eyes blazing with anger, for, womanlike, she felt the man’s unspoken antagonism.




  “My name may be mud,” said Sanders quietly, “and what people say about me doesn’t disturb my sleep. What they would say about me if I’d allowed you to go up-country and marry a black man would give me bad nights. Miss Tavish, the mail-boat leaves in an hour for Sierra Leone. There you will find a steamer to take you to England. I will arrange for your passage and see that you are met at Southampton and your passage provided for New York.”




  “I’ll not go,” she stormed; “you don’t put that kind of bluff on me. I’m an American citizeness and no dud British official is going to boss me — so there!”




  Sanders smiled. He was prepared to precipitate matters now, to violate treaties, to create crises, but he was not prepared to permit what he regarded as an outrage. In turn she bullied and pleaded; she even wept, and Sanders’s hair stood on end from sheer fright.




  To make the situation more difficult, a luxurious Isisi canoe with twenty paddlers had arrived to carry her to the city, and the headman in charge had brought a letter from her future lord welcoming her in copperplate English. This letter Sanders allowed the man to deliver. In the end, after a hasty arrangement, concluded by letter with the captain of the boat, he escorted Millie Tavish to the beach.




  She called down on his head all the unhappiness her vocabulary could verbalise; she threw with charming impartiality the battle of Bannockburn and Bunker’s Hill at his stolid British head. She invoked the shades of Washington and William Wallace.




  “You shall hear of this,” she said as she stepped into the surf-boat. “I’m going to tell the story to every paper.”




  “Thank you!” said Sanders, his helmet in his hand. “I feel I deserve it.”




  He watched the boat making a slow progress to the ship and returned to his bungalow.
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  “My poor soul!” said the Houssa captain. He looked down into the long-seated chair where Sanders sprawled limply. “And is the owdacious female gone?” asked the soldier.




  “She’s gone,” said Sanders.




  The Houssa clapped his hands, not in applause but to summon his orderly.




  “Ahmet,” he said gravely, speaking in Arabic, “mix for the lord Sandi the juice of lemons with certain cunning ingredients such as you know well; let it be as cool as the hand of Azrael, as sweet as the waters of Nir, and as refreshing as the kisses of houris — go with God.”




  “I wish you wouldn’t fool,” said Sanders, irritated.




  “This is a crisis of our affairs,” said Hamilton the Houssa. “You need a tonic. As for myself, if this had happened to me, I should have been in bed with a temperature. Was she very angry?”




  Sanders nodded.




  “She called, me a British loafer and a Jew in the same breath. She flung in my face every British aristocrat who had ever married an American heiress; she talked like the New York correspondent of an Irish paper for five minutes. She threatened me with the whole diplomatic armoury of America and the entire strength of Scottish opinion; if she could have made up her mind whether she was Scot or just Philadelphia I could have answered her, but when she goaded me into a retort about American institutions she opened her kailyard batteries and silenced me.”




  The Houssa walked up and down the long bungalow.




  “It was impossible, of course,” he said seriously, “absolutely impossible. She’ll land at Sierra Leone and interview Tullerton — he’s the U.S. Consul. I think she’ll be surprised when she hears Tullerton’s point of view.”




  Sanders stayed to tiffin, and the discussion of Millie Tavish continued intermittently throughout the meal.




  “If I hadn’t given Yoka permission to overhaul the engines of the Zaire,” said Sanders, “I’d start right away for the Isisi and interview Tobolaka. But by this time he’ll have her cylinders open. By the way, I’ve remembered something,” he said, suddenly.




  He clapped his hands, and Hamilton’s orderly came.




  “Ahmet,” said Sanders, “go quickly to Sergeant Abiboo and tell him to give food to the Isisi boatmen who came this morning. Also that he shall tell them to stay with us, for I have a ‘book’ to write to the king.”




  “On my life,” said Ahmet conventionally, and went out.




  “I will say what I have to say by letter,” said the Commissioner, when the man had gone at a jogtrot across the compound; “and, since he has a swift canoe, he will receive evidence of my displeasure earlier than it would otherwise reach him.”




  Ahmet came back in five minutes, and with him Abiboo.




  “Lord,” said the latter, “I could not do as you wish, for the Isisi have gone.”




  “Gone!”




  “Lord, that is so, for when the lady came back from the ship she went straight away to the canoe and—”




  Sanders was on his feet, his face white.




  “When the lady came back from the ship,” he repeated slowly; “Did she come back?”




  “Master, an hour since, I did not see her, for she came by the short way from the beach, to the river-landing. But many saw her.”




  Sanders nodded. “Go to Yoka and let him have steam against my coming,”




  The sergeant’s face was blank. “Lord, Yoka has done many things,” he said, “such as removing the shh-shh of the engine” — Sanders groaned— “yet will I go to him and speak with him for steam.”




  “If he’s got the cylinder dismantled,” said Sanders in despair, “it will be hours before the Zaire is ready, and I haven’t a canoe that can overtake them.”




  A Houssa came to the door.




  “A telegram for you,” said Hamilton, taking the envelope from the man. Sanders tore it open and read. It was from London:




  “Washington wires: ‘We learn American girl gone to Isisi, West Africa, to marry native king. Government request you advise authorities turn her back at all costs; we indemnify you: against any act of arrest to prevent her carrying plan into execution. Use your discretion and act. Have advised all magistrates. Girl’s name Tavish. — Colonial Office.’”




  He had finished reading when Abiboo returned. “Tomorrow, two hours before the sun, there will be steam, master,” so said Yoka.”




  “It can’t be helped,” said Sanders; “we’ll have to try another way.”




  By swift canoe the Isisi is three days’ journey from headquarters. From the Isisi to Ochori city is one day. Tobolaka had time to make a last effort to secure magnificence for his wedding feast. He sent for his councillor, Cala, that he might carry to Bosambo fine words and presents.




  “If he refuses to come for my honour,” said Tobolaka, “you shall say to him that I am a man who does not forgive, and that one day I will come to him with an army and there will be war.”




  “Lord king,” said the old man, “you are like an elephant, and the world shakes under your feet.”




  “That is so,” said the king; “also I would have you know that this new wife of mine is white and a great person in her own country.”




  “Have no fear, lord,” said Cala sagely; “I will lie to him.”




  “If you tell me I lie, I will beat you to death, old monkey,” said the wrathful Tobolaka. “This is true that I tell you.”




  The old man was dazed.




  “A white woman,” he said, incredulously. “Lord, that is shame.” Tobolaka gasped. For here was a sycophant of sycophants surprised to an expression of opinion opposed to his master’s. “Lord,” stammered Cala, throwing a lifetime’s discretion to the winds, “Sandi would not have this — nor we, your people. If you be black and she be white, what of the children of your lordship? By Death! they would be neither black nor white, but people apart!”




  Tobolaka’s fine philosophy went by the board. He was speechless with rage. He, a Bachelor of Arts, the favoured of Ministers, the Latinist, the wearer of white man’s clothing, to be openly criticised by a barbarian, a savage, a wearer of no clothes, and, moreover, a worshipper of devils.




  At a word, Cala was seized and flogged. He was flogged with strips of raw hide, and, being an old man, he died. Tobolaka, who had never seen a man die of violence, found an extraordinary pleasure in the sight. There stirred within his heart sharp exultation, fierce joys which he had never experienced before. Dormant weeds of unreasoning hate and cruelty germinated in a second to life. He found himself loosening the collar of his white drill jacket as the bleeding figure pegged to the ground writhed and moaned.




  Then, obeying some inner command, he stripped first the coat and then the silk vest beneath from his body. He tugged and tore at them, and threw them, a ragged little bundle, into the hut behind him. Thus he stood, bareheaded, naked to the waist.




  His headmen were eyeing him fearfully. Tobolaka felt his heart leap with the happiness of a newfound power. Never before had they looked at him thus. He beckoned a man to him.




  “Go you,” he said haughtily, “to Bosambo of the Ochori and bid him, on his life, come to me. Take him presents, but give them proudly.”




  “I am your dog,” said the man, and knelt at his feet.




  Tobolaka kicked him away and went into the hut of his women to flog a girl of the Akasava, who, in the mastery of a moment, had mocked him that morning because of his white man’s ways.




  Bosambo was delivering judgment when the messenger of the king was announced.




  “Lord, there comes an Isisi canoe full of arrogance,” said the messenger.




  “Bring me the headman,” said Bosambo.




  They escorted the messenger, and Bosambo saw, by the magnificence of his garb, by the four red feathers which stood out of his hair at varying angles, that the matter was important.




  “I come from the king of all this land,” said the messenger; “from Tobolaka, the unquenchable drinker of rivers, the destroyer of the evil and the undutiful.”




  “Man,” said Bosambo, “you tire my ears.”




  “Thus says my king,” the messenger went on: “Let Bosambo come to me by sundown that he may do homage to me and to the woman I take to wife, for I am not to be thwarted, nor am I to be mocked. And those who thwart me and mock me I will come up against with fire and spear.”




  Bosambo was amused.




  “Look around, Kilimini,” he said, “and see my soldiers, and this city of the Ochori, and beyond by those little hills the fields where all things grow well; especially do you look well at those fields by the little hills.”




  “Lord, I see these,” said the messenger.




  “Go back to Tobolaka, the black man, and tell him you saw those fields which are more abundant than any fields in the world — and for a reason.”




  He smiled at the messenger, who was a little out of his depth.




  “This is the reason, Kilimini,” said Bosambo. “In those fields we buried many hundreds of the Isisi who came against my city in their folly — this was in the year of the Elephants. Tell your king this: that I have other fields to manure. The palaver is finished.”




  Then out of the sky in wide circles dropped a bird, all blue and white.




  Raising his eyes, Bosambo saw it narrowing the orbit of its flight till it dropped wearily upon a ledge that fronted a roughly-made dovecote behind Bosambo’s house.




  “Let this man have food,” said Bosambo, and hastened to examine the bird.




  It was drinking greedily from a little trough of baked clay. Bosambo disturbed his tiny servant only long enough to take from its red legs a paper that was twice the size, but of the same substance, as a cigarette-paper.




  He was no great Arabic scholar, but he read this readily, because Sanders wrote beautiful characters.




  “To the servant of God, Bosambo.




  “Peace be upon your home. Take canoe and go quickly downriver. Here is to be met the canoe of Tobolaka, the King of Isisi, and a white woman travels therein. You shall take the white woman, though she will not go with you; nevertheless you shall take her, and hold her for me and my king. Let none harm her, on your head. Sanders, of the River and the People, your friends, writes this. Obey in the name of God.”




  Bosambo came back to the king’s messenger. “Tell me, Kilimini,” he said, “what palaver is this that the king your master has?”




  “Lord, it is a marrying palaver,” said the man, “and he sends you presents.”




  “These I accept,” said Bosambo; “but tell me, who is this woman he marries?”




  The man hesitated. “Lord,” he said reluctantly, “they speak of a white woman whom my lord loved when he was learning white men’s ways.”




  “May he roast in hell!” said Bosambo, shocked to profanity. “But what manner of dog is your master that he does so shameful a thing? For between night and day is twilight, and twilight is the light of evil, being neither one thing nor the other; and between men there is this same. Black is black and white is white, and all that is between is foul and horrible; for if the moon mated with the sun we should have neither day nor night, but a day that was too dark for Work and a night that was too light for sleep.”




  Here there was a subject which touched the Monrovian deeply, pierced his armour of superficial cynicism, overset his pinnacle of self-interest.




  “I tell you, Kilimini,” he said, “I know white folk, having once been on ship to go to the edge of the world. Also, I have seen nations where white and black are mingled, and these people are without shame, with no pride, for the half of them that is proud is swallowed by the half of them that is shameful, and there is nothing of them but white man’s clothing and black man’s thoughts.”




  “Lord,” said Kilimini timidly, “this I know though I fear to say such things, for my king is lately very terrible. Now we Isisi have great sorrow because he is foolish.”




  Bosambo turned abruptly.




  “Go now, Kilimini,” he said. “Later I shall see you.” He waved the messenger out of his thoughts. Into his hut, through this to his inner hut, he went. His wife sat on the carpeted floor of Bosambo’s harem, her brown baby on her knees. “Heart of gold,” said Bosambo, “I go to a war palaver, obeying Sandi. All gods be with you and my fine son.”




  “And with you, Bosambo, husband and lord,” she said calmly; “for if this is Sandi’s palaver it is good.”




  He left her, and sent for his fighting headman, the One-eyed Tembidini, strong in loyalty. “I shall take one war canoe to the lower river,” said Bosambo. “See to this: fifty fighting men follow me, and you shall raise the country and bring me an army to the place where the Isisi River turns twice like a dying snake.”




  “Lord, this is war,” said his headman.




  “That we shall see,” said Bosambo.




  “Lord, it is against the Isisi?”




  “Against the king. As to the people, we shall know in good time.”




  *




  Miss Millie Tavish, seated luxuriously upon soft cushions under the thatched roof of a deckhouse, dreamt dreams of royalty and of an urbane negro who had raised his hat to her. She watched the sweating paddlers as they dug the water rhythmically singing a little song, and already she tasted the joys of dominion.




  She had the haziest notion of the new position she was to occupy. If she had been told that she would share her husband with half-a-dozen other women — and those interchangeable from time to time — she would have been horrified.




  Sanders had not explained that arrangement to her, partly because he was a man with a delicate mind, and partly because he thought he had solved the problem without such explanation.




  She smiled a triumphant little smile every time she thought of him and her method of outwitting him. It had been easier than she had anticipated.




  She had watched the Commissioner out of sight and had ordered the boat to return to shore, for standing an impassive witness to her embarkation had been the headman Tobolaka had sent. Moreover, in the letter of the king had been a few simple words of Isisi and the English equivalent.




  She thought of many things — of the busy city she had left, of the dreary boardinghouse, of the relations who had opposed her leaving, of the little legacy which had come to her just before she sailed, and which had caused her to hesitate, for with that she could have lived in fair comfort.




  But the glamour of a throne — even a Central African throne — was upon her — she — Miss Tavish — Millie Tavish — a hired help —




  And here was the actuality. A broad river, tree-fringed banks, high rushes at the water edge, the feather-headed palms of her dreams showing at intervals, and the royal paddlers with their plaintive song.




  She came to earth as the paddlers ceased, not together as at a word of command but one by one as they saw the obstruction.




  There were two canoes ahead, and the locked shields that were turned to the king’s canoe were bright with red n’gola — and red n’gola means war.




  The king’s headman reached for his spear halfheartedly. The girl’s heart beat faster.




  “Ho, Soka!” Bosambo, standing in the stern of the canoe, spoke: “Let no man touch his spear, or he dies!” said Bosambo.




  “Lord, this is the king’s canoe,” spluttered Soka, wiping his streaming brow, “and you do a shameful thing, for there is peace in the land.”




  “So men say,” said Bosambo evasively. He brought his craft round so that it lay alongside the other. “Lady,” he said in his best coast-English, “you lib for go with me one time; I be good feller; I be big chap — no hurt ‘um — no fight ‘um.”




  The girl was sick with terror. For all she knew, and for all she could gather, this man was a cruel and wicked monster. She shrank back and screamed.




  “I no hurt ‘um,” said Bosambo. “I be dam good chap; I be Christian, Marki, Luki, Johni; you savee dem fellers? I be same like.”




  She fainted, sinking in a heap to the bottom of the canoe. In an instant Bosambo’s arm was around her. He lifted her into his canoe as lightly as though she was a child. Then from the rushes came a third canoe with a full force of paddlers and, remarkable of a savage man’s delicacy, two women of the Ochori.




  She was in the canoe when she recovered consciousness, a woman bathing her forehead from the river. Bosambo, from another boat, watched the operation with interest.




  “Go now,” he said to the chief of the paddlers, “taking this woman to Sandi, and if ill comes to her, behold, I will take your wives and your children and burn them alive — go swiftly.” Swiftly enough they went, for the river was high, and at the river head the floods were out.




  “As for you,” said Bosambo to the king’s headman, “you may carry word to your master, saying thus have I done because it was my pleasure.”




  “Lord,” said the head of the paddlers, “we men have spoken together and fear for our lives; yet we will go to our king and tell him, and if he ill treats us we will come back to you.” Which arrangement Bosambo confirmed.




  King Tobolaka had made preparations worthy of Independence Day to greet his bride. He had improvised flags at the expense of his people’s scanty wardrobe. Strings of tattered garments crossed the streets, but beneath those same strings people stood in little groups, their arms folded, their faces lowering, and they said things behind their hands which Tobolaka did not hear.




  For he had outraged their most sacred tradition — outraged it in the face of all protest. A rent garment, fluttering in the wind — that was the sign of death and of graves. Wherever a little graveyard lies, there will be found the poor wisps of cloth napping sadly to keep away devils. This Tobolaka did not know or, if he did know, scorned. On another such occasion he had told his councillors that he had no respect for the ‘superstitions of the indigenous native’, and had quoted a wise saying of Cicero, which was to the effect that precedents and traditions were made only to be broken.




  Now he stood, ultra-magnificent, for a lokali sounding in the night had brought him news of his bride’s progress.




  It is true that there was a fly in the ointment of his self-esteem. His invitation, couched in the choicest American, to the missionaries had been rejected. Neither Baptist nor Church of England nor Jesuit would be party to what they, usually divergent in their views, were unanimous in regarding as a crime.




  But the fact did not weigh on Tobolaka. He was a resplendent figure in speckless white. Across his dress he wore the broad blue ribbon of an Order to which he was-in no sense entitled. In places of vantage, lookout men had been stationed, and Tobolaka waited with growing impatience for news of the canoe.




  He sprang up from his throne as one of the watchers came pelting up the street. “Lord,” said the man, gasping for breath, “two war canoes have passed.”




  “Fool!” said Tobolaka. “What do I care for war canoes?”




  “But, lord,” persisted the man, “they are of the Ochori and with them goes Bosambo, very terrible in his war dress; and the Ochori have reddened their shields.”




  “Which way did he come?” asked Tobolaka impressed in spite of himself.




  “Lord,” said the man, “they came from below to above.”




  “And what of my canoe?” asked Tobolaka.




  “That we have not seen,” replied the man.




  “Go and watch.”




  Tobolaka was not as perturbed as his councillors, for he had never looked upon reddened shields or their consequences. He waited for half an hour, and then the news came that the canoe was rounding the point, but no woman was there.




  Half mad with rage and chagrin, Tobolaka struck down the man who brought the intelligence. He was at the beach to meet the crestfallen headman, and heard, his story in silence.




  “Take this man,” said Tobolaka, “and all the men who were with him, and bind them with ropes. By Death! we will have a feast and a dance and some blood!”




  That night the war drums of the Isisi beat from one end of the land to the other, and canoes filled with armed men shot out of little creeks and paddled to the city. Tobolaka, naked save for his skin robe and his anklets of feathers, danced the dance of quick killing, and the paddlers of the royal canoe were publicly executed — with elaborate attention to detail.




  In the dark hours before the dawn the Isisi went out against the Ochori. At the first flash of daylight they landed, twelve thousand strong, in Ochori territory. Bosambo was strongly placed, and his chosen regiments fell on the Isisi right and crumpled it up. Then he turned sharply and struck into the Isisi main body. It was a desperate venture, but it succeeded. Raging like a veritable devil, Tobolaka sought to rally his personal guard, but the men of the Isisi city who formed it had no heart for the business. They broke back to the river.




  Whirling his longhanded axe (he had been a famous club swinger in the Philadelphia seminary) Tobolaka cut a way into the heart of the Ochori vanguard.




  “Ho, Bosambo!” he called, and his voice was thick with hate. “You have stolen my wife; first I will take your head, then I will kill Sandi, your master.”




  Bosambo’s answer was short, to the point, and in English: “Dam nigger!” he said.




  It needed but this. With a yelp like the howl of a wolf, Tobolaka, B.A., sprang at him, his axe swirling. But Bosambo moved as only a Krooman can move. There was the flash of a brown body, the thud of an impact, and Tobolaka was down with a steel grip at his throat and a knee like a battering-ram in his stomach.




  The Zaire came fussing up, her decks black with Houssas, the polished barrels of her guns swung out. Sanders interviewed King Tobolaka the First — and last.




  The latter would have carried the affair off with a high hand. “Fortune of war, Mr. Sanders,” he said airily. “I’m afraid you precipitated this conduct by your unwarrantable and provocative conduct. As Cicero says somewhere—”




  “Cut it out,” said Sanders. “I want you, primarily for the killing of Cala. You have behaved badly.”




  “I am a king and above criticism,” said Tobolaka philosophically.




  “I am sending you to the Coast for trial,” said Sanders promptly. “Afterwards, if you are lucky, you will probably be sent home — whither Miss Tavish has already gone.”




  V. The Killing of Olandi
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  Chief of Sanders’s spies in the wild country was Kambara, the N’gombi man, resolute, fearless, and very zealous for his lord. He lived in the deep of the N’gombi forest, in one of those unexpected towns perched upon a little hill with a meandering tributary to the great river, half ringing its base.




  His people knew him for a wise and silent chief, who dispensed justice evenhandedly, and wore about his neck the chain and medal of his office (a wonderworking medal with a bearded face in relief and certain devil marks).




  He made long journeys, leaving his village without warning and returning without notice. At night he would be sitting before his fire, brooding and voiceless; in the morning he would be missing. Some of his people said that he was a witchdoctor, practising his magic in hidden places of the forest; others that he changed himself into a leopard by his magic and went hunting men. Figuratively speaking, the latter was near the truth, for Kambara was a great tracker of criminals, and there was none so wily as could escape his relentless search.




  Thus, when Bolobo, the chief, plotted a rising, it was Kambara’s word which brought Sanders and his soldiers, to the unbounded dismay of Bolobo, who thought his secret known only to himself and his two brothers.




  It was Kambara who accomplished the undoing of Sesikmi, the great king; it was Kambara who held the vaguely-defined border line of the N’gombi country more effectively than a brigade of infantry against the raider and the Arab trader.




  Sanders left him to his devices, sending such rewards as his services merited, and receiving in exchange information of a particularly valuable character.




  Kambara was a man of discretion. When Olandi of the Akasava came into the N’gombi forest, Kambara lodged him regally, although Olandi was breaking the law in crossing the border. But Olandi was a powerful chief and, ordinarily, a law-abiding man, and there are crimes which Kambara preferred to shut his eyes upon.




  So he entertained Olandi for two days — not knowing that somewhere down the little river, in Olandi’s camp, was a stolen woman who moaned and wrung her hands and greatly desired death.




  For Olandi’s benefit the little village made merry, and Tisini, the wife of Kambara, danced the dance of the two buffaloes — an exhibition which would have been sufficient to close the doors of any London music-hall and send its manager to hard labour.




  At the same time that Olandi departed, Kambara disappeared, for there were rumours of raiding on the frontier, and he was curious in the interests of government.




  Three weeks afterwards a man whose face none saw came swiftly and secretly to the frontiers of the Akasava country, and with him came such of his kindred as were closely enough related to feel the shame which Olandi had put upon them. For Olandi of the Akasava had carried off the favourite wife of the man, though not against her will.




  This Olandi was a fine animal, tall and broad of shoulder, muscled like an ox, arrogant and pitiless. They called him the native name for leopard because he wore robes of that beast’s skin, two so cunningly joined that a grinning head lay over each broad shoulder.




  He was a hunter and a fighting man. His shield was of wicker, delicately patterned and polished with copal; his spears were made by the greatest of the N’gombi craftsmen, and were burnished till they shone like silver; and about his head he wore a ring of silver. A fine man in every way. Some say that he aspired to the kingship of the Akasava, and that Tombili’s death might with justice be laid at his door; but as to that we have no means of knowing the truth, for Tombili was dead when they found him in the forest.




  Men might tolerate his tyrannies, sit meekly under his drastic judgments, might uncomplainingly accept death at his hands; but no man is so weak that he would take the loss of his favourite wife without fighting, and thus it came about that these men came paddling furiously through the black night. Save for the “flip-flap” of the paddles, as they struck the water, and the little groan which accompanied each stroke, there was no sound.




  They came to the village where Olandi lorded it just as the moon cleared the feathery tops of the N’gombi woods. Bondondo lay white and silent under the moon, two rows of roofs yellow thatched, and in the centre the big rambling hut of the chief, with its verandah propped with twisted saplings.




  The secret man and his brothers made fast their two canoes and leapt lightly to land. They made no sound, and their leader guiding them, they went through the street like ghostly shadows.




  Before the chief’s hut the embers of a dull fire glowed. He hesitated before the doors. Three huts built to form a triangle composed the chief’s habitation. To the right and left was an entrance with a hanging curtain of skins. Likely as not Olandi slept in the third hut, which opened from either of these.




  He hesitated a moment, then he: drew aside the curtains of the right-hand door and went in, his brother, his uncle, and his two cousins following.




  A sleepy voice asked who was there,




  “I come to see the lord Olandi,” said the intruder.




  He heard a rustle at the farthermost end of the room and the creaking of a skin bed.




  “What seek you?” said a voice, and it was that of a man used to command.




  “Is that my lord?” demanded the visitor.




  He had a broad-bladed elephant sword gripped fast, so keen of edge that a man might shave the hair from the back of his hand therewith.




  “I am Olandi,” said the man in the darkness, and came forward.




  There was absolute stillness. They who waited could hear the steady breathing of the sleepers; they heard, too, a “whish!” such as a civilised man hears when his womenfolk thrust a hatpin through a soft straw shape.




  Another tense silence, then: “It is as it should be,” said the murderer calmly, and softly called a name. Somebody came blundering from the inner room sobbing with chokes and gulps. “Come,” said the man, then: “Is the foreign woman there also? Let her also go with us.”




  The girl called another in a low voice, and a woman joined them. Olandi was catholic in his tastes and raided indiscriminately.




  The first girl shrank back as her husband laid his hand on her arm. “Where is my lord?” she whimpered.




  “I am your lord,” said the secret man dryly; “as for the other, he has no need of women, unless there be women in hell, which is very likely.”




  None attempted to stop the party as it went through the street and back to the canoes, though there were wails and meanings in Olandi’s hut and uneasy stirrings in the village.




  Men hailed them sharply as they passed, saying, “Oilo?” which means, “Who walks?” But they made no reply. Then with the river and safety before them, there arose the village watchman who challenged the party.




  He had heard the faint death-cry from Olandi’s hut, and advanced his terrible cutting-spear to emphasise his challenge. The leader leapt at him, but the watchman parried the blow skilfully and brought the blade of his spear down as a man of olden times might sweep his battle-axe.




  The other’s sword had been struck from his hold, and he put up his defenceless arm to ward off the blow. Twice the sharp edge of the spear slashed his hand, for in the uncertain light of the moon the watchman misjudged his distance. Then, as he recovered for a decisive stroke, one of the kinsmen drove at his throat, and the watchman went down, his limbs jerking feebly. The injured man stopped long enough roughly to dress his bleeding palm, then led his wife, shivering and talking to herself like a thing demented, to the canoe, the second wife following.




  In the early hours before the dawn four swift paddlers brought the news to Sanders, who was sleeping aboard the Zaire, made fast to the beach of Akasava city.




  Sanders sat on the edge of his tiny bed, dangling his pyjama’d legs over the side, and listened thoroughly — which is a kind of listening which absorbs not only the story, but takes into account the inflexion of the teller’s voice, the sympathy — or lack of it — the rage, the despair, or the resignation of the storyteller.




  “So I see,” said Sanders when the man had finished, for all four were hot with the news and eager to supply the deficiencies of the others, “this Olandi was killed by one whose wife he had stolen, also the watchman was killed, but none other was injured.”




  “None, lord,” said one of the men, “for we were greatly afraid because of the man’s brethren. Yet if they had sought to stop him, many others would have been killed.”




  “If the sun were to set in the river, the waters would boil fish,” quoted Sanders. “I will find this man, whoever he be, and he shall answer for his crime.”




  He reached the scene of the killing and made prompt inquiry. None had seen the face of the secret man save the watchman — and he was dead. As for the women — the villagers flapped their arms hopelessly. Who could say from what nation, from what tribes, Olandi stole his women?




  One, so other inmates of Olandi’s house said, was undoubtedly Ochori; as to the other, none knew her, and she had not spoken, for, so they said, she loved the dead man and was a willing captive.




  This Olandi had hunted far afield, and was a hurricane lover and a tamer of women; how perfect a tamer Sanders discovered, for, as the Isisi saying goes, “The man who can bribe a woman’s tongue could teach a snake to grind corn.”




  In a civilised country he would have found written evidence in the chief’s hut, but barbarous man establishes no clues for the prying detective, and he must needs match primitive cunning with such powers of reason and instinct as his civilisation had given to him.




  A diligent search of the river revealed nothing. The river had washed away the marks where the canoes had been beached. Sanders saw the bodies of both men who had fallen without being very much the wiser. It was just before he left the village that Abiboo the sergeant made a discovery.




  There is a certain tree on the river with leaves which are credited with extraordinary curative powers. A few paces from where the watchman fell such a tree grew.




  Abiboo found beneath its low branches a number of leaves that had been newly plucked. Some were stained with blood, and one bore the clear impression of a palm.




  Sanders examined it carefully. The lines of the hand were clearly to be seen on the glossy surface of the leaf, and in the centre of the palm was an irregular cut, shaped like a roughly-drawn St. Andrew’s Cross. He carefully put the leaf away in his safe and went on to pursue his inquiries.




  Now, of all crimes difficult to detect, none offers such obstacles as the blood feud which is based on a woman palaver. Men will speak openly of other crimes, tell all there is to be told, be-willing — nay, eager — to put their sometime comrade’s head in the noose, if the murder be murder according to accepted native standards. But when murder is justice, a man does not speak; for, in the near future, might not he stand in similar case, dependent upon the silence of his friends for very life?




  Sanders searched diligently for the murderers, but none had seen them pass. What direction they took none knew. Indeed, as soon as the motive for the crime became evident, all the people of the river became blind. Then it was that Sanders thought of Kambara and sent for him, but Kambara was on the border, importantly engaged.




  Sanders pursued a course to the Ochori country.




  “One of these women was of your people,” he said to Bosambo the chief. “Now I desire that you shall find her husband.”




  Bosambo shifted his feet uneasily.




  “Lord,” he said, “it was no man of my people who did this. As to the woman, many women are stolen from faraway villages, and I know nothing. And in all these women palavers my people are as dumb beasts.”




  Bosambo had a wife who ruled him absolutely, and when Sanders had departed, he writhed helplessly under her keen tongue.




  “Lord and chief,” she said, “why did you speak falsely to Sandi, for you know the woman of the Ochori who was stolen was the girl Michimi of Tasali by the river? And, behold, you yourself were in search of her when the news of Olandi’s killing came.”




  “These things are not for women,” said Bosambo: “therefore, joy of my life, let us talk of other things.”




  “Father of my child,” persisted the girl, “has Michimi no lover who did this killing, nor a husband? Will you summon the headman of Tasali by the river and question him?”




  She was interested — more interested than Bosambo.




  “God is all-seeing and beneficent,” he said devoutly, “Leave me now, for I have holy thoughts and certain magical ideas for finding this killer of Olandi, though I wish him no harm.”




  *




  Sanders had a trick of accepting alarming statements with a disconcerting calm. People who essayed the task of making his flesh creep had no reward for their labours; his politely incredulous “O, ko!” which, uttered in certain tones, means, “Oh, indeed!” made his informant curl up inwardly.




  Komo, pompous to a degree, anxious to impress his lord with the fact that he, Komo, was no ordinary chief, but a watchful, zealous, and conscientious regent, came fussing down the river in a glad sweat to speak of happenings on the edge of his territory.




  Sanders granted the man an immediate audience though he arrived in the dark hours of the night.




  If you will visualise the scene, you have Sanders sitting up in bed in his pyjamas, and two Houssas splashed with rain — for a thunderstorm was raging — one of whom holds a lantern, all the light necessary to reveal a reeking Komo, shiny and wet, who, squatting on the floor, is voluble and ominous.




  “As is my practice, lord,” said Komo, “I watch men and things for your honour’s comfort, being filled with a desire to serve you. And thus it is that I have learnt of certain things, dances and spells of evil, which are practised by the Ochori.”




  “The Ochori?” Sanders was puzzled.




  “By the Ochori — the trusted.” There was no mistaking the arch turn to his speech; the two words were charged with gentle irony.




  “Is Bosambo dead that these things should be?” asked Sanders dryly. “Or has he perchance joined with the dancers?”




  “Lord,” said Komo impressively, “Bosambo dances with his people. For, being chief, he is the first to stamp his foot and say ‘Ho!’ He, too, assists at sacrifices and is ripe for abominable treachery.”




  “Oh, indeed!” said Sanders, with an inward sigh of relief. “Now I tell you this, Komo; there was once a great lord who trusted no man, nor did he trust his household, his wives, nor his slaves, and he walked ever with his back to the sun so that his shadow should run before him, for he did not trust his shadow. And one day he came to a river in flood, and behold! his shadow lay before him. And because he feared to turn his back upon his shadow, he plunged in and was drowned.”




  “Lord, I have heard the story. He was a king, and a great one,” said Komo.




  Sanders nodded. “Therefore, Komo, heed this: I trust all men — a little. I trust Bosambo much, for he has been my man in fair weather and foul.” He turned to the silent Houssas. “Let this man be lodged according to his dignity and give him a present of cloth. The palaver is finished.”




  And Sanders, drawing the bedclothes up to his neck, the night being cold, turned over and was asleep before the chief and his escort had cleared the verandah.




  “A busybody,” was Sanders’s verdict on Komo; yet, since there is no smoke without fire, he deemed it advisable to investigate at first hand.




  Two days after the crestfallen chief had started on his way home the Zaire passed his canoe in midstream, going the same way, and the sight of her white hull and twin smokestacks brought consolation to Komo.




  “My lord has considered my words,” said he to his headman; “for at his village they said that the puc-a-puc did not leave till the new moon came, and here he comes, though the old moon is still sowing his rind.”




  “Chief,” said the headman, “you are great in council, and even Sandi hearkens and obeys. You are wiser than an owl, swift and terrible as a hawk, and your voice is like the winds of a storm.”




  “You speak truly,” said Komo, who had no false sense of modesty. “I am also very cunning, as you shall see.”




  Sanders was indeed beating up to the Ochori country. He was perturbed, not by reason of Komo’s sinister suggestion, but because his spies had been silent. If there were dances in the Ochori country he should have been told, however innocent those dances were.




  Pigeons had gone ahead of him to tell of his journey, and he found the first of his agents awaiting him at the junction of the Ikeli with the Isisi.




  “Lord, it is true that the Ochori dance,” said the man, “yet, knowing your lordship trusted Bosambo, I did not make report.”




  “There you did wrong,” said Sanders; “for I tell you that if a hawk kills a parrot, or the crocodiles find new breeding places, I wish to know what there is to know.”




  He gleaned more of these mysterious revels which Bosambo held in the forest as he grew nearer to the Ochori country, and was more puzzled than ever.




  “Master,” said the chief of the N’gombi village, “many folk go to the Ochori dance, for Bosambo the chief has a great magic.”




  “What manner of magic?”




  “Lord, it is a magic with whiteness,” and he exhibited his hand proudly. Straight across the reddish-brown palm was an irregular streak of white paint. “This the lord Bosambo did,” he said, “and, behold, every day this remains will be fortunate for me.”




  Sanders regarded the sign with every evidence of strong emotion. Two months before Sanders had sent many tins of white paint with instructions to the Ochori chief that his men should seek out the boundary posts of his kingdom — and particularly those that impinged upon foreign territories — and restore them to startling freshness.




  “Many people of the Isisi, N’gombi, and Akasava go to Bosambo,” the little chief continued; “for behold, this magic of Bosambo’s wipes away all soil. And if a man has been guilty of wickedness he is released of punishment. I,” he added proudly, “once killed my wife’s father cala cala, and frequently I have sorrowed because of this and because my wife often reminds me. Now, lord, I am a clean man, so clean that when the woman spoke to me this morning about my faraway sin, I hit her with my spear, knowing that I am now innocent.”




  Sanders thought rapidly. “And what do you pay Bosambo for this?” he asked.




  “Nothing, lord,” said the man.




  “Nothing!” repeated Sanders incredulously.




  “Lord, Bosambo gives his magic freely, saying he has made a vow to strange gods to do this; and because it is free, many men go to his dance for purification. The lord Kambara, the Silent One, he himself passed at sunrise to-day.”




  Sanders smiled to himself. Kambara would have an interest in stray confessions of guilt — That was it! The meaning of Bosambo’s practice came to him in a flash. The painting of hands — the lure of purification; Bosambo was waiting for the man with the scarred hand.




  Sanders continued his journey, tied up five miles short of the Ochori city, and went on foot through the forest to the place of meeting. It was dark by the time he had covered half the journey, but there was no need of compass to guide him, even had the path been more difficult to follow. Ahead was a dull red glow in the sky where Bosambo’s fires burnt.




  Four fires there were, set at the points of an imaginary square. In the centre a round circle of stones, and in the centre again three spears with red hafts. Bosambo had evidently witnessed, or been participant in, an initiation ceremony of a Monrovian secret society.




  Within the circle moved Bosambo, and without it, two or three deep, the moving figures of those who sought his merciful services. Slowly he moved. In one hand a bright tin of Government paint, in the other a Government brush.




  Sanders, from his place of observation, grinned approvingly at the solemnity in which Bosambo clothed the ceremony.




  One by one he daubed the men — a flick of the brush, a muttered incantation, and the magic was performed.




  Sanders saw Kambara in the front rank and was puzzled, for the man was in earnest. If he had come to scoff he remained to pray. Big beads of perspiration glistened on his forehead, the outstretched hands were shaking.




  Bosambo approached him, lifted his brush, peered down, then with a sweep of his arm he drew the N’gombi chief to him.




  “Brother,” he said pleasantly, “I have need of you.”




  Sanders saw what it meant, and went crashing through the undergrowth to Bosambo’s side, and the yelling throng that had closed round the struggling pair drew back.




  “Lord, here is your man!” said Bosambo, and forcibly pulled forward Kambara’s palm.




  Sanders took his prisoner back to the Zaire, and from thenceforward, so far as the crime was concerned, there was no difficulty, for Kambara told the truth.




  “Lord,” he said, “my hand alone is in fault; for, though my people were with me, none struck Olandi but I. Now do with me what you will, for my wife hates me and I am sick for sleep.”




  “This is a bad palaver,” said Sanders gravely, “for I trusted you.”




  “Lord, you may trust no man,” said Kambara, “when his woman is the palaver. I shall be glad to die, for I was her dog. And Olandi came and stayed one night in my village, and all that I was to her and all that I have given her was as nothing. And now she weeps all day for him, as does the Ochori woman I took with her. And, lord, if women worship only the dead, make an end, for I am sick of her scorn.”




  Sanders, with his head sunk, his hands clasped behind, his eyes examining the floor of his cabin — they were on board the Zaire — whistled a tune, a trick of his when he was worried.




  “Go back to your village,” he said. “You shall pay the family of Olandi thirty goats and ten bags of salt for his blood.”




  *




  “Master,” said Bosambo. “I have great joy in my heart that you did not hang this man, for it seems that Olandi did not die too soon. As for the Ochori girl,” he went on, “I would have killed Olandi on her account — only Kambara was there first. This,” he added, “I tell you, lord, for your secret hearing, for I knew this girl.”




  Sanders looked at Bosambo keenly.




  “They tell me that you have but one wife, Bosambo,” he said.




  “I have one,” said Bosambo evasively, “but in my lifetime I have many perils, of which the woman my wife knows nothing, for it is written in the Sura of the Djinn, ‘Men know best who know most, but a woman’s happiness lies in her delusions.’”




  VI. The Pedometer
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  Bosambo, the chief of the Ochori, was wont to style himself in moments of magnificent conceit King of the Ochori, Lord Chief of the Elebi River, High Herd of Untamable Buffaloes and of all Goats.




  There were other titles which I forget, but I merely mention his claims in order that I may remark that he no longer refers to the goats of his land. There is a reason.




  Hikilari, the wise old chief of the Akasava, went hunting in strange territories. That was the year when game went unaccountably westward, some say through the spell of M’shimba M’shamba; but, as Sanders knew, because of the floods.




  Hikilari went by river for three days and across a swamp, he and his hunters, before they found elephant. Then they had a good kill, and his bearers came rollicking back to Akasava city, laden with good teeth, some weighing as much as two hundred kilos.




  It was good fortune, but he paid for it tremendously, for when he yearned to return he was troubled with extraordinary drowsiness, and had strange pains in his head. For this he employed the native remedy, which was binding a wire tightly round his head. None the less he grew no better, and there came a time when Hikilari, the Wise One, rose in the middle of the night and, going out into the main street of the village, danced and sang foolishly, snapping his fingers.




  His sons, with his nephews and his brothers, held a palaver, and the elder of his sons, M’Kovo, an evil man, spoke thuswise:




  “It seems that my father is sick with the sickness mongo, for he is now foolish, and will soon be dead. Yet I desire that no word of this shall go to Sandi. Let us therefore put my father away safely, saying he has gone a long journey; and, whilst he is absent, there are many things we may do and many enemies of whom we may rid ourselves. And if Sandi comes with the soldiers and says, ‘Why did you these things?’ we shall say, ‘Lord, who is chief here? A madman. We did as he bid; let it be on his head.’”




  The brother of the sick king thought it would be best to kill him privily, but against this the king’s son set his face.




  “Whilst he is alive he is chief,” he said significantly; “if he be dead, be sure Sandi will find somebody to punish, and it may well be me.”




  For three days they kept the king to his hut, whilst witchdoctors smeared him with red clay and ingola and chanted and put wet clay on his eyes. At the end of that time they removed him by night to a hastily thatched hut in the forest, and there he was left to M’Kovo’s creatures.




  Sanders, who knew many things of which he was supposed to be ignorant, did not know this. He knew that Hikilari was a wise man; that he had been on a journey; and there were no reasons why he (Sanders) should not make a tour to investigate affairs in the Akasava.




  He was collecting hut tax in the N’gombi country from a simple pastoral people who objected on principle to pay anything, when the news came to him that a party of Akasava folk had crossed the Ochori border, raided a village, and, having killed the men, had expeditiously carried away the women and goats.




  Sanders was in the midst of an interminable palaver when the news came, and the N’gombi people who squatted at his feet regarded him with expectant hope, a hope which was expressed by a small chief who at the moment had the ear of the assembly.




  “Lord, this is bad news,” he said in the friendly manner of his kind, “and we will not trouble your lordship any farther with our grievances, which, are very small. So, therefore, if on account of our bad crops you remit a half of our taxation, we will go peaceably to our villages saying good words about your honour’s justice.”




  “You shall pay all your taxation,” said Sanders brusquely. “I waste my time talking with you.”




  “Remit one-third,” murmured the melancholy speaker. “We are poor men, and there has been no fish in the river—”




  Sanders rose from his seat of state wearily. “I will return with the moon,” he said, “and if all taxes be not paid, there will be sad hearts in this village and sore backs, believe me. The palaver is finished.”




  He sent one messenger to the chief of the Akasava, and he himself went by a short cut through the forest to the Ochori city, for at the psychological moment a cylinder head on the Zaire had blown out.




  He reached the Ochori by way of Elebi River, through Tunberi — which was swamp, owing to unexpected, unseasonable, and most atrocious rains. Three days he waded, from knee-deep to waist-high, till his arms ached maddeningly from holding his rifle above the black ooze and mud.




  And he came upon hippo and water-snake, and once the “boy” who walked ahead yelled shrilly and went down, and Sanders himself was nearly knocked off his feet by the quick rush of the crocodile bearing his victim to the near-by river. At the end of three days Sanders came to the higher land, where a man might sleep elsewhere than in trees, and where, too, it was possible to bathe in spring water, unpack shirts from headborne loads and count noses.




  He was now a day’s march from the Ochori, but considerably less than a day’s march from the Ochori army, for two hours after he had resumed his journey he came upon the chief Bosambo and with him a thousand spears.




  And Bosambo was naked, save for his kilt of monkey-tails, and in the crook of the arm which carried his wicker shield, he carried his five fighting spears.




  He halted his army at the sight of Sanders, and came out to meet him.




  “Bosambo,” said Sanders quietly, “you do me honour that you bring the pick of your fighting men to guard me.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo with commendable frankness, “this is no honour to you, for I go to settle an account with the King of the Akasava.”




  Sanders stood before him, his head perched on one side like a bird’s, and he slapped his leg absentmindedly with his pliant cane. “Behold,” he said, “I am he who settles all accounts as between kings and kings and men and men, and I tell you that you go back to your city and sit in patience whilst I do the work for which my lord the King appointed me.”




  Bosambo hesitated. He was pardonably annoyed.




  “Go back to your city, Bosambo,” said Sanders gently.




  The chief squared his broad shoulders. “I am your man,” he said, and turned without another word.




  Sanders stopped him before he had taken half a dozen paces. “Give me twenty fighting men,” he said, “and two canoes. You shall hold your men in check whilst I go about the King’s business.”




  An hour later he was going downstream as fast as a five-knot current and his swift paddlers could take him.




  He came to the Akasava city at noon of the following day, and found it peaceable enough. M’Kovo, the king’s son, came to the beach to meet him.




  “Lord Sandi,” he said with an extravagant gesture of surprise, “I see that the summer comes twice in one season, for you—”




  Sanders was in no mood for compliments. “Where is the old chief, your father?” he asked.




  “Master,” said M’Kovo earnestly, “I will not lie to you. My father has taken his warriors into the forest, and I fear that he will do evil.”




  And he told a story which was long and circumstantial, of the sudden flaming up of an old man’s rages and animosities.




  Sanders listened patiently. An unwavering instinct, which he had developed to a point where it rose superior to reason, told him that the man was lying. Nor was his faith in his own judgment shaken when M’Kovo produced his elder men and witnesses to his sire’s sudden fit of depravity.




  But Sanders was a cunning man and full of guile. He dropped his hand of a sudden upon the other’s shoulder. “M’Kovo,” he said mildly, “it seems that your chief and father is no longer worthy. Therefore you shall dwell in the chief’s hut. Yet first you shall bring me the chief Hikilari, and you shall bring him unhurt and he shall have his eyes. Bring him quickly, M’Kovo.”




  “Lord,” said M’Kovo sullenly, “he will not come, and how may I force him, for he has many warriors with him?”




  Sanders thought the matter out. “Go now,” he said after a while, “and speak with him, telling him that I await him.”




  “Lord, that I will do,” said M’Kovo, “but I cannot go till night because I fear your men will follow me, and my father, seeing them, will put me to death.” Sanders nodded.




  That night, M’Kovo came to him ready for his journey, and Sanders took from his pocket a round silver box.




  “This you shall hang about your neck,” he said, “that your father may know you come from me.”




  M’Kovo hung the round box by a piece of string and walked quickly toward the forest. Two miles on the forest path he met his cousins and brothers, an apprehensive assembly. “My stomach is sick with fear,” said his elder cousin Tangiri, “for Sandi has an eye that sees through trees.”




  “You are a fool,” snarled M’Kovo; “for Sandi is a bat who sees nothing. What of Hikilari, my father?”




  His younger brother extended the point of his spear and M’Kovo saw that it was caked brown with blood.




  “That was best,” he said. “Now we will all go to sleep, and in the morning I will go back to Sandi and tell him a tale.”




  In the morning his relatives scratched his legs with thorns and threw dust over him, and an hour later, artificially exhausted, he staggered to the hut before which Mr. Commissioner Sanders sat at breakfast.




  Sanders glanced keenly at the travel-worn figure. “My friend,” he said softly, “you have come a long way?”




  “Lord,” said M’Kovo, weak of voice, “since I left you I have not rested save before my father, who sent me away with evil words concerning your honour.”




  And the exact and unabridged text of those ‘evil words’ he delivered with relish.




  Sanders reached down and took the little silver box that lay upon the heaving chest.




  “And this you showed to your father?” he asked.




  “Lord, I showed him this,” repeated the man.




  “And you travelled through the night — many miles?”




  “Master, I did as I have told,” M’Kovo replied.




  Sanders touched a spring, and the case of the box flew open. There was revealed a dial like that of a watch save that it contained many little hands. M’Kovo watched curiously as Sanders examined the instrument.




  “Look well at this, M’Kovo,” said Sanders dryly; “for it is a small devil which talks truly — and it tells me that you have travelled no farther than a man may walk in the time that the full moon climbs a tree.”




  The Zaire had arrived during the night, and a Houssa guard stood waiting. Sanders slipped the pedometer into his pocket, gave a characteristic jerk of his head, and Sergeant Abiboo seized his prisoner.




  “Let him sit in irons,” said Sanders in Arabic, “and take six men along the forest road and bring me any man you may find.”




  Abiboo returned in an hour with four prisoners, and they were very voluble — too voluble for the safety of M’Kovo and his younger brother, for by night Sanders had discovered a forest grave where Hikilari the wise chief lay. It was under a tree with widespreading branches, and was eminently suitable for the sequel to that tragedy.




  *




  Bosambo was not to blame for every crime laid at his door. He had a feud with the Akasava, not without reason. The death of M’Kovo his enemy was not sufficient to extinguish the obligation, for the Akasava had spilt blood, and that rankled for many months. He was by nature a thief, being a Krooman from the Liberian coast before he came to be king over the simple and fearful Ochori.




  So when all the trouble between the Akasava and Ochori seemed at rest, Sanders had occasion to come to the Ochori country in a hurry — and the river was low.




  There is no chart of the big river worth two cents in the dry season, because unexpected sand banks come barking up in the fairway, and there are whole stretches of river wherein less than a fathom of water runs. Sometimes the boy sitting on the bow of the Zaire, thrusting a pliant rod into the stream, would cry through his nose that there were two fathoms of water when there was but one.




  He was, as I have beforetime said, of the Kano folk, and somewhat religious, dreaming of a pilgrimage to Mecca, and a green band round his tarboosh.




  “I declare to you the glory of God and a fathom and a little.”




  Bump!




  “Get overboard, you talkative devil!” said Sanders, who was more annoyed because this was the fourteenth bank he had struck since he left headquarters. So the whole crew jumped waist deep into the water, and singing a little song as they toiled, pushed the boat clear.




  Sanders struck his thirty-ninth bank just before he came to the village of Ochori, and he landed in a most unamiable mood.




  “Bosambo,” he said, “I have two minds about you — the one is to hang you for your many wickednesses, the other is to whip you.”




  “Master,” said Bosambo with grave piety, “all things shall be as ordained.”




  “Have no fear but that it will be one or the other,” warned the Commissioner. “I am no dog that I should run from one end of the state to the other because a thieving black man raids in forbidden territory.”




  Bosambo, whose guilty conscience suggested many reasons for the unexpected visit of the Commissioner, seemed less genuinely astonished. “Master, I am no nigger,” he said, “being related by birth and previous marriages to several kings, also—”




  “You are a liar,” said Sanders, fuming, “and related by birth and marriage to the father of liars; and I did not come to talk about your uninteresting family, but rather to discuss a matter of night raiding.”




  “As to night raiding,” said Bosambo frankly, “I know nothing about that. I went with my councillors to the Akasava, being anxious to see the new chief and tell him of my love; also,” he said piously, “to say certain Christian prayers by the grave of my enemy, for, as you know, lord, our faith teaches this.”




  “By night you went,” said Sanders, ignoring the challenge of ‘our faith’, “and Akasava city may easily be gained in broad daylight; also, when the Akasava fell upon you, you had many goats tied up in your canoes.”




  “They were my goats,” said Bosambo with dignity. “These I brought with me as a present to the new chief.”




  In his exasperation Sanders swore long and fluently. “Blood has paid for blood,” he said wrathfully, “and there shall be no more raidings. More than this, you shall stay in this city and shall not move therefrom till you have my word.”




  “Lord Sandi,” said Bosambo, “I hear to obey.”




  A light of unholy joy came momentarily into the eyes of the Commissioner, flickered a moment, and was gone, leaving his face impassive. “You know, Bosambo,” he said mildly — for him, “that I have great faith in you; therefore I leave you a powerful fetish, who shall be as me in my absence.”




  He took from the pocket of his uniform jacket a certain round box of silver, very pleasant to the touch, being somewhat like a flattened egg. Sanders had set his pedometer that morning.




  “Take this and wear it for my sake,” he said. Bosambo threaded a chain through its loop of silver and hung it about his neck.




  “Lord,” he said gratefully, “you have done this thing before the eyes of my people, and now they will believe all I tell them regarding your love for me.”




  Sanders left the Ochori city next morning. “Remember,” he warned, “you do not go beyond the borders of your city.”




  “Master,” said Bosambo, “I sit fasting and without movement until your lordship returns.”




  He watched the Zaire until she was a white speck on the placid face of the water; then he went to his hut. Very carefully he removed the silver case from his neck and laid it in the palm of his hand.




  “Now, little devil,” he addressed it, “who watches the coming and going of men, I think I will learn all about you. O hanger of M’Kovo!”




  He pressed the knob — he had once possessed a watch, and was wise in the way of stem springs — the case flew open, and showed him the little dials. He shook the instrument violently, and heard a faint clicking. He saw a large hand move across the second of a circle. Bearing the pedometer in his hand, he paced the length of the village street, and at every pace the instrument clicked and the hand moved. When he was still it did not move.




  “Praise be to all gods!” said Bosambo. “Now I know you, O Talker! For I have seen your wicked tongue wagging, and I know the manner of your speech.”




  He made his way slowly back to his hut. Before the door his new baby, the light of his eyes, sprawled upon a skin rug, clutching frantically at the family goat, a staid veteran, tolerant of the indignities which a small brown man-child might put upon him.




  Bosambo stopped to rub the child’s little brown head and pat the goat’s sleek neck.




  Then he went into the hut, carefully removed the telltale instrument from the chain at his neck, and hid it with other household treasures in a hole beneath his bed. At sundown his lokali brought the fighting men together.




  “We go to the Akasava,” he said, addressing them briefly, “for I know a village that is fat with corn and the stolen goats of the Ochori. Also the blood of our brothers calls us, though not so loudly as the goats.”




  He marched away, and was gone three days, at the end of which time he returned minus three men — for the Akasava village had resisted his attentions strenuously — but bringing with him some notable loot.




  News travels fast on the river, especially bad news, and this reached Sanders, who, continuing his quest for hut tax, had reached the Isisi.




  On the top of this arrived a messenger from the Akasava chief, and Sanders went as fast as the Zaire could carry him to the Ochori city. Bosambo heard of his coming.




  “Bring me, O my life and pride,” he said to his wife, “a certain silver box which is under my bed; it is so large and of such a shape.”




  “Lord,” said his wife, “I know the box well.”




  He slipped the loop of the string that held it over his head, and in all calmness awaited his master’s coming.




  Sanders was very angry indeed, so angry that he was almost polite to his erring chief.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, when the question was put to him, “I have not left my city by day or by night. As you, find me, so have I been — sitting before my hut thinking of holy things and your lordship’s goodness.”




  “Give me that box,” said Sanders. He took it in his hand and snapped it open. He looked at the dials for a long time; then he looked at Bosambo, and that worthy man returned his glance without embarrassment.




  “Bosambo,” said Sanders, “my little devil tells me that you have travelled for many miles—”




  “Lord,” said the bewildered chief, “if it says that it lies,”




  “It is true enough for me,” said Sanders. “Now I tell you that you have gone too far, and therefore I fine you and your people fifty goats, also I increase your taxation, revoke your hunting privileges in the Isisi forest, and order you to find me fifty workmen every day to labour in the Government service.”




  “Oh, ko!” groaned Bosambo, standing on one leg in his anguish. “That is just, but hard, for I tell you. Lord Sandi, that I did raid the Akasava, yet how your devil box should know this I cannot tell, for I wrapped it in cloth and hid it under my bed.”




  “You did not carry it?” asked Sanders incredulously.




  “I speak the truth, and my wife shall testify,” said Bosambo. He called her by name, and the graceful Kano girl who domineered him came to the door of his hut.




  “Lord, it is true,” she said, “for I have seen it, and all the people have seen it, even while my lord Bosambo was absent.” She stooped down and lifted her fat baby from the dust. “This one also saw it,” she said, the light of pride in her eyes, “and to please my Lord Bosambo’s son, I hung it round the neck of Neta the goat. Did I wrong?”




  “Bright eyes,” said Bosambo, “you can do no wrong, yet tell me, did Neta the goat go far from the city?”




  The woman nodded. “Once only,” she said. “She was gone for a day and a night, and I feared for your box, for this is the season when goats are very restless.”




  Bosambo turned to his overlord.




  “You have heard, O Sandi,” he said. “I am in fault, and will pay the price.”




  “That you will,” said Sanders, “for the other goat has done no wrong.”




  VII. The Brother of Bosambo
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  Bosambo was a Monrovian. Therefore he was a thief. For just as most Swedes are born fair and with blue eyes, and most Spaniards come into this world with swarthy skins, so all Monrovians come into this life constitutionally dishonest.




  In another place I have told the story of the chief’s arrival in Sanders’s territory, of the audacious methods by which he usurped the throne, of that crazy stool of chieftainship, and I hinted at the sudden and unexpected ends, discreditable to Bosambo, which befell the rightful heirs to the chieftainship.




  Bosambo was a good man by many standards — Christian and pagan. He ruled his people wisely, and extracted more revenue in one year than any previous chief had taken from the lazy Ochori in ten years.




  Incidentally he made an excellent commission, for it was Bosambo’s way to collect one for the Government and two for himself. He had in those far-off days, if I remember rightly, been an unruly subject of the President of Liberia. Before a solemn tribunal he had been convicted of having stolen a buoy-bell which had been placed in the fairway to warn navigators of a wreck, and had converted the same to his own use. He had escaped from captivity and, after months of weary travelling, had arrived in the Ochori country.




  Sanders had found him a loyal man, and trusted him in all matters affecting good government. There were others who did not trust Bosambo at all — notably certain chiefs of the Isisi, of the Akasava, and of the N’gombi.




  These men had measured their wits with the foreigner, the ruler of the Ochori, and been worsted. And because of certain courageous acts performed in the defence of his country it was well known from one end of the territories to the other that Bosambo was “well loved by Sandi,” who rumour said — in no complimentary manner — was related to the chief.




  As how this rumour arose Bosambo knows best. It is an elementary fact that travelling news accumulates material in its transit. Thus it came about that in Monrovia, and in Liberia itself, the fame of the exconvict grew apace, and he was exalted to a position which he never pretended to occupy. I believe a Liberian journal, published by a black man, or men, so far forgot the heinous offence of which Bosambo stood convicted as to refer to him as “our worthy fellow-citizen, Mr. Bosambo, High Commissioner for the Ochori.”




  He was a wealthy prince; he was a king. He was above Commissioner Sanders in point of importance. He was even credited with exercising an influence over the Home Government which was without parallel in the history of the Coast.




  Bosambo had relatives along the Coast, and these discovered themselves in ratio with his greatness. He had a brother named Siskolo, a tall, bony, and important man. Siskolo was first in importance by reason of the fact that he had served on one of his Majesty’s ships as a Krooman, that he had a smattering of English, and that he had, by strict attention to business during the period of his contact with white men, stolen sufficient to set him up in Liberia as a native storekeeper. He was called Mr. Siskolo, and had ambitions at some future period to become a member of the Legislative Council.




  It cannot be said with truth that the possession of a brother such as Bosambo was gave him any cause for pride or exaltation during the time when Bosambo’s name in Liberia was synonymous with mud. It is even on record that after having denied the relationship he referred to Bosambo — when the relationship was a certainty beyond dispute — as a “low nigger.”




  When the Liberian Government, in its munificence, offered an adequate reward for the arrest of this lawbreaker, Mr. Siskolo, in the most public-spirited way, through the columns of the Press, offered to add a personal reward of his own.




  Then the public attitude of Liberia changed towards Bosambo, and with this change Siskolo’s views upon his brother also underwent a change. Then came a time when Bosambo was honoured in his own land, and men spoke of him proudly, and, as I have indicated, even the public Press wrote of him in terms of pride.




  Now Mr. Siskolo, as is recounted, gathered around him all people who were nearly or distantly related to him, and they ranged from the pure aboriginal grandfather to the frockcoated son-in-law, who ran a boot factory in Liberia.




  “My friends and my comrades,” said Mr. Siskolo oracularly, “you all know that my dear brother Bosambo has now a large territory, and is honoured beyond any other coloured man upon this coast. Now I have loved Bosambo for many years, and often in the night I have wrestled in prayer for his safety. Also, I have spoken well about him to all the white men I have met, and I have on many occasions sent him large sums of money by messenger. If this money has not been received,” continued Mr. Siskolo stoutly, “it is because the messengers were thieves, or robbers may have set upon them by the wayside. But all my clerks and the people who love me know that I sent this money, also I have sent him letters praising him, and giving him great riches.”




  He paused, did Mr. Siskolo, and thrust a bony hand into the pockets of the dress trousers he had acquired from the valet of the French Consul. “I have called you together,” he said slowly “because I am going to make a journey into the country, and I am going to speak face to face with my beloved brother. For I hear that he has many treasures in his land, and it is not good that he should be so rich, and we, all of us who are related to him in blood, and have loved him and prayed for him for so many years, should be poor.”




  None of the relations who squatted or sat about the room denied this. Indeed, there was a murmur of applause, not unmixed, however, with suspicion, which was voiced by one Lakiro, popularly supposed to be learned in the law.




  “All this is fine talk, Siskolo,” he said; “yet how shall we know in what proportion our dear relation Bosambo will desire to distribute his wealth amongst those of us who love him?”




  This time the applause was unmistakable.




  Mr. Siskolo said haughtily: “After I have received treasure from my dear brother Bosambo — my own brother, related to me in blood, as you will all understand, and no cousin, as you are — after this brother of mine, whom I have loved so dearly and for so long, has given me of his treasure, I will take my half, and the other half I will distribute evenly among you.”




  Lakiro assumed his most judicial air. “It seems to me,” he said, “that as we are all blood relations, and have brought money for this journey which you make, Siskolo, and you yourself, so far as I know, are not finding so much as a dollar, our dear friend and relative Bosambo would be better pleased if his great gifts were distributed equally, though perhaps” — and he eyed the back-country brethren who had assembled, and who were listening uncomprehendingly to a conversation which was half in English and half in Monrovian— “it would be better to give less to those who have no need of money, or less need than we who have acquired by our high education, expensive and luxurious tastes, such as champagne, wine and other noble foods.”




  For two days and the greater part of two nights the relations of Bosambo argued over the distribution of the booty which they so confidently anticipated. At the end of a fortnight Siskolo departed from Liberia on a coasting steamer, and in the course of time he arrived at Sanders’s headquarters.




  Now it may be said that the civilised native — the native of the frock coat and the top hat — was Mr. Commissioner Sanders’s pet abomination. He also loathed all native men who spoke English — however badly they spake it — with the sole exception of Bosambo himself, whose stock was exhausted within fifty words. Yet he listened patiently as Siskolo unfolded his plan, and with the development of the scheme something like a holy joy took its place in Sanders’s soul. He even smiled graciously upon this black man.




  “Go you, Siskolo,” he said gently. “I will send a canoe to carry you to your brother. It is true, as you say, that he is a great chief, though how rich he may be I have no means of knowing. I have not your wonderful eyes.”




  Siskolo passed over the insult without a word. “Lord Sandi,” he said, dropping into the vernacular, for he received little encouragement to proceed in the language which was Sanders’s own. “Lord Sandi, I am glad in my heart that I go to see my brother Bosambo, that I may take him by the hand. As to his treasure, I do not doubt that he has more than most men, for Bosambo is a very cunning man, as I know. I am taking him rich presents, amongst them a clock, which goes by machinery, from my own store, which could not be bought at any Coast port under three dollars, and also lengths and pieces of cloth.”




  Mr. Siskolo was up early in a morning of July. Mr. Siskolo in a tall hat — his frock coat carefully folded and deposited in the little deckhouse on the canoe, and even his trousers protected against the elements by a piece of cardboard box — set out on the long journey which separated him from his beloved brother.




  In a country where time does not count, and where imagination plays a very small part, travelling is a pleasant though lengthy business. It was a month and three days before Siskolo came to the border of his brother’s territory. He was two miles from Ochori city when he arrayed himself in the hat, the frock coat, and the trousers of civilisation that he might make an entry in a manner befitting one who was of kin to a great and wealthy prince.




  Bosambo received the news of his brother’s arrival with something akin to perturbation. “If this man is indeed my brother,” he said, “I am a happy man, for he owes me four dollars he borrowed calacala and has never repaid.”




  Yet he was uneasy. Relations have a trick of producing curious disorder in their hosts. This is hot peculiar to any race or colour, and it was with a feeling of apprehension that Bosambo in his state dress went solemnly in procession to meet his brother.




  In his eagerness Siskolo stepped out of the canoe before it was grounded, and waded ashore to greet his brother, “You are indeed my brother — my own brother Bosambo,” he said, and embraced him tenderly. “This is a glorious day to me.”




  “To me,” said Bosambo, “the sun shines twice as bright and the little birds sing very loudly, and I feel so glad, that I could dance. Now tell me, Siskolo,” he went on, striking a more practical note, “why did you come all this way to see me? For I am a poor man, and have nothing to give you.”




  “Bosambo,” said Siskolo reproachfully, “I bring you presents of great value. I do not desire so much as a dollar. All I wish is to see your beautiful face and to hear your wise words which men speak about from one end of the country to the other.”




  Siskolo took Bosambo’s hands again. There was a brief halt whilst Siskolo removed the soaked trousers— “for,” he explained, “these cost me three dollars.”




  Thus they went into the city of the Ochori — arm in arm, in the white man’s fashion — and all the city gazed spellbound at the spectacle of a tall, slim man in a frock coat and top hat with a wisp of white shirt fluttering about his legs walking in an attitude of such affectionate regard with Bosambo their chief.




  Bosambo placed at the disposal of his brother his finest hut. For his amusement he brought along girls of six different tribes to dance before this interested member of the Ethiopian Church. Nothing that he could devise, nothing that the unrewarded labours of his people could perform, was left undone to make the stay of his brother a happy and a memorable time.




  Yet Siskolo was not happy. Despite the enjoyment he had in all the happy days which Bosambo provided of evidence of his power, of his popularity, there still remained a very important proof which Siskolo required of Bosambo’s wealth.




  He broached the subject one night at a feast given in his honour by the chief, and furnished, it may be remarked in parenthesis, by those who sat about and watched the disposal of their most precious goods with some resentment.




  “Bosambo, my brother,” said Siskolo, “though I love you, I envy you. You are a rich man, and I am a very poor man and I know that you have many beautiful treasures hidden away from view.”




  “Do not envy me, Siskolo,” said Bosambo sadly, “for though I am a chief and beloved by Sandi, I have no wealth. Yet you, my brother, and my friend, have more dollars than the grains of the sand. Now you know I love you,” Bosambo went on breathlessly, for the protest was breaking from the other’s lips, “and I do these things without desire of reward. I should feel great pain in my heart if I thought you should offer me little pieces of silver. Yet, if you do so desire, knowing how humble I am before your face, I would take what you gave me not because I wish for riches at your hands, but because I am a poor man.”




  Siskolo’s face was lengthening.




  “Bosambo,” he said, and there was less geniality in his tone, “I am also a poor man, having a large family and many relations who are also your relations, and I think it would be a good thing if you would offer me some fine present that I might take back to the Coast, and, calling all the people together, say ‘Behold, this was given to me in a far country by Bosambo, my brother, who is a great chief and very rich.’”




  Bosambo’s face showed no signs of enthusiasm. “That is true,” he said softly, “it would be a beautiful thing to do, and I am sick in my heart that I cannot do this because I am so poor.”




  This was a type of the conversation which occupied the attention of the two brothers whenever the round of entertainments allowed talking space. Bosambo was a weary man at the end of ten days, and cast forth hints which any but Bosambo’s brother would have taken.




  It was:




  “Brother,” he said, “I had a dream, last night that your family were sick and that your business was ruined. Now I think that if you go swiftly to your home—”




  Or:




  “Brother, I am filled with Sorrow, for the season approaches in our land when all strangers suffer from boils.”




  But Siskolo countered with neatness and resolution, for was he not Bosambo’s brother?




  The chief was filled with gloom and foreboding. As the weeks passed and his brother showed no signs of departing, Bosambo took his swiftest canoe and ten paddlers and made his way to the I’kan where Sanders was collecting taxes. “Master,” said Bosambo, squatting on the deck before the weary Commissioner, “I have a tale to tell you.”




  “Let it be such a tale,” said Sanders, “as may be told between the settling of a mosquito and the sting of her.”




  “Lord, this is a short tale,” said Bosambo sadly, “but it is a very bad tale — for me.”




  And he told the story of the unwelcome brother.




  “Lord,” he went on, “I have done all that a man can do, for I have given him food that was not quite good; and one night my young men played a game, pretending, in their love of me, that they were certain fierce men of the Isisi, though your lordship knows that they are not fierce, but—”




  “Get on! Get on!” snarled Sanders, for the day had been hot, and the taxpayers more than a little trying.




  “Now I come to you, my master and lord,” said Bosambo, “knowing that you are very wise and cunning, and also that you have the powers of gods. Send my brother away from me, for I love him so much that I fear I will do him an injury.”




  Sanders was a man who counted nothing too small for his consideration — always excepting the quarrels of women. For he had seen the beginnings of wars in pinpoint differences, and had watched an expedition of eight thousand men march into the bush to settle a palaver concerning a cooking-pot.




  He thought deeply for a while, then: “Two moons ago,” he said, “there came to me a hunting man of the Akasava, who told me that in the forest of the Ochori, on the very border of the Isisi, was a place where five trees grew in the form of a crescent—”




  “Praise be to God and to His prophet Mohammed,” said the pious Bosambo, and crossed himself with some inconsequence.




  “In the form of a crescent,” Sanders went on, “and beneath the centre tree, so said this young man of the Akasava, is a great store of dead ivory” (i.e, old ivory which has been buried or stored.)




  He stopped and Bosambo looked at him. “Such stories are often told,” he said.




  “Let it be told again,” said Sanders significantly.




  Intelligence dawned on Bosambo’s eyes. Two days later he was again in his own city, and at night he called his brother to a secret palaver.




  “Brother,” he said, “for many days have I thought about you and how I might serve you best. As you know, I am a poor man.”




  “A king is a poor man and a beggar is poorer,” quoted Siskolo, insolently incredulous.




  Bosambo drew a long breath. “Now I will tell you something,” he said, lowering his voice. “Against my old age and the treachery of a disloyal people I have stored great stores of ivory. I have taken this ivory from my people. I have won it in bloody battles. I have hunted many elephants. Siskolo, my brother,” he went on, speaking under stress of emotion, “all this I give you because I love you and my beautiful relations. Go now in peace, but do not return, for when my people learn that you are seeking the treasures of the nation they will not forgive you and, though I am their chief, I cannot hold them.”




  All through the night they sat, Bosambo mournful but informative, Siskolo aquiver with excitement, At dawn the brother left by water for the borderline of the Isisi, where five trees grew in the form of a crescent.




  *




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, a bitter and an injured man, “I have been a Christian, a worshipper of devils, a fetish man and now I am of the true faith — though as to whether it is true I have reason to doubt.” He stood before Sanders at headquarters. Away down by the little quay on the river his sweating paddlers were lying exhausted, for Bosambo had come by the river day and night.




  Sanders did not speak. There was a twinkle in his eye, and a smile hovered at the corners of his mouth.




  “And it seems to me,” said Bosambo tragically, “that none of the gods loves me.”




  “That is your palaver,” said Sanders, “and remember your brother loves you more than ever.”




  “Master,” said Bosambo, throwing out his arms in despair, “did I know that beneath the middle tree of five was buried ten tusks of ivory? Lord, am I mad that I should give this dog such blessed treasure? I thought—”




  “I also thought it was an old man’s story,” said Sanders gently.




  “Lord, may I look?”




  Sanders nodded, and Bosambo walked to the end of the verandah and looked across the sea.




  There was a smudge of smoke on the horizon. It was the smoke of the departing mail-boat which carried Siskolo and his wonderful ivory back to Monrovia.




  Bosambo raised a solemn fist and cursed the disappearing vessel.




  “O brother!” he wailed. “O devil! O snake! Nigger Nigger! Dam’ nigger!”




  Bosambo wept.




  VIII. The Chair of the N’gombi
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  The N’gombi people prized a certain chair beyond all other treasures. For it was made of ivory and native silver, in which the N’gombi are clever workers. Upon this chair sat kings, great warriors, and chiefs of people; also favoured guests of the land.




  Bosambo of the Ochori went to a friendly palaver with the king of the N’gombi, and sat upon the chair and admired it. After he had gone away, four men came to the village by night and carried off the treasure, and though the King of N’gombi and his councillors searched the land from one end to the other the chair was never found.




  It might never have been found but for a Mr. Wooling, a trader and man of parts. He was known from one end of the coast to the other as a wonderful seller of things, and was by all accounts rich. One day he decided to conquer new worlds and came into Sanders’s territory with complete faith in his mission, a cargo of junk, and an intense curiosity.




  Hitherto, his trading had been confined to the most civilised stretches of the country — to places where the educated aboriginal studied the rates of exchange and sold their crops forward. He had long desired to tread a country where heathenism reigned and where white men were regarded as gods and were allowed to swindle on magnificent scale.




  Wooling had many shocks, not the least of which was the discovery that gin, even when it was German gin in square bottles, gaudily labelled and enclosed in straw packets, was not regarded as a marketable commodity by Sanders.




  “You can take anything you like,” said Sanders, waving his fly-whisk lazily, “but the bar is up against alcohol and firearms, both of which, in the hands of an enthusiastic and experimental people, are peculiarly deadly.”




  “But, Mr. Sanders!” protested the woolgatherer, with the confident little smile which represented seventy-five per cent of his stockin-trade. “I am not one of these new chums straight out from home! Damn it! I know the people, I speak all their lingo, from Coast talk to Swahili.”




  “You don’t speak gin to them, anyway,” said Sanders; “and the palaver may be regarded as finished.”




  And all the persuasive eloquence of Mr. Wooling did not shift the adamantine Commissioner; and the trader left with a polite reference to the weather, and an unspoken condemnation of an officious swine of a British jack-in-office which Sanders would have given money to have heard.




  Wooling went up-country and traded to the best of his ability without the alluring stock, which had been the long suit in his campaign, and if the truth be told — and there is no pressing reason why it should not — he did very well till he tied up one morning at Ochori city and interviewed a chief whose name was Bosambo.




  Wooling landed at midday, and in an hour he had arrayed his beautiful stores on the beach. They included Manchester cotton goods from Belgium, genuine Indian junk from Birmingham, salt which contained a sensible proportion of good river sand, and similar attractive bargains.




  His visit to the chief was something of an event. He found Bosambo sitting before his tent in a robe of leopard skins. “Chief,” he said in the flowery manner of his kind, “I, have come many weary days through the forest and against the current of the river, that I may see the greatness of all kings, and I bring you a present from the King of England, who is my personal friend and is distantly related to me.”




  And with some ceremony he handed to his host a small ikon representing a yellow St. Sebastian perforated with purple arrows — such as may be purchased from any manufacturer on the Baltic for three cents wholesale.




  Bosambo received the gift gravely.




  “Lord,” he said, “I will put this with other presents which the King has sent me, some of which are of great value, such as a fine bedstead of gold, a clock of silver, and a crown so full of diamonds that no man has ever counted them.”




  He said this easily; and the staggered Mr. Wooling caught his breath.




  “As to this beautiful present,” said Bosambo, handling the ikon carelessly, and apparently repenting of his decision to add it to his collection, “behold, to show how much I love you — as I love all white lords — I give it to you, but since it is a bad palaver that a present should be returned, you shall give me ten silver dollars: in this way none of us shall meet with misfortune.”




  “Chief,” said Mr. Wooling, recovering himself with a great effort, “that is a very beautiful present, and the King will be angry when he hears that you have returned it, for there is a saying, ‘Give nothing which has been given,’ and that is the picture of a very holy man.’”




  Bosambo looked at the ikon. “It is a very holy man,” he agreed, “for I see that it is a picture of the blessed Judas — therefore you shall have this by my head and by my soul.”




  In the end Mr. Wooling compromised reluctantly on a five-dollar basis, throwing in the ikon as a sort of ecclesiastical makeweight.




  More than this, Bosambo bought exactly ten dollars’ worth of merchandise, including a length of chiffon, and paid for them with money. Mr. Wooling went away comforted.




  It was many days before he discovered amongst his cash ten separate and distinct dollar pieces that were unmistakably bad and of the type which unscrupulous Coast houses sell at a dollar a dozen to the traders who deal with the unsophisticated heathen.




  Wooling got back to the Coast with a profit which was fairly elusive unless it was possible to include experience on the credit side of the ledger. Six months later, he made another trip into the interior, carrying a special line of talking-machines, which were chiefly remarkable for the fact that the sample machine which he exhibited was a more effective instrument than the one he sold.




  Here again he found himself in Ochori city. He had, in his big trading canoe, one phonograph and twentyfour things that looked like phonographs, and were in point of fact phonographs with this difference, that they had no workable interiors, and phonographs without mechanism are a drug upon the African market.




  Nevertheless, Bosambo purchased at the ridiculously low price offered, and the chief viewed with a pained and reproachful mien the exhaustive tests which Mr. Wooling applied to the purchase money.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, gently, “this money is good money, for it was sent to me by my half-brother Sandi.”




  “Blow your half-brother Sandi,” said Wooling, in energetic English, and to his amazement the chief replied in the same language:




  “You make um swear — you lib for hell, one time — you say damn words you not fit for make angel.”




  Wooling, arriving at the next city — which was N’gombi — was certainly no angel, for he had discovered that in some mysterious fashion he had sold Bosambo the genuine phonograph, and had none wherewith to beguile his new client.




  He made a forced journey back to Ochori city and discovered Bosambo entertaining a large audience with a throaty presentment of the “Holy City.”




  As the enraged trader stamped his way through the long, straggling street, there floated to him on the evening breeze the voice of the faraway tenor:




  “Jer-u-salem! Jer-u-salem! Sing for the night is o’er!”




  “Chief!” said Mr. Wooling hotly, “this is a bad palaver, for you have taken my best devil box, which I did not sell you.”




  “Last night I lay a sleeping, There came a dream so fair,” sang the phonograph soulfully.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “this devil box I bought — paying you with dollars which your lordship ate fearing they were evil dollars.”




  “By your head, you thief!” swore Wooling, “I sold you this.” And he produced from under his arm the excellent substitute.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, humbly enough, “I am sorry.”




  He switched off the phonograph. He dismounted the tin horn with reluctant fingers; with his own hands he wrapped it in a piece of the native matting and handed it to the trader, and Wooling, who had expected trouble, ‘dashed’ his courteous host a whole dollar.




  “Thus I reward those who are honest,” he said magnificently.




  “Master,” said Bosambo, “that we may remember one another kindly, you shall keep one half of this and I the other.” And with no effort he broke the coin in half, for it was made of metal considerably inferior to silver.




  Wooling was a man not easily abashed, yet it is on record that in his agitation he handed over a genuine dollar and was half way back to Akasava city before he realised his folly. Then he laughed to himself, for the phonograph was worth all the trouble, and the money.




  That night he assembled the Akasava to hear the “Holy City” — only to discover that he had again brought away from Ochori city the unsatisfactory instrument he had taken.




  In the city of the Ochori all the night a wheezy voice acclaimed Jerusalem to the admiration and awe of the Ochori people.




  “It is partly your own fault,” said Sanders, when the trader complained. “Bosambo was educated in a civilised community, and naturally has a way with his fingers which less gifted people do not possess.”




  “Mr. Sanders,” said the woolgatherer earnestly, “I’ve traded this coast, man and boy, for sixteen years, and there never was and there never will be,” he spoke with painful emphasis, “an eternally condemned native nigger in this inevitably-doomed-by-Providence world who can get the better of Bill Wooling.”




  All this he said, employing in his pardonable exasperation certain lurid similes which need not be reproduced.




  “I don’t like your language,” said Sanders. “but I admire your determination.”




  Such was the determination of Mr. Wooling, in fact, that a month later he returned with a third cargo, this time a particularly fascinating one, for it consisted in the main of golden chains of surprising thickness which were studded at intervals with very rare and precious pieces of coloured glass.




  “And this time,” he said to the unmoved Commissioner, who for want of something better to do, had come down to the landing-stage to see the trader depart, “this time this Bosambo is going to get it abaft the collar.”




  “Keep away from the N’gombi people,” said Sanders, “they are fidgety — that territory is barred to you.”




  Mr. Wooling made a resentful noise, for he had laid down an itinerary through the N’gombi country, which is very rich in gum and rubber. He made a pleasant way through the territories, for he was a glib man and had a ready explanation for those who complained bitterly about the failing properties of their previous purchases.




  He went straight to the Ochori district. There lay the challenge to his astuteness and especial gifts. He so far forgot the decencies of his calling as to come straight to the point. “Bosambo,” he said, “I have brought you very rare and wonderful things. Now I swear to you by,” he produced a bunch of variegated deities and holy things with characteristic glibness, “that these chains,” he spread one of particular beauty for the other’s admiration, “are more to me than my very life. Yet for one tusk of ivory this chain shall be yours.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, handling the jewel reverently, “what virtue has this chain?”




  “It is a great killer of enemies,” said Wooling enthusiastically; “it protects from danger and gives courage to the wearer; it is worth two teeth, but because I love you and because Sandi loves you I will give you this for one.”




  Bosambo pondered. “I cannot give you teeth,” he said, “yet I will give you a stool of ivory which is very wonderful.” And he produced the marvel from a secret place in his hut. It was indeed a lovely thing and worth many chains.




  “This,” said Bosambo, with much friendliness, “you will sell to the N’gombi, who are lovers of such things, and they will pay you well.”




  Wooling came to the N’gombi territory with the happy sense of having purchased fifty pounds for fourpence, and entered it, for he regarded official warnings as the expression of a poor form of humour.




  He found the N’gombi (as he expected) in a mild and benevolent mood. They purchased by public subscription one of his beautiful chains to adorn the neck of their chief, and they feted him, and brought dancing women from the villages about, to do him honour. They expressed their love and admiration for Sandi volubly, until, discovering that their enthusiasm awoke no responsive thrill in the heart or the voice of their hearer, they tactfully volunteered the opinion that Sandi was a cruel and oppressive master.




  Whereupon Wooling cursed them fluently, calling them eaters of fish and friends of dogs; for it is against the severe and inborn creed of the Coast to allow a nigger to speak disrespectfully of a white man — even though he is a Government officer.




  “Now listen all people,” said Wooling; “I have a great and beautiful object to sell you—”




  *




  Over the treetops there rolled a thick yellow cloud which twisted and twirled into fantastic shapes.




  Sanders walked to the bow of the Zaire to examine the steel hawser. His lighthearted crew had a trick of “tying up” to the first dead and rotten stump which presented itself to their eyes.




  For once they had found a firm anchorage. The hawser was clamped about the trunk of a strong young copal which grew near the water’s edge. An inspection of the stern hawser was as satisfactory.




  “Let her rip,” said Sanders, and the elements answered instanter. A jagged blue streak of flame leapt from the yellow skies, a deafening crack-crash of thunder broke overhead, and suddenly a great wind smote the little steamer at her shelter, and set the tops of the trees bowing with grave unanimity.




  Sanders reached his cabin, slid back the door, and pulled it back to its place after him. In the stuffy calm of his cabin he surveyed the storm through his window, for his cabin was on the top deck and he could command as extensive a view of the scene as it was possible to see from the little bay.




  He saw the placid waters of the big river lashed to waves; saw tree after tree sway and snap as M’shimba M’shamba stalked terribly through the forest; heard the high piercing howl of the tempest punctuated by the ripping crack of the thunder, and was glad in the manner of the Philistine that he was not where other men were.




  Night came with alarming swiftness. Half an hour before, at the first sign of the cyclone, he had steered for the first likely mooring. In the last rays of a blood-red sun he had brought his boat to land. Now it was pitch dark — almost as he stood watching the mad passion of the storm it faded first into grey, then into inky blue — then night obliterated the view.




  He groped for the switch and turned it, and the cabin was filled with soft light. There was a small telephone connecting the cabin with the Houssa guard, and he pressed the button and called the attention of Sergeant Abiboo to his need.




  “Get men to watch the hawsers,” he instructed, and a guttural response answered him.




  Sanders was on the upper reaches of the Tesai, in terra incognita. The tribes around were frankly hostile, but they would not venture about on a night like this.




  Outside, the thunder cracked and rolled and the lightning flashed incessantly. Sanders found a cheroot in a drawer and lighted it, and soon the cabin was blue with smoke, for it had been necessary to close the ventilator. Dinner was impossible under the conditions. The galley fire would be out. The rain which was now beating fiercely on the cabin windows would have long since extinguished the range.




  Sanders walked to the window and peered out. He switched off the light, the better to observe the condition outside. The wind still howled, the lightning nickered over the treetops, and above the sound of wind and rushing water came the sulky grumble of thunder.




  But the clouds had broken, and fitful beams of moonlight showed on the white-crested waves. Suddenly Sanders stepped to the door and slid it open. He sprang out upon the deck. The waning forces of the hurricane caught him and flung him back against the cabin, but he grasped a convenient rail and pulled himself to the side of the boat.




  Out in midstream he had seen a canoe and had caught a glimpse of a white face.




  “Noka! Abiboo!” he roared. But the wind drowned his voice. His hand went to his hip — a revolver cracked, men came along the deck, hand over hand, grasping the rails.




  In dumb show he indicated the boat. A line was flung, and out of the swift control current of the stream they drew all that was left of Mr. Wooling.




  He gained enough breath to whisper a word — it was a word that set the Zaire humming with life. There was steam in the boiler — Sanders would not draw fires in a storm which might snap the moorings and leave the boat at the mercy of the elements.




  “…they chased me down river…I shot a few…but they came on…then the storm struck us…they’re not far away.” Wrapped in a big overcoat and shivering in spite of the closeness of the night, he sat by Sanders, as he steered away into the seething waters of the river.




  “What’s the trouble?”




  The wind blew his words to shreds, but the huddled figure crouching at his side heard him and answered.




  “What’s that?” asked Sanders, bending his head.




  Wooling shouted again.




  Sanders shook his head.




  The two words he caught were “chair” and “Bosambo.”




  They explained nothing to Sanders at the moment.




  IX. The Ki-Chu
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  The messenger from Sakola, the chief of the little folk who live in the bush, stood up. He was an ugly little man, four feet in height and burly, and he wore little save a small kilt of grass. Sanders eyed him thoughtfully, for the Commissioner knew the bush people very well.




  “You will tell your master that I, who govern this land for the King, have sent him lord’s pleasure in such shape as rice and salt and cloth, and that he has sworn by death to keep the peace of the forest. Now I will give him no further present—”




  “Lord,” interrupted the little bushman outrageously, “he asks of your lordship only this cloth to make him a fine robe, also ten thousand beads for his wives, and he will be your man for ever.”




  Sanders showed his teeth in a smile in which could be discovered no amusement. “He shall be my man,” he said significantly.




  The little bushman shuffled his uneasy feet. “Lord, it will be death to me to carry your proud message to our city, for we ourselves are very proud people, and Sakola is a man of greater pride than any.”




  “The palaver is finished,” said Sanders, and the little man descended the wooden steps to the sandy garden path. He turned, shading his eyes from. the strong sun in the way that bushmen have, for these folk live in the solemn half-lights of the woods and do not love the brazen glow of the heavens.




  “Lord,” he said timidly, “Sakola is a terrible man, and I fear that he will carry his spears to a killing.”




  Sanders sighed wearily and thrust his hands into the deep pockets of his white jacket. “Also I will carry my spears to a killing,” he said. “O ko! Am I a man of the Ochori that I should fear the chattering of a bushman?”




  Still the man hesitated. He stood balancing a light spear on the palm of his hand as a man occupied with his thoughts will play with that which is in reach. First he set it twirling, then he spun it deftly with his finger and thumb. “I am the servant of Sakola,” he said simply.




  Like a flash of light his thin brown arm swung out, the spear held stiffly. Sanders fired three times with his automatic Colt, and the messenger of the proud chief Sakola went down sideways like a drunken man. Sergeant Abiboo, revolver in hand, leapt through a window of the bungalow to find his master removing a smouldering uniform jacket — you cannot fire through your pocket with impunity — and eyeing the huddled form of the fallen bushman with a thoughtful frown.




  “Carry him to the hospital,” said Sanders. “I do not think he is dead.”




  He picked up the spear and examined the point. There was lockjaw in the slightest scratch of it, for these men are skilled in the use of tetanus.




  The compound was aroused. Men had come racing over from the Houssa lines, and a rough stretcher was formed to carry away the debris. Thus occupied with his affairs Sanders had no time to observe the arrival of the mail-boat, and the landing of Mr. Hold.




  The big American filled the only comfortable seat in the surf-boat, but called upon his familiar gods to witness the perilous character of his sitting. He was dressed in white, white irregularly splashed with dull grey patches of sea-water, for the Kroomen who manipulated the sweeps had not the finesse, nor the feather stroke, of a Harvard eight, and they worked independently.




  He was tall and broad and thick — the other way. His face was cleanshaven, and he wore a cigar two points southwest. Yet, withal, he was a genial man, or the lines about his face lied cruelly.




  Nearing the long yellow beach where the waters were engaged everlastingly in a futile attempt to create a permanent sea-wall, his references to home ceased, and he confined himself to apprehensive “huh’s!”




  “Huh!” he grunted, as the boat was kicked into the air on the heels of a playful roller. “Huh!” he said, as the big surfer dropped from the ninth floor to a watery basement. “Huh — oh!” he exclaimed — but there was no accident; the boat was gripped by wading landsmen and slid to safety. Big Ben Hold rolled ashore and stood on the firm beach looking resentfully across the two miles of water which separated him from the ship.




  “Orter build a dock,” he grumbled.




  He watched, with a jealous eye, the unloading of his kit, checking the packing cases with a piece of green chalk he dug up from his waistcoat pocket and found at least one package missing. The only important one, too. Is this it? No! Is that it? No! Is that — ah, yes, that was it.




  He was sitting on it.




  “Suh,” said a polite Krooman, “you lib for dem k’miss’ner?”




  “Hey?”




  “Dem Sandi — you find um?”




  “Say,” said Mr. Hold, “I don’t quite get you — I want the Commissioner — the Englishman — savee.”




  Later, he crossed the neat and spotless compound of the big, cool bungalow, where, on the shaded verandah, Mr. Commissioner Sanders watched the progress of the newcomer without enthusiasm. For Sanders had a horror of white strangers; they upset things; had fads; desired escorts for passing through territories where the natural desire for war and an unnatural fear of Government reprisal were always delicately balanced.




  “Glad to see you. Boy, push that chair along; sit down, won’t you?”




  Mr. Hold seated himself gingerly.




  “When a man turns the scale at two hundred and thirty-eight pounds,” grumbled Big Ben pleasantly, “he sits mit circumspection, as a Dutch friend of mine says.” He breathed a long, deep sigh of relief as he settled himself in the chair and discovered that it accepted the strain without so much as a creak.




  Sanders waited with an amused glint in his eyes.




  “You’d like a drink?”




  Mr. Hold held up a solemn hand. “Tempt me not,” he adjured. “I’m on a diet — I don’t look like a food crank, do I?” He searched the inside pocket of his coat with some labour. Sanders had an insane desire to assist him. It seemed that the tailor had taken a grossly unfair advantage of Mr. Hold in building the pocket so far outside the radius of his short arm.




  “Here it is!”




  Big Ben handed a letter to the Commissioner, and Sanders opened it. He read the letter very carefully, then handed it back to its owner. And as he did so he smiled with a rare smile, for Sanders was not easily amused.




  “You expect to find the ki-chu here?” he asked.




  Mr. Hold nodded.




  “I have never seen it,” said Sanders; “I have heard of it; I have read about it, and I have listened to people who have passed through my territories and who have told me that they have seen it with, I am afraid, disrespect.”




  Big Ben leant forward, and laid his large and earnest hand on the other’s knee.




  “Sah, Mr. Sanders,” he said, “you’ve probably heard of me — I’m Big Ben Hold — everybody knows me, from the Pacific to the Atlantic. I am the biggest thing in circuses and wild beast expositions the world has ever seen. Mr. Sanders, I have made money, and I am out of the show business for a million years, but I want to see that monkey ki-chu—”




  “But—”




  “Hold hard.” Big Ben’s hand arrested the other. “Mr. Sanders, I have made money out of the ki-chu. Barnum made it out of the mermaid, but my fake has been the tailless, ki-chu, the monkey that is so like a man that no alderman dare go near the cage for fear people think the ki-chu has escaped. I’ve run the ki-chu from Seattle to Portland, from Buffalo to Arizona City. I’ve had a company of militia to regulate the crowds to see the ki-chu. I have had a whole police squad to protect me from the in-fu-ri-ated populace when the ki-chu hasn’t been up to sample. I have had ki-chus of every make and build. There are old ki-chus of mine that are now raising families an’ mortgages in the Middlewest; there are ki-chus who are running East-side saloons with profit to themselves and their dude sons, there—”




  “Yes, yes!” Sanders smiled again. “But why?”




  “Let me tell you, sir,” again Big Ben held up his beringed hand, “I am out of the business — good! But, Mr. Sanders, sir, I have a conscience.” He laid his big hand over his heart and lowered his voice. “Lately I have been worrying over this old ki-chu. I have built myself a magnificent dwelling in Boston; I have surrounded myself with the evidences and services of luxury; but there is a still small voice which penetrates the soundproof walls of my bedroom, that intrudes upon the silences of my Turkish bath — and the voice says, ‘Big Ben Hold — there aren’t any ki-chu; you’re a fake; you’re a swindler; you’re a green goods man; you’re rollin’ in riches secured by fraud.’ Mr. Sanders, I must see a ki-chu; I must have a real ki-chu if I spend the whole of my fortune in getting it—” he dropped his voice again, “ — if I lose my life in the attempt.”




  He stared with gloom, but earnestness, at Sanders, and the Commissioner looked at him thoughtfully. And from Mr. Hold his eyes wandered to the gravelled path outside, and the big American, following his eyes, saw a discoloured patch. “Somebody been spillin’ paint?” he suggested. “I had—”




  Sanders shook his head. “That’s blood,” he said simply, and Mr. Hold jerked. “I’ve just shot a native,” said Sanders, in a conversational tone. “He was rather keen on spearing me, and I was rather keen on not being speared. So I shot him.”




  “Dead?”




  “Not very!” replied the Commissioner. “As a matter of fact I think I just missed putting him out — there’s an Eurasian doctor looking him over just now, and if you’re interested, I’ll let you know how he gets along.”




  The showman drew a long breath. “This is a nice country,” he said.




  Sanders nodded. He called his servants and gave directions for the visitor’s comfortable housing.




  A week later, Mr. Hold embarked for the upper river with considerable misgiving, for the canoe which Sanders had placed at his disposal seemed, to say the least, inadequate.




  It was at this time that the Ochori were in some disfavour with the neighbouring tribes, and a small epidemic of rebellion and warfare had sustained the interest of the Commissioner in his wayward peoples. First, the N’gombi people fought the Ochori, then the Isisi folk went to war with the Akasava over a question of women, and the Ochori went to war with the Isisi, and between whiles, the little bush folk warred indiscriminately with everybody, relying on the fact that they lived in the forest and used poisoned arrows.




  They were a shy, yet haughty people, and they poisoned their arrows with tetanus, so that all who were wounded by them died of lockjaw after many miserable hours.




  They were engaged in harrying the Ochori people, when Mr. Commissioner Sanders, who was not unnaturally annoyed, came upon the scene with fifty Houssas and a Maxim gun, and although the little people were quick, they did not travel as fast as a well-sprayed congregation of .303 bullets, and they sustained a few losses.




  Then Timbani, the little chief of the Lesser Isisi, spoke to his people assembled. “Let us fight the Ochori, for they are insolent, and their chief is a foreigner and of no consequence.”




  And the fighting men of the tribe raised their hands and cried, “Wa!”




  Timbani led a thousand spears into the Ochori country, and wished he had chosen another method of spending a sultry morning, for whilst he was burning the village of Kisi, Sanders came with vicious unexpectedness upon his flank, from the bush country. Two companies of Houssas shot with considerable accuracy at two hundred yards, and when the spears were stacked and the prisoners squatted, resigned but curious, in a circle of armed guards, Timbani realised that it was a black day in his history.




  “I only saw this, lord,” he said, “that Bosambo has made me a sorrowful man, for if it were not for his prosperity, I should never have led my men against him, and I should not be here before your lordship, wondering which of my wives would mourn me most.”




  “As to that, Timbani,” said Sanders, “I have no means of knowing. Later, when you work in the Village of Irons, men will come and tell you.”




  Timbani drew a deep breath. “Then my lord does not hang me?” he asked.




  “I do not hang you because you are a fool,” said Sanders. “I hang wicked men, but fools I send to hard labour.”




  The chief pondered. “It is in my mind, Lord Sandi,” he said, “that I would as soon hang for villainy as live for folly.”




  “Hang him!” said Sanders, who was in an obliging mood.




  But when the rope was deftly thrown across the limb of a tree, Timbani altered his point of view, electing to drag out an ignominious existence. Wherein he was wise, for whilst there is life there is scope, if you will pardon the perversion.




  To the Village of Irons went Timbani, titular chief of the Lesser Isisi, and found agreeable company there, and, moreover, many predecessors, for the Isisi folk are notoriously improvident in the matter of chiefs.




  They formed a little community of their own, they and their wives, and at evening time they would sit round a smouldering log of gum wood, their red blankets about their shoulders, and tell stories of their former grandeur, and as they moved the loose shackles about their feet would jingle musically.




  On a night when the Houssa sentries, walking along raised platforms, which commanded all views of the prisoners’ compound, were unusually lax, Timbani effected his escape, and made the best of his way across country to the bush lands. The journey occupied two months in time, but native folk are patient workers, and there came a spring morning, when Timbani, lean and muscular, stood in the presence of Sakola, the bush king.




  “Lord,” said he, though he despised all bushmen, “I have journeyed many days to see you, knowing that you are the greatest of all kings.”




  Sakola sat on a stool carved crudely to represent snakes. He was under four feet in height, and was ill-favoured by bush standards — and the bush standard is very charitable. His big head, his little eyes, the tuft of wiry whisker under his chin, the high cheek bones, all contributed to the unhappy total of ugliness. He was fat in an obvious way, and had a trick of scratching the calf of his leg as he spoke.




  He blinked up at the intruder — for intruder he was, and the guard at each elbow was eloquent of the fact.




  “Why do you come here?” croaked Sakola.




  He said it in two short words, which literally mean, “Here — why?”




  “Master of the forest,” explained Timbani glibly, “I come because I desire your happiness. The Ochori are very rich, for Sandi loves them. If you go to them Sandi will be sorry.”




  The bushman sniffed. “I went to them and I was sorry,” he said, significantly.




  “I have a ju-ju,” said the eager Timbani, alarmed at the lack of enthusiasm. “He will help you; and will give you signs.”




  Sakola eyed him with a cold and calculating eye. In the silence of the forest they stared at one another, the escaped prisoner with his breast filled with hatred of his overlord, and the squat figure on the stool.




  Then Sakola spoke. “I believe in devils,” he said, “and I will try your ju-ju. For I will cut you a little and tie you to the top of my tree of sacrifice. And if you are alive when the sun sets, behold I will think that is a good sign, and go once again into the Ochori land. But if you are dead, that shall be a bad sign, and I will not fight.”




  When the sun set behind the golden green of the tree tops, the stolid crowd of bushmen who stood with their necks craning and their faces upturned, saw the poor wreck of a man twist slowly.




  “That is a good sign,” said Sakola, and sent messengers through the forest to assemble his fighting men. Twice he flung a cloud of warriors into the Ochori territory. Twice the chiefs of the Ochori hurled back the invader, slaying many and taking prisoners.




  About these prisoners, Sanders, who knew something of the gentle Ochori, had sent definite instructions. When news of the third raid came, Bosambo gave certain orders. “You march with food for five days,” he said to the heads of his army, “and behold you shall feed all the prisoners you take from the grain you carry, giving two hands to each prisoner and one to yourself.”




  “But, lord,” protested the chief, “this is madness, for if we take many prisoners we shall starve.”




  Bosambo waved him away. “M’bilini,” he said, with dignity, “once I was a Christian — just as my brother Sandi, was once a Christian — and we Christians are kind to prisoners.”




  “But, lord Bosambo,” persisted the other, “if we kill our prisoners and do not bring them back it will be better for us.”




  “These things are with the gods,” said the pious Bosambo vaguely.




  So M’bilini went out against the bushmen and defeated them. He brought back an army well fed, but without prisoners.




  Thus matters stood when Big Ben Hold came leisurely up the river, his canoe paddled close in shore, for here the stream does not run so swiftly. It had been a long journey, and the big man in the soiled white ducks showed relief as he stepped ashore on the Ochori beach and stretched his legs.




  He had no need to inquire which of the party approaching him was Bosambo. For the chief wore his red plush robe, his opera hat, his glass bracelets, and all the other appurtenances of his office.




  Big Ben had come up the river in his own good time and was now used to the way of the little chiefs. His interpreter began a conversational oration, but Bosambo cut him short. “Nigger,” he said, in English, “you no speak ‘um — I speak ‘um fine English. I know Luki, Marki, John, Judas — all fine fellers. You, sah,” he addressed the impressed Mr. Hold, “you lib for me? Sixpence — four dollar, goodnight, I love you, mister!”




  He delivered his stock breathlessly. “Fine!” said Mr. Hold, awestricken and dazed.




  He felt at home in the procession which marched in stately manner towards the chief’s hut; it was as near a circus parade as made no difference.




  Over dinner of fish he outlined the object of his search and the reason for his presence. It was a laborious business, necessitating the employment of the despised and frightened interpreter until the words “ki-chu” were mentioned, whereupon Bosambo brightened up.




  “Sah,” interrupted Bosambo, “I savee al dem talk; I make ‘um English one time good.”




  “Fine,” said Mr. Hold gratefully, “I get you, Steve.”




  “You lookum ki-chu,” continued Bosambo, “you no find ‘um; I see ‘um; I am God-man — Christian; I savee Johnny Baptist; Peter cut ‘um head off — dam’ bad man; I savee Hell an’ all dem fine fellers.”




  “Tell him—” began Big Ben.




  “I spik English same like white man!” said the indignant Bosambo. “You no lib for make dem feller talky talk — I savee dem ki-chu.”




  Big Ben sighed helplessly. All along the river the legend of the ki-chu was common property. Everybody knew of the ki-chu — some had seen those who had seen it. He was not elated that Bosambo should be counted amongst the faithful.




  For the retired showman had by this time almost salved his conscience. It was enough, perhaps, that evidence of the ki-chu’s being should be afforded — still he would dearly have loved to carry one of the alleged fabulous creatures back to America with him. He had visions of a tame ki-chu chained to a stake on his Boston lawn; of a ki-chu sitting behind gilded bars in a private menagerie annexe.




  “I suppose,” said Mr. Hold, “you haven’t seen a ki-chu — you savee — you no look ‘um?”




  Bosambo was on the point of protesting that the ki-chu was a familiar object of the landscape when a thought occurred to him.




  “S’pose I find um ki-chu, you dash me plenty dollar?” he asked.




  “If you find me that ki-chu,” said Mr. Hold slowly, and with immense gravity, “I will pay you a thousand dollars.”




  Bosambo rose to his feet, frankly agitated. “Thousan’ dollar?” he repeated.




  “A thousand dollars,” said Big Ben with the comfortable air of one to whom a thousand dollars was a piece of bad luck.




  Bosambo put out his hand and steadied himself against the straw-plaited wall of his hut. “You make ‘um hundred dollar ten time?” he asked, huskily, “you make ‘um book?”




  “I make ‘um book,” said Ben, and in a moment of inspiration drew a notebook from his pocket and carefully wrote down the substance of his offer. He handed the note to the chief, and Bosambo stared at it uncomprehendingly. “And,” said Big Ben, confidentially leaning across and tapping the knee of the standing chief with the golden head of his cane, “if you—”




  Bosambo raised his hand, and his big face was solemn. “Master,” he said, relapsing into the vernacular in his excitement, “though this ki-chu lives in a village of devils, and ghosts walk about his hut, I will bring him.”




  The next morning Bosambo disappeared, taking with him three hunters of skill, and to those who met him and said, “Ho! Bosambo; where do you walk?” he answered no word, but men who saw his face were shocked, for Bosambo had been a Christian and knew the value of money.




  Eight days he was absent, and Big Ben Hold found life very pleasant, for he was treated with all the ceremony which is usually the privilege of kings.




  On the evening of the eighth day Bosambo returned, and he brought with him the ki-chu.




  Looking at this wonder Big Ben Hold found his heart beating faster. “My God!” he said, and his profanity was almost excusable. For the ki-chu exceeded his wildest dreams. It was like a man, yet unlike. Its head was almost bald, the stick tied bit-wise between his teeth had been painted green and added to the sinister appearance of the brute. Its long arms reaching nearly to its knees were almost human, and the big splayed feet dancing a never-ceasing tattoo of rage were less than animal.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo proudly, “I have found the ki-chu!” The chief’s face bore signs of a fierce encounter. It was gashed and lacerated. His arms, too, bore signs of rough surgical dressing. “Three hunters I took with me,” said Bosambo, “and one have I brought back, for I took the ki-chu as he sat on a tree, and he was very fierce.”




  “My God!” said Big Ben again, and breathed heavily.




  They built a cage for the ki-chu, a cage of heavy wooden bars, and the rare animal was screened from the vulgar gaze by curtains of native cloth. It did not take kindly to its imprisonment. It howled and gibbered and flung itself against the bars, and Bosambo viewed its transports with interest. “Lord,” he said, “this only I ask you: that you take this ki-chu shortly from here. Also, you shall not show it to Sandi lest he be jealous that we send away from our country so rare a thing.”




  “But,” protested Mr. Hold to the interpreter, “you tell the chief that Mr. Sanders just wants me to catch the ki-chu — say, Bosambo, you savee, Sandi wantee see dem ki-chu?”




  They were sitting before the chief’s hut on the ninth day of the American’s visit. The calm of evening lay on the city, and save for the unhappy noises of the captive no sound broke the Sabbath stillness of the closing day.




  Bosambo was sitting at his ease, a bundle of English banknotes suspended by a cord about his neck, and the peace of heaven in his heart. He had opened his mouth to explain the idiosyncrasies of the Commissioner when —




  “Whiff — snick!”




  Something flicked past Big Ben’s nose — something that buried its head in the straw of the hut with a soft swish! He saw the quivering arrow, heard the shrill call of alarm and the dribbling roll of a skin-covered drum. Then a hand like steel grasped his arm and flung him headlong into the hut, for Sakola’s headman had come in person to avenge certain indignities and the city of the Ochori was surrounded by twenty thousand bushmen.




  Night was falling and the position was desperate. Bosambo had no doubt as to that. A wounded bushman fell into his hands — a mad little man, who howled and spat and bit like a vicious little animal. “Burn him till he talks,” said Bosambo: — but at the very sight of fire the little man told all — and Bosambo knew that he spoke the truth.




  The lokali on the high watch tower of the city beat its staccato call for help and some of the villagers about answered. Bosambo stood at the foot of the rough ladder leading to the tower, listening. From east and south and north came the replies — from the westward — nothing. The bushmen had swept into the country from the west, and the lokalis were silent where the invader had passed.




  Big Ben Hold, an automatic pistol in his hand, took his part in the defence of the city. All through that night charge after charge broke before the defences, and at intervals the one firearm of the defending force spat noisily out into the darkness.




  With the dawn came an unshaven Sanders. He swept round the bend of the river, two Hotchkiss guns banging destructively, and the end of the bush war came when the rallied villagers of the Ochori fell on the left flank of the attackers and drove them towards the guns of the Zaire.




  Then it was that Bosambo threw the whole fighting force of the city upon the enemy. Sanders landed his Houssas to complete the disaster; he made his way straight to the city and drew a whistling breath of relief to find Big Ben Hold alive, for Big Ben was a white man, and, moreover, a citizen of another land.




  The big man held out an enormous hand of welcome. “Glad to see you,” he said.




  Sanders smiled. “Found that ki-chu?” he asked derisively, and his eyes rose incredulously at the other’s nod.




  “Here!” said Mr. Hold triumphantly, and he drew aside the curtains of the cage.




  It was empty.




  “Hell!” bellowed Big Ben Hold, and threw his helmet on the ground naughtily. “There it is!” He pointed across the open stretch of country which separated the city from the forest. A little form was running swiftly towards the woods. Suddenly it stopped, lifted something from the ground, and turned towards the group. As its hands came up, Sergeant Abiboo of the Houssas raised his rifle and fired; and the figure crumpled up.




  “My ki-chu!” wailed the showman, as he looked down at the silent figure.




  Sanders said nothing. He looked first at the dead Sakola, outrageously kidnapped in the very midst of his people, then he looked round for Bosambo, but Bosambo had disappeared.




  At that precise moment the latter was feverishly scraping a hole in the floor of his hut wherein to bank his ill-gotten reward.




  X. The Child of Sacrifice
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  Out of the waste came a long, low wail of infinite weariness. It was like the cry of a little child in pain. The Government steamer was drifting at the moment. Her engine had stopped whilst the engineer repaired a float which had been smashed through coming in contact with a floating log.




  Assistant-Commissioner Sanders, a young man in those days, bent his head, listening. Again the wail arose; this time there was a sob at the end of it. It came from a little patch of tall, coarse elephant grass near the shore. Sanders turned to his orderly.




  “Take a canoe, man,” he said in Arabic, “and go with your rifle.” He pointed. “There you will find a monkey that is wounded. Shoot him, that he may suffer no more, for it is written, ‘Blessed is he that giveth sleep from pain.’” Obedient to his master’s order, Abiboo leapt into a little canoe, which the Zaire carried by her side, and went paddling into the grass.




  He disappeared, and they heard the rustle of elephant grass; but no shot came. They waited until the grass rattled again, and Abiboo reappeared with a baby boy in the crook of his arm, naked and tearful.




  This child was a firstborn, and had been-left on a sandy spit so that a crocodile might come and complete the sacrifice.




  This happened nearly twenty years ago, and the memory of the drastic punishment meted out to the father of that firstborn is scarcely a memory. “We will call this child ‘N’mika,’ Sanders had said, which means ‘the child of sacrifice.’”




  N’mika was brought up in the hut of a good man, and came to maturity.




  *




  When the monkeys suddenly changed their abiding-place from the little woods near by Bonganga, on the Isisi, to the forest which lies at the back of the Akasava, all the wise men said with one accord that bad fortune was coming to the people of Isisi. N’mika laughed at these warnings, for he was in Sanders’s employ, and knew all things that happened in his district. Boy and man he served the Government faithfully; loyalty was his high fetish, and Sanders knew this.




  The Commissioner might have taken this man and made him a great chief; and had N’mika raised the finger of desire, Sanders would have placed him above all others of his people; but the man knew where he might serve best, and at nineteen he had scotched three wars, saved the life of Sanders twice, and had sent three petty chiefs of enterprising character to the gallows. Then love came to N’mika.




  He loved a woman of the Lesser Isisi — a fine, straight girl, and very beautiful by certain standards. He married her, and took her to his hut, making her his principal wife, and investing her with all the privileges and dignity of that office.




  Kira, as the woman was called, was, in many ways, a desirable woman, and N’mika loved her as only a man of intelligence could love her; and she had ornaments of brass and of beads exceeding in richness the possessions of any other woman in the village. Now, there are ways of treating a woman the world over, and they differ in very little degree whether they are black or white, cannibal or vegetarian, rich or poor. N’mika treated this woman too well. He looked in the forest for her wishes, as the saying goes, and so insistent was this good husband on serving his wife, that she was, hard put to it to invent requirements.




  “Bright star reflected in the pool of the world,” he said to her one morning, “what is your need this day? Tell me, so that I may go and seek fulfilment.”




  She smiled. “Lord,” she said, “I desire the tail of a white antelope.”




  “I will find this tail,” he said stoutly, and went forth to his hunting, discouraged by the knowledge that the white antelope is seen once in the year, and then by chance.




  Now this woman, although counted cold by many former suitors, and indubitably discovered so by her husband, had one lover who was of her people, and when the seeker of white antelope tails had departed she sent a message to the young man.




  That evening Sanders was ‘tied up’ five miles from the village, and was watching the sun sinking in the swamp which lay south and west of the anchorage, when N’mika came down river in his canoe, intent on his quest, but not so intent that he could pass his lord without giving him due obeisance.




  “Ho, N’mika!” said Sanders, leaning over the rail of the boat, and looking down kindly at the solemn figure in the canoe, “men up and down the river speak of you as the wonderful lover.”




  “That is true, lord,” said N’mika simply; “for, although I paid two thousand matakos for this woman, I think she is worth more rods than have ever been counted.”




  Sanders nodded, eyeing him thoughtfully, for he suspected the unusual whenever women came into the picture, and was open to the conviction that the man was mad.




  “I go now, lord, to serve her,” N’mika said, and he played with one of the paddles with some embarrassment; “for my wife desires a tail of a white antelope, and there is no antelope nearer than the N’gombi country — and white antelopes are very little seen.”




  Sanders’s eyebrows rose.




  “For many months,” continued N’mika, “I must seek my beautiful white swish; but I am pleased, finding happiness in weariness because I serve her.”




  Sanders made a sign, and the man clambered on deck; “You have a powerful ju-ju,” he said, when N’mika stood before him, “for I will save you all weariness arid privation. Three days since I shot a white antelope on the edge of the Mourning Pools, and you shall be given its tail.”




  Into the hands of the waiting man he placed the precious trophy, and N’mika sighed happily. “Lord,” he said simply, “you are as a god to me — and have been for all time; for you found me, and named me the ‘Child of Sacrifice,’ and I hope, my fine master, to give my life in your service. This would be a good end for me.”




  “This is a little thing, N’mika,” said Sanders gently; “but I give you now a greater thing, which is a word of wisdom. Do not give all your heart to one woman, lest she squeeze it till you are dead.”




  “That also would be a great end,” said N’mika and went his way. It was a sad way, for it led to knowledge.




  Sanders was coming up the river at his leisure. Two days ahead of him had gone a canoe, swiftly paddled, to summon to the place of snakes, near the elephants’ ground where three small rivers meet (it was necessary to be very explicit in a country which abounded in elephants’ playgrounds and haunts of snakes, and was, moreover, watered by innumerable rivers), a palaver of the chiefs of his land.




  To the palaver in the snake-place came the chiefs, high and puisne, the headmen, great and small, in their various states. Some arrived in war canoes, with lokali shrilling, announcing the dignity and pride of the lazy figure in the stern. Some came in patched canoes that leaked continually. Some tramped long journeys through the forest — Isisi, Ochori, Akasava, Little N’gombi and Greater Isisi. Even the shy bushmen came sneaking down the river, giving a wide berth to, all other peoples, and grasping in their delicate hands spears and arrows which, as a precautionary measure, had been poisoned with tetanus.




  Egili of the Akasava, Tombolo of the Isisi, N’rambara of the N’gombi, and, last but not least, Bosambo of the Ochori, came, the last named being splendid to behold; for he had a robe of green velvet, sent to him from the Coast, and about his neck, suspended by a chain, jewelled at intervals with Parisian diamonds, was a large gold-plated watch, with a blue enamel dial, which he consulted from time to time with marked insolence.




  They sat upon their carved stools about the Commissioner, and he told them many things which they knew, and some which they had hoped he did not know. “Now, I tell you,” said Sanders, “I call you together because there is peace in the land, and no man’s hand is against his brother’s, and thus it has been for nearly twelve moons, and behold! you all grow rich and fat.”




  “Kwai!” murmured the chiefs approvingly.




  “Therefore,” said Sanders, “I have spoken a good word to Government for you, and Government is pleased; also my King and yours has sent you a token of his love, which he has made with great mystery and intelligence, that you may see him always with you, watching you.” He had brought half a hundred oleographs of His Majesty from the headquarters, and these he had solemnly distributed. It was a head-and-shoulder photograph of the King lighting a cigarette, and had been distributed gratis with an English Christmas number.




  “Now all people see! For peace is a beautiful thing, and men may lie down in their huts and fear nothing of their using. Also, they may go out to their hunting and fear nothing as to their return, for their wives will be waiting with food in their hands.”




  “Lord,” said a little chief of the N’gombi, “even I, a blind and ignorant man see all this. Now, I swear by death that I will hold the King’s peace in my two hands, offending none; for though my village is a small one, I have influence, owing to my wife’s own brother, by the same father and of the same mother, being the high chief of the N’gombi-by-the-River.”




  “Lord Sandi,” said Bosambo, and all eyes were fixed upon a chief so brave and so gallantly arrayed, who was, moreover, by all understanding, related too nearly to Sandi for the Commissioner’s ease. “Lord Sandi,” said Bosambo, “that I am your faithful slave all men know. Some have spoken evilly of me, but, lo! where are they? They are in hell, as your lordship knows, for we were both Christians before I learnt the true way and worshipped God and the Prophet. Nevertheless, lord, Mussulman and Christian are one alike in this, that they have a very terrible hell to which their enemies go—”




  “Bosambo,” said Sanders interrupting, “your voice is pleasant, and like the falling of rain after drought, yet I am a busy man, and there are many to speak.”




  Bosambo inclined his head gravely. The conference looked at him now in awe, for he had earned an admonition from Sandi, and still lived — nay! still preserved his dignity.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo. “I speak no more now, for, as you say, we have many private palavers, where much is said which no man knows; therefore it is unseemly to stand between other great speakers and your honour.” He sat down.




  “You speak truly, Bosambo,” said Sanders calmly. “Often we speak in private, you and I, for when I speak harshly to chiefs it is thus — in the secrecy of their huts that I talk, lest I put shame upon them in the eyes of their people.”




  “O, ko!” said the dismayed Bosambo under his breath, for he saw the good impression his cryptic utterance had wrought wearing off with some rapidity.




  After the palaver had dispersed, a weary Sanders made his way to the Zaire. A bath freshened him, and he came out to a wire-screened patch of deck to his dinner with some zest. A chicken of microscopic proportions had been the main dish every night for months. He ate his meal in solitude, a book propped up against a bottle before him, a steaming cup of tea at one elbow, and a little electric handlamp at the other.




  He was worried. For nine months he had kept a regiment of the Ochori on the Isisi border prepared for any eventualities. This regiment had been withdrawn. Sanders had an uncomfortable feeling that he had made a bad mistake. It would take three weeks to police the border again.




  Long after the meal had been cleared away he sat thinking, and then a familiar voice, speaking with Abiboo on the lower deck, aroused him. He turned to the immobile Houssa orderly who squatted outside the fly wire. “If that voice is the voice of the chief Bosambo, bring him to me.”




  A minute later Bosambo came, standing before the meshed door of the fly-proof enclosure.




  “Enter, Bosambo,” said Sanders, and when he had done so: “Bosambo,” he said, “you are a wise man, though somewhat boastful. Yet I have some faith in your judgment. Now you have heard all manner of people speaking before me, and you know that there is peace in this land. Tell me, by your head and your love, what things are there which may split this friendship between man and man?”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, preparing to orate at length, “I know of two things which may bring war, and the one is land and such high matters as fishing rights and hunting grounds, and the other is women. And, lord, since women live and are born to this world every hour of the day, faster — as it seems to me — than they die, there will always be voices to call spears from the roof.”




  Sander nodded. “And now?” he asked.




  Bosambo looked at him swiftly. “Lord,” he said suavely, “all men live in peace, as your lordship has said this day, and we love one another too well to break the King’s peace. Yet we keep a regiment of my Ochori on the Akasava border to keep the peace.”




  “And now?” said Sanders again, more softly.




  Bosambo shifted uncomfortably. “I am your man,” he said, “I have eaten your salt, and have shown you by various heroic deeds, and by terrible fighting, how much I love you, lord-Sandi.”




  “Yet,” said Sanders, speaking rather to the swaying electric bulb hanging from the awning, “and yet I did not see the chief of the little Isisi at my palaver.”




  Bosambo was silent for a moment. Then he heaved a deep sigh. “Lord,” he said, with reluctant admiration, “you have eyes all over your body. You can see the words of men before they are uttered, and are very quick to read thoughts. You are all eyes,” he went on extravagantly, “you have eyes on the top of your head and behind your ears. You have eyes—”




  “That will do,” said Sanders quietly. “I think that will do, Bosambo.”




  There was another long pause.




  “And I tell you this, because there are no secrets between you and me. It was I who persuaded the little chief not to come.”




  Sanders nodded. “That I know,” he said.




  “For, lord, I desired that this should be a very pleasant day for your lordship, and that you should go away with your heart filled with gladness, singing great songs; also, as your lordship knows, the Ochori guard has left the Akasava border.”




  There was no mistaking the significance.




  “Why should Bimebibi make me otherwise?” asked Sanders, ignoring the addition.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo loftily, “I am, as you know, of the true faith, believing neither in devils nor spells, save those which are prescribed by the blessed Prophet. It is well known that Bimebibi is a friend of ghosts, and has the eye which withers and kills. Therefore, lord, he is an evil man, and all the chiefs and peoples of this land are for chopping him — all save the people of the Lesser Isisi, who greatly love him.”




  Again Sanders nodded. The Lesser Isisi were the fighting Isisi; they held the land between the Ochori and the Akasava, and were fierce men in some moments, though gentle enough in others. Yet he had had no word from N’mika that trouble was brewing. This was strange. Sanders sat in thought for the greater part of ten minutes. Then he spoke. “War is very terrible,” he said, “for if one mad man comes up against five men who are not mad, behold! they become all mad together. I tell you this, Bosambo, if you do well for me in this matter, I will pay you beyond your dreams.”




  “How can a man do well?” asked Bosambo.




  “He shall hold this war,” said Sanders.




  Bosambo raised his right arm stiffly. “This I would do, lord,” he said gravely; “but it is not for me, for Bimebibi will cross with the Akasava just as soon as he knows that the Ochori do not hold the border.”




  “He must never know until I bring my soldiers,” said Sanders; “and none can tell him.” He looked up quietly, and met the chief’s eye. “And none can tell him?” he challenged.




  Bosambo shook his head. “N’mika sits in his village, lord,” said he; “and N’mika is a great lover of his wife by all accounts.”




  Sanders smiled. “If N’mika betrays me,” he said, “there is no man in the world I will ever trust.”




  N’mika faced his wife. He wore neither frown nor smile, but upon her face was the terror of death. On a stool in the centre of the hut was the tail of the white antelope, but to this she gave no attention, for her mind was busy with the thoughts of terrible reprisals.




  They sat in silence; the fire in the centre of the big hut spluttered and burnt, throwing weird shadows upon the wattle walls.




  When N’mika spoke his voice was even and calm. “Kira, my wife,” he said, “you have taken my heart out of me, and left a stone, for you do not love me.”




  She licked her dry lips and said nothing,




  “Now, I may put you away,” he went on, “for the shame you have brought, and the sorrow, and the loneliness.”




  She opened her mouth to speak. Twice she tried, but her tongue refused. Then, again: “Kill me,” she whispered, and kept her staring eyes on his.




  N’mika, the Wonderful Lover, shook his head. “You are a woman, and you have not my strength,” he said, half to himself, “and you are young. I have trusted you, and I am afraid.”




  She was silent. If the man, her lover, did what she had told him to do in the frantic moment when she had been warned of her husband’s return, she might have saved her life — and more.




  He read her thoughts in part. “You shall take no harm from me,” he said; “for I love you beyond understanding; and though I stand on the edge of death for my kindness, I will do no ill to you.”




  She sprang up. The fear in her eyes was gone; hate shone there banefully. He saw the look, and it scorched his very soul — and he heard. It was the soft pad-pad of the king’s guard, and he turned to greet Bimebibi’s head chief. His wife would have run to the guard, but N’mika’s hand shot out and held her.




  “Take him — take him!” she cried hoarsely. “He will kill me — also he plots against the king, for he is Sandi’s man!”




  Chekolana, the king’s headman, watched her curiously, but no more dispassionate was the face her husband turned upon her. “Kira,” he said, “though you hate me, I love you. Though I die for this at the hands of the king, I love you.”




  She laughed aloud. She was safe — and N’mika was afraid. Her outstretched finger almost touched his face. “Tell this to the king,” she cried, “N’mika is Sandi’s man, and know his heart—”




  The headman, Chekolana, made a step forward and peered into N’mika’s face. “If this is true,” he said, “you shall tell Bimebibi all he desires to know. Say, N’mika, how many men of the Ochori hold the border?”




  N’mika laughed. “Ask Sandi that,” he said.




  “Lord! lord!” — it was the woman, her eyes blazing— “this I will tell you, if you put my man away. On the border there is—”




  She gasped once and sighed like one grown weary, then she slid down to the floor of the hut — dead, for N’mika was a quick killer, and his hunting-knife very sharp.




  “Take me to the king,” he said, his eyes upon the figure at his feet, “saying N’mika has slain the woman he loved; N’mika, the Wonderful Lover; N’mika, the Child of Sacrifice, who loved his wife well, and loved his high duty best.”




  No other word spoke N’mika. They crucified him on a stake before the chief’s hut, and there Sanders found him three days later. Bimebibi explained the circumstances.




  “Lord, this man murdered a woman, so I killed him,” he said.




  He might have saved his breath, for he had need of it.




  XI. “They”
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  In the Akarti country they worshipped many devils, and feared none, save one strange devil, who was called “Wu,” which in our language means “They.”




  “Remember this,” said Sanders of the River, as he grasped the hand of Grayson Smith, his assistant.




  “I will not forget,” said that bright young man; “and, by the way, if anything happens to me, you might find out how it all came about, and drop a note to my people — suppressing the beastly, details.”




  Sanders nodded. “I will make it a pretty story,” he said, “and, whatever happens, your death will be as instantaneous and as painless as my fountain-pen can make it.”




  “You’re a brick!” said Grayson Smith, and turned to swear volubly in Swahili at his headman — for Smith, albeit young, was a great linguist.




  Sanders watched the big canoe as it swung into the yellow waters of the Fasai; watched it until it disappeared round a bank, then sent his steamer round to the current, and set his course homeward.




  To appreciate the full value of the Akartis’ independence, and their immunity from all attack, it must be remembered that the territory ranged from the Forest-by-the-Waters to the Forest-by-the-Mountains. It was a stretch of broad, pastoral lands, enclosed by natural defences. Forest and swamp on the westward kept back the rapacious people of the Great King, mountain and forest on the south held the Ochori, the Akasava, and the Isisi. The boldest of the N’gombi never ventured across the saw-shaped peaks of the big mountains, even though loot and women were there for the taking.




  The king of the Akarti was undisputed lord of vast territories, and he had ten regiments of a thousand men, and one regiment of women, whom he called his “Angry Maidens,” who drank strong juices, and wrestled like men. Since he was king from the Forest-by-the-Mountains to the Forest-by-the-Waters he was powerful and merciless, and none said “nay” to N’raki’s “yea,” for he was too fierce, and too terrible a man to cross.




  Culuka of the Wet Lands once came down into N’raki’s territory, and brought a thousand spears. Now the Wet Lands are many miles from the city of the king, and the raid that Culuka planned injured none, for the raided territories were poor and stony. But N’raki, the killer, was hurt in his tenderest spot, and he led his thousands across the swamps to the city of Culuka, and he fought him up to the stockades and beyond. The city he burnt. The men and children he slew out of hand. Culuka he crucified before his flaming hut, and, thereafter, the borders of the killer were immune from attack.




  This was a lesson peculiarly poignant, and when the French Government — for Culuka dwelt in a territory which was nominally under the tricolour — sent a mission to inquire into the wherefores of the happening, N’raki cut off the head of the leader, and sent it back with unprintable messages intended primarily for the governor of French West Africa, and eventually for the Quai d’Orsay. N’raki lived, therefore, undisturbed, for the outrage coincided with the findings of the Demarcation Commission which had been sitting for two years to settle certain borderline questions. By the finding of the Commission all the Akarti country became, in the twinkling of an eye, British territory, and N’raki a vassal of the King of England — though he was sublimely unconscious of the honour.




  N’raki was an autocrat of autocrats, and of his many battalions of skilled fighting men, all very young and strong, with shining limbs and feathered heads, he was proudest of his first regiment. These were the tallest, the strongest, the fleetest, and the fiercest of fighters, and he forbade them to marry, for all men know that women have an evil effect upon warriors; and no married man is brave until he has children to defend, and by that time he is fat also.




  So this austere regiment knew none of the comforts or languor of love, and they were proud that their lord, the king, had set them apart from all other men, and had so distinguished them. At the games they excelled, because they were stronger and faster, knowing nothing of women’s influence; and the old king saw their excellence, and said “Wa!”




  There was a man of the regiment whose name was Taga’ka, who was a fine man of twenty. There was also in the king’s city a woman of fifteen, named Lapai, who was a straight, comely girl, and a great dancer. She was a haughty woman, because her uncle was the chief witchdoctor, and such was her power that she had put away two husbands.




  One day, at the wells, she saw Taga’ka, and loved him; and meeting him alone in the forest, she fell down before him and clasped his feet. “Lord Taga’ka,” said she, “you are the one man in the world I desire.”




  “I am beyond desire,” said Taga’ka, in his arrogant pride; “for I am of the king’s regiment and women are grass for our feet.” And not all her allurements could tempt him to so much as stroke her face; and the heart of the woman was wild with grief.




  Then the king fell sick, and daily grew worse. The witchdoctors made seven sacrifices, and learnt from grisly portents, which need not be described in detail, that the king should take a long journey to the far end of his kingdom, where he should meet a man with one eye, who would live in the shadow of the royal hut. This he did, journeying for three months, till he came to the appointed place, where he met a man afflicted in accordance with the prediction. And the man sat in the shadow of the king’s hut,




  Now, it is a fact, which none will care to deny, that the niece of the chief witchdoctor had planned the treatment of the king. She had planned it with great cleverness, and she it was who saw to it that the deformed man waited at the king’s hut.




  For she loved Taga’ka with all the passion other soul, and when the long months passed, and the king remained far away, and Lapai whispered into the young man’s ear, he took her to wife, though death would be his penalty for his wrongdoing.




  The other men of the royal regiment, who held Taga’ka a model in all things austere, seeing this happen, said: “Behold! Taga’ka, the favourite of the king, has taken a woman to himself. Now, if we all do this, it would be better for Taga’ka, and better for us. The king, the old man, will forgive him, and not punish us.”




  It might have been that N’raki, the king, would have ended his days in the place to which his medicine-man had sent him, but there arose in that district a greater magician than any — a certain wild alien of the Wet Lands, who possessed magical powers, and cured pains in the king’s legs by a no more painful process than the laying on of hands, and whom the king appointed his chief magician. And this was the end of the uncle of Lapai; for, if no two kings can rule in one land, most certainly no two witchdoctors can hold power. And they killed the deposed uncle of Lapai, and used the blood for making spells.




  One morning the new witchdoctor stood in the presence of N’raki the king. “Lord king,” he said, “I have had a dream, and it says that your lordship shall go back to your city, and that you shall travel secretly, so that the devils who guard the way shall not lay hands upon you.”




  N’raki, the king, went back to his city unattended, save by his personal guard, and unheralded, to the discomfort of the royal regiment. And when he learnt what he learnt, he administered justice swiftly. He carried the forbidden wives to the top of a high mountain and cast them over a cliff, one by one, to the number of six hundred. And that mountain is to this day called “The Mountain of Sorrowful Women.”




  One alone he spared — Lapai. Before the assembled people in judgment he spared her.




  “Behold this woman, people of the Akarti!” he said; “she that has brought sorrow and death to my regiment. To-day she shall watch her man, Taga’ka, burn; and from henceforth she shall live amongst you to remind you that I am a very jealous king, and terrible in my anger.”




  The news of the massacre filtered slowly through the territories. It came to the British Government, but the British Government is a cautious Government where primitive natives are concerned.




  Sanders, sitting between Downing Street and the District Commissioners of many faraway and isolated spots, realised the futility of an expedition. He sent two special messages, one of which was to a young man named Farquharson, who, at the moment, was shooting snipe on the big swamp south of the Ambalina Mountains. And this young man swore like a Scotsman because his sport had been interrupted, but girded up his loins, and, with half a company of the King’s African Rifles, trekked for the city. On his way he ran into an ambush, and swore still more, for he realised that death had overtaken him before he had had his annual holiday.




  He called for his orderly. “Hafiz,” he said in Arabic, “if you should escape, cross the country to the Ochori land by the big river. There you will find Sandi; give him my dear love, and say that Fagozoni sent a cheerful word, also that the Slayer of Regiments is killing his people.”




  An hour later Farquharson, or Fagozoni, as they called him, was lying before the king, his unseeing eyes staring at the hard, blue heavens, his lips parted in the very ghost of a smile.




  “This is a bad palaver,” said the king, looking at the dead man. “Now they will come, and I know not what will happen.” In his perturbation he omitted to take into his calculations the fact that he had in his city a thousand men sick with grief at the loss of their wives.




  N’raki, the king, was no coward. There was a prompt smelling out of all suspicious characters. Even the councillors about his person were not exempt, for the new witchdoctor found traces of disloyalty in every one. With the aid of his regiment of virgins, he held his city, and ruthlessly disposed of secret critics. These included men who stood at his very elbow, and there came a time when he found none to whom he might transmit his thoughts with any feeling of security.




  News came to him that there was an Arab caravan traversing his western border, trading with his people, and the report he received was flattering to the intelligence and genius of the man in charge of the party.




  N’raki sent messengers with gifts and kind words to the intruder, and on a certain day there was brought before him the slim Arab, Ussuf. “O Ussuf,” said the king, “I have heard of you, and of your wisdom. Often you have journeyed through my territories, and no man has done you hurt.”




  “Lord king,” said the Arab, “that is true.”




  The king looked at him thoughtfully. N’raki, in those days, had reached his maturity; he was a wise, cunning man, and had no illusions. “Arabi,” he said, “this is in my mind: that you shall stay here with me, living in the shadow of my hut, and be my chief man, for you are very clever, and know the ways of foreign people. You shall have treasures beyond your dreams, for in this land there is much dead ivory hidden by the people of my fathers.”




  “Lord king,” said Ussuf, “this is a very great honour, and I am too mean and small a man to serve you. Yet it is true I know the ways of foreign people, and I am wise in the government of men.”




  “This also I say to you,” the king went on slowly, “that I do not fear men or devils, yet I fear ‘They,’ because of their terrible cruelty. Now if you will serve me, so that I avert the wrath of these, you shall sit down here in peace and happiness.”




  Thus it came about that Ussuf, the Arab, became Prime Minister to the King of Akarti, and two days after his arrival the new witchdoctor was put away with promptitude and dispatch by a king who had no further use for him.




  All the news that came from the territories to Sanders was that the country was being ruled with some wisdom. The fear of “They” was an ever-present fear with the king. The long evenings he sat with his Arab counsellor, thinking of that mysterious force which lay beyond the saw-back.




  “I tell you this, Ussuf,” he said, “that my heart is like water within me when I think of ‘They,’ for it is a terrible devil, and I make sacrifices at every new moon to appease its anger.”




  “Lord king,” said Ussuf, “I am skilled in the way of ‘They,’ and I tell you that they do not love sacrifices.”




  The king shifted on his stool irritably. “That is strange,” he said, “For the gods told me in a dream that I must sacrifice Lapai.”




  He shot a swift glance at the Arab, for this Ussuf was the only man in the city who did not deal scornfully with the lonely, outcast woman, whose every day was a hell. It was-the king’s order that she should walk through the city twice between sunrise and sunset, and it was the king’s pleasure that every man she met should execrate her; and although the native memory is short, and the recollection of the tragedy had died, men feared the king too much to allow her to pass without a formal curse. Ussuf alone had walked with her, and men had gasped to see the kindly Arab at her side,




  “You may have this woman,” said the king suddenly, “and take her into your house.”




  The Arab turned his calm eyes upon the wizened face of the other. “Lord,” he said, “she is not of my faith, being an unbeliever and an infidel, and, according to my gods, unworthy.”




  He was wise to the danger his undiplomatic friendship had brought him. He knew the reigns of Prime Ministers were invariably short. He had become less indispensable than he had been, for the king had regained some of his lost confidence in the loyalty of his people; moreover, he had aroused suspicion in the Akarti’s mind, and that was fatal.




  The king dismissed him, and Ussuf went back to his hut, where his six Arab followers were. “Ahmed,” he said to one of these, “it is written in the blessed Word that the life of man is very short. Now I particularly desire that it shall be no shorter than the days our God has given to me. Be prepared tomorrow, therefore, to leave this city, for I see an end to my power.”




  He rose early in the morning, and went to the palaver which began the day. He was not perturbed to discover the seat usually reserved on the right of the king occupied by a lesser chief, and his own stool placed four seats down on the left.




  “I have spoken with my wise counsellors,” said the king, “also with witchdoctors, and these wise men have seen that the crops are bad, and that there is no fortune in this land, and because of this we will make a great sacrifice.”




  Ussuf bowed his head. “Now, I think,” said King N’raki slowly, “because I love my people very dearly, and I will not take any young maidens, as is the custom, for the fire, and for the killing, that it would be good for all people if I took the woman Lapai.”




  All eyes were fixed on Ussuf. His face was calm and motionless.




  “Also,” the king went on, “I hear terrible things, which fill my stomach with sorrow.”




  “Lord, I hear many things also,” said Ussuf calmly; “but I am neither sorry nor glad, for such stories belong to the women at their cooking-pots and to men who are mad because of sickness.”




  N’raki made a little face. “Women or madmen,” he said shortly, “they say that you are under the spell of this woman, and that you are plotting against this land, and have also sent secret messengers to ‘They,’ and that you will bring great armies against my warriors, eating up my country as Sandi ate up the Akasava and the lands of the Great King.”




  Ussuf said nothing. He would not deny this for many reasons.




  “When the moon comes up,” said the king, and he addressed the assembly generally, “you shall tie Lapai to a stake before my royal house, and all the young maidens shall dance and sing songs, for good fortune will come to us, as it came in the days of my father, when a bad woman died.”




  Ussuf made no secret of his movements that day. First he went to his hut at the far end of the village, and spoke to the six Arabs who had come with him into the kingdom.




  To the headman he said: “Ahmed, this is a time when death is very near us all, be ready at moonrise to die, if needs be. But since life is precious to us all, be at the little plantation at the edge of the city at sunset, as soon as darkness falls and the people come in to sacrifice.”




  He left them and walked through the broad, palm-fringed street of the Akarti city till he came to the lonely hut, where the outcast woman dwelt. It was such a hut as the people of Akarti built for those who are about to die, so that no dwelling-place might be polluted with the mustiness of death.




  The girl was starting on her daily penance — a tall, fine woman. She watched the approach of the king’s minister without expressing in her face any of the torments which raged in her bosom.




  “Lapai,” said Ussuf, “this night the king makes a sacrifice.” He made no further explanation, nor did the girl require one.




  “If he had made this sacrifice earlier, he would have been kind,” she said quietly, “for I am a very sorrowful woman.”




  “That I know, Lapai,” said the Arab gently.




  “That you do not know,” she corrected. “I had sorrow because I loved a man and destroyed him, because I love my people and they hate me, and now because I love you, Ussuf, with a love which is greater than any.”




  He looked at her; there was a strange pity in his eyes, and his thin, brown hands went out till they reached to her shoulders. “All things are with the gods,” he said. “Now, I cannot love you, Lapai, although I am full of pity for you, for you are not of my race, and there are other reasons. But because you are a woman, and because of certain teachings which I received in my youth, I will take you out of this city, and, if needs be, die for you.”




  He watched her as she walked slowly down towards where the people of the Akarti waited for her, drawn by morbid curiosity, since the king’s intention was no secret. Then he shrugged his shoulders helplessly.




  At nine o’clock, when the virgin guards and the old king went to find her for the killing, she had gone. So also had Ussuf and his six Arabi. The king’s lokali beat furiously, summoning all the country to deliver into his hands the woman and the man.




  Sanders, at that moment, was hunting for the Long Man, whose name was O’Fasa. O’Fasa was twelve months gone in sleeping-sickness, and had turned from being a gentle husband and a kindly father into a brute beast. He had speared his wife, cut down the Houssa guard left by Sanders to keep the peace of his village, and had made for the forest.




  Now, a madman is a king, holding his subjects in the thrall of fear, and since there was no room in the territory for two kings and Sanders, the Commissioner came full tilt up the river, landed half a company of black infantry, and followed on the ravaging trace of the madman.




  At the end of eight days he came upon O’Fasa, the Long Man. He was sitting with his back against a gum-tree, his well-polished spears close at hand, and he was singing the death song of the Isisi, a long low, wailing, sorrowful song, which may be so translated into doggerel English:




  “Life is a thing so small That you cannot see it at all Death is a thing so wise That you see it in every guise Death is the son of life, Pain is his favourite wife.”




  Sanders went slowly across the clearing, his automatic pistol in his hand. O’Fasa looked at him and laughed. “O’Fasa,” said Sanders gently, “I have come to see you, because my King heard you were sick.”




  “O ko!” laughed the other. “I am a great man when kings send their messengers to me.”




  Sanders, his eye upon the spears, advanced warily. “Come with me, O’Fasa,” he said.




  The man rose to his feet. He made no attempt to reach his spears. Of a sudden he ducked, and turned, running swiftly towards the black heart of the forest. Sanders raised his pistol, and hesitated a second — just too long. He could not kill the man, though by letting him live he might endanger the lives of his fellows and the peace of the land.




  The Commissioner was in an awkward predicament. Ten miles beyond was the narrow gap which led into the territory of N’raki. To lead an armed expedition through that gap would bring about complications which it was his duty and desire to avoid. The only hope was that O’Fasa would double back, for the trail they followed left little doubt as to where he had gone. Unerringly, with the instinct of the hunted beast, he had made for the gap.




  They came to the gorge, palm-fringed, and damp with the running waters, at sunset, and camped. They found the spoor of the hunted man, lost it, and picked it up again. At daybreak Sanders, with two men, pushed through the narrow pass and came into the forbidden territory. There was no sign of the fugitive.




  Sanders’s lokali beat out four urgent messages. They were addressed to a Mr. Grayson Smith, who might possibly be in that neighbourhood, but if he received them, he sent no reply.




  Now, madmen and children have a rooted dislike for strange places, and Sanders, backing on this, fixed his ambush in the narrow end of the gorge. Sooner or later O’Fasa would return. At any rate, he decided to give him four days.




  Thus matters stood when the sometime minister, Ussuf, with a woman and five Arabi, made for the gap, with the swift and tireless guards of the king at their heels. Three times the Arab had halted to fight off his pursuers, and in one of these engagements he had sustained his only casualty, and had left a dead Arab follower on the ground of his stand.




  The gap was in sight, when a regiment of the north, summoned by lokali, swept down on his left and effectively blocked his retreat. Ussuf took up his position on a little rocky hill. His right was protected by swamp land, and his left and rear were open.




  “Lapai,” he said, when he had surveyed the position, “it seems to me that the death you desire is very close at hand. Now, I am very sorry for you, but God knows my sorrow can do little to save you.”




  The woman looked at him steadily. “Lord,” she said, “I am very glad if you and I go down to hell together, for in some new, strange world you might love me, and I should be satisfied,”




  Ussuf laughed, showing his straight rows of white teeth in genuine amusement. “That we shall see,” he said.




  The attack came almost at once, but the rifles of the six shot back the assault. At the end of two hours the little party stood intact. A second attack followed; one man of the Arab guard went down with an arrow through his throat, but Ussuf’s shooting was effective, and again the northern regiment drew off.




  Before the hill, and in the direction of Akarti city, was the king’s legion. It was from this point that Ussuf expected the last destroying assault.




  “Lapai,” he said, turning round, “I—”




  The woman had gone! In the fury of the defence he had not noticed her slip away from him. Suddenly she appeared halfway down the hill and turned to him.




  “Come back!” he called.




  She framed her mouth with two hands that her words might carry better. In the still evening air every word came distinctly. “Lord,” she said, “this is best, for if they have me, they will let you go, and death will come some day to you, and I shall be waiting.”




  She turned and ran quickly down the hill towards the stiff lines of warriors below. Then suddenly appeared out of the ground, as it seemed, a tall, lank figure right in her path. She stopped a moment, and the man sprang at her and lifted her without an effort. Ussuf raised his rifle and covered them, but he dare not shoot.




  There was another interested spectator. King N’raki, a vengeful man, and agile despite his years, had followed as eagerly as the youngest of his warriors, and now stood in the midst of his counsellors, watching the scene upon the hill.




  “What man is that?” he asked. “For I see he is not of our people.”




  Before the messengers he would have dispatched could be instructed, the tall man, running lightly with his burden, came towards him, and laid a dead woman almost at the king’s feet.




  “Man,” he said insolently, “I bring you this woman, whom I have killed, because a devil put it into my heart to do so.”




  “Who are you?” asked N’raki. “For I see you are a stranger.”




  “I am a king,” said O’Fasa, the Long Man; “greater than all kings, for I have behind me the armies of white men.” The humour of this twisted truth struck him of a sudden, for he burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter.




  “You have the armies of the white men behind you?” repeated N’raki slowly, and looked nervously from side to side.




  “Behold!” said O’Fasa, stretching out his hand. The king’s eyes followed the direction of the hand. Far away across the bare plain he saw black specks of men advancing at regular intervals. The sinking sun set the bayonets of Sanders’s little force aglitter. The Commissioner had heard the firing, and had guessed much.




  “It is ‘They,’” said King N’raki, and blinked furiously at the Long Man, O’Fasa. He turned swiftly to his guard. “Kill that man!” he said.




  *




  Sanders brought his half-company of Houssas to the hill and was met halfway by Ussuf.




  “I heard your rifles,” he said. “Have you seen anything of a long chap, of wild and aggressive mien?”




  He spoke in English, and Ussuf replied in the same language. “A tall man?” he asked, and Sanders wondered a little that a man so unemotional as was Grayson Smith, of the Colonial Intelligence, should speak so shakily. “I think he is here,” said the Englishman in Arab attire, and he led the way down the hill.




  N’raki’s armies had moved off swiftly. The fear of ‘They’ had been greater in its effect than all its legions.




  The Englishmen made their way to where two figures lay in a calm sleep of death.




  “Who is the woman?” asked Sanders.




  “A native woman, who loved me,” said Grayson Smith simply, and he bent down and closed the eyes of the girl who had loved him so well.




  XII. The Ambassadors




  

    Table of Contents

  




  There is a saying amongst the Akasava: “The Isisi sees with his eyes, the N’gombi with his ears, but the Ochori sees nothing but his meat.”




  This is translated badly, but in its original form it is immensely subtle. In the old days before Bosambo became chief, king, headman, or what you will, of his people, the Ochori were quite prepared to accept the insulting description of their sleepiness without resentment.




  But this was calacala, and now the Ochori are a proud people, and it is not good to throw insulting proverbs in their direction, lest they throw them back with something good and heavy at the end of them.




  The native mind works slowly, and it was not until every tribe within three hundred miles had received some significant indication of the change which had come about in the spirit and character of this timorous people, that they realised the Ochori were no longer a race which might serve as butts for the shafts of wisdom.




  There was a petty chief of the Isisi who governed a great district, for, although “Isisi” means ‘small’ the name must not be taken literally. He had power under his king to call palavers on all great national questions, such as the failure of crops, the shifting of fishing-grounds, and the infidelities of highly-placed women.




  One day he called his people together — his counsellors, his headmen, and all sons of chiefs — and he laid before them a remarkable proposition.




  “In the days of my father,” said Emberi, “the Ochori were a weak and cowardly people; now they have become strong and powerful. Last week they came down upon our brothers of the Akasava and stole their goats and laid shame upon them, and behold! the Akasava, who are great warriors, did nothing more than send to Sandi the story of their sorrow. Now it seems to me that this is because Bosambo, the chief, has a devil of great potency, and I have sent to my king to ask him to entreat the lord Bosambo to tell us why these things should be.”




  The gathered counsellors nodded their heads wisely. There was no doubt at all that Bosambo had the advantage of communication with a devil; or if this were not so, he was blessed to a minor degree with a nodding acquaintance with one of those ghosts in which the forest of the Ochori abounded.




  “And thus says my lord, the king of the Akasava, and of all the territories and the rivers and the unknown lands beyond the forest as far as the eye can see,” the chief went on. “He sends me his message by his counsellor, saying: ‘It is true Bosambo has a devil, and for the sake of my people I will send to him, asking him to put his strength in our hands, that we may be wise and bold.’”




  Now this was a conclusion which had been arrived at simultaneously by the six nations, and, although the thoughts of their rulers were not communicated in such a public fashion, the faith in Bosambo’s inspiration was universal, and the idea that Bosambo should be thus approached was a violent and shameless plagiarism on the part of the chief Emberi.




  One morning in the late spring the ambassadors of the powers came paddling up to Ochori city in twelve canoes with their headmen, their warriors, their beaters of drums and their carriers. Bosambo, who had no faith whatever in humanity, was warned of their approach and threw the city into a condition of defence. He himself received the deputation on the foreshore, and the spokesman was Emberi.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said the chief, “we come in peace, and from the chief and the kings and all the peoples of these lands.”




  “That may be so,” said Bosambo, “and my heart is full of joy to see you. But I beg of you that you land your spearmen and your warriors and your beaters of drums on the other side of the river, for I am a timorous man, and I fear that I cannot in this city show you the love and honour which Sandi has asked me to give even to common people.”




  “But, lord,” protested the chief, who, to do him credit, had no warlike or injurious ideas concerning his host, “on the other side of the water there is only sand and water and evil spirits,”




  “That may be so,” said Bosambo; “but on this side of the river there are me and my people, and we desire to live happily for many years. I tell you, that it is better that you should all die because of the sand and the water and the evil spirits, than that I should be slain by those who do not love me.”




  “My master,” said Emberi pompously, “is a great king and a great lover of you.”




  “Your master,” said Bosambo, “is a great liar.”




  “He loves you,” protested Emberi.




  “He is still a great liar,” said Bosambo; “for the last time I met him he not only said that he would come with his legions and eat me up, but he also called me evil names, such as ‘fish-eater’ and ‘chicken,’ and ‘fat dog.’”




  Bosambo spoke without fear of consequences because he had a hundred of his picked men behind him, and all the advantage of the sloping beach. He would have turned the delegates back to their homes, but that the persistent and alarmed Emberi succeeded in interesting him in his announcements, and, more important, there were landed from one of the canoes, rich presents, including goats and rice and a looking-glass, which latter was, explained Emberi, the very core of his master’s soul.




  In the end Bosambo left his hundred men to hold the beach, and Emberi persuaded his reluctant followers to make their home on the sandy shore across the river. Then, and only then, did Bosambo unbend, and had prepared one of his famous feasts, to which all the chiefs of the land contributed in the shape of meat and drink — all the chiefs, that is, except Bosambo, who made a point of giving nothing away to anybody in any circumstances.




  The palaver that followed was very interesting, indeed, to the chief of the Ochori. One by one, from nine in the morning to four in the following morning, the delegates spoke.




  Much of their speeches dealt with the superlative qualities which distinguished Bosambo’s rule — his magnificent courage, his noble generosity — Bosambo glanced quickly round to see the faces of the counsellors who had reluctantly provided the feast — and to the future which awaited all nations which imitated all his virtues.




  “Lord, I speak the truth,” said Emberi, “and thus it runs that all people from the sea where the river ends, to the leopard’s mouth from whence it has its source, know that you are familiar with devils that give you courage and cunning and tell you magic, so that you can make men from rats.”




  Bosambo nodded his head gravely. “All this is true,” he said. “I have several devils, although I do not always use them. For, as you know, I am a follower of a particular faith, and was for one lifetime a Christian, believing in all manners of mysteries of which you know nothing — Marki, Luki, and Johnny Baptist, who are not for you.”




  He looked round at the awed men and shook his head.




  “Nor do you know of the wonders they worked, such as curing burns, and striking dead, and cutting ears. Now I know these things,” he continued impressively. “Therefore Sandi loves me, for he also is a God-man, and often comes to me to speak with him concerning these white men.”




  “Lord, what are devils?” asked an impatient delegate.




  “Of the devils,” repeated Bosambo, “I have many.”




  He half closed his eyes and was silent for the space of two minutes. He gave the impression that he was counting his staff — and, indeed, this was the idea precisely that he wished to convey.




  “O ko!” said Emberi in a hushed voice. “If it is true, as you say it is, then our master desires that you shall send us one devil or two that we might be taught the peculiar manner of these wonderful ghosts.”




  Bosambo coughed, and glanced round at the sober faces of his advisers.




  “I have many devils who serve me,” he began. “There is one I know who is very small and has two noses — one before him and one behind — so that he may smell his enemy who stalks him. Also there is one who is so tall that the highest trees are grass to his feet. And another one who is green and walks upside down.”




  For an hour Bosambo orated at length on demonology, even though he might never have known the word. He drew on the misty depths of his imagination. He availed himself of every recollection dealing with science. He spoke of ghosts who were familiar friends, and came to his bidding much in the same way that the civilised dog comes to his master’s whistle.




  The delegates retired to their huts for the night in a condition of panic when Bosambo informed them that he had duly appointed a particular brand of devil to serve their individual needs, and protect them against the ills which the flesh is heir to.




  Now Ochori city and the Ochori nation had indeed awakened from the spell of lethargy under the beneficent and drastic government of Bosambo, and it is known in the history of nations, however primitive or however advanced they may be, that no matter how excellent may be the changes effected there will be a small but compact party who regard the reformer as one who encumbers the earth. Bosambo had of his own people a small but powerful section who regarded all changes with horror, and who saw in the new spirit which the chief had infused into the Ochori, the beginning of the end. This is a view which is not peculiar to the Ochori.




  There were old chiefs and headmen who remembered the fat and idle days which preceded the upraising of Bosambo, who remembered how easy it was to secure slave service, and, remembering, spoke of Bosambo with unkindness. The chief might have settled the matter of devils out of hand in his own way, and would, I doubt not, have sent away the delegation happily enough with such messages of the Koran as he could remember written on the paper Sanders had supplied him for official messages.




  But it was not Bosambo’s way, nor was it the way with the men with whom he had to deal to expedite important palavers. Normally, such a conference as was now assembled, would last at least three days and three nights It seemed that it would last much longer, for Bosambo had troubles of his own.




  At dawn on the morning following the arrival of the delegation, a dust-stained messenger, naked as he was born, came at a jogtrot and panting heavily from the bush road which leads to the Elivi, and without ceremony stood at the door of the royal hut.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said the messenger, “Ikifari, the chief of Elivi, brings his soldiers and headmen to the number of a thousand, for a palaver.”




  “What is in his heart?” said Bosambo.




  “Master,” said the man, “this is in his heart: there shall be no roads in the Ochori, for the men of Elivi are crying out against the work. They desire to live in peace and comfort.”




  Bosambo had instituted a law of his own — with the full approval of Sanders — and it was that each district should provide a straight and well-made forest road from one city to another, and a great road which should lead from one district to its neighbour. Unfortunately, every little tribe did not approach the idea with the enthusiasm which Bosambo himself felt, nor regard it with the approval which was offered to this most excellent plan by the King’s Government.




  For roadmaking is a bad business. It brings men out early in the morning, and keeps them working with the sweat running off their bare backs in the hot hours of the day. Also there were fines and levies which Bosambo the chief took an unholy joy in extracting whenever default was made.




  Of all the reluctant tribes, the Elivi were the most frankly so. Whilst all the others were covered with a network of rough roads — slovenly made, but roads none the less — Elivi stood a virgin patch of land two hundred miles square in the very heart of makeshift civilisation. Bosambo might deal drastically with the enemy who stood outside his gate. It was a more delicate matter when he had to deal with a district tacitly rebellious, and this question of roads threatened to develop, unhappily.




  He had sent spies into the land of the Elivi and this was the first man back.




  “Now it seems to me,” said Bosambo, half to himself, “that I have need of all my devils, for Ikifari is a bitter man, and his sons and his counsellors are of a mind with him.”




  He sent his headman to his guests with a message that for the whole day he would be deep in counsel with himself over this matter of ghosts; and when late in the evening the van of the Elivi force was sighted on the east of the village, Bosambo, seated in state in his magnificent palaver-house, adorned with such Christmas plates as came his way, awaited their arrival.




  Limberi, the headman, went out to meet the disgruntled force. “Chief,” he said, “it is our lord’s wish that you leave your spears outside the city.”




  “Limberi,” said Ikifari, a hard man of forty, all wiry muscle-and leanness, “we are people of your race and your brothers. Why should we leave our spears — we who are of the Ochori?”




  “You do not come otherwise,” said Limberi decisively. “For across the river are many enemies of our lord, and he loves you so much, that for his own protection, he desired your armed men — your spearmen and your swordsmen — to sit outside. Thus he will be confident and happy.”




  There was no more to be done than to obey. Ikifari with his counsellors followed the headman to the palaver, and his insolence was notable.




  “I speak for all Elivi,” he said, without any ceremonious preliminaries. “We are an oppressed people, lord Bosambo, and our young men cry out with great voices against your cruelty.”




  “They shall cry louder,” said Bosambo, and Ikifari, the chief, scowled.




  “Lord,” he said sullenly, “if it is true that Sandi loves you, he also loves us, and no man is so great in this land that he may stir a people to rebellion.”




  Bosambo knew this was true — knew it without the muttered approval of Ikifari’s headmen. He ran his eye over the little party. They were all there — the malcontents. Tinif’si, the stout headman, M’kera and Calasari, the lesser chiefs; and there was in their minds a certain defiance which particularly exasperated Bosambo. He might punish one or two who set themselves up against his authority, but here was an organised rebellion. Punishment would mean fighting, and fighting would weaken his position with Sanders. It was the moment to temporise.




  Fortunately the devil deputation was not present. It was considered to be against all etiquette for men of another nation to be present at the domestic councils of their neighbours. Otherwise some doubt might have been born in the bosom of Emberi as to the efficacy of Bosambo’s devils at this particular moment.




  “And this I would say to you, lord,” said Ikifari, and Bosambo knew that the crux of the situation would be revealed. “We Elivi are your dogs. You do not send for us to come to your great feasts, nor do you honour us in any way. But when there is fighting you call up our spears and our young men, and you send us abroad to be eaten up by your terrible enemies. Also,” he went on, “when you choose your chiefs and counsellors to go pleasant journeys to such places where they are honoured and feasted, you send only men of the Ochori city.”




  It may be said here that from whatever source Bosambo derived his inspiration, he had certainly acquired royal habits which were foreign to his primitive people. Thus he would dispatch envoys and ambassadors on ceremonious visits bearing gifts and presents which they themselves provided and returning with richer presents which Bosambo acquired. It was, if the truth be told, a novel and pleasant method of extracting blackmail — pleasant because it gave Bosambo little trouble, and afforded his subordinates titillation of importance, and no one had arisen to complain save these unfortunate cities of Akasava, Isisi and N’gombi which entertained his representatives.




  “It is true I have never sent you,” said Bosambo, “and my heart is sore at the thought that you should think evil of me because I have saved you all this trouble. For my heart is like water within me. Yet a moon since I sent Kili, my headman, bearing gifts to the king of the bush people, and they chopped him so that he died, and now I fear to send other messengers.”




  There was an unmistakable sneer on Ikifari’s face. “Lord,” he said, with asperity, “Kili was a foolish man and you hated him, for he had spoken evilly against you, stirring up your people. Therefore you sent him to the bushmen and he did not come back.” He added significantly: “Now I tell you that if you send me to the bushmen I do not go.”




  Bosambo thought a moment. “Now, I see,” he said, almost jovially, “that Ikifari, whom I love better than my own brother” — this was true— “is angry with me because I have not sent him on a journey. Now I shall show how much I love you, for I will send you all — each of you — as guests of my house, bearing my word to such great nations as the Akasava, the Isisi, the N’gombi; also to the people beyond the river, who are great and give large presents.” He saw the faces brighten, and seized the psychological moment.




  “The palaver is finished,” said Bosambo magnificently.




  He ordered a feast to be made outside the city for his unwelcome guests, and summoned the devil delegates to his presence. “My friends,” he said, “I have given the matter of devils great thought, and since I desire to stand well with you and with your master, I have spent this night in Company with six great devils, who are my best friends and who help me in all matters. Now I tell you this — which is known only to myself and to you, whom I trust — that to-day I send to your master six great spirits which inspire me.”




  There was a hush. The sense of responsibility, which comes to the nervous who are suddenly entrusted with the delivery of a ferocious bull, fell upon the men of the delegation.




  “Lord, this is a great honour,” said Emberi, “and our masters will send many more presents than your lordship has ever seen. But how may we take these devils with us, for we are fearful and are not used to their ways?”




  Bosambo bowed his head graciously. “That also filled my thoughts,” he said, “and thus I have ordered it. I shall take six of my people — six counsellors and chiefs, who are to me as the sun and the flowers — and by magic I will place inside the heart of each chief and headman one great devil. You shall take these men with you, and you shall listen to all they say save this.” He paused. “These devils love me, and they will greatly desire to return to my city and to my land, where they have been so long. Now I tell you that you must treat them kindly. Yet you must hold them, putting a guard about them, and keeping them in a secret place, so that Sandi may not find them and hear of them. And they will bring you fortune and prosperity and the courage of lions.”




  *




  Sanders was coming up river to settle a woman palaver, when he came slap into a flotilla of such pretension and warlike appearance that he did not hesitate for one moment.




  At a word, the canvas jackets were slipped from the Hotchkiss guns, and they were swung over the side. But there was no need for such preparations, as he discovered when Emberi’s canoe came alongside.




  “Tell me, Emberi,” said Sanders, “what is this wonderful thing I see — that the Akasavas and the Isisi, and the N’gombi and the people of the lower forest sail together in love and harmony?”




  “Lord,” said Emberi proudly, “this is Bosambo’s doing.”




  Sanders was all suspicion. “Now I know that Bosambo is a clever man,” be said, “yet I did not know that he was so great a character that he could bring together all men in peace, but rather the contrary.”




  “He has done this because of devils,” said Emberi importantly. “Behold, there are certain things about which I must not speak to you, and this is one of them. So, Sandi, ask me no more, for I have sworn an oath.”




  Leaning over the steamer Sanders surveyed the flotilla. His keen eyes ranged the boat from stem to stern. He noted with interest the presence of one Ikifari, who was known to him. And Ikifari in a scarlet coat was a happy and satisfied man. “O Ikifari,” bantered Sanders, “what of my roads?”




  The chief looked up. “Lord, they shall be made,” he said, “though my young men die in the making. I go now to make a grand palaver for my friend and father Bosambo, for he trusts me above all men and has sent me to the Isisi.”




  Sanders knew something of Bosambo’s idiosyncrasies, and nodded. “When you come back,” he said, “I will speak on the matter of these roads. Tell me now, my friend, how long do you stay with the Isisi?”




  “Lord,” said Ikifari, “I stay for the time of a moon. Afterwards I go back to the Ochori, bearing rich presents which my lord Bosambo has made me swear I will keep for myself.”




  “The space of a moon,” repeated Sanders.




  He turned to ring the engines “Ahead” and did not see Emberi’s hand go up to cover a smile.




  XIII. Guns in the Akasava
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  “Thank God!” said the Houssa captain fervently, “there is no war in this country.”




  “Touch wood!” said Sanders, and the two men simultaneously reached out and laid solemn hands upon the handle of the coffeepot, which was vulcanite. If they had touched wood who knows what might have happened in the first place to Ofesi the chief of Mc-Canti?




  Who knows what might have happened to the two smugglers of gold from the French territory?




  The wife of Bikilini might have gone off with her lover, and Bikilini resigned and patient taken another to wife, and the death men of the Ofesi might never have gone forth upon their unamiable missions, or going forth have been drowned, or grown faint-hearted. Anyway it is an indisputable fact that neither Sanders nor Captain Hamilton touched wood on the occasion.




  And as to Bannister Fish — ?




  That singular man was a trader in questionable commodities, for he had not the nice sentiments which usually go with the composition of a white man. Some say that he ran slaves from Angola to places where a black man or a black woman is worth a certain price; that he did this openly with the connivance of the Government of Portugal and made a tolerable fortune. He certainly bought more poached ivory than any man in Africa, and his crowning infamy up to date was the arming of a South Soudanese Mahdi — arms for employment against his fellow-countrymen.




  There are certain manufacturers of small arms in the Midlands who will execute orders to any capacity, produce weapons modern or antiquated at a cost varying with the delicacy or mechanism of the weapon. They have no conscience, but have a hard struggle to pay dividends because there are other firms in Liege who run the same line of business, but produce at from 10 per cent to 25 per cent lower cost.




  Mr. Bannister Fish, a thin, wiry man of thirty-four, as yellow as a guinea and with the temper of a fiend, was not popular on the coast, especially with officials. Fortunately Africa has many coasts, and since Africa in mass was Mr. Fish’s hunting-ground, rather than any particular section, the coast men — as we know the coast — saw little of him.




  It was Mr. Fish’s boast that there was not twenty miles of coast line from Dakka to Capetown, and from Lourenco Marques to Suez, that had not contributed something of beauty to his lordly mansion on the top of Highgate Hill.




  You will observe that he omits reference to the coast which encloses Cape Colony, and there is a reason. Cape Colony is immensely civilised, has stipendiary magistrates and a horrible breakwater where yellow-jacketed convicts labour for their sins, and Mr. Fish’s sins were many. He tackled Sanders’s territory in the same spirit as a racehorse breeder-will start raising Pekingese poodles — not for the money hie could make out of it, but as an amusing sideline.




  He worked ruin on the edge of the Akasava country, operating from the adjoining foreign territories, and found an unholy joy in worrying Sanders, whom he had met once and most cordially disliked. His dislike was intensified on the next occasion of their meeting, for Sanders, making a forced march across the Akasava, seized the caravan of Mr. Bannister Fish, burnt his stores out of hand, and submitted the plutocrat of Highgate Hill to the indignity of marching handcuffed to headquarters. Mr. Fish was tried by a divisional court and fined ú500, or, as an alternative, awarded twelve months’ imprisonment with hard labour.




  The fine was paid, and Mr. Fish went home saying horrible things about Mr. Commissioner Sanders, which I will not sully these fair pages by repeating.




  Highgate Hill is a prosaic neighbourhood served by prosaic motorbuses, and not the place where one would imagine wholesale murder might be planned, yet from his domain in Highgate Mr. Fish issued certain instructions by telephone and cablegram, and at his word men went secretly into Sanders’s territory looking for the likely man. They found Ofesi, and Highgate spoke to the Akasava to some purpose.




  In the month of February in a certain year Mr. Fish drove resplendently in his electric landau from Highgate to Waterloo. He arrived on the Akasava border seven weeks later no less angry with Sanders than he had ever been, and of a cheerful countenance because, being a millionaire, he could indulge in his hobbies, and his hobby was the annoyance of a faraway Commissioner who, at that precise moment was touching vulcanite and thinking it wood.




  Ofesi, the son of Malaka, the son of G’nani, was predestined. Thus it was predicted by the famous witchdoctor Komonobologo, of the Akasava. For it would appear that on the night that Ofesi came squealing into the world, there were certain solar manifestations such as an eclipse of the moon and prodigious shooting of stars, which Komonobologo translated favourably to the clucking, sobbing and shrill whimpering morsel of whitey-brown humanity.




  Thus Ofesi was to rule all peoples as far as the sun shone (some three hundred miles in all directions according to local calculations), and he should not suffer ignominious death at the hand of any man. Ofesi (literally ‘the Born-Lucky’) should be mighty in counsel and in war; should shake the earth with the tread of his legions; might risk and gain, never risk and lose; was the favoured of ju-jus and ghosts; and would have many sons.




  The hollow-eyed woman stretched on the floor of the hut spoke faintly of her happiness, the baby with greedy mouth satisfying the beast in him said nothing, being too much occupied with his natural and instinctive desires.




  Such prophecies are common, and some come to nothing. Some, for no apparent reason, stick fast to the recipient. Ofesi — his destiny — was of the sticking kind. When Sanders took up his duties on the river, Ofesi was a lank and awkward youth of whom his fellows stood in awe.




  Sanders was in awe of nobody. He listened quietly to the recital of portents, omens, and the like, and when it was finished, he delivered a little homily on the fallibility of human things and the extraordinarily high death-rate which existed amongst those misguided people who walked outside the rigid circle of the land.




  Ofesi had neighbours more hearty than Sanders, and by these he was accepted as something on account of the total wonder which the years would produce. So Ofesi grew and flourished, doing much mischief in his way, which was neither innocent nor boyish, and the friendly hand which is upraised to small boys all the world over never fell sharply upon his well-covered nerves, because Ofesi was predestined and immune. In course of time he was appointed by the then king of the Akasava to the chieftainship of the village of Mi-lanti, and the city of the Akasava breathed a sigh of relief to see his canoe go round the bend of the river out of sight.




  No report of the chief’s minor misdoings came to Sanders because this legend of destiny carried to all the nations save and except one.




  It is said that Ofesi received more homage and held a more regal court in his tiny principality than did the king his master; that N’gombi, Isisi, and the tribes about sent him presents doubly precious, and that he had a household of sixty wives, all contributed by his devotees. It was also said that he made the intoxicating distributions of Mr. Fish possible, but Sanders had no proof of this. He raided his friends impartially, did all manner of unpleasant things, terrorised the river from the Lesser Isisi to the edge of the Ochori, and the fishermen watching his war canoes creeping stealthily through the night would say: “Let no man see the lord Ofesi; lest in the days to come he remember and blind us.”




  Whether from sheer cunning or from the intuitive faculty which is a part of genius, Ofesi grew to stout manhood without once violating the border line of the Ochori. Until upon a day —




  Sanders came in great haste one wet April night when the clouds hung so low over the river that you might have touched them with a fishing-rod. It was a night of billowing mists, of drenching cloud bursts, of loud cracking thunders and the flicker-flacker of lightning so incessant that only the darkness counted as interval. Yet, against the swollen stream, drenched to the skin, his wet face set to the stinging rain and the white rod of his searchlight piercing such gloom as there was, Sanders came as fast as stern wheel could revolve for the Akasava land.




  He came up to the village of Mi-lanti in the wild grey of a stormy dawn, and such of the huts as the flooding waters of the heavens had spared stood isolated sentinels amidst smoking ruins. He landed tired and immensely angry, and found many dead men and one or two who thought they were dead. They told him a doleful story of rapine and murder, of an innocent village set upon by the Ochori and taken in its defencelessness.




  “That is a lie,” said Sanders promptly, “for you have stockades, built to the west of the village and your dead are all painted as men paint themselves who prepare long for war. Also the Ochori — such as I have seen — are not so painted, which tells me that they came in haste against a warring people.”




  The wounded man turned his tired face to Sanders. “It is my faith,” he said, in the conventional terminology of his tribe, “that you have eyes like a big cat.”




  Sanders attended to his injuries and left him and his pitiful fellows in a dry hut. Then he went to look for Bosambo, and found him sitting patiently ten miles up the river. He sat before a steep hill of rock and undergrowth. At the top of the hill was the chief of the village of Mi-lanti, and with him were such of his fighting men as were not at the moment in a happier world.




  “Lord, this is true,” said Bosambo, “that this dog attacked my river villages and put my men to death and my women to service. So I came down against him, for it is written in the Sura of the Djinn that no man shall live to laugh at his own evil.”




  “There will be a palaver,” said Sanders briefly, and bade the crestfallen chief, Ofesi, to come down and stack his spears. Since it is not in the nature of the native man to speak the truth when his skin is in peril, it goes without saying that both sides lied fearfully, and Sanders, sifting the truth, knew which side lied the least.




  “Ofesi,” he said, at the end of much weariness of listening, “what do you say that I shall not hang you?”




  Ofesi, a short, thick man with a faint beard, looked up and down, left and right for inspiration.




  “Lord,” he said after a while, “this you know, that all my life I have been a good man — and it is said that I have a high destiny, and shall not die by cruelty.”




  “Man is eternal whilst he lives,” quoted Sanders, “yet man dies sooner or later.”




  Ofesi stared round at Bosambo, and Bosambo was guilty of an indiscretion — possibly the greatest indiscretion of his life. In the presence of his master, and filled with the exultation and virtuous righteousness which come to the palpably innocent in the face of trial, he said in English, shaking his head the while reprovingly: “Oh, you dam’ naughty devil!”




  Sanders had condemned the man to death in his heart; had mentally chosen the tree on which the marauding chief should swing when Bosambo spoke. Sanders had an immense idea as to the sanctity of life in one sense. He had killed many by rope with seeming indifference, and, indeed, he never allowed the question of a man’s life or death to influence him one way or the other when an end was in view. He would watch with unwavering eyes the breath choke out of a swaying body, yet there must be a certain ritual of decency, of fitness, of decorum in such matters, or his delicate sense of justice was outraged.




  Bosambo’s words, grotesque, uncalled for, wholly absurd, saved the life of Ofesi the chief.




  For a moment Sanders’s lips twitched irresponsibly, then he turned with a snarl upon the discomfited chief of the Ochori. “Back to your land, you monkey man!” he snapped; “this man has offended against the land — yet he shall live, for he is a fool. I know a greater one!”




  He sent Ofesi back to his village to build up what his folly had overthrown.




  “Remember, Ofesi,” he said, “I give you back your life, though you deserve death: and I do this because it comes to me suddenly that you are a child as Bosambo is a child. Now, I will come back to you with the early spring, and if you have deserved well of me you shall be rewarded with your liberty; and if you have done ill to me, you shall go to the Village of Irons or to a worse place.”




  Back at headquarters Sanders told a sympathetic captain of Houssas the story. “It was horribly weak of course,” he said; “but, somehow, when that ass Bosambo let rip his infernal English I couldn’t hang a sparrow.”




  “Might have brought this Ofesi person down to the village,” said the captain thoughtfully, “He’s got an extraordinary reputation.”




  Sanders sat on the edge of the table, his hands thrust into his breeches pockets. “I thought of that, too, and it affected me. You see, there was just a fear in my mind that I was being influenced on the wrong side by this fellow’s talk of destiny — that I was being, in fact, a little malicious.”




  The Houssa skipper snapped his cigarette case and looked thoughtful. “I’ll get another company down from headquarters,” he said.




  “You might ask for a machinegun section also,” said Sanders. “I’ve got it in my bones that there’s going to be trouble.”




  A week later the upper river saw many strange faces. Isolated fishermen came from nowhere in particular to pursue their mild calling in strange waters. They built their huts in unfrequented patches of forest, and you might pass up and down a stretch of the beach without knowing that hut was modestly concealed in the thick bush at the back. Also they went about their business at night with fishing spear and light canoe tacking across river and up river, moving without sound in the shadows of the bank, approaching villages and cities with remarkable circumspection. They were strange fishermen indeed, for they fished with pigeons. In every canoe the birds drowsed in a wickerwork cage, little red labels about their legs on which even an untutored spy might make a rude but significant mark with the aid of an indelible pencil. Sanders took no risks.




  He summoned Ahmed Ali, the chief of his secret men. “Go to the Akasava country, and there you will find Ofesi, a chief of the village Mi-lanti. Watch him, for he is an evil man. On the day that he moves against me and my people you shall judge whether I can come in time with my soldiers. If there is time send for me: but if he moves swiftly you shall shoot him dead and you shall not be blamed. Go with God.”




  “Master,” said Ahmed, “Ofesi is already in hell.”




  If all reports worked out, and they certainly tallied, Ofesi, the predestined chief, gave no offence. He rebuilt his city, choosing higher ground and following a long and unexpected hunting trip, which took him to the edge of the Akasava country, and he projected a visit of love and harmony to Bosambo.




  He even sent swift couriers to Sanders to ask permission for the ceremonial, though such permission was wholly unnecessary. Sanders granted the request, delaying the deputation until he had sent his own messengers to Bosambo. So on a bright June morning Ofesi set forth on his mission, his two and twenty canoes painted red, and even the paddles newly burnt to fantastic and complimentary designs; and he came to the Ochori and was met by Bosambo, a profound sceptic but outwardly pleasant.




  “I see you,” said Ofesi, “I see you, lord Bosambo, also your brave and beautiful people; yet I come in peace and it grieves me that you should meet me with so many spears.”




  For in truth the beach bristled a steel welcome and three fighting regiments of the Ochori, gallantly arrayed, were ranked in hollow square, the fourth side of which was the river.




  “Lord Ofesi,” said Bosambo suavely, “this is the white man’s way of doing honour and, as you know, I have much white blood in my veins, being related to the English Prime Minister.”




  He surveyed the two-and-twenty canoes with their twenty paddlers to each, and duly noted that each paddler carried his fighting spears as a matter of course.




  That Ofesi had any sinister design upon the stronghold of the Ochori may be dismissed as unlikely. He was cast in no heroic mould, and abhorred unnecessary risk, for destiny requires some assistance. He had brought his spears for display rather than for employment. Willy-nilly he must stack them now — an unpleasant operation, reminiscent of another stacking under the cold eye of Sanders.




  So it may be said that the rapprochement between the Ochori and the Akasava chief began inauspiciously. Bosambo led the way to his guesthouse — new-thatched as is the custom. There was a great feast in Ofesi’s honour, and a dance of girls — every village contributing its chief dancer for the event. Next day there was a palaver with sacrifices of fowl and beast, and blood friendships were sworn fluently. Bosambo and Ofesi embraced before all the people assembled, and ate salt from the same dish.




  “Now I will tell you all my business, my brother,” said Ofesi that night. “Tomorrow I go back to my people with your good word, and I shall speak of you by day and night because of your noble heart.”




  “I also will have no rest,” said Bosambo, “till I have journeyed all over this land, speaking about my wonderful brother Ofesi.”




  With a word Ofesi dismissed his counsellors, and Bosambo, accepting the invitation, sent away his headmen.




  “Now I will tell you,” said Ofesi.




  And what he said, what flood of ego-oratory, what promises, what covert threats, provided Bosambo with reminiscences for long afterwards.




  “Yet,” he concluded, “though all things have moved to make me what I am, yet there is much I have to learn, and from none can I learn so well as from you, my brother.”




  “That is very true,” said Bosambo, and meant it.




  “Now,” Ofesi went on to his peroration, “the king of the Akasava is dying and all men are agreed that I shall be king in his place, therefore I would learn to the utmost grain all the secrets of kingship. Therefore, since I cannot sit with you, I ask you, lord Bosambo, to give a home to Tolinobo, my headman, that he may sit for a year in the shadow of your wisdom and tell me the many beautiful things you say.”




  Bosambo looked thoughtfully at Tolinobo, the headman, a shifty fisherman promoted to that position, and somewhat deficient in sanity, as Bosambo judged.




  “He shall sit with me,” said Bosambo at length, “and be as my own son, sleeping in a hut by mine, and I will treat him as if he were my brother.”




  There was a fleeting gleam, of satisfaction in Ofesi’s eye as he rose to embrace his blood-friend; but then he did not know how Bosambo treated his brother.




  The Akasava chief and his two and twenty canoes paddled homeward at daybreak, and Bosambo saw them off. When they were gone, he turned to his headman: “Tell me, Solonkinini,” he said, “what have we done with this Tolinobo who stays with us?”




  “Lord, we build him a new hut this morning in your lordship’s shadow.”




  Bosambo nodded. “First,” he said, “you shall take him to the secret place near the Crocodile Pool and stake him out. Presently I will come, and we will ask him some questions.”




  “Lord, he will not answer,” said the headman. “I myself have spoken with him.”




  “He shall answer me,” said Bosambo, significantly, “and you shall build a fire and make very hot your spears, for I think this Tolinobo has something he will be glad to tell.”




  Bosambo’s prediction was justified by fact. Ofesi was not halfway home, happy in his success, when a blubbering Tolinobo, stretched ignominiously on the ground, spoke with a lamentable lack of reserve on all manner of private matters, being urged thereto by a red hot spearhead which Bosambo held much too near his face for comfort.




  *




  At about this time came Jim Greet, an American adventurer, and Francis E. Coulson, a citizen of the world. They came into Sanders’s territory unwillingly, for they were bound, via the French river which skirted the north of the N’gombi land, for German West Africa. There was in normal times a bit of a stream which connected the great river with the Frenchi river. It was, according to a facetious government surveyor, navigable for balloons and paper boats, except once in a decade a mild spring in the one thousand-miles distant mountains coincided with heavy rains in the Isisi watershed. Given the coincidence the tiny dribble of rush-choked water achieved the dignity of riverhood. It was bad luck that Jim and Coulson hit an exceptional season. Keeping to the left bank, and moving only by night — they had reason for this — the adventurers followed the course of the stream which ordinarily was not on the map, and they were pardonably and almost literally at sea.




  Two long nights they worked their crazy little steamer through an unknown territory without realising that it was unknown. They avoided such villages as they passed, shutting off steam and dowsing all lights till they drilled beyond sight and hearing.




  At last they reached a stage in their enterprise where the maintenance of secrecy was a matter of some personal danger, and they looked around in the black night for assistance. “Looks like a village over there, Jim,” said Coulson, and the steersman nodded,




  “There’s shoal water here,” he said grimly, “and the freehold is up to water-level.”




  “Leakin’?”




  “Not exactly leakin’,” said Jim carefully; “but there’s no bottom to the forepart of this tub.”




  Coulson swore softly at the African night. The velvet darkness had fallen on them suddenly, and it was a case of tie-up or go on — Jim decided to go on. They had struck a submerged log and ripped away the bottom of the tiny compartment that was magniloquently called “No. 1 hold,” the bulkhead of Nos. 1 and 2 was of the thinnest steel and was bulging perceptibly. Coulson did not know this, but Jim did. Now he turned the prow of the ancient steamer to the dark shore, and the revolving paddle-wheels made an expiring effort.




  Somewhere on the river bank a voice called to them in the Akasava tongue, they saw the fires of the village, and black shadows passing before them; they heard women laughing. Jim turned his head and gave an order to one, of his naked crew, and the man leapt overboard with a thin rope hawser. Then the ripped keel of the little boat took the sand and she grounded.




  Jim lit his pipe from a lantern that hung in the deck cabin behind him, wiped his streaming forehead with the back of his hand, and spoke rapidly in the Akasava tongue to the little crowd who had gathered on the beach. He spoke mechanically, warning all and sundry for the safety of their immortal souls not to slip his hawser: warning them that if he lost so much as a deck rivet he would flay alive the thief, and ended by commending his admiring audience to M’shimba M’shamba, Bimbi, O’kili, and such local devils as he could call to his tongue.




  “That’s let me out,” he said, and waded ashore through the shallow water as one too much overcome by the big tragedies of life to care very much one way or another whether he was wet or dry. He strode up the shelving beach and was led by a straggling group of villagers to the headman’s hut to make inquiries, and came back to the boat with unpleasant news. Coulson had brought her nose to the sand, and by a brushwood fire that the men of the village had lit upon the beach, the damage was plainly to be seen. The tiny hull had torn like brown paper, and part of the cause — a stiff branch of gun-wood — still protruded from the hole.




  “We’re in Sanders’s territory, if it’s all the same to you,” said Jim gloomily. “The damnation old Frenchi river is in spruit and we’ve come about eighty miles on the wrong track.”




  Coulson, kneeling by the side of the boat, a short, black briar clutched between his even white teeth, looked up with a grin. “Sande catchee makee hell,” quoted he. “Do you remember the Chink slaver who used to run the Angola women up to the old king for Bannister Fish?”




  Jim said nothing. He took a roll of twist from his pocket, bit off a section, and chewed philosophically. “There’s no slavery outfit in this packet,” he said. “I guess even old man Fish wouldn’t fool ‘round in this land — may the devil grind him for bone-meal!” There was no love lost between the amiable adventurers and Mr. Bannister Fish. That gentleman himself, sitting in close conference with Ofesi not fifty miles from whence the Grasshopper lay, would have been extremely glad to know that her owners were where they were.




  “Fish is out in these territories for good,” said Jim; “but it’ll do us no good — our not bein’ Fish, I mean, if Sandi comes nosing round lookin’ for traders’ licences — somehow I don’t want anybody to inspect our cargo.”




  Coulson nodded as he wielded a heavy hammer on the damaged plate.




  “I guess he’ll know all right,” Jim went on. “You can’t keep these old lokalis quiet — listen to the joyous news bein’, so to speak, flashed forth to the expectant world.”




  Coulson suspended his operations. Clear and shrill came the rattle of the lokali tapping its message: “Tom-te tom, tom-te tom, tommitty tommitty tommitty-tom.”




  “There she goes,” said the loquacious Jim, complacently. “Two white men of suspicious appearance have arrived in town — Court papers please copy.”




  Coulson grinned again. He was working his hammer deftly, and already the offending branch had disappeared. “A ha’porth of cement in the morning,” he said, “and she’s the Royal yacht.”




  Jim sniffed. “It’ll take many ha’porths of cement to make her anything but a big intake pipe,” he said. He put his hand on the edge of the boat and leapt aboard. Abaft the deckhouse were two tiny cupboards of cabins, the length of a man’s body and twice his width. Into one of these he dived, and returned shortly afterwards with a small, worn portmanteau, patched and soiled. He jumped down over the bows to the beach, first handing the piece of baggage down to the engineer of the little boat. It was so heavy that the man nearly dropped it.




  “What’s the idea?” Coulson mopped the sweat from his forehead with a pocket-handkerchief, and turned his astonished gaze to the other.




  “’Tis the loot,” said Jim significantly. “We make a cache of this tonight lest a worse thing happen.”




  “Oh, God, this man!” prayed Coulson, appealing heavenward. “With the eyes of the whole dam’ barbarian rabble directed on him, he stalks through the wilderness with his grip full of gold and his heart full of innocent guile!”




  Jim refilled his pipe leisurely from a big, leather pouch that hung at his waist before he replied. “Coulson,” he said between puffs, “in the language of that ridiculous vaudeville artiste we saw before we quit London, you may have brains in your head, but you’ve got rabbit’s blood in your feet. There’s no occasion for getting scared, only I surmise that one of your fellow-countrymen will be prowling around here long before the bows of our stately craft take the water like a thing of life, and since he is the Lord High Everything in this part of the world, and can turn out a man’s pocket without so much as a ‘damn ye’, I am for removing all trace of the Frenchi Creed River diggings.”




  Coulson had paused in his work, and sat squatting on his heels, his eyes fixed steadily on his partner’s. He was a goodlooking young man of twenty-seven, a few years the junior of the other, whose tanned face was long and thin, but by no means unpleasant. “What does it matter?” asked Coulson after a while. “He can only ask where we got the dust, and we needn’t tell him; and if we do we’ve got enough here to keep us in comfort all our days.”




  Jim smiled. “Suppose he holds this gold?” he asked quietly. “Suppose he just sends his spies along to discover where the river digging is — and suppose he finds it is in French territory and that there is a prohibitive export duty from the French country. Oh! there’s a hundred suppositions, and they’re all unpleasant.”




  Coulson rose stiffly. “I think we’ll take the risk of the boat foundering, Jim,” he said. “Put the grip back.”




  Jim hesitated, then with a nod he swung the portmanteau aboard and followed. A few minutes later he was doubled up in the perfectly inadequate space of No. 1 hold, swabbing out the ooze of the river, and singing in a high falsetto the love song of a mythical Bedouin.




  It was past midnight when the two men, tired, aching, and cheerful, sought their beds. “If Sanders turns up,” shouted Jim as he arranged his mosquito curtain (the shouting was necessary, since he was addressing his companion through a matchboard partition between the two cabins), “you’ve got to lie, Coulson.”




  “I hate lying,” grumbled Coulson loudly; “but I suppose we shall have to?”




  “Betcher!” yawned the other, and said his prayers with lightning rapidity.




  Daylight brought dismay to the two voyagers. The hole in the hull was not alone responsible for the flooded hold. There was a great gash in her keel — the plate had been ripped away by some snag or snags unknown. Coulson looked at Jim, and Jim returned the despairing gaze.




  “A canoe for mine,” said Jim after a while. “Me for the German river and so home. That is the way I intended moving, and that is the way I go.”




  Coulson shook his head. “Flight!” he said briefly. “You can explain being in Sanders’s territory, but you can’t explain the bolt — stick it out!”




  All that morning the two men laboured in the hot sun to repair the damage. Fortunately the cement was enough to stop up the bottom leak, and there was enough over to make a paste with twigs and sundried sand to stop the other. But there was no blinking the fact that the protection afforded was of the frailest. The veriest twig embedded in a sandbank would be sufficient to pierce the flimsy “plating.” This much the two men saw when the repairs were completed at the end of the day. The hole in the bow could only be effectively dealt with by the removal of one plate and the substitution of another, and that, said Jim, “can hardly happen.”




  The German river was eighty miles upstream and a flooded stream that ran five knots an hour at that. Allow a normal speed of nine knots to the tiny Grasshopper, and you have a twenty hours’ run at best.




  “The river’s full of floatin’ timber,” said Jim wrathfully, eyeing the swift sweep of the black waters, “an’ we stand no better chance of gettin’ anywhere except to the bottom; it’s a new plate or nothing.”




  Thus matters stood with a battered Grasshopper high and dry on the shelving beach of the Akasava village, and two intrepid but unhappy gold smugglers discussing ways and means, when complications occurred which did much to make the life of Mr. Commissioner Sanders unbearable.




  *




  There was a woman of the Akasava who bore the name of Ufambi, which means a “bad woman.” She had a lover — indeed, she had many, but the principal was a hunter named Logi. He was a tall, taciturn man, and his teeth were sharpened to two points. He was broad-shouldered, his hair was plastered with clay, and he wore a cloak that was made from the tails of monkeys. For this reason he was named Logi N’kemi, that is to say, Logi the Monkey. He had a hut far in the woods, three days’ journey, and in this wood were several devils; therefore he had few visitors. Ufambi loved this man exceedingly, and as fervently hated her husband, who was a creature of Ofesi. Also, he was not superior to the use of the stick.




  One day Ufambi annoyed him and he beat her. She flew at him like a wild cat and bit him, but he shook her off and beat her the more, till she ran from the hut to the cool and solitary woods, for she was not afraid of devils. Here her lover found her, sitting patiently by the side of the forest path, her well-moulded arms hugging her knees, her chin sunk, a watchful, brooding and an injured woman. They sat together and talked, and the woman told him all there was to be told, and Logi the Monkey listened in silence.




  “Furthermore,” she went on, “he has buried beneath the floor of the hut certain treasures given to him by white men, which you may take,” she said this pleadingly, for he had shown no enthusiasm in the support of her plan.




  “Yet how can I kill your husband,” said Logi, carefully, “and if I do kill him and Sandi comes here, how may I escape his cruel vengeance? I think it would be better if you gave him death in his chop, for then none would think evilly of me.”




  She was not distressed at his patent selfishness. It was understandable that a man should seek safety for himself, but she had no intention of carrying out her lover’s plan. She returned to her husband, and found him so far amiable that she escaped a further beating. Moreover, he was communicative. “Woman,” he said, “tomorrow I go a long journey because of certain things I have seen, and you go with me. In a secret place, as you know, I have hidden my new canoe, and when it is dark you shall take as much fish and and my two little dogs and sit in the canoe waiting for me.”




  “I will do this thing, lord,” she said meekly.




  He looked at her for a long time. “Also,” he said after a while, “you shall tell no man that I am leaving, for I do not desire that Sandi shall know, though,” he added, “if all things be true that Ofesi says, he will know nothing.”




  “I will do this as you tell me, lord,” said the woman.




  He rose from the floor of the hut where he had been squatting and went out of the hut. “Come!” he said graciously, and she followed him to the beach and joined the crowd of villagers who watched two white men labouring under difficulties.




  By and by she saw her husband detach himself from the group and make his cautious way to where the white men were.




  Now Bikilari — such was the husband’s name — was a N’gombi man, and the N’gombi folk are one of two things, and more often than not, both. They are either workers in iron or thieves, and Jim, looking up at the man, felt a little spasm of satisfaction at the sight of the lateral face marks which betrayed his nationality.




  “Ho, man!” said Jim in the vernacular, “what are you that you stand in my sun?”




  “I am a poor man, lord,” said Bikilari, “and I am the slave of all white men: now I can do things which ignorant men cannot, for I can take iron and bend it by heat, also I can bend it without heat, as my fathers and ray tribe have done since the world began.”




  Coulson watched the man keenly, for he was no lover of the N’gombi. “Try him out, Jim,” he said, so they gave Bikilari a hammer and some strips of steel, and all the day he worked strengthening the rotten bow of the Grasshopper.




  In the evening, tired and hungry, he went back to his hut for food; but his wife had watched him too faithfully for his comfort, and the cooking-pot was cold and empty. Bikilari beat her with his stick, and for two hours she sobbed and blew upon the embers of the fire alternately whilst my lord’s fish stewed and spluttered over her bent head.




  Jim was a good sleeper but a light one. He woke on the very smell of danger. Here was something more tangible than scent — a doglike scratching at his door. In the faint moonlight he saw a figure crouching in the narrow alleyway, saw, too, by certain conformations, that it was a woman, and drew an uncharitable conclusion. Yet, since she desired secrecy, he was willing to observe her wishes. He slid back the gauze door and flickered an electric lamp (most precious possession, to be used with all reserve and economy). She shrank back at this evidence of magic and breathed an entreaty.




  “What do you want?” he asked in a low voice.




  “Lord,” she answered, her voice muffled, “if you desire your life, do not stay here.”




  Jim thrust his face nearer to the woman’s. “Say what you must say very quickly,” he said.




  “Lord,” she began again, “my husband is Bikilari, a worker in iron. He is the man of Ofesi, and tonight Ofesi sends his killers to do his work upon all white men and upon all chiefs who thwart him. Also upon you because you are white and there is treasure in your ship.”




  “Wait,” said Jim, and turned to tap on Coulson’s door. There was no need. Coulson was out of bed at the first sound of whispering and now stood in the doorway, the moonlight reflected in a cold blue line on the revolver he held in his hand.




  “It may be a fake — but there’s no reason why it should be,” he said when the story was told. “We’ll chance the hole in the bow.”




  Jim ran forward and woke the sleeping engineer, and came back with the first crackle of burning wood in the furnace. He found the woman waiting. “What is your name?” he asked.




  She stood with her back to the tiny rail, an easy mark for the man who had followed her and now crouched in the shadow of the hull. He could reach up and touch her. He slipped out his long N’gombi hunting knife and felt the point.




  “Lord,” said the woman, “I am—”




  Then she slipped down to the deck.




  Coulson fired twice at the fleeing Bikilari, and missed him. Logi, the lover, leapt at him from the beach but fell before a quick knife-thrust. Bikilari reached the bushes in safety and plunged into the gloom — and into the arms of Ahmed Ali, a swift, silent man, who caught the knife arm in one hand and broke the neck of the murderer with the other — for Ahmed Ali was a famous wrestler in the Kono country.




  The city was aroused, naked feet pattered through the street. Jim and Coulson, lying flat on the bow of the steamer, held the curious at bay. Two hours they lay thus whilst the cold boilers generated energy. Then the paddle wheel threshed desperately astern, and the Grasshopper dragged herself to deep water.




  A figure hailed them from the bank in Swahili. “Lord,” it said, “go you south and meet Sandi — northward is death, for the Isisi are up and the Akasava villagers are in their canoes — also all white men in this land are dead, save Sandi.”




  “Who are you?” megaphoned Jim, and the answer came faintly as the boat drifted to midstream.




  “I am Ahmed All, the servant of Sandi, whom may God preserve!”




  “Come with us!” shouted Jim.




  The figure on the bank, clear to be seen in his white jellab, made a trumpet of his hands.




  “I go to kill one Ofesi, according to orders — say this to Sandi.”




  Then the boat drifted beyond earshot.




  “Up stream or down?” demanded Jim at the wheel. “Down we meet Sanders and up we meet the heathen in his wrath.”




  “Up,” said Coulson, and went aft to count noses.




  That night died Iliki, the chief of the Isisi, and I’mini, his brother, stabbed as they sat at meat, also Bosomo of the Little Isisi, and B’ramo of the N’gomi, chiefs all; also the wives and sons of B’ramo and Bosomo; Father O’Leary of the Jesuit Mission at Mosankuli, his lay minister, and the Rev. George Calley, of the Wesleyan Mission at Bogori, and the Rev. Septimus Keen and his wife, at the Baptist Mission at Michi. Bosambo did not die, because he knew; also a certain headman of Ofesi knew — and died.




  Ofesi had planned largely and well. War had come to the territories in the most terrible form, yet Bosambo did not hesitate, though he was aware of his inferiority, not only in point of numbers, but in the more important matter of armament. For the most dreadful thing had happened, and pigeons flying southward from a dozen points carried the news to Sanders — for the first time in history the rebellious people of the Akasava were armed with rifles — rifles smuggled across the border and placed in the hands of Ofesi’s warriors.




  The war-drum of the Ochori sounded. At dawn Bosambo led forty war canoes down the river, seized the first village that offered resistance and burnt it. He was for Ofesi’s stronghold, and was halfway there when he met the tiny Grasshopper coming up stream. At first he mistook it for the Zaire and made little effort to disclose the pacific intentions of his forty canoes, but a whistling rifle bullet aimed precisely made him realise the danger of taking things for granted. He paddled forward alone, ostentatiously peaceable, and Jim received him.




  “Rifles?” Coulson was incredulous. “O chief, you are mad.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo earnestly, “let Sandi say if I be mad — for Sandi is my bro — is my master and friend,” he corrected himself.




  Jim knew of Bosambo — the chief enjoyed a reputation along the coast, and trusted him now. He turned to his companion. “If all Bosambo says is true there’ll be hell in this country,” he said quietly. “We can’t cut and run. Can you use a rifle?” he asked.




  Bosambo drew himself up. “Suh,” he said in plain English, “I make ‘um shoot plenty at Cape Coast Cassell — I shoot ‘um two bulls’ eyes out.”




  Coulson considered. “We’ll cashee that gold,” he said. “It would be absurd to take that with us. O Bosambo, we have a great treasure, and this we will leave in your city.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo quietly, “it shall be as my own treasure.”




  “That’s exactly what I don’t want it to be,” said Coulson.




  The fleet waited whilst Bosambo returned to Ochori city with the smugglers; there, in Bosambo’s hut, and in a cunningly-devised hole beneath the floor, the portmanteau was hidden and the Grasshopper went joyfully with the stream to whatever adventures awaited her.




  *




  The moonlight lay in streaks of sage and emerald green — such a green as only the moon, beheld through the mists of the river, can show. Sage green for shadow, bright emerald on the young spring verdure, looking from light to dark or from dark to light, as the lazy breezes stirred the undergrowth. In the gleam of the moonlight there was one bright, glowing speck of red — it was the end of Mr. Commissioner Sanders’s cigar. He sat in the ink-black shadow cast by the awning on the foredeck of the Zaire. His feet, encased in long, pliant mosquito boots that reached to his knees, rested on the rail of the boat, and he was a picture of contentment and cheerful idleness.




  An idle man might be restless. You might expect to hear the creak of the wicker chair as he changed his position ever so slightly, yet it is a strange fact that no such sound broke the pleasant stillness of the night. He sat in silence, motionless. Only the red tip of the cigar glowed to fiery brightness and dulled to an ashen red as he drew noiselessly at his cheroot.




  A soft felt hat, pulled down over his eyes, would have concealed the direction of his gaze, even had the awning been removed. His lightly clasped hands rested over one knee, and but for the steady glow of the cigar he might have been asleep.




  Yet Sanders of the River was monstrously awake. His eyes were watching the tousled bushes by the water’s edge, roving from point to point, searching every possible egress. There was somebody concealed in those bushes — as to that Sanders had no doubt. But why did they wait — for it was a case of ‘they’ — and why, if they were hostile, had they not attacked him before?




  Sanders had had his warnings. Some of the pigeons came before he had left headquarters; awkwardly scrawled red labels had set the bugles ringing through the Houssa quarters. But he had missed the worst of the messages. Bosambo’s all-Arabic exclamation had fallen into the talons of a watchful hawk — poor winged messenger and all.




  Sanders rose swiftly and silently. Behind him was the open door of his cabin, and he stepped in, walked in the darkness to the telephone above the head of his bunk and pressed a button. Abiboo dozing with his head against the buzzer answered instantly. “Let all men be awakened,” said Sanders in a whisper. “Six rifles to cover the bush between the two dead trees.”




  “On my head,” whispered Abiboo, and settled his tarboosh more firmly upon that section of his anatomy.




  Sanders stood by the door of his cabin, a sporting Lee-Enfield in the crook of his arm, waiting. Then from far away he heard a faint cry, a melancholy, shrill whoo-wooing. It was the cry that set the men of the villages shuddering, for it was such a cry as ghosts make. Men in the secret service of Sanders, and the Government also, made it, and Sanders nodded his head. Here came a-man in haste to tell him things.




  A long pause and “Whoo-woo!” drearily, plaintively, and nearer. The man was whooing then at a jogtrot, and they on the bank were waiting —




  “Fire!” cried Sanders sharply.




  Six rifles crashed like a thunderclap, there was a staccato nick-flack as the bullets struck the leaves, and two screams of anguish. Out of the bush blundered a dark figure, looked about dazed and uncertain, saw the Zaire and raised his hand. “Bang!” A bullet smacked viciously past Sanders’s head.




  “Guns!” said Sanders with a gasp, and as the man on the bank rattled back the lever of his repeater, Sanders shot him.




  “Bang! Bang!” This time from the bush, and the Houssas answered it. Forty men fired independently at the patch of green from whence the flashes had come. Forty men and more leapt into the water and waded ashore, Sanders at their head.




  The ambush had failed. Sanders found three dead men of the Isisi and one slightly injured and quite prepared for surrender.




  “Mannlichers!” said Sanders, examining the rifles, and he whistled.




  “Lord,” said the living of the four, “we did what we were told; for it is an order that no man shall come to you with tidings; also, on a certain night that we should shoot you.”




  “Whose order?” demanded Sanders.




  “Our lord Ofesi’s,” said the man. “Also, it is an order from a certain white lord who dwells with his people on the border of the land.”




  They were speaking when the whooing messenger came up at a jogtrot, too weary to be cautioned by the sound of guns. He was a tired man, dusty, almost naked, and he carried a spear and a cleft-stick. Sanders read the letter which was stuck therein. It was in ornamental Arabic, and was from Ahmed Ali. He read it carefully; then he spoke.




  “What do you know of this?” he asked.




  “Lord,” said the tired man, flat on the bare ground and breathing heavily, “there is war in this land such as we have never seen, for Ofesi has guns and has slain all chiefs by his cunning; also there is a white man whom he visits secretly in the forest.”




  Sanders turned back to the Zaire, sick at heart. All these years he had kept his territories free from an expeditionary force, building slowly towards the civilisation which was every administrator’s ideal. This meant a punitive force, the introduction of a new regime. The coming of armed white men against these children of his. Who supplied the arms? He could not think. He had never dreamt of their importation. His people were too poor, had too little to give.




  “Lord,” called the resting messenger, as Sanders turned, “there are two white men in a puc-a-puc who rest by the Akasava city.”




  Sanders shook his head. These men — who knew them by name? — were smugglers of gold, who had come through a swollen river by accident. (His spies were very efficient, be it noted.) Whoever it was, the mischief was done.




  “Steam,” he said briefly to the waiting Abiboo.




  “And this man, lord?” asked the Houssa, pointing to the last of the would-be assassins.




  Sanders walked to the man. “Tell me,” he said, “how many were you who waited to kill me?”




  “Five, lord,” said the man.




  “Five?” said Sanders, “but I found only four bodies.”




  It was at that instant that the fifth man fired from the bank.




  *




  The Grasshopper, towing forty war canoes of the Ochori, came round a bend of the great river and fell into an ambuscade. The Ochori were a brave people, but unused to the demoralising effect of firearms, however badly and wildly aimed. Bosambo from the stern of the little steamer yelled directions to his panic-stricken fleet without effect. They turned and fled, paddling for their lives the way they had come. Jim essayed a turning movement in the literal sense, and struck a submerged log. The illfated Grasshopper went down steadily by the bow, and in a last desperate effort ran for the shore under a hail of bullets. They leapt to land, four men — Bosambo’s fighting headman was the fourth — and, shooting down immediate opposition, made for the bush. But they were in the heart of the enemy’s land — within shooting distance of the Akasava city. Long before they had crossed the league of wood, the lokali had brought reinforcements to oppose them. They were borne down by sheer weight of numbers at a place called Iffsimori, and that night came into, the presence of the great King Ofesi, the Predestined.




  They came, four wounded and battered men, bound tightly with cords of grass, spared for the great king’s sport.




  “O brother,” greeted Ofesi in the face of all his people, “look at me and tell me what has become of Tobolono, my dear headman?”




  Bosambo, his face streaked with dried blood, stared at him insolently. “He is in hell,” he said, “being majiki.” (predestined)




  “Also you will be in hell,” said the king, “because men say that you are Sandi’s brother.”




  Bosambo was taken aback for a moment. “It is true,” he said, “that I am Sandi’s brother; for it seems that this is not the time for a man to deny him. Yet I am Sandi’s brother only because all men are brothers, according to certain white magic I learnt as a boy.”




  Ofesi sat before the door of his hut, and it was noticeable that no man stood or sat nearer to him than twenty paces distant. Jim, glancing round the mob, which surrounded the palaver, saw that every other man carried a rifle, and had hitched across his naked shoulders a canvas cartridge-belt. He noticed, too, now and then, the king would turn his head and speak, as it were, to the dark interior of the hut.




  Ofesi directed his gaze to the white prisoners. “O white men,” he said, “you see me now, a great lord, greater than any white man has ever been, for all the little chiefs of this land are dead, and all people say ‘Wah, king,’ to Ofesi.”




  “I daresay,” said Coulson in English.




  “Tonight,” the king went on, “we sacrifice you, for you are the last white men in this land — Sandi being dead.”




  “Ofesi, you lie!” It was Bosambo, his face puckered with rage, his voice shrill. “No man can kill Sandi,” he cried, “for Sandi alone of all men is beyond death, and he will come to you bringing terror and worse than death!”




  Ofesi made a gesture of contempt. He waved his hand to the right and as at a signal the crowd moved back. Bosambo held himself tense, expecting to see the lifeless form of his master. But it was something less harrowing he saw — a prosaic stack of wooden boxes six feet high and eight feet square.




  “Ammunition,” said Jim under his breath. “The devil had made pretty good preparation.”




  “Behold” said Ofesi, “therein is Sanders’s death — listen all people!”




  He held up his hand for silence.




  Bosambo heard it — that faint rattle of the lokali. From some far distant place it was carrying the news. “Sanders dead!” it rolled mournfully, “distantly — moonlight — puc-a-puc — middle of river — man on bank — boat at shore — Sandi dead on ground — many wounds.” He pieced together the tidings. Sandi had been shot from the bank and the boat had landed him dead. The chief of the Ochori heard the news and wept.




  “Now you shall smell death,” said Ofesi.




  He turned abruptly to the door of the hut and exchanged a dozen quick words with the man inside. He spoke imperiously, sharply. “Alas! Mr. Bannister Fish, guest of honour on the remarkable occasion, the Ofesi you deal with now is not the meek Ofesi with whom you drove your one-sided bargain in the deep of the Akasava forest! Camel-train and boat have brought ammunition and rifles piecemeal to your enemy’s undoing. Ofesi owes his power to you, but the maker of tyrants was ever a builder of his own prison-house.”




  Mr. Fish felt his danger keenly, pulled two long-barrelled automatic pistols from his pocket and mentally chose his route for the border, cursing his own stupidity that he had not brought his Arab bodyguard along the final stages of the journey.




  “Ofesi,” he muttered, “there shall be no killing until I am gone.”




  “Fisi,” replied the other louder, “you shall see all that I wish you to see,” and he made a signal.




  They stripped the white men as naked as they were on the day they were born, pegged them at equal distance on the ground spreadeagle fashion. Heads to the white men’s feet they laid Bosambo and his headman. When all was finished Ofesi walked over to them.




  “When the sun comes up,” he said, “you will all be dead — but there is half the night to go.”




  “Nigger!” said Bosambo in English, “yo’ mother done be washerwomans!”




  It was the most insulting expression in his vocabulary, and he reserved it for the last.




  *




  Sanders saw the glow of the great fire long before he reached the Akasava, his own lokali sounding forth the news of his premature decease — Sanders with the red weal of a bullet across his cheek, and a feeling of unfriendliness toward Ofesi in his heart. All the way up the river through the night his lokali sent forth the joyless tidings. Villagers heard it and shivered — but sent it on. A half-naked man crouching in the bushes near Akasava city heard it and sobbed himself sick, for Ahmed Ali saw in himself a murderer. He who had sworn by the prophet to end the life of Ofesi had left the matter until it was too late.




  In a cold rage he crept nearer to the crowd which was gathered about the king’s hut — a neck-craning, tiptoeing crowd of vicious men-children. The moment of torment had come. At Ofesi’s feet crouched two halfwitted Akasava youths giggling at one another in pleasurable excitement, and whetting the razor-keen edges of their skinning knives on their palms.




  “Listen, now,” said Ofesi in exultation. “I am he, the predestined, the ruler of all men from the black waters to the white mountains. Thus you see me, all people, your master, and master of white men. The skins of these men shall be drums to call all other nations to the service of the Akasava — begin, Ginin and M’quasa.”




  The youths rose and eyed the silent victims critically — and Mr. Bannister Fish stepped out of the hut into the light of the fire, a pistol in each hand. “Chief,” said he, “this matter ends here. Release those men or you die very soon.”




  Ofesi laughed.




  “Too late, lord Fisi,” he said, and nodded his head. One shot rang out from the crowd — a man, skilled in the use of arms, had waited for the gun-runner’s appearance. Bannister Fish, of Highgate Hill, pitched forward dead.




  “Now,” said Ofesi.




  Ahmed Ali came through the crowd like a cyclone, but quicker far was the two-pound shell of a Hotchkiss gun. Looking upward into the moonlit vault of the sky, Jim saw a momentary flash of light, heard the “pang!” of the gun and the whine of the shell as it curved downward; heard a roar louder than any, and was struck senseless by the sharp edge of an exploded cartridge-box.




  *




  “Ofesi,” said Sanders, “I think this is your end.”




  “Lord, I think so too,” said Ofesi.




  Sanders let him hang for two hours before he cut him down.




  “Mr. Sanders,” said Jim, dressed in a suit of the Commissioner’s clothes which fitted none too well, “we ought to explain—”




  “I understand,” said Sanders with a smile. “Gold smuggling!” Jim nodded. “And where is your gold — at the bottom of the river?”




  It was in the American’s heart to lie, but he shook his head. “The chief Bosambo is holding it for me,” he confessed.




  “H’m!” said Sanders. “Do you know to an ounce how much you have?” Coulson shook his head. “Where is Bosambo?” asked Sanders of his orderly.




  “Lord, he has gone in haste to his city with twenty paddlers,” said Abiboo.




  Sanders looked at Jim queerly.




  “You had better go in haste, too,” he said dryly. “Bosambo has views of his own on portable property.”




  “We wept for you,” said the indignant Jim, something of a sentimentalist.




  “You’ll be weeping for yourself if you don’t hurry,” said the practical Sanders.




  The End




  Bones (1915)
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  I




  You will never know from the perusal of the Blue Book the true inwardness of the happenings in the Ochori country in the spring of the year of Wish. Nor all the facts associated with the disappearance of the Rt. Hon. Joseph Blowter, Secretary of State for the Colonies.




  We know (though this is not in the Blue Books) that Bosambo called together all his petty chiefs and his headmen, from one end of the country to the other, and assembled them squatting expectantly at the foot of the little hillock, where sat Bosambo in his robes of office (unauthorized but no less magnificent), their upturned faces charged with pride and confidence, eloquent of the hold this sometime Liberian convict had upon the wayward and fearful folk of the Ochori.




  Now no man may call a palaver of all small chiefs unless he notifies the government of his intention, for the government is jealous of self-appointed parliaments, for when men meet together in public conference, however innocent may be its first cause, talk invariably drifts to war, just as when they assemble and talk in private it drifts womanward.




  And since a million and odd square miles of territory may only be governed by a handful of ragged soldiers so long as there is no concerted action against authority, extemporized and spontaneous palavers are severely discouraged.




  But Bosambo was too cheery and optimistic a man to doubt that his action would incur the censorship of his lord, and, moreover, he was so filled with his own high plans and so warm and generous at heart at the thought of the benefits he might be conferring upon his patron that the illegality of the meeting did not occur to him, or if it occurred was dismissed as too preposterous for consideration.




  And so there had come by the forest paths, by canoe, from fishing villages, from far-off agricultural lands near by the great mountains, from timber cuttings in the lower forest, higher chiefs and little chiefs, headmen and lesser headmen, till they made a respectable crowd, too vast for the comfort of the Ochori elders who must needs provide them with food and lodgings.




  “Noble chiefs of the Ochori,” began Bosambo, and Notiki nudged his neighbour with a sharp elbow, for Notiki was an old man of forty-three, and thin.




  “Our lord desires us to give him something,” he said.




  He was a bitter man this Notiki, a relative of former chiefs of the Ochori, and now no more than overhead of four villages.




  “Wa!” said his neighbour, with his shining face turned to Bosambo.




  Notiki grunted but said no more.




  “I have assembled you here,” said Bosambo, “because I love to see you, and because it is good that I should meet those who are in authority under me to administer the laws which the King my master has set for your guidance.”




  Word for word it was a paraphrase of an address which Sanders himself had delivered three months ago. His audience may have forgotten the fact, but Notiki at least recognized the plagiarism and said “Oh, ho!” under his breath and made a scornful noise.




  “Now I must go from you,” said Bosambo.




  There was a little chorus of dismay, but Notiki’s voice did not swell the volume.




  “The King has called me to the coast, and for the space of two moons I shall be as dead to you, though my fetish will watch you and my spirit will walk these streets every night with big ears to listen to evil talk, and great big eyes to see the hearts of men. Yea, from this city to the very end of my dominions over to Kalala.” His accusing eyes fixed Notiki, and the thin man wriggled uncomfortably.




  “This man is a devil,” he muttered under his breath, “he hears and sees all things.”




  “And if you ask me why I go,” Bosambo went on, “I tell you this: swearing you all to secrecy that this word shall not go beyond your huts” (there were some two thousand people present to share the mystery), “my lord Sandi has great need of me. For who of us is so wise that he can look into the heart and understand the sorrow-call which goes from brother to brother and from blood to blood. I say no more save my lord desires me, and since I am the King of the Ochori, a nation great amongst all nations, must I go down to the coast like a dog or like the headman of a fisher-village?”




  He paused dramatically, and there was a faint — a very faint — murmur which he might interpret as an expression of his people’s wish that he should travel in a state bordering upon magnificence.




  Faint indeed was that murmur, because there was a hint of taxation in the business, a promise of levies to be extracted from an unwilling peasantry; a suggestion of lazy men leaving the comfortable shade of their huts to hurry perspiring in the forest that gum and rubber and similar offerings should be laid at the complacent feet of their overlord.




  Bosambo heard the murmur and marked its horrid lack of heartiness and was in no sense put out of countenance.




  “As you say,” said he approvingly, “it is proper that I should journey to my lord and to the strange people beyond the coast — to the land where even slaves wear trousers — carrying with me most wonderful presents that the name of the Ochori shall be as thunder upon the waters and even great kings shall speak in pride of you,” he paused again.




  Now it was a dead silence which greeted his peroration. Notably unenthusiastic was this gathering, twiddling its toes and blandly avoiding his eye. Two moons before he had extracted something more than his tribute — a tribute which was the prerogative of government.




  Yet then, as Notiki said under his breath, or openly, or by innuendo as the sentiment of his company demanded, four and twenty canoes laden with the fruits of taxation had come to the Ochori city, and five only of those partly filled had paddled down to headquarters to carry the Ochori tribute to the overlord of the land.




  “I will bring back with me new things,” said Bosambo enticingly; “strange devil boxes, large magics which will entrance you, things that no common man has seen, such as I and Sandi alone know in all this land. Go now, I tell thee, to your people in this country, telling them all that I have spoken to you, and when the moon is in a certain quarter they will come in joy bearing presents in both hands, and these ye shall bring to me.”




  “But, lord!” it was the bold Notiki who stood in protest, “what shall happen to such of us headmen who come without gifts in our hands for your lordship, saying ‘Our people are stubborn and will give nothing’?”




  “Who knows?” was all the satisfaction he got from Bosambo, with the additional significant hint, “I shall not blame you, knowing that it is not because of your fault but because your people do not love you, and because they desire another chief over them. The palaver is finished.”




  Finished it was, so far as Bosambo was concerned. He called a council of his headmen that night in his hut.




  Bosambo made his preparations at leisure. There was much to avoid before he took his temporary farewell of the tribe. Not the least to be counted amongst those things to be done was the extraction, to its uttermost possibility, of the levy which he had quite improperly instituted.




  And of the things to avoid, none was more urgent or called for greater thought than the necessity for so timing his movements that he did not come upon Sanders or drift within the range of his visible and audible influence.




  Here fortune may have been with Bosambo, but it is more likely that he had carefully thought out every detail of his scheme. Sanders at the moment was collecting hut tax along the Kisai river and there was also, as Bosambo well knew, a murder trial of great complexity waiting for his decision at Ikan. A headman was suspected of murdering his chief wife, and the only evidence against him was that of the under wives to whom she displayed much hauteur and arrogance.




  The people of the Ochori might be shocked at the exorbitant demands which their lord put upon them, but they were too wise to deny him his wishes. There had been a time in the history of the Ochori when demands were far heavier, and made with great insolence by a people who bore the reputation of being immensely fearful. It had come to be a by-word of the people when they discussed their lord with greater freedom than he could have wished, the tyranny of Bosambo was better than the tyranny of Akasava.




  Amongst the Ochori chiefs, greater and lesser, only one was conspicuous by his failure to carry proper offerings to his lord. When all the gifts were laid on sheets of native cloth in the great space before Bosambo’s hut, Notiki’s sheet was missing and with good reason as he sent his son to explain.




  “Lord,” said this youth, lank and wild, “my father has collected for you many beautiful things, such as gum and rubber and the teeth of elephants. Now he would have brought these and laid them at your lovely feet, but the roads through the forest are very evil, and there have been floods in the northern country and he cannot pass the streams. Also the paths through the forest are thick and tangled and my father fears for his carriers.”




  Bosambo looked at him, thoughtfully.




  “Go back to your father, N’gobi,” he said gently, “and tell him that though there come no presents from him to me, I, his master and chief, knowing he loves me, understand all things well.”




  N’gobi brightened visibly. He had been ready to bolt, understanding something of Bosambo’s dexterity with a stick and fearing that the chief would loose upon him the vengeance his father had called down upon his own hoary head.




  “Of the evil roads I know,” said Bosambo; “now this you shall say to your father: Bosambo the chief goes away from this city and upon a long journey; for two moons he will be away doing the business of his cousin and friend Sandi. And when my lord Bim-bi has bitten once at the third moon I will come back and I will visit your father. But because the roads are bad,” he went on, “and the floods come even in this dry season,” he said significantly, “and the forest is so entangled that he cannot bring his presents, sending only the son of his wife to me, he shall make against my coming such a road as shall be in width, the distance between the King’s hut and the hut of the King’s wife; and he shall clear from this road all there are of trees, and he shall bridge the strong stream and dig pits for the floods. And to this end he shall take every man of his kingdom and set them to labour, and as they work they shall sing a song which goes:




  “We are doing Notiki’s work, The work Notiki set us to do, Rather than send to the lord his King The presents which Bosambo demanded.




  “The palaver is finished.”




  This is the history, or the beginning of the history, of the straight road which cuts through the heart of the Ochori country from the edge of the river by the cataracts, even to the mountains of the great King, a road famous throughout Africa and imperishably associated with Bosambo’s name — this by the way.




  On the first day following the tax palaver Bosambo went down the river with four canoes, each canoe painted beautifully with camwood and gum, and with twentyfour paddlers.




  It was by a fluke that he missed Sanders. As it happened, the Commissioner had come back to the big river to collect the evidence of the murdered woman’s brother who was a petty headman of an Isisi fishing village. The Zaire came into the river almost as the last of Bosambo’s canoes went round the bend out of sight, and since a legend existed on the river, a legend for the inception of which Bosambo himself was mainly responsible, that he was in some way related to Mr. Commissioner Sanders, no man spoke of Bosambo’s passing.




  The chief came to headquarters on the third day after his departure from his city. His subsequent movements are somewhat obscure, even to Sanders, who has been at some pains to trace them.




  It is known that he drew a hundred and fifty pounds in English gold from Sanders’ storekeeper — he had piled up a fairly extensive credit during the years of his office — that he embarked with one headman and his wife on a coasting boat due for Sierra Leone, and that from that city came a longwinded demand in Arabic by a ragged messenger for a further instalment of one hundred pounds. Sanders heard the news on his return to headquarters and was a little worried.




  “I wonder if the devil is going to desert his people?” he said.




  Hamilton the Houssa laughed.




  “He is more likely to desert his people than to desert a balance of four hundred pounds which now stands to his credit here,” he said. “Bosambo has felt the call of civilization. I suppose he ought to have secured your permission to leave his territory?”




  “He has given his people work to keep them busy,” Sanders said a little gravely. “I have had a passionate protest from Notiki, one of his chiefs in the north. Bosambo has set him to build a road through the forest, and Notiki objects.”




  The two men were walking across the yellow parade ground past the Houssas hut in the direction of headquarters’ bungalow.




  “What about your murderer?” asked Hamilton, after a while, as they mounted the broad wooden steps which led to the bungalow stoep.




  Sanders shook his head.




  “Everybody lied,” he said briefly. “I can do no less than send the man to the Village. I could have hung him on clear evidence, but the lady seemed to have been rather unpopular and the murderer quite a person to be commended in the eyes of the public. The devil of it is,” he said as he sank into his big chair with a sigh, “that had I hanged him it would not have been necessary to write three foolscap sheets of report. I dislike these domestic murderers intensely — give me a ravaging brigand with the hands of all people against him.”




  “You’ll have one if you don’t touch wood,” said Hamilton seriously.




  Hamilton came of Scottish stock — and the Scots are notorious prophets.




  


  II




  Now the truth may be told of Bosambo, and all his movements may be explained by this revelation of his benevolence. In the silence of his hut had he planned his schemes. In the dark aisles of the forests, under starless skies when his fellow-huntsmen lay deep in the sleep which the innocent and the barbarian alone enjoy; in drowsy moments when he sat dispensing justice, what time litigants had droned monotonously he had perfected his scheme.




  Imagination is the first fruit of civilization and when the reverend fathers of the coast taught Bosambo certain magics, they were also implanting in him the ability to picture possibilities, and shape from his knowledge of human affairs the eventual consequences of his actions. This is imagination somewhat elaborately and clumsily defined.




  To one person only had Bosambo unburdened himself of his schemes.




  In the privacy of his great hut he had sat with his wife, a steaming dish of fish between them, for however lax Bosambo might be, his wife was an earnest follower of the Prophet and would tolerate no such abomination as the flesh of the cloven-hoofed goat.




  He had told her many things.




  “Light of my heart,” said he, “our lord Sandi is my father and my mother, a giver of riches, and a plentiful provider of pence. Now it seems to me, that though he is a just man and great, having neither fear of his enemies nor soft words for his friends, yet the lords of his land who live so very far away do him no honour.”




  “Master,” said the woman quietly, “is it no honour that he should be placed as a king over us?”




  Bosambo beamed approvingly.




  “Thou hast spoken the truth, oh my beloved!” said he, in the extravagance of his admiration. “Yet I know much of the white folk, for I have lived along this coast from Dacca to Mossomedes. Also I have sailed to a far place called Madagascar, which is on the other side of the world, and I know the way of white folk. Even in Benguella there is a governor who is not so great as Sandi, and about his breast are all manner of shining stars that glitter most beautifully in the sun, and he wears ribbons about him and bright coloured sashes and swords.” He wagged his finger impressively. “Have I not said that he is not so great as Sandi. When saw you my lord with stars or cross or sash or a sword?




  “Also at Decca, where the Frenchi live. At certain places in the Togo, which is Allamandi, I have seen men with this same style of ornaments, for thus it is that the white folk do honour to their kind.”1




  He was silent a long time and his brown-eyed wife looked at him curiously.




  “Yet what can you do, my lord?” she asked. “Although you are very powerful, and Sandi loves you, this is certain, that none will listen to youand do honour to Sandi at your word — though I do not know the ways of the white people, yet of this I am sure.”




  Again Bosambo’s large mouth stretched from ear to ear, and his two rows of white teeth gleamed pleasantly.




  “You are as the voice of wisdom and the very soul of cleverness,” he said, “for you speak that which is true. Yet I know ways, for I am very cunning and wise, being a holy man and acquainted with blessed apostles such as Paul and the blessed Peter, who had his ear cut off because a certain dancing woman desired it. Also by magic it was put on again because he could not hear the cocks crow. All this and similar things I have here.” He touched his forehead.




  Wise woman that she was, she had made no attempt to pry into her husband’s business, but spent the days preparing for the journey, she and the nut-brown sprawling child of immense girth, who was the apple of Bosambo’s eye.




  So Bosambo had passed down the river as has been described, and four days after he left there disappeared from the Ochori village ten brothers in blood of his, young hunting men who had faced all forms of death for the very love of it, and these vanished from the land and none knew where they went save that they did not follow on their master’s trail.




  Tukili, the chief of the powerful eastern island Isisi, or, as it is contemptuously called, the N’gombi-Isisi by the riverain folk, went hunting one day, and ill fortune led him to the border of the Ochori country. Ill fortune was it for one Fimili, a straight maid of fourteen, beautiful by native standard, who was in the forest searching for roots which were notorious as a cure for “boils” which distressed her unamiable father.




  Tukili saw the girl and desired her, and that which Tukili desired he took. She offered little opposition to being carried away to the Isisi city when she discovered that her life would be spared, and possibly was no worse off in the harem of Tukili than she would have been in the hut of the poor fisherman for whom her father had designed her. A few years before, such an incident would have passed almost unnoticed.




  The Ochori were so used to being robbed of women and of goats, so meek in their acceptance of wrongs that would have set the spears of any other nation shining, that they would have accepted the degradation and preserved a sense of thankfulness that the robber had limited his raiding to one girl, and that a maid. But with the coming of Bosambo there had arrived a new spirit in the Ochori. They had learnt their strength, incidentally they had learnt their rights. The father of the girl went hotfoot to his over-chief, Notiki, and covered himself with ashes at the door of the chief’s hut.




  “This is a bad palaver,” said Notiki, “and since Bosambo has deserted us and is making our marrows like water that we should build him a road, and there is none in this land whom I may call chief or who may speak with authority, it seems by my age and by relationship to the kings of this land, I must do that which is desirable.”




  So he gathered together two thousand men who were working on the road and were very pleased indeed to carry something lighter than rocks and felled trees, and with these spears he marched into the Isisi forest, burning and slaying whenever he came upon a little village which offered no opposition. Thus he took to himself the air and title of conqueror with as little excuse as a flamboyant general ever had.




  Had it occurred on the river, this warlike expedition must have attracted the attention of Sanders. The natural roadway of the territory is a waterway. It is only when operations are begun against the internal tribes who inhabit the bush, and whose armies can move under the cloak of the forest (and none wiser) that Sanders found himself at a disadvantage.




  Tukili himself heard nothing of the army that was being led against him until it was within a day’s march of his gates. Then he sallied forth with a force skilled in warfare and practised in the hunt. The combat lasted exactly ten minutes and all that was left of Notiki’s spears made the best of their way homeward, avoiding, as far as possible, those villages which they had visited en route with such disastrous results to the unfortunate inhabitants.




  Now it is impossible that one conqueror shall be sunk to oblivion without his victor claiming for himself the style of his victim. Tukili had defeated his adversary, and Tukili was no exception to the general rule, and from being a fairly well-disposed king, amiable — too amiable as we have shown — and kindly, and just, he became of a sudden a menace to all that part of Sanders’ territory which lies between the French land and the river.




  It was such a situation as this as only Bosambo might deal with, and Sanders heartily cursed his absent chief and might have cursed him with greater fervour had he had an inkling of the mission to which Bosambo had appointed himself.




  


  III




  HIS Excellency the Administrator of the period had his office at a prosperous city of stone which we will call Koombooli, though that is not its name.




  He was a stout, florid man, patient and knowledgeable. He had been sent to clear up the mess which two incompetent administrators made, who had owed their position rather to the constant appearance of their friends and patrons in the division lobbies than to their acquaintance with the native mind, and it is eloquent of the regard in which His Excellency was held that, although he was a Knight Commander of St. Michael and St. George, a Companion of a Victorian Order, a Commander of the Bath, and the son of a noble house, he was known familiarly along the coast to all administrators, commissioners, even to the deputy inspectors, as “Bob.”




  Bosambo came to the presence with an inward quaking. In a sense he had absconded from his trust, and he did not doubt that Sanders had made all men acquainted with the suddenness and the suspicious character of his disappearance.




  And the first words of His Excellency the Administrator confirmed all Bosambo’s worst fears.




  “O! chief,” said Sir Robert with a little twinkle in his eye, “are you so fearful of your people that you run away from them?”




  “Mighty master,” answered Bosambo, humbly, “I do not know fear, for as your honour may have heard, I am a very brave man, fearing nothing save my lord Sanders’ displeasure.”




  A ghost of a smile played about the corners of Sir Robert’s mouth.




  “That you have earned, my friend,” said he. “Now you shall tell me why you came away secretly, also why you desired this palaver with me. And do not lie, Bosambo,” he said, “for I am he who hung three chiefs on Gallows Hill above Grand Bassam because they spoke falsely.”




  This was one of the fictions which was current on the coast, and was implicitly believed in by the native population. The truth will be recounted at another time, but it is sufficient to say that Bosambo was one of those who did not doubt the authenticity of the legend.




  “Now I will speak to you, O my lord,” he said earnestly, “and I speak by all oaths, both the oaths of my own peoplemdash;”




  “Spare me the oaths of the Kroo folk,” protested Sir Robert, and raised a warning hand.




  “Then by Markie and Lukie will I swear,” said Bosambo, fervently; “those fine fellows of whom Your Excellency knows. I have sat long in the country of the Ochori, and I have ruled wisely according to my abilities. And over me at all times was Sandi, who was a father to his people and so beautiful of mind and countenance that when he came to us even the dead folk would rise up to speak to him. This is a miracle,” said Bosambo profoundly but cautiously, “which I have heard but which I have not seen. Now this I ask you who see all things, and here is the puzzle which I will set to your honour. If Sandi is so great and so wise, and is so loved by the greater King, how comes it that he stays for ever in one place, having no beautiful stars about his neck nor wonderful ribbons around his stomach such as the great Frenchiman — and the great Allamandi men, and even the Portuguesi men wear who are honoured by their kings?”




  It was a staggering question, and Sir Robert Sanleigh sat up and stared at the solemn face of the man before him.




  Bosambo, an unromantic figure in trousers, jacket, and shirt — he was collarless — had thrust his hands deeply into unaccustomed pockets, ignorant of the disrespect which such an attitude displayed, and was staring back at the Administrator.




  “O! chief,” asked the puzzled Sir Robert, “this is a strange palaver you make — who gave you these ideas?”




  “Lord, none gave me this idea save my own bright mind,” said Bosambo. “Yes, many nights have I laid thinking of these things for I am just and I have faith.”




  His Excellency kept his unwavering eye upon the other. He had heard of Bosambo, knew him as an original, and at this moment was satisfied in his own mind of the other’s sincerity.




  A smaller man than he, his predecessor for example, might have dismissed the preposterous question as an impertinence and given the questioner short shrift. But Sir Robert understood his native.




  “These are things too high for me, Bosambo,” he said. “What dog am I that I should question the mind of my lords? In their wisdom they give honour and they punish. It is written.”




  Bosambo nodded.




  “Yet, lord,” he persisted, “my own cousin who sweeps your lordship’s stables told me this morning that on the days of big palavers you also have stars and beautiful things upon your breast, and noble ribbons about your lordship’s stomach. Now your honour shall tell me by whose favour these things come about.”




  Sir Robert chuckled.




  “Bosambo,” he said solemnly, “they gave these things to me because I am an old man. Now when your lord Sandi becomes old these honours also will he receive.”




  He saw Bosambo’s face fall and went on:




  “Also much may happen that will bring Sandi to their lordships’ eyes, they who sit above us. Some great deed that he may do, some high service he may offer to his king. All these happenings bring nobility and honour. Now,” he went on kindly, “go back to your people, remembering that I shall think of you and of Sandi, and that I shall know that you came because of your love for him, and that on a day which is written I will send a book to my masters speaking well of Sandi, for his sake and for the sake of the people who love him. The palaver is finished.”




  Bosambo went out of the Presence a dissatisfied man, passed through the hall where a dozen commissioners and petty chiefs were waiting audience, skirted the great white building and came in time to his own cousin, who swept the stables of His Excellency the Administrator. And here, in the coolness of the stone-walled mews, he learnt much about the Administrator; little titbits of information which were unlikely to be published in the official gazette. Also he acquired a considerable amount of data concerning the giving of honours, and after a long examination and cross-examination of his wearied relative he left him as dry as a sucked orange, but happy in the possession of a new five-shilling piece which Bosambo had magnificently pressed upon him, and which subsequently proved to be bad.




  


  IV




  By the River of Spirits is a deep forest which stretches back and back in a dense and chaotic tangle of strangled sapling and parasitic weed to the edge of the Pigmy forest. No man — white or brown or black — has explored the depth of the Forbidden Forest, for here the wild beasts have their lairs and rear their young; and here are mosquito in dense clouds. Moreover, and this is important, a certain potent ghost named Bim-bi stalks restlessly from one border of the forest to the other. Bim-bi is older than the sun and more terrible than any other ghost. For he feeds on the moon, and at nights you may see how the edge of the desert world is bitten by his great mouth until it becomes, first, the half of a moon, then the merest slither, and then no moon at all. And on the very dark nights, when the gods are hastily making him a new meal, the ravenous Bim-bi calls to his need the stars; and you may watch, as every little boy of the Akasava has watched, clutching his father’s hand tightly in his fear, the hot rush of meteors across the velvet sky to the rapacious and open jaws of Bim-bi.




  He was a ghost respected by all peoples — Akasava, Ochori, Isisi, N’gombi, and Bush folk. By the Bolengi, the Bomongo, and even the distant Upper Congo people feared him. Also all the chiefs for generations upon generations had sent tribute of corn and salt to the edge of the forest for his propitiation, and it is a legend that when the Isisi fought the Akasava in the great war, the envoy of the Isisi was admitted without molestation to the enemy’s lines in order to lay an offering at Bim-bi’s feet. Only one man in the world, so far as the People of the River know, has ever spoken slightingly of Bim-bi, and that man was Bosambo of the Ochori, who had no respect for any ghosts save of his own creation.




  It is the custom on the Akasava district to hold a ghost palaver to which the learned men of all tribes are invited, and the palaver takes place in the village of Ookos by the edge of the forest.




  On a certain day in the year of the floods and when Bosambo was gone a month from his land, there came messengers chance-found and walking in terror to all the principal cities and villages of the Akasava, of the Isisi, and of the N’gombi-Isisi carrying this message:




  “Mimbimi, son of Simbo Sako, son of Ogi, has opened his house to his friends on the night when Bim-bi has swallowed the moon.”




  A summons to such a palaver in the second name of Bim-bi was not one likely to be ignored, but a summons from Mimbimi was at least to be wondered at and to be speculated upon, for Mimbimi was an unknown quantity, though some gossips professed to know him as the chief of one of the Nomadic tribes which ranged the heart of the forest, preying on Akasava and Isisi with equal discrimination. But these gossips were of a mind not peculiar to any nationality or to any colour. They were those jealous souls who either could not or would not confess that they were ignorant on the topic of the moment.




  Be he robber chief, or established by law and government, this much was certain. Mimbimi had called for his secret palaver and the most noble and arrogant of chiefs must obey, even though the obedience spelt disaster for the daring man who had summoned them to conference.




  Tuligini, a victorious captain, not lightly to be summoned, might have ignored the invitation, but for the seriousness of his eldermen, who, versed in the conventions of Bim-bi and those who invoked his name, stood aghast at the mere suggestion that this palaver should be ignored. Tuligini demanded, and with reason:




  “Who was this who dare call the vanquisher of Bosambo to a palaver? for am I not the great buffalo of the forest? and do not all men bow down to me in fear?”




  “Lord, you speak the truth,” said his trembling councillor, “yet this is a ghost palaver and all manner of evils come to those who do not obey.”




  Sanders, through his spies, heard of the summons in the name of Bim-bi, and was a little troubled. There was nothing too small to be serious in the land over which he ruled.




  As for instance: Some doubt existed in the Lesser N’gombi country as to whether teeth filed to a point were more becoming than teeth left as Nature placed them. Tombini, the chief of N’gombi, held the view that Nature’s way was best, whilst B’limbini, his cousin, was the chief exponent of the sharpened form.




  It took two battalions of King Coast Rifles, half a battery of artillery and Sanders to settle the question, which became a national one.




  “I wish Bosambo were to the devil before he left his country,” said Sanders, irritably. “I should feel safe if that oily villain was sitting in the Ochori.”




  “What is the trouble?” asked Hamilton, looking up from his task — he was making cigarettes with a new machine which somebody had sent him from home.




  “An infernal Bim-bi palaver,” said Sanders; “the last time that happened, if I remember rightly, I had to burn crops on the right bank of the river for twenty miles to bring the Isisi to a sense of their unimportance.”




  “You will be able to burn crops on the left side this time,” said Hamilton, cheerfully, his nimble fingers twiddling the silver rollers of his machine.




  “I thought I had the country quiet,” said Sanders, a little bitterly, “and at this moment I especially wanted it so.”




  “Why at this particular moment?” asked the other in surprise.




  Sanders took out of the breast pocket of his uniform jacket a folded paper, and passed it across the table.




  Hamilton read:




  “SIR, — I have the honour to inform you that the Rt. Hon. Mr. James Bolzer, his Majesty’s Secretary of State for the Colonies, is expected to arrive at your station on the thirtieth inst. I trust you will give the Right Honourable gentleman every facility for studying on the spot the problems upon which he is such an authority. I have to request you to instruct all Sub-Commissioners, Inspectors, and Officers commanding troops in your division to make adequate arrangements for Mr. Bolzer’s comfort and protection.




  “I have the honour to be, etc.”




  Hamilton read the letter twice.




  “To study on the spot those questions upon which he is such an authority,” he repeated. He was a sarcastic devil when he liked.




  “The thirtieth is tomorrow,” Hamilton went on, “and I suppose I am one of the officers commanding troops who must school my ribald soldiery in the art of protecting the Rt. Hon. gent.”




  “To be exact,” said Sanders, “you are the only officer commanding troops in the territory; do what you can. You wouldn’t believe it,” he smiled a little shamefacedly, “I had applied for six months’ leave when this came.”




  “Good Lord!” said Hamilton, for somehow he never associated Sanders with holidays.




  What Hamilton did was very simple, because Hamilton always did things in the manner which gave him the least trouble. A word to his orderly conveyed across the parade ground, roused the sleepy bugler of the guard, and the air was filled with the “Assembly.” Sixty men of the Houssas paraded in anticipation of a sudden call northwards.




  “My children,” said Hamilton, whiffling his pliant cane, “soon there will come here a member of government who knows nothing. Also he may stray into the forest and lose himself as the bridegroom’s cow strays from the field of his fatherin-law, not knowing his new surroundings. Now it is to you we look for his safety — I and the government. Also Sandi, our lord. You shall not let this stranger out of your sight, nor shall you allow approach him any such evil men as the N’gombi iron sellers or the fishing men of N’gar or makers of wooden charms, for the government has said this man must not be robbed, but must be treated well, and you of the guard shall all salute him, also, when the time arrives.”




  Hamilton meant no disrespect in his graphic illustration. He was dealing with a simple people who required vivid word-pictures to convince them. And certainly they found nothing undignified in the right honourable gentleman when he arrived next morning.




  He was above the medium height, somewhat stout, very neat and orderly, and he twirled a waxed moustache, turning grey. He had heavy and bilious eyes, and a certain pompousness of manner distinguished him. Also an effervescent geniality which found expression in shaking hands with anybody who happened to be handy, in mechanically agreeing with all views that were put before him and immediately afterwards contradicting them; in a painful desire to be regarded as popular. In fact, in all the things which got immediately upon Sanders’ nerves, this man was a sealed pattern of a bore.




  He wanted to know things, but the things he wanted to know were of no importance, and the information he extracted could not be of any assistance to him. His mind was largely occupied in such vital problems as what happened to the brooms which the Houssas used to keep their quarters clean when they were worn out, and what would be the effect of an increased ration of lime juice upon the morals and discipline of the troops under Hamilton’s command. Had he been less of a trial Sanders would not have allowed him to go into the interior without a stronger protest. As it was, Sanders had turned out of his own bedroom, and had put all his slender resources at the disposal of the Cabinet Minister (taking his holiday, by the way, during the long recess), and had wearied himself in order to reach some subject of interest where he and his guest could meet on common ground.




  “I shall have to let him go,” he said to Hamilton, when the two had met one night after Mr. Blowter had retired to bed, “I spent the whole of this afternoon discussing the comparative values of mosquito nets, and he is such a perfect ass that you cannot snub him. If he had only had the sense to bring a secretary or two he would have been easier to handle.”




  Hamilton laughed.




  “When a man like that travels,” he said, “he ought to bring somebody who knows the ways and habits of the animal. I had a bright morning with him going into the question of boots.”




  “But what of Mimbimi?”




  “Mimbimi is rather a worry to me. I do not know him at all,” said Sanders with a puzzled frown. “Ahmet, the spy, has seen one of the chiefs who attended the palaver, which apparently was very impressive. Up to now nothing has happened which would justify a movement against him; the man is possibly from the French Congo.”




  “Any news of Bosambo?” asked Hamilton.




  Sanders shook his head.




  “So far as I can learn,” he said grimly, “he has gone on Cape Coast Castle for a real aboriginal jag. There will be trouble for Bosambo when he comes back.”




  “What a blessing it would be now,” sighed Hamilton, “if we could turn old man Blowter into his tender keeping.” And the men laughed simultaneously.




  


  V




  There was a time, years and years ago, when the Ochori people set a great stake on the edge of the forest by the Mountain. This they smeared with a paint made by the admixture of camwood and copal gum.




  It was one of the few intelligent acts which may be credited to the Ochori in those dull days, for the stake stood for danger. It marked the boundary of the N’gombi lands beyond which it was undesirable that any man of the Ochori should go.




  It was not erected without consideration. A palaver which lasted from the full of one moon to the waning of the next, sacrifices of goats and sprinkling of blood, divinations, incantations, readings of devil marks on sandy foreshores; all right and proper ceremonies were gone through before there came a night of bright moonlight when the whole Ochori nation went forth and planted that post.




  Then, I believe, the people of the Ochori, having invested the post with qualities which it did not possess, went back to their homes and forgot all about it. Yet if they forgot there were nations who regarded the devil sign with some awe, and certainly Mimbimi, the newly-arisen ranger of the forest, who harried the Akasava and the Isisi, and even the N’gombi-Isisi, must have had full faith in its potency, for he never moved beyond that border. Once, so legend said, he brought his terrible warriors to the very edge of the land and paid homage to the innocent signpost which Sanders had set up and which announced no more, in plain English, than trespassers will be prosecuted. Having done his devoir he retired to his forest lair. His operations were not to go without an attempted reprisal. Many parties went out against him, notably that which Tumbilimi the chief of Isisi led. He took a hundred picked men to avenge the outrage which this intruder had put upon him in daring to summons him to palaver.




  Now Sugini was an arrogant man, for had he not routed the army of Bosambo? That Bosambo was not in command made no difference and did not tarnish the prestige in Tumbilimi’s eyes, and though the raids upon his territory by Mimbimi had been mild, the truculent chief, disdaining the use of his full army, marched with his select column to bring in the head and the feet of the man who had dared violate his territory.




  Exactly what happened to Tumbilimi’s party is not known; all the men who escaped from the ambush in which Mimbimi lay give a different account, and each account creditable to themselves, though the only thing which stands in their favour is that they did certainly save their lives. Certainly Tumbilimi, he of the conquering spears, came back no more, and those parts which he had threatened to detach from his enemy were in fact detached from him and were discovered one morning at the very gates of his city for his horrified subjects to marvel at. When warlike discussions arose, as they did at infrequent intervals, it was the practice of the people to send complaints to Sanders and leave him to deal with the matter. You cannot, however, lead an army against a dozen guerrilla chiefs with any profit to the army as we once discovered in a country somewhat south of Sanders’ domains. Had Mimbimi’s sphere of operations been confined to the river Sanders would have laid him by the heels quickly enough, because the river brigand is easy to catch since he would starve in the forest, and if he took to the bush would certainly come back to the gleaming water for very life.




  But here was a forest man obviously, who needed no river for himself, but was content to wait watchfully in the dim recesses of the woods.




  Sanders sent three spies to locate him, and gave his attention to the more immediate problem of his Right Honourable guest. Mr. Joseph Blowter had decided to make a trip into the interior and the Zaire had been placed at his disposal. A heavensent riot in the bushland, sixty miles west of the Residency, had relieved both Sanders and Hamilton from the necessity of accompanying the visitor, and he departed by steamer with a bodyguard of twenty armed Houssas; more than sufficient in these peaceful times.




  “What about Mimbimi?” asked Hamilton under his breath as they stood on a little concrete quay, and watched the Zaire beating out to midstream.




  “Mimbimi is evidently a bushman,” said Sanders briefly. “He will not come to the river. Besides, he is giving the Ochori a wide berth, and it is to the Ochori that our friend is going. I cannot see how he can possibly dump himself into mischief.”




  Nevertheless, as a matter of precaution, Sanders telegraphed to the Administration not only the departure, but the precautions he had taken for the safety of the Minister, and the fact that neither he nor Hamilton were accompanying him on his tour of inspection “to study on the spot those problems with which he was so well acquainted.”




  “O.K,” flashed Bob across the wires, and that was sufficient for Sanders. Of Mr. Blowter’s adventures it is unnecessary to tell in detail. How he mistook every village for a city, and every city for a nation, of how he landed wherever he could and spoke long and eloquently on the blessing of civilization, and the glories of the British flag — all this through an interpreter — of how he went into the question of basket-making and fly-fishing, and of how he demonstrated to the fishermen of the little river a method of catching fish by fly, and how he did not catch anything. All these matters might be told in great detail with no particular credit to the subject of the monograph.




  In course of time he came to the Ochori land and was welcomed by Notiki, who had taken upon himself, on the strength of his rout, the position of chieftainship. This he did with one eye on the river, ready to bolt the moment Bosambo’s canoe came sweeping round the bend.




  Now Sanders had particularly warned Mr. Blowter that under no circumstances should he sleep ashore. He gave a variety of reasons, such as the prevalence of Beri-Beri, the insidious spread of sleeping sickness, the irritation of malaria-bearing mosquitoes, and of other insects which it would be impolite to mention in the pages of a family journal.




  But Notiki had built a new hut as he said especially for his guest, and Mr. Blowter, no doubt, honoured by the attention which was shown to him, broke the restricting rule that Sanders had laid down, quitted the comfortable cabin which had been his home on the river journey, and slept in the novel surroundings of a native hut.




  How long he slept cannot be told; he was awakened by a tight hand grasping his throat, and a fierce voice whispering into his ear something which he rightly understood to be an admonition, a warning and a threat.




  At any rate, he interpreted it as a request on the part of his captor that he should remain silent, and to this Mr. Blowter in a blue funk passively agreed. Three men caught him and bound him deftly with native rope, a gag was put into his mouth, and he was dragged cautiously through a hole which the intruders had cut in the walls of Notiki’s dwelling of honour. Outside the hut door was a Houssa sentry and it must be confessed that he was not awake at the moment of Mr. Blowter’s departure.




  His captors spirited him by back ways to the river, dumped him into a canoe and paddled with frantic haste to the other shore.




  They grounded their canoe, pulled him — inwardly quaking — to land, and hurried him to the forest. On their way they met a huntsman who had been out overnight after a leopard, and in the dark of the dawn the chief of those who had captured Mr. Blowter addressed the startled man.




  “Go you to the city of Ochori,” he said, “and say ‘Mimbimi, the high chief who is lord of the forest of Bim-bi, sends word that he has taken the fat white lord to his keeping, and he shall hold him for his pleasure.’”




  


  VI




  It would appear from all the correspondence which was subsequently published that Sanders had particularly warned Mr. Blowter against visiting the interior, that Sir Robert, that amiable man, had also expressed a warning, and that the august Government itself had sent a long and expensive telegram from Downing Street suggesting that a trip to the Ochori country was inadvisable in the present state of public feeling.




  The hasty disposition on the part of certain Journals to blame Mr. Commissioner Sanders and his immediate superior for the kidnapping of so important a person as a Cabinet Minister was obviously founded upon an ignorance of the circumstances.




  Yet Sanders felt himself at fault, as a conscientious man always will, if he has had the power to prevent a certain happening.




  Those loyal little servants of Government, carrier pigeons — went fluttering east, south and north, a missionary steamer was hastily requisitioned, and Sanders embarked for the scene of the disappearance.




  Before he left he telegraphed to every likely coast town for Bosambo.




  “If that peregrinating devil had not left his country this would not have happened,” said Sanders irritably; “he must come back and help me find the lost one.”




  Before any answer could come to his telegrams he had embarked, and it is perhaps as well that he did not wait, since none of the replies were particularly satisfactory. Bosambo was evidently un-get-at-able, and the most alarming rumour of all was that which came from Sierra Leone and was to the effect that Bosambo had embarked for England with the expressed intention of seeking an interview with a very high personage indeed.




  Now it is the fact that had Sanders died in the execution of his duty, died either from fever or as the result of scientific torturing at the hands of Akasava braves, less than a couple of lines in the London Press would have paid tribute to the work he had done or the terrible manner of his passing.




  But a Cabinet Minister, captured by a cannibal tribe, offers in addition to alliterative possibilities in the headline department, a certain novelty particularly appealing to the English reader who loves above all things to have a shock or two with his breakfast bacon. England was shocked to its depths by the unusual accident which had occurred to the Right Honourable gentleman, partly because it is unusual for Cabinet Ministers to find themselves in a cannibal’s hands, and partly because Mr. Blowter himself occupied a very large place in the eye of the public at home. For the first time in its history the eyes of the world were concentrated on Sanders’ territory, and the Press of the world devoted important columns to dealing not only with the personality of the man who had been stolen, because they knew him well, but more or less inaccurately with the man who was charged with his recovery.




  They also spoke of Bosambo “now on his way to England,” and it is a fact that a small fleet of motorboats containing pressmen awaited the incoming coast mail at Plymouth only to discover that their man was not on board.




  Happily, Sanders was in total ignorance of the stir which the disappearance created. He knew, of course, that there would be talk about it, and had gloomy visions of long reports to be written. He would have felt happier in his mind if he could have identified Mimbimi with any of the wandering chiefs he had met or had known from time to time. Mimbimi was literally a devil he did not know.




  Nor could any of the cities or villages which had received a visitation give the Commissioner more definite data than he possessed. Some there were who said that Mimbimi was a tall man, very thin, knobbly at the knees, and was wounded in the foot, so that he limped. Others that he was short and very ugly, with a large head and small eyes, and that when he spoke it was in a voice of thunder.




  Sanders wasted no time in useless inquiries. He threw a cloud of spies and trackers into the forest of Bim-bi and began a scientific search; snatching a few hours sleep whenever the opportunity offered. But though the wings of his beaters touched the border line of the Ochori on the right and the Isisi on the left, and though he passed through places which hitherto had been regarded as impenetrable on account of divers devils, yet he found no trace of the cunning kidnapper, who, if the truth be told, had broken through the lines in the night, dragging an unwilling and exasperated member of the British Government at the end of a rope fastened about his person.




  Then messages began to reach Sanders, long telegrams sent up from headquarters by swift canoe or rewritten on paper as fine as cigarette paper and sent in sections attached to the legs of pigeons.




  They were irritating, hectoring, worrying, frantic messages. Not only from the Government, but from the kidnapped man’s friends and relatives; for it seemed that this man had accumulated, in addition to a great deal of unnecessary information, quite a large and respectable family circle. Hamilton came up with a reinforcement of Houssas without achieving any notable result.




  “He has disappeared as if the ground had opened and swallowed him,” said Sanders bitterly. “O! Mimbimi, if I could have you now,” he said with passionate intensity.




  “I am sure you would be very rude to him,” said Hamilton soothingly. “He must be somewhere, my dear chap; do you think he has killed the poor old bird?”




  Sanders shook his head.




  “The lord knows what he has done or what has happened to him,” he said.




  It was at that moment that the messenger came. The Zaire was tied to the bank of the Upper Isisi on the edge of the forest of Bim-bi, and the Houssas were bivouacked on the bank, their red fires gleaming in the gathering darkness.




  The messenger came from the forest boldly; he showed no fear of Houssas, but walked through their lines, waving his long stick as a bandmaster will flourish his staff. And when the sentry on the plank that led to the boat had recovered from the shock of seeing the unexpected apparition, the man was seized and led before the Commissioner.




  “O, man,” said Sanders, “who are you and where do you come from? Tell me what news you bring.”




  “Lord,” said the man glibly, “I am Mimbimi’s own headman.”




  Sanders jumped up from his chair.




  “Mimbimi!” he said quickly; “tell me what message you bring from that thief!”




  “Lord,” said the man, “he is no thief, but a high prince.”




  Sanders was peering at him searchingly.




  “It seems to me,” he said, “that you are of the Ochori.”




  “Lord, I was of the Ochori,” said the messenger, “but now I am with Mimbimi, — his headman, following him through all manners of danger. Therefore I have no people or nation — wa! Lord, here is my message.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “Go on,” he said, “messenger of Mimbimi, and let your news be good for me.”




  “Master,” said the man, “I come from the great one of the forest who holds all lives in his two hands, and fears not anything that lives or moves, neither devil nor Bim-bi nor the ghosts that walk by night nor the high dragons in the treesmdash;”




  “Get to your message, my man,” said Sanders, unpleasantly; “for I have a whip which bites sharper than the dragons in the trees and moves more swiftly than m’shamba.”




  The man nodded.




  “Thus says Mimbimi,” he resumed. “Go you to the place near the Crocodile River where Sandi sits, say Mimbimi the chief loves him, and because of his love Mimbimi will do a great thing. Also he said,” the man went on, “and this is the greatest message of all. Before I speak further you must make a book of my words.”




  Sanders frowned. It was an unusual request from a native, for his offer to be set down in writing. “You might take a note of this, Hamilton,” he said aside, “though why the deuce he wants a note of this made I cannot for the life of me imagine. Go on, messenger,” he said more mildly; “for as you see my lord Hamilton makes a book.”




  “Thus says my lord Mimbimi,” resumed the man, “that because of his love for Sandi he would give you the fat white lord whom he has taken, asking for no rods or salt in repayment, but doing this because of his love for Sandi and also because he is a just and a noble man; therefore do I deliver the fat one into your hands.”




  Sanders gasped.




  “Do you speak the truth?” he asked incredulously.




  The man nodded his head.




  “Where is the fat lord?” asked Sanders. This was no time for ceremony or for polite euphemistic descriptions even of Cabinet Ministers.




  “Master, he is in the forest, less than the length of the village from here, I have tied him to a tree.”




  Sanders raced across the plank and through the Houssa lines, dragging the messenger by the arm, and Hamilton, with a hastily summoned guard, followed. They found Joseph Blowter tied scientifically to a gum-tree, a wedge of wood in his mouth to prevent him speaking, and he was a terribly unhappy man. Hastily the bonds were loosed, and the gag removed, and the groaning Cabinet Minister led, half carried to the Zaire.




  He recovered sufficiently to take dinner that night, was full of his adventures, inclined perhaps to exaggerate his peril, pardonably exasperated against the man who had led him through so many dangers, real and imaginary. But, above all things, he was grateful to Sanders.




  He acknowledged that he had got into his trouble through no fault of the Commissioner.




  “I cannot tell you how sorry I am all this has occurred,” said Sanders.




  It was after dinner, and Mr. Blowter in a spotless white suit — shaved, looking a little more healthy from his enforced exercise, and certainly considerably thinner, was in the mood to take an amused view of his experience.




  “One thing I have learnt, Mr. Sanders,” he said, “and that is the extraordinary respect in which you are held in this country. I never spoke of you to this infernal rascal but that he bowed low, and all his followers with him; why, they almost worship you!”




  If Mr. Blowter had been surprised by this experience no less surprised was Sanders to learn of it.




  “This is news to me,” he said dryly.




  “That is your modesty, my friend,” said the Cabinet Minister with a benign smile. “I, at any rate, appreciate the fact that but for your popularity I should have had short shrift from this murderous blackguard.”




  He went down stream the next morning, the Zaire overcrowded with Houssas.




  “I should have liked to have left a party in the forest,” said Sanders; “I shall not rest until we get this thief Mimbimi by the ear.”




  “I should not bother,” said Hamilton dryly; “the sobering influence of your name seems to be almost as potent as my Houssas.”




  “Please do not be sarcastic,” said Sanders sharply, he was unduly sensitive on the question of such matters as these. Nevertheless, he was happy at the end of the adventure, though somewhat embarrassed by the telegrams of congratulation which were poured upon him not only from the Administrator but from England.




  “If I had done anything to deserve it I would not mind,” he said.




  “That is the beauty of reward,” smiled Hamilton; “if you deserve things you do not get them, if you do not deserve them they come in cartloads, you have to take the thick with the thin. Think of the telegrams which ought to have come and did not.”




  They took farewell of Mr. Blowter on the beach, the surf-boat waiting to carry him to a mail steamer decorated for the occasion with strings of flags.




  “There is one question which I would like to ask you,” said Sanders, “and it is one which for some reason I have forgotten to ask before — can you describe Mimbimi to me so that I may locate him? He is quite unknown to us.”




  Mr. Blowter frowned thoughtfully.




  “He is difficult to describe! all natives are alike to me,” he said slowly. “He is rather tall, well-made, goodlooking for a native, and talkative.”




  “Talkative!” said Sanders quickly.




  “In a way; he can speak a little English,” said the Cabinet Minister, “and evidently has some sort of religious training, because he spoke of Mark, and Luke, and the various Apostles as one who had studied possibly at a missionary school.”




  “Mark and Luke,” almost whispered Sanders, a great light dawning upon him. “Thank you very much. I think you said he always bowed when my name was mentioned?”




  “Invariably,” smiled the Cabinet Minister.




  “Thank you, sir.” Sanders shook hands.




  “O! by the way, Mr. Sanders,” said Blowter, turning back from the boat, “I suppose you know that you have been gazetted C.M.G.?”




  Sanders flushed red and stammered “C.M.G.”




  “It is an indifferent honour for one who has rendered such service to the country as you,” said the complacent Mr. Blowter profoundly; “but the Government feel that it is the least they can do for you after your unusual effort on my behalf and they have asked me to say to you that they will not be unmindful of your future.”




  He left Sanders standing as though frozen to the spot.




  Hamilton was the first to congratulate him.




  “My dear chap, if ever a man deserved the C.M.G. it is you,” he said.




  It would be absurd to say that Sanders was not pleased. He was certainly not pleased at the method by which it came, but he should have known, being acquainted with the ways of Governments, that this was the reward of cumulative merit. He walked back in silence to the Residency, Hamilton keeping pace by his side.




  “By the way, Sanders,” he said, “I have just had a pigeon-post from the river — Bosambo is back in the Ochori country. Have you any idea how he arrived there?”




  “I think I have,” said Sanders, with a grim little smile, “and I think I shall be calling on Bosambo very soon.”




  But that was a threat he was never destined to put into execution. That same evening came a wire from Bob.




  “Your leave is granted: Hamilton is to act as Commissioner in your temporary absence. I am sending Lieutenant Francis Augustus Tibbetts to take charge of Houssas.”




  “And who the devil is Francis Augustus Tibbetts?” said Sanders and Hamilton with one voice.




  II. Hamilton of the Houssas
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  Sanders turned to the rail and cast a wistful glance at the lowlying shore. He saw one corner of the white Residency, showing through the sparse isisi palm at the end of the big garden — a smudge of green on yellow from this distance.




  “I hate going — even for six months,” he said.




  Hamilton of the Houssas, with laughter in his blue eyes, and his fumed-oak face — lean and wholesome it was — all a-twitch, whistled with difficulty.




  “Oh, yes, I shall come back again,” said Sanders, answering the question in the tune. “I hope things will go well in my absence.”




  “How can they go well?” asked Hamilton, gently. “How can the Isisi live, or the Akasava sow his barbarous potatoes, or the sun shine, or the river run when Sandi Sitani is no longer in the land?”




  “I wouldn’t have worried,” Sanders went on, ignoring the insult, “if they’d put a good man in charge; but to give a pudden-headed soldiermdash;”




  “We thank you!” bowed Hamilton.




  “ —— with little or no experiencemdash;”




  “An insolent lie — and scarcely removed from an unqualified lie!” murmured Hamilton.




  “To put him in my place!” apostrophized Sanders, tilting back his helmet the better to appeal to the heavens.




  “‘Orrible! ‘Orrible!” said Hamilton; “and now I seem to catch the accusing eye of the chief officer, which means that he wants me to hop. God bless you, old man!”




  His sinewy paw caught the other’s in a grip that left both hands numb at the finish.




  “Keep well,” said Sanders in a low voice, his hand on Hamilton’s back, as they walked to the gangway. “Watch the Isisi and sit on Bosambo — especially Bosambo, for he is a mighty slippery devil.”




  “Leave me to deal with Bosambo,” said Hamilton firmly, as he skipped down the companion to the big boat that rolled and tumbled under the coarse skin of the ship.




  “I am leaving you,” said Sanders, with a chuckle.




  He watched the Houssa pick a finnicking way to the stern of the boat; saw the solemn faces of his rowmen as they bent their naked backs, gripping their clumsy oars. And to think that they and Hamilton were going back to the familiar life, to the dear full days he knew! Sanders coughed and swore at himself.




  “Oh, Sandi!” called the headman of the boat, as she went lumbering over the clear green swell, “remember us, your servants!”




  “I will remember, man,” said Sanders, a-choke, and turned quickly to his cabin.




  Hamilton sat in the stern of the surf-boat, humming a song to himself; but he felt awfully solemn, though in his pocket reposed a commission sealed redly and largely on parchment and addressed to: “Our well-beloved Patrick George Hamilton, Lieutenant, of our 133rd 1st Royal Hertford Regiment. Seconded for service in our 9th Regiment of Houssas — Greeting….”




  “Master,” said his Kroo servant, who waited his landing, “you lib for dem big house?”




  “I lib,” said Hamilton.




  “Dem big house,” was the Residency, in which a temporarily appointed Commissioner must take up his habitation, if he is to preserve the dignity of his office.




  “Let us pray!” said Hamilton earnestly, addressing himself to a small snapshot photograph of Sanders, which stood on a side table. “Let us pray that the barbarian of his kindness will sit quietly till you return, my Sanders — for the Lord knows what trouble I’m going to get into before you return!”




  The incoming mail brought Francis Augustus Tibbetts, Lieutenant of the Houssas, raw to the land, but as cheerful as the devil — a straight stick of a youth, with hair brushed back from his forehead, a sun-peeled nose, a wonderful collection of baggage, and all the gossip of London.




  “I’m afraid you’ll find I’m rather an ass, sir,” he said, saluting stiffly. “I’ve only just arrived on the Coast an’ I’m simply bubbling over with energy, but I’m rather short in the brain department.”




  Hamilton, glaring at his subordinate through his monocle, grinned sympathetically.




  “I’m not a whale of erudition myself,” he confessed. “What is your name, sir?”




  “Francis Augustus Tibbetts, sir.”




  “I shall call you Bones,” said Hamilton, decisively.




  Lieut. Tibbetts saluted. “They called me Conk at Sandhurst, sir,” he suggested.




  “Bones!” said Hamilton, definitely.




  “Bones it is, skipper,” said Mr. Tibbetts; “an’ now all this beastly formality is over we’ll have a bottle to celebrate things.” And a bottle they had.




  It was a splendid evening they spent, dining on chicken and palm-oil chop, rice pudding and sweet potatoes. Hamilton sang, “Who wouldn’t be a soldier in the Army?” and — by request — in his shaky falsetto baritone, “My heart is in the Highlands”; and Lieut. Tibbetts gave a lifelike imitation of Frank Tinney, which convulsed, not alone his superior officer, but some two-and-forty men of the Houssas who were unauthorized spectators through various windows and door cracks and ventilating gauzes.




  Bones was the son of a man who had occupied a position of some importance on the Coast, and though the young man’s upbringing had been in England, he had the inestimable advantage of a very thorough grounding in the native dialect, not only from Tibbetts, senior, but from the two native servants with whom the boy had grown up.




  “I suppose there is a telegraph line to headquarters?” asked Bones that night before they parted.




  “Certainly, my dear lad,” replied Hamilton. “We had it laid down when we heard you were coming.”




  “Don’t flither!” pleaded Bones, giggling convulsively; “but the fact is I’ve got a couple of dozen tickets in the Cambridgeshire Sweepstake, an’ a dear pal of mine — chap named Goldfinder, a rare and delicate bird — has sworn to wire me if I’ve drawn a horse. D’ye think I’ll draw a horse?”




  “I shouldn’t think you could draw a cow,” said Hamilton. “Go to bed.”




  “Look here, Hammdash;” began Lieut. Bones.




  “To bed! you insubordinate devil!” said Hamilton, sternly.




  In the meantime there was trouble in the Akasava country.




  


  II




  Scarcely had Sanders left the land, when the lokali of the Lower Isisi sent the news thundering in waves of sound.




  Up and down the river and from village to village, from town to town, across rivers, penetrating dimly to the quiet deeps of the forest the story was flung. N’gori, the Chief of the Akasava, having some grievance against the Government over a question of fine for failure to collect according to the law, waited for no more than this intelligence of Sandi’s going. His swift loud drums called his people to a dance-of-many-days. A dance-of-many-days spells “spears” and spears spell trouble. Bosambo heard the message in the still of the early night, gathered five hundred fighting men, swept down on the Akasava city in the drunken dawn, and carried away two thousand spears of the sodden N’gori.




  A sobered Akasava city woke up and rubbed its eyes to find strange Ochori sentinels in the street and Bosambo in a sky-blue tablecloth, edged with golden fringe, stalking majestically through the high places of the city.




  “This I do,” said Bosambo to a shocked N’gori, “because my lord Sandi placed me here to hold the king’s peace.”




  “Lord Bosambo,” said the king sullenly, “what peace do I break when I summon my young men and maidens to dance?”




  “Your young men are thieves, and it is written that the maidens of the Akasava are married once in ten thousand moons,” said Bosambo calmly; “and also, N’gori, you speak to a wise man who knows that clockety-clock-clock on a drum spells war.”




  There was a long and embarrassing silence.




  “Now, Bosambo,” said N’gori, after a while, “you have my spears and your young men hold the streets and the river. What will you do? Do you sit here till Sandi returns and there is law in the land?”




  This was the one question which Bosambo had neither the desire nor the ability to answer. He might swoop down upon a warlike people, surprising them to their abashment, rendering their armed forces impotent, but exactly what would happen afterwards he had not foreseen.




  “I go back to my city,” he said.




  “And my spears?”




  “Also they go with me,” said Bosambo.




  They eyed each other: Bosambo straight and muscular, a perfect figure of a man, N’gori grizzled and skinny, his brow furrowed with age.




  “Lord,” said N’gori mildly, “if you take my spears you leave me bound to my enemies. How may I protect my villages against oppression by evil men of Isisi?”




  Bosambo sniffed — a sure sign of mental perturbation. All that N’gori said was true. Yet if he left the spears there would be trouble for him. Then a bright thought flicked:




  “If bad men come you shall send for me and I will bring my fine young soldiers. The palaver is finished.”




  With this course N’gori must feign agreement. He watched the departing army — paddlers sitting on swathes of filched spears. Once Bosambo was out of sight, N’gori collected all the convertible property of his city and sent it in ten canoes to the edge of the N’gombi country, for N’gombi folk are wonderful makers of spears and have a saleable stock hidden against emergency.




  For the space of a month there was enacted a comedy of which Hamilton was ignorant. Three days after Bosambo had returned in triumph to his city, there came a frantic call for succour — a rolling, terrified rat-a-plan of sound which the lokali man of the Ochori village read.




  “Lord,” said he, waking Bosambo in the dead of night, “there has come down a signal from the Akasava, who are pressed by their enemies and have no spears.”




  Bosambo was in the dark street instanter, his booming war-drum calling urgently. Twenty canoes filled with fighting men, paddling desperately with the stream, raced to the aid of the defenceless Akasava.




  At dawn, on the beach of the city, N’gori met his ally. “I thank all my little gods you have come, my lord,” said he, humbly; “for in the night one of my young men saw an Isisi army coming against us.”




  “Where is the army?” demanded a weary Bosambo.




  “Lord, it has not come,” said N’gori, glibly; “for hearing of your lordship and your swift canoes, I think it had run away.”




  Bosambo’s force paddled back to the Ochori city the next day. Two nights after, the call was repeated — this time with greater detail. An N’gombi force of countless spears had seized the village of Doozani and was threatening the capital.




  Again Bosambo carried his spears to a killing, and again was met by an apologetic N’gori.




  “Lord, it was a lie which a sick maiden spread,” he explained, “and my stomach is filled with sorrow that I should have brought the mighty Bosambo from his wife’s bed on such a night.” For the dark hours had been filled with rain and tempest, and Bosambo had nearly lost one canoe by wreck.




  “Oh, fool!” said he, justly exasperated, “have I nothing to do — I, who have all Sandi’s high and splendid business in hand — but I must come through the rain because a sick maiden sees visions?”




  “Bosambo, I am a fool,” agreed N’gori, meekly, and again his rescuer returned home.




  “Now,” said N’gori, “we will summon a secret palaver, sending messengers for all men to assemble at the rise of the first moon. For the N’gombi have sent me new spears, and when next the dog Bosambo comes, weary with rowing, we will fall upon him and there will be no more Bosambo left; for Sandi is gone and there is no law in the land.”




  


  III




  Curiously enough, at that precise moment, the question of law was a very pressing one with two young Houssa officers who sat on either side of Sanders’ big table, wet towels about their heads, mastering the intricacies of the military code; for Tibbetts was entering for an examination and Hamilton, who had only passed his own by a fluke, had rashly offered to coach him.




  “I hope you understand this, Bones,” said Hamilton, staring up at his subordinate and running his finger along the closely printed pages of the book before him.




  “‘Any person subject to military law,’” read Hamilton impressively, “‘who strikes or illuses his superior officer shall, if an officer, suffer death or such less punishment as in this Act mentioned.’ Which means,” said Hamilton, wisely, “that if you and I are in action and you call me a liar, and I give you a whack on the jawmdash;”




  “You get shot,” said Bones, admiringly, “an’ a rippin’ good idea, too!”




  “If, on the other hand,” Hamilton went on, “I called you a liar — which I should be justified in doing — and you give me a whack on the jaw, I’d make you sorry you were ever born.”




  “That’s military law, is it?” asked Bones, curiously.




  “It is,” said Hamilton.




  “Then let’s chuck it,” said Bones, and shut up his book with a bang. “I don’t want any book to teach me what to do with a feller that calls me a liar. I’ll go you one game of picquet, for nuts.”




  “You’re on,” said Hamilton.




  *




  “My nuts I think, sir.”




  Bones carefully counted the heap which his superior had pushed over, “And — hullo! what the dooce do you want?”




  Hamilton followed the direction of the other’s eyes. A man stood in the doorway, naked but for the wisp of skirt at his waist. Hamilton got up quickly, for he recognized the chief of Sandi’s spies.




  “O Kelili,” said Hamilton in his easy Bomongo tongue, “why do you come and from whence?”




  “From the island over against the Ochori, Lord,” croaked the man, dry-throated. “Two pigeons I sent, but these the hawks took — a fisherman saw one taken by the Kasai, and my own brother, who lives in the Village of Irons, saw the other go — though he flew swiftly.”




  Hamilton’s grave face set rigidly, for he smelt trouble. You do not send pleasant news by pigeons.




  “Speak,” he said.




  “Lord,” said Kelili, “there is to be a killing palaver between the Ochori and the Akasava on the first rise of the full moon, for N’gori speaks of Bosambo evilly, and says that the Chief has raided him. In what manner these things will come about,” Kelili went on, with the lofty indifference of one who had done his part of the business, so that he had left no room for carelessness, “I do not know, but I have warned all eyes of the Government to watch.”




  Bones followed the conversation without difficulty.




  “What do people say?” asked Hamilton.




  “Lord, they say that Sandi has gone and there is no law.”




  Hamilton of the Houssas grinned. “Oh, ain’t there?” said he, in English, vilely.




  “Ain’t there?” repeated an indignant Bones, “we’ll jolly well show old Thinggumy what’s what.”




  Bosambo received an envoy from the Chief of the Akasava, and the envoy brought with him presents of dubious value and a message to the effect that N’gori spent much of his waking moments in wondering how he might best serve his brother Bosambo, “The right arm on which I and my people lean and the bright eyes through which I see beauty.”




  Bosambo returned the messenger, with presents more valueless, and an assurance of friendship more sonorous, more complete in rhetoric and aptness of hyperbole, and when the messenger had gone Bosambo showed his appreciation of N’gori’s love by doubling the guard about the Ochori city and sending a strong picket under his chief headman to hold the river bend.




  “Because,” said this admirable philosopher, “life is like certain roots: some that taste sweet and are bitter in the end, and some that are vile to the lips and pleasant to the stomach.”




  It was a wild night, being in the month of rains. M’shimba M’shamba was abroad, walking with his devastating feet through the forest, plucking up great trees by their roots and tossing them aside as though they were so many canes. There was a roaring of winds and a crashing of thunders, and the blue-white lightning snicked in and out of the forest or tore sprawling cracks in the sky. In the Ochori city they heard the storm grumbling across the river and were awakened by the incessant lightning — so incessant that the weaver birds who lived in palms that fringed the Ochori streets came chattering to life.




  It was too loud a noise, that M’shimba M’shamba made for the lokaliman of the Ochori to hear the message that N’gori sent — the panic-message designed to lure Bosambo to the newly-purchased spears.




  Bones heard it — Bones, standing on the bridge of the Zairepounding away upstream, steaming past the Akasava city in a sheet of rain.




  “Wonder what the jolly old row is?” he muttered to himself, and summoned his sergeant. “Ali,” said he, in faultless Arabic, “what beating of drums are these?”




  “Lord,” said the sergeant, uneasily, “I do not know, unless they be to warn us not to travel at night. I am your man, Master,” said he in a fret, “yet never have I travelled with so great a fear: even our Lord Sandi does not move by night, though the river is his own child.”




  “It is written,” said Bones, cheerfully, and as the sergeant saluted and turned away, the reckless Houssa made a face at the darkness. “If old man Ham would give me a month or two on the river,” he mused, “I’d set ’em alight, by Jove!”




  By the miraculous interposition of Providence Bones reached the Ochori village in the grey clouded dawn, and Bosambo, early astir, met the lank figure of the youth, his slick sword dangling, his long revolver holster strapped to his side, and his helmet on the back of his head, an eager warrior looking for trouble.




  “Lord, of you I have heard,” said Bosambo, politely; “here in the Ochori country we talk of no other thing than the new, thin Lord whose beautiful nose is like the red flowers of the forest.”




  “Leave my nose alone,” said Bones, unpleasantly, “and tell me, Chief, what killing palaver is this I hear? I come from Government to right all wrongs — this is evidently his nibs, Bosambo.” The last passage was in his own native tongue and Bosambo beamed.




  “Yes, sah!” said he in the English of the Coast. “I be Bosambo, good chap, fine chap; you, sah, you look um — you see um — Bosambo!”




  He slapped his chest and Bones unbent.




  “Look here, old sport,” he said affably: “what the dooce is all this shindy about — hey?”




  “No shindy, sah!” said Bosambo — being sure that all people of his city were standing about at a respectful distance, awestricken by the sight of their chief on equal terms with this new white lord.




  “Dem feller he lib for Akasava, sah — he be bad feller: I be good feller, sah — C’istian, sah! Matt’ew, Marki, Luki, Johni — I savvy dem fine.”




  Happily, Bones continued the conversation in the tongue of the land. Then he learned of the dance which Bosambo had frustrated, of the spears taken, and these he saw stacked in three huts.




  Bones, despite the character he gave himself, was no fool, and, moreover, he had the advantage of knowing of the new N’gombi spears that were going out to the Akasava day by day; and when Bosambo told of the midnight summons that had come to him, Bones did the rapid exercise of mental figuring which is known as putting two and two together.




  He wagged his head when Bosambo had finished his recital, did this general of twenty-one. “You’re a jolly old sportsman, Bosambo,” he said very seriously, “and you’re in the dooce of a hole, if you only knew it. But you trust old Bones — he’ll see you through. By Gad!”




  Bosambo, bewildered but resourceful, hearing, without understanding, replied: “I be fine feller, sah!”




  “You bet your life you are, old funnyface,” agreed Bones, and screwed his eyeglass in the better to survey his protege.




  


  IV




  Chief N’gori organized a surprise party for Bosambo, and took so much trouble with the details, that, because of his sheer thoroughness, he deserved to have succeeded. Lokali men concealed in the bush were waiting to announce the coming of the rescue party, when N’gori sent his cry for help crashing across the world. Six hundred spearmen stood ready to embark in fifty canoes, and five hundred more waited on either bank ready to settle with any survivors of the Ochori who found their way to land.




  The best of plans are subject to the banal reservation, “weather permitting,” and the signal intended to bring Bosambo to his destruction was swallowed up in the bellowings of the storm.




  “This night being fine,” said N’gori, showing his teeth, “Bosambo will surely come.”




  His Chief Counsellor, an ancient man of the royal tribe, had unexpected warnings to offer. A man had seen a man, who had caught a glimpse of the Zaire butting her way upstream in the dead of night. Was it wise, when the devil Sandi waited to smite, and so close at hand, to engage in so high an adventure?2




  “Old man, there is a hut in the forest for you,” said N’gori, with significance, and the Counsellor wilted, because the huts in the forest are for the sick, the old, and the mad, and here they are left to starve and die; “for,” N’gori went on, “all men know that Sandi has gone to his people across the black waters, and the M’ilitani rules. Also, in nights of storms there are men who see even devils.”




  With more than ordinary care he prepared for the final settling with Bosambo the Robber, and there is a suggestion that he was encouraged by the chiefs of other lands, who had grown jealous of the Ochori and their offensive rectitude. Be that as it may, all things were made ready, even to the knives of sacrifice and the young saplings which had not been employed by the Akasava for their grisly work since the Year of Hangings.




  At an hour before midnight the tireless lokali sent out its call:




  “We of the Akasava” (four long rolls and a quick succession of taps)




  “Danger threatens” (a long roll, a short roll, and a triple tap-tap)




  “Isisi fighting” (rolls punctuated by shorter tattoos)




  “Come to me” (a long crescendo roll and patter of taps)




  “Ochori” (nine rolls, curiously like the yelping of a dog)




  So the message went out: every village heard and repeated. The Isisi threw the call northward; the N’gombi village, sent it westward, and presently first the Isisi, then the N’gombi, heard the faint answer: “Coming — the Breaker of Lives,” and returned the message to N’gori.




  “Now I shall also break lives,” said N’gori, and sacrificed a goat to his success.




  Sixteen hundred fighting men waited for the signal from the hidden lokali player, on the far side of the river bend. At the first hollow rattle of his sticks, N’gori pushed off in his royal canoe.




  “Kill!” he roared, and went out in the white light of dawn to greet ten Ochori canoes, riding in fanshape formation, having as their centre a white and speckless Zaire alive with Houssas and overburdened with the slim muzzles of Hotchkiss guns.




  “Oh, Ko!” said N’gori dismally, “this is a bad palaver!”




  *




  In the centre of his city, before a reproving squad of Houssas, a dumb man, taken in the act of armed aggression, N’gori stood.




  “You’re a naughty boy,” said Bones, reproachfully, “and if jolly old Sanders were here — my word, you’d catch it!”




  N’gori listened to the unknown tongue, worried by its mystery. “Lord, what happens to me?” he asked.




  Bones looked very profound and scratched his head. He looked at the Chief, at Bosambo, at the river all aglow in the early morning sunlight, at the Zaire, with her sinister guns aglitter, and then back at the Chief. He was not well versed in the dialect of the Akasava, and Bosambo must be his interpreter.




  “Very serious offence, old friend,” said Bones, solemnly; “awfully serious — muckin’ about with spears and all that sort of thing. I’ll have to make a dooce of an example of you — yes, by Heaven!”




  Bosambo heard and imperfectly understood. He looked about for a likely tree where an unruly chief might sway with advantage to the community.




  “You’re a bad, bad boy,” said Bones, shaking his head; “tell him.”




  “Yes, sah!” said Bosambo.




  “Tell him he’s fined ten dollars.”




  But Bosambo did not speak: there are moments too full for words and this was one of them.




  III. The Disciplinarians
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  Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts of the Houssas stood at attention before his chief. He stood as straight as a ramrod, his hands to his sides, his eyeglass jammed in his eye, and Hamilton of the Houssas looked at him sorrowfully.




  “Bones, you’re an ass!” he said at last.




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones.




  “I sent you to Ochori to prevent a massacre, you catch a chief in the act of ambushing an enemy and instead of chucking him straight into the Village of Iron you fine him ten dollars.”




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones.




  There was a painful pause.




  “Well, you’re an ass!” said Hamilton, who could think of nothing better to say.




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones; “I think you’re repeating yourself, sir. I seem to have heard a similar observation before.”




  “You’ve made Bosambo and the whole of the Ochori as sick as monkeys, and you’ve made me look a fool.”




  “Hardly my responsibility, sir,” said Bones, gently.




  “I hardly know what to do with you,” said Hamilton, drawing his pipe from his pocket and slowly charging it. “Naturally, Bones, I can never let you loose again on the country.” He lit his pipe and puffed thoughtfully. “And of coursemdash;”




  “Pardon me, sir,” said Bones, still uncomfortably erect, “this is intended to be a sort of official inquiry an’ all that sort of thing, isn’t it?”




  “It is,” said Hamilton.




  “Well, sir,” said Bones, “may I ask you not to smoke? When a chap’s honour an’ reputation an’ all that sort of thing is being weighed in the balance, sir, believe me, smokin’ isn’t decent — it isn’t really, sir.”




  Hamilton looked round for something to throw at his critic and found a tolerably heavy book, but Bones dodged and fielded it dexterously. “And if you must chuck things at me, sir,” he added, as he examined the title on the back of the missile, “will you avoid as far as possible usin’ the sacred volumes of the Army List? It hurts me to tell you this, sir, but I’ve been well brought up.”




  “What’s the time?” asked Hamilton, and his secondin-command examined his watch.




  “Ten to tiffin,” he said. “Good Lord, we’ve been gassin’ an hour. Any news from Sanders?”




  “He’s in town — that’s all I know — but don’t change the serious subject, Bones. Everybody is awfully disgusted with you — Sanders would have at least brought him to trial.”




  “I couldn’t do it, sir,” said Bones, firmly. “Poor old bird! He looked such an ass, an’ moreover reminded me so powerfully of an aunt of mine that I simply couldn’t do it.”




  No doubt but that Lieut. Francis Augustus Tibbetts of the Houssas, with his sunburnt nose, his large saucer eyes, and his air of solemn innocence, had shaken the faith of the impressionable folk. This much Hamilton was to learn: for Tibbetts had been sent with a party of Houssas to squash effectively an incipient rebellion in the Akasava, and having caught N’gori in the very act of most treacherously and most damnably preparing an ambush for a virtuous Bosambo, Chief of the Ochori, had done no more than fine him ten dollars.




  And this was in a land where even the Spanish dollar had never been seen save by Bosambo, who was reported to have more than his share of silver in a deep hole beneath the floor of his hut.




  Small wonder that Captain Hamilton held an informal court-martial of one, the closing stages of which I have described, and sentenced his wholly inefficient subordinate to seven days’ field exercise in the forest with half a company of Houssas.




  “Oh, dash it, you don’t mean that?” asked Bones in dismay when the finding of the court was conveyed to him at lunch.




  “I do,” said Hamilton firmly. “I’d be failing in my job of work if I didn’t make you realize what a perfect ass you are.”




  “Perfect — yes,” protested Bones, “ass — no. Fact is, dear old fellow, I’ve a temperament. You aren’t going to make me go about in that beastly forest diggin’ rifle pits an’ pitchin’ tents an’ all that sort of dam’ nonsense; it’s too grisly to think about.”




  “None the less,” said Hamilton, “you will do it whilst I go north to sit on the heads of all who endeavour to profit by your misguided leniency. I shall be back in time for the Administration Inspection — don’t for the love of heaven forget that His Excellencymdash;”




  “Bless his jolly old heart!” murmured Bones.




  “That His Excellency is paying his annual visit on the twenty-first.”




  A ray of hope shot through the gloom of Lieut. Tibbetts’ mind.




  “Under the circumstances, dear old friend, don’t you think it would be best to chuck that silly idea of field training? What about sticking up a board and gettin’ the chaps to paint, ‘Welcome to the United Territories,’ or ‘God bless our Home,’ or something.”




  Hamilton withered him with a glance.




  His last words, shouted from the bridge of the Zaire as her stern wheel went threshing ahead, were, “Remember, Bones! No shirking!”




  “Honi soit qui mal y pense!” roared Bones.




  


  II




  Hamilton had evidence enough of the effect which the leniency of his subordinate had produced. News travels fast, and the Akasava are great talkers. Hamilton, coming to the Isisi city on his way up the river, found a crowd on the beach to watch his mooring, their arms folded hugging their sides — sure gesture of indifferent idleness — but neither the paramount chief, nor his son, nor any of his counsellors awaited the steamer to pay their respects.




  Hamilton sent for them and still they did not come, sending a message that they were sick. So Hamilton went striding through the street of the city, his long sword flapping at his side, four Houssas padding swiftly in his rear at their curious jogtrot. B’sano, the young chief of the Isisi, came out lazily from his hut and stood with outstretched feet and arms akimbo watching the nearing Houssa, and he had no fear, for it was said that now Sandi was away from the country no man had the authority to punish.




  And the counsellors behind B’sano had their bunched spears and their wickerwork shields, contrary to all custom — as Sanders had framed the custom.




  “O chief,” said Hamilton, with that ready smile of his, “I waited for you and you did not come.”




  “Soldier,” said B’sano, insolently, “I am the king of these people and answerable to none save my lord Sandi, who, as you know, is gone from us.”




  “That I know,” said the patient Houssa, “and because it is in my heart to show all people what manner of law Sandi has left behind, I fine you and your city ten thousand matakos that you shall remember that the law lives, though Sandi is in the moon, though all rulers change and die.”




  A slow gleam of contempt came to the chief’s eyes.




  “Soldier,” said he, “I do not pay matako — wa!”




  He stumbled back, his mouth agape with fear. The long barrel of Hamilton’s revolver rested coldly on his bare stomach.




  “We will have a fire,” said Hamilton, and spoke to his sergeant in Arabic. “Here in the centre of the city we will make a fire of proud shields and unlawful spears.”




  One by one the counsellors dropped their wicker shields upon the fire which the Houssa sergeant had kindled, and as they dropped them, the sergeant scientifically handcuffed the advisers of the Isisi chief in couples.




  “You shall find other counsellors, B’sano,” said Hamilton, as the men were led to the Zaire. “See that I do not come bringing with me a new chief.”




  “Lord,” said the chief humbly, “I am your dog.”




  Not alone was B’sano at fault. Up and down the road old grievances awaited settlement: there were scores to adjust, misunderstandings to remove. Mostly these misunderstandings had to do with important questions of tribal superiority and might only be definitely tested by sanguinary combat.




  Also picture a secret order, ruthlessly suppressed by Sanders, and practised by trembling men, each afraid of the other despite their oaths; and the fillip it received when the news went forth— “Sandi has gone — there is no law.”




  This was a fine time for the dreamers of dreams and for the men who saw portends and understood the wisdom of Ju-jus.




  Bemebibi, chief of the Lesser Isisi, was too fat a man for a dreamer, for visions run with countable ribs and a cough. Nor was he tall nor commanding by any standard. He had broad shoulders and a short neck. His head was round, and his eyes were cunning and small. He was an irritable man, had a trick of beating his counsellors when they displeased him, and was a ready destroyer of men.




  Some say that he practised sacrifice in the forests, he and the members of his society, but none spoke with any certainty or authority, for Bemebibi was chief, alike of a community and an order. In the Lesser Isisi alone, the White Ghosts had flourished in spite of every effort of the Administration to stamp them out.




  It was a society into which the hazardous youth of the Isisi were initiated joyfully, for there is little difference in the temperament of youth, whether it wears a cloth about its loins or lavender spats upon its feet.




  Thus it came about that one-half of the adult male population of the Lesser Isisi, had sworn by the letting of blood and the rubbing of salt:




  (1) To hop upon one foot for a spear’s length every night and morning.




  (2) To love all ghosts and speak gently of devils.




  (3) To be dumb and blind and to throw spears swiftly for the love of the White Ghosts.




  One night Bemebibi went into the forest with six highmen of his order. They came to a secret place at a pool, and squatted in a circle, each man laying his hands on the soles of his feet in the prescribed fashion.




  “Snakes live in holes,” said Bemebibi conventionally. “Ghosts dwell by water and all devils sit in the bodies of little birds.”




  This they repeated after him, moving their heads from side to side slowly.




  “This is a good night,” said the chief, when the ritual was ended, “for now I see the end of our great thoughts. Sandi is gone and M’ilitini is by the place where the three rivers meet, and he has come in fear. Also by magic I have learnt that he is terrified because he knows me to be an awful man. Now, I think, it is time for all ghosts to strike swiftly.”




  He spoke with emotion, swaying his body from side to side after the manner of orators. His voice grew thick and husky as the immensity of his design grew upon him.




  “There is no law in the land,” he sang. “Sandi has gone, and only a little, thin man punishes in fear. M’ilitini has blood like water — let us sacrifice.”




  One of his highmen disappeared into the dark forest and came back soon, dragging a halfwitted youth, named Ko’so, grinning and mumbling and content till the curved N’gombi knife, that his captor wielded, came “snack” to his neck and then he spoke no more.




  Too late Hamilton came through the forest with his twenty Houssas. Bemebibi saw the end and was content to make a fight for it, as were his partners in crime.




  “Use your bayonets,” said Hamilton briefly, and flicked out his long, white sword. Bemebibi lunged at him with his stabbing spear, and Hamilton caught the poisoned spearhead on the steel guard, touched it aside, and drove forward straight and swiftly from his shoulder.




  “Bury all these men,” said Hamilton, and spent a beastly night in the forest.




  So passed Bemebibi, and his people gave him up to the ghosts, him and his highmen.




  There were other problems less tragic, to be dealt with, a Bosambo rather grieved than sulking, a haughty N’gori to be kicked to a sense of his unimportance, chiefs, major and minor, to be brought into a condition of penitence.




  Hamilton went zigzagging up the river swiftly. He earned for himself in those days the name of “Dragonfly,” or its native equivalent, and the illustration was apt, for it seemed that the Zaire would poise, buzzing angrily, then dart off in unexpected directions, and the spirit of complacency which had settled upon the land gave place to one of apprehension, which, in the old days, followed the arrival of Sanders in a mood of reprisal.




  Hamilton sent a letter by canoe to his secondin-command. It started simply:




  “Bones — I will not call you ‘dear Bones,’” it went on with a hint of the rancour in the writer’s heart, “for you are not dear to me. I am striving to clear up the mess you have made so that when His Excellency arrives I shall be able to show him a law-abiding country. I have missed you, Bones, but had you been near on more occasion than one, I should not have missed you. Bones, were you ever kicked as a boy? Did any good fellow ever get you by the scruff of your neck and the seat of your trousers and chuck you into an evilsmelling pond? Try to think and send me the name of the man who did this, that I may send him a letter of thanks.




  “Your absurd weakness has kept me on the move for days. Oh, Bones, Bones! I am in a sweat, lest even now you are tampering with the discipline of my Houssas — lest you are handing round tea and cake to the Alis and Ahmets and Mustaphas of my soldiers; lest you are brightening their evenings with imitations of Frank Tinney and fanning the flies from their sleeping forms,” the letter went on.




  “Cad!” muttered Bones, as he read this bit.




  There were six pages couched in this strain, and at the end six more of instruction. Bones was in the forest when the letter came to him, unshaven, weary, and full of trouble.




  He hated work, he loathed field exercise, he regarded bridge-building over imaginary streams, and the whole infernal curriculum of military training, as being peculiarly within the province of the boy scouts and wholly beneath the dignity of an officer of the Houssas. And he felt horribly guilty as he read Hamilton’s letter, for the night before it came he had most certainly entertained his company with a banjo rendering of the Soldiers’ Chorus from “Faust.”




  He rumpled his beautiful hair, jammed down his helmet, squared his shoulders, and, with a fiendish expression on his face — an expression intended by Bones to represent a stern, unbending devotion to duty, he stepped forth from his tent determined to undo what mischief he had done, and earn, if not the love, at least the respect of his people.




  


  III




  There is in all services a subtle fear and hope. They have to do less with material consequence than with a sense of harmony which rejects the discordance of failure. Also Hamilton was a human man, who, whilst he respected Sanders and had a profound regard for his qualities, nourished a secret faith that he might so carry on the work of the heaven-born Commissioner without demanding the charity of his superiors.




  He wished — not unnaturally — to spread a triumphant palm to his country and say “Behold! There are the talents that Sanders left — I have increased them, by my care, twofold.”




  He came down stream in some haste having completed the work of pacification and stopped at the Village of Irons long enough to hand to the Houssa warder four unhappy counsellors of the Isisi king.




  “Keep these men for service against our lord Sandi’s return.”




  At Bosinkusu he was delayed by a storm, a mad, whirling brute of a storm that lashed the waters of the river and swept the Zaire broadside on towards the shore. At M’idibi, the villagers, whose duty it was to cut and stack wood for the Government steamers, had gone into a forest to meet a celebrated witch doctor, gambling on the fact that there was another wooding village ten miles down stream and that Hamilton would choose that for the restocking of his boat.




  So that beyond a thin skeleton pile of logs on the river’s edge — set up to deceive the casual observer as he passed and approved of their industry — there was no wood and Hamilton had to set his men to woodcutting.




  He had nearly completed the heartbreaking work when the villagers returned in a body, singing an unmusical song and decked about with ropes of flowers.




  “Now,” explained the headman, “we have been to a palaver with a holy man and he has promised us that some day there will come to us a great harvest of corn which will be reaped by magic and laid at our doors whilst we sleep.”




  “And I,” said the exasperated Houssa, “promise you a great harvest of whips that, so far from coming in your sleep, will keep you awake.”




  “Master, we did not know that you would come so soon,” said the humble headman; “also there was a rumour that your lordship had been drowned in the storm and your puc-a-puc sunk, and my young men were happy because there would be no more wood to cut.”




  The Zaire, fuel replenished, slipped down the river, Hamilton leaning over the rail promising unpleasant happenings as the boat drifted out from the faithless village. He had cut things very fine, and could do no more than hope that he would reach headquarters an hour or so before the Administrator arrived by the mail-boat. If Bones could be trusted there would be no cause for worry. Bones should have the men’s quarters whitewashed, the parade ground swept and garnished, and stores in excellent order for inspection, and all the books on hand for the Accountant-General to glance over.




  But Bones!




  Hamilton writhed internally at the thought of Francis Augustus and his inefficiency.




  He had sent his second the most elaborate instructions, but if he knew his man, the languid Bones would do no more than pass those instructions on to a subordinate.




  It was ten o’clock on the morning of the inspection that the Zairecame paddling furiously to the tiny concrete quay, and Hamilton gave a sigh of relief. For there, awaiting him, stood Lieutenant Tibbetts in the glory of his raiment — helmet sparkling white, steel hilt of sword aglitter, khaki uniform, spotless and well-fitting.




  “Everything is all right, sir,” said Bones, saluting, and Hamilton thought he detected a gruffer and more robust note in the tone.




  “Mail-boat’s just in, sir,” Bones went on with unusual fierceness. “You’re in time to meet His Excellency. Stores all laid out, books in trim, parade ground and quarters whitewashed as per your jolly old orders, sir.”




  He saluted again, his eyes bulging, his face a veritable mask of ferocity, and, turning on his heel, he led the way to the beach.




  “Here, hold hard!” said Hamilton; “what the dickens is the matter with you?”




  “Seen the error of my ways, sir,” growled Bones, again saluting punctiliously. “I’ve been an ass, sir — too lenient — given you a lot of trouble — shan’t occur again.”




  There was not time to ask any further questions.




  The two men had to run to reach the landing place in time, for the surf boats were at that moment rolling to the yellow beach.




  Sir Robert Sanleigh, in spotless white, was carried ashore, and his staff followed.




  “Ah, Hamilton,” said the great Bob, “everything all right?”




  “Yes, your Excellency,” said Hamilton, “there have been one or two serious killing palavers on which I will report.”




  Sir Robert nodded.




  “You were bound to have a little trouble as soon as Sanders went,” he said.




  He was a methodical man and had little time for the work at hand, for the mail-boat was waiting to carry him to another station. Books, quarters, and stores were in apple-pie order, and inwardly Hamilton raised his voice in praise of the young man, who strode silently and fiercely by his side, his face still distorted with a newfound fierceness.




  “The Houssas are all right, I suppose?” asked Sir Robert. “Discipline good — no crime?”




  “The discipline is excellent, sir,” replied Hamilton, heartily, “and we haven’t had any serious crime for years.”




  Sir Robert Sanleigh fixed his pince-nez upon his nose and looked round the parade ground. A dozen Houssas in two ranks stood at attention in the centre.




  “Where are the rest of your men?” asked the Administrator.




  “In gaol, sir.” It was Bones who answered the question.




  Hamilton gasped.




  “In gaol — I’m sorry — but I knew nothing for this. I’ve just arrived from the interior, your Excellency.”




  They walked across to the little party.




  “Where is Sergeant Abiboo?” asked Hamilton suddenly.




  “In gaol, sir,” said Bones, promptly, “sentenced to death — scratchin’ his leg on parade after bein’ warned repeatedly by me to give up the disgusting habit.”




  “Where is Corporal Ahmet, Bones?” asked the frantic Hamilton.




  “In gaol, sir,” said Bones. “I gave him twenty years for talkin’ in the ranks an’ cheekin’ me when I told him to shut up. There’s a whole lot of them, sir,” he went on casually. “I sentenced two chaps to death for fightin’ in the lines, an’ gave another feller ten years formdash;”




  “I think that will do,” said Sir Robert, tactfully. “A most excellent inspection, Captain Hamilton — now, I think, I’ll get back to my ship.”




  He took Hamilton aside on the beach.




  “What did you call that young man?” he asked.




  “Bones, your Excellency,” said Hamilton miserably.




  “I should call him Blood and Bones,” smiled His Excellency, as he shook hands.




  *




  “What’s the good of bullyin’ me, dear old chap?” asked Bones indignantly. “If I let a chap off, I’m kicked, an’ if I punish him I’m kicked — it’s enough to make a feller give up bein’ judicialmdash;”




  “Bones, you’re a goop,” said Hamilton, in despair.




  “A goop, sir? — if you’d be kind enough to explainmdash;?”




  “There’s an ass,” said Hamilton, ticking off one finger; “and there’s a silly ass,” he ticked off the second; “and there’s a silly ass who is such a silly ass that he doesn’t know what a silly ass he is: we call him a goop.”




  “Thank you, sir,” said Bones, without resentment, “and which is the goop, you ormdash;?”




  Hamilton dropped his hand on his revolver butt, and for a moment there was murder in his eyes.




  IV. The Lost N’bosini
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  “M’ilitani, there is a bad palaver in the N’bosini country,” said the gossip-chief of the Lesser Isisi, and wagged his head impressively.




  Hamilton of the Houssas rose up from his camp chair and stretched himself to his full six feet. His laughing eyes — terribly blue they looked in the mahogany setting of his lean face — quizzed the chief, and his cleanshaven lips twitched ever so slightly.




  Chief Idigi looked at him curiously. Idigi was squat and fat, but wise. None the less he gossiped, for, as they say on the river, “Even the wise oochiri is a chatterer.”




  “O, laughing Lord,” said Idigi, almost humble in his awe — for blue eyes in a brown face are a great sign of devilry, “this is no smiling palaver, for they saymdash;”




  “Idigi,” interrupted Hamilton, “I smile when you speak of the N’bosini, because there is no such land. Even Sandi, who has wisdom greater than ju-ju, he says that there is no N’bosini, but that it is the foolish talk of men who cannot see whence come their troubles and must find a land and a people and a king out of their mad heads. Go back to your village, Idigi, telling all men that I sit here for a spell in the place of my lord Sandi, and if there be, not one king of N’bosini, but a score, and if he lead, not one army, but three and three and three, I will meet him with my soldiers and he shall go the way of the bad king.”




  Idigi, unconvinced, shaking his head, said a doubtful “Wa!” and would continue upon his agreeable subject — for he was a lover of ghosts.




  “Now,” said he, impressively, “it is said that on the night before the moon came, there was seen, on the edge of the lake-forest, ten warriors of the N’bosini, with spears of fire and arrows tipped with stars, alsomdash;”




  “Go to the devil!” said Hamilton, cheerfully. “The palaver is finished.”




  Later, he watched Idigi — so humble a man that he never travelled with more than four paddlers — winding his slow way up stream — and Hamilton was not laughing.




  He went back to his canvas chair before the Residency, and sat for half an hour, alternately pinching and rubbing his bare arms — he was in his shirt sleeves — in a reverie which was not pleasant.




  Here Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts, returning from an afternoon’s fishing, with a couple of weird-looking fish as his sole catch, found him and would have gone on with a little salute.




  “Bones!” called Hamilton, softly.




  Bones swung round. “Sir!” he said stiffly.




  “Come off your horse, Bones,” coaxed Hamilton.




  “Not me,” replied Bones; “I’ve finished with you, dear old fellow; as an officer an’ a gentleman you’ve treated me rottenly — you have, indeed. Give me an order — I’ll obey it. Tell me to lead a forlorn hope or go to bed at ten — I’ll carry out instructions accordin’ to military law, but outside of duty you’re a jolly old rotter. I’m hurt, Ham, doocidly hurt. I thinkmdash;”




  “Oh shut up and sit down!” interrupted his chief, irritably. “You jaw and jaw till my head aches.”




  Reluctantly Lieutenant Tibbetts walked back, depositing his catch with the greatest care on the ground.




  “What on earth have you got there?” asked Hamilton, curiously.




  “I don’t know whether it’s cod or turbot,” said the cautious Bones, “but I’ll have ’em cooked and find out.”




  Hamilton grinned. “To be exact, they’re catfish, and poisonous,” he said, and whistled his orderly. “Oh, Ahmet,” he said in Arabic, “take these fish and throw them away.”




  Bones fixed his monocle, and his eyes followed his catch till they were out of sight.




  “Of course, sir,” he said with resignation, “if you like to commandeer my fish it’s not for me to question you.”




  “I’m a little worried, Bones,” began Hamilton.




  “A conscience, sir,” said Bones, smugly, “is a pretty rotten thing for a feller to have. I remember years agomdash;”




  “There’s a little unrest up there” — Hamilton waved his hand towards the dark green forest, sombre in the shadows of the evening— “a palaver I don’t quite get the hang of. If I could only trust you, Bones!”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts rose. He readjusted his monocle and stiffened himself to attention — a heroic pose which invariably accompanied his protests. But Hamilton gave him no opportunity.




  “Anyway, I have to trust you, Bones,” he said, “whether I like it or not. You get ready to clear out. Take twenty men and patrol the river between the Isisi and the Akasava.”




  In as few words as possible he explained the legend of the N’bosini. “Of course, there is no such place,” he said; “it is a mythical land like the lost Atlantis — the home of the mysterious and marvellous tribes, populated by giants and filled with all the beautiful products of the world.”




  “I know, sir,” said Bones, nodding his head. “It is like one of those building estate advertisements you read in the American papers: Young-man-go-west-an’-buy-Dudville Corner Blocksmdash;”




  “You have a horrible mind,” said Hamilton. “However, get ready. I will have steam in the Zaire against your departure.”




  “There is one thing I should like to ask you about,” said Bones, standing hesitatingly first on one leg and then on the other. “I think I have told you before that I have tickets in a Continental sweepstake. I should be awfully obligedmdash;”




  “Go away!” snarled Hamilton.




  Bones went cheerfully enough.




  He loved the life on the Zaire, the comfort of Sanders’ cabin, the electric reading lamp and the fine sense of authority. He would stand upon the bridge for hours, with folded arms and impassive face, staring ahead as the oily waters moved slowly under the bow of the stern-wheeler. Now and again he would turn to give a fierce order to the steersman or to the patient Yoka, the squat black Krooman who knew every inch of the river, and who stood all the time, his hand upon the lever of the telegraph ready to “slow” at the first sign of a new sandbank.




  For, in parts, the river was less than two or three feet deep and the bed was constantly changing. The sounding boys, who stood on the bow of the steamer, whirling their long canes and singing the depth monotonously, would shout a warning cry, but long before their lips had framed a caution, Yoka would have pulled the telegraph over to “stop.” His eyes would have detected the tiny ripple on the waters ahead which denoted a new “bank.”




  To Bones, the river was a deep, clear stream. He had no idea as to the depth and never troubled to inquire. These short, stern orders of his that he barked to left and right from time to time, nobody took the slightest notice of, and Bones would have been considerably embarrassed if they had. Observing that the steamer was tacking from shore to shore, a proceeding which, to Bones’ orderly mind, seemed inconsistent with the dignity of the Government boat, he asked the reason.




  “Lord,” said the steersman, one Ebibi, “there are many banks hereabout, large sands, which silt up in a night, therefore we must make a passage for the puc-a-puc, by going from shore to shore.”




  “You’re a silly ass,” said Bones, “and let it go at that.”




  Yet, for all his irresponsibility, for all his wild and unknowledgeable conspectus of the land and its people, there was instilled in the heart of Lieutenant Tibbetts something of the spirit of dark romance and adventure-loving, which association with the Coast alone can bring.




  In the big house at Dorking where he had spent his childhood, the ten-acre estate, where his father had lorded (himself a onetime Commissioner), he had watered the seed of desire which heredity had irradicably sown in his bosom; a desire not to be shaped by words, or confirmed in phrase, but best described as the discovery-lust, which send men into dark, unknown places of the world to joyously sacrifice life and health that their names might be associated with some scrap of sure fact for the better guidance of unborn generations.




  Bones was a dreamer of dreams.




  On the bridge of the Zaire he was a Nelson taking the Victoryinto action, a Stanley, a Columbus, a Sir Garnet Wolseley forcing the passages of the Nile.




  Small wonder that he turned from time to time to the steersman with a sharp “Put her to starboard,” or “Port your helm a little.”




  Less wonder that the wholly uncomprehending steersman went on with his work as though Bones had no separate or tangible existence.




  On the fourth evening after leaving headquarters, Bones summoned to his cabin Mahomet Ali, the sergeant in charge of his soldiers.




  “O, Mahomet,” said he, “tell me of this N’bosini of which men speak, and in which all native people believe, for my lord M’ilitani has said that there is no such place and that it is the dream of mad people.”




  “Master, that I also believe,” said Mahomet Ali; “these people of the river are barbarians, having no God and being foredoomed for all time to hell, and it is my belief that his idea of N’bosini is no more than the Paradise of the faithful, of which the barbarians have heard and converted in their wild way.”




  “Tell me, who talks of N’bosini,” said Bones, crossing his legs and leaning back in his chair, his hands behind his head; “for, remember that I am a stranger amongst you, Mahomet Ali, coming from a far land and having seen such marvels asmdash;”




  He paused, seeking the Arabic for “gramaphone” and “motor-’bus,” then he went on wisely: “Such marvels as you cannot imagine.”




  “This I know of N’bosini,” said the sergeant, “that all men along this river believe in it; all save Bosambo of the Ochori who, as is well known, believes in nothing, since he is a follower of the Prophet and the one God.”




  Mahomet Ali salaamed devoutly.




  “And men say that this land lies at the back of the N’gombi country; and others that it lies near the territories of the old King; and some others who say that it is a far journey beyond the French’s territory, farther than man can walk, that its people have wings upon their shoulders and can fly, and that their eyes are so fierce that trees burn when they look upon them. This only we know, lord, we, of your soldiers, who have followed Sandi through all his high adventures, that when men talk of N’bosini, there is trouble, for they are seeking something to excuse their own wickedness.”




  All night long, as Bones turned from side to side in his hot cabin, listening to the ineffectual buzzings of the flies that sought, unsuccessfully, to reach the interior of the cabin through a fine meshed screen, the problem of N’bosini revolved in his mind.




  Was it likely, thought Bones, cunningly, that men should invent a country, even erring men, seeking an excuse? Did not all previous experience go to the support of the theory that N’bosini had some existence? In other words that, planted in the secret heart of some forest in the territory, barred from communication with the world by swift rivers of the high tangle of forests, there was, in being, a secret tribe of which only rumours had been heard — a tribe of white men, perhaps!




  Bones had read of such things in books; he knew his “Solomon’s Mines” and was well acquainted with his “Allan Quatermain.” Who knows but that through the forest was a secret path held, perchance, by armoured warriors, which led to the mountains at the edge of the Old King’s territory, where in the folds of the inaccessible hills, there might be a city of stone, peopled and governed by stern white-bearded men, and streets filled with beautiful maidens garbed in the style of ancient Greece!




  “It is all dam’ nonsense of course,” said Bones to himself, though feebly; “but, after all there may be something in this. There’s no smoke without fire.”




  The idea took hold of him and gripped him most powerfully. He took Sanders’ priceless maps and carefully triangulated them, consulting every other written authority on the ship. He stopped at villages and held palavers on this question of N’bosini and acquired a whole mass of conflicting information.




  If you smile at Bones, you smile at the glorious spirit of enterprise which has created Empire. Out of such dreams as ran crisscross through the mind of Lieutenant Tibbetts there have arisen nationalities undreamt of and Empires Caesar never knew.




  Now one thing is certain, that Bones, in pursuing his inquiries about N’bosini, was really doing a most useful piece of work.




  The palavers he called had a deeper significance to the men who attended them than purely geographical inquiries. Thus, the folk of the Isisi planning a little raid upon certain Akasava fishermen, who had established themselves unlawfully upon the Isisi river-line, put away their spears and folded their hands when N’bosini was mentioned, because Bones was unconsciously probing their excuse before they advanced it.




  Idigi, himself, who, in his caution, had prepared Hamilton for some slight difference of opinion between his own tribe and the N’gombi of the interior, read into the earnest inquiries of Lieutenant Tibbetts, something more than a patient spirit of research.




  All that Hamilton had set his subordinate to accomplish Bones was doing, though none was more in ignorance of the fact than himself, and, since all men owed a grudge to the Ochori, palavers, which had as their object an investigation into the origin of the N’bosini legend, invariably ended in the suggestion rather than the statement that the only authority upon this mysterious land, and the still more mysterious tribe who inhabited it, was Bosambo of the Ochori. Thus, subtly, was Bosambo saddled with all responsibility in the matter.




  Hamilton’s parting injunction to Bones had been:




  “Be immensely civil to Bosambo, because he is rather sore with you and he is a very useful man.”




  Regarding him, as he did, as the final authority upon the N’bosini, Bones made elaborate preparations to carry out his chief’s commands. He came round the river bend to the Ochori city, with flags fluttering at his white mast, with his soldiers drawn up on deck, with his buglers tootling, and his siren sounding, and Bosambo, ever ready to jump to the conclusion that he was being honoured for his own sake, found that this time, at least, he had made no mistake and rose to the occasion.




  In an emerald-green robe with twelve sox suspenders strapped about his legs and dangling tags aglitter — he had bought these on his visit to the Coast — with an umbrella of state and six men carrying a canopy over his august person, he came down to the beach to greet the representatives of the Government.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo humbly, “it gives me great pride that your lordship should bring his beautiful presence to my country. All this month I have sat in my hut, wondering why you came not to the Ochori, and I have not eaten food for many days because of my sorrow and my fear that you would not come to us.”




  Bones walked under the canopy to the chief’s hut. A superior palaver occupied the afternoon on the question of taxation. Here Bones was on safe ground. Having no power to remit taxes, but having most explicit instructions from his chief, which admitted of no compromise, it was an easy matter for Bones to shake his head and say in English:




  “Nothin’ doing”; a phrase which, afterwards, passed into the vocabulary of the Ochori as the equivalent of denial of privilege.




  It was on the second day that Bones broached the question of the N’bosini. Bosambo had it on the tip of his tongue to deny all knowledge of this tribe, was even preparing to call down destruction upon the heads of the barbarians who gave credence to the story. Then he asked curiously:




  “Lord, why do you speak of the land or desire knowledge upon it?”




  “Because,” said Bones, firmly, “it is in mind, Bosambo, that somewhere in this country, dwell such a people, and since all men agree that you are wise, I have come to you to seek it.”




  “O ko,” said Bosambo, under his breath.




  He fixed his eyes upon Bones, licked his lips a little, twiddled his fingers a great deal, and began:




  “Lord, it is written in a certain Suru that wisdom comest from the East, and that knowledge from the West, that courage comes from the North, and sin from the South.”




  “Steady the Buffs, Bosambo!” murmured Bones, reprovingly, “I come from the South.”




  He spoke in English, and Bosambo, resisting the temptation to retort in an alien tongue, and realizing perhaps that he would need all the strength of his more extensive vocabulary to convince his hearer, continued in Bomongo:




  “Now I tell you,” he went on solemnly, “if Sandi had come, Sandi, who loves me better than his brother, and who knew my father and lived with him for many years, and if Sandi spoke to me, saying ‘Tell me, O Bosambo, where is N’bosini?’ I answer ‘Lord, there are things which are written and which I know cannot be told, not even to you whom I love so dearly.’” He paused.




  Bones was impressed. He stared, wide-eyed, at the chief, tilted his helmet back a little from his damp brow, folded his hands on his knees and opened his mouth a little.




  “But it is you, O my lord,” said Bosambo, extravagantly, “who asks this question. You, who have suddenly come amongst us and who are brighter to us than the moon and dearer to us than the land which grows corn; therefore must I speak to you that which is in my heart. If I lie, strike me down at your feet, for I am ready to die.”




  He paused again, throwing out his arms invitingly, but Bones said nothing.




  “Now this I tell you,” Bosambo shook his finger impressively, “that the N’bosini lives.”




  “Where?” asked Bones, quickly.




  Already he saw himself lecturing before a crowded audience at the Royal Geographical Society, his name in the papers, perhaps a Tibbett River or a Francis Augustus Mountain added to the sum of geographical knowledge.




  “It is in a certain place,” said Bosambo, solemnly, “which only I know, and I have sworn a solemn oath by many sacred things which I dare not break, by letting of blood and by rubbing in of salt, that I will not divulge the secret.”




  “O, tell me, Bosambo,” demanded Bones, leaning forward and speaking rapidly, “what manner of people are they who live in the city of N’bosini?”




  “They are men and women,” said Bosambo after a pause.




  “White or black?” asked Bones, eagerly.




  Bosambo thought a little.




  “White,” he said soberly, and was immensely pleased at the impression he created.




  “I thought so,” said Bones, excitedly, and jumped up, his eyes wider than ever, his hands trembling as he pulled his notebook from his breast pocket.




  “I will make a book of this, Bosambo,” he said, almost incoherently. “You shall speak slowly, telling me all things, for I must write in English.”3




  He produced his pencil, squatted again, open book upon his knee, and looked up at Bosambo to commence.




  “Lord, I cannot do this,” said Bosambo, his face heavy with gloom, “for have I not told your lordship that I have sworn such oath? Moreover,” he said carelessly, “we who know the secret, have each hidden a large bag of silver in the ground, all in one place, and we have sworn that he who tells the secret shall lose his share. Now, by the Prophet, ‘Eye-of-the-Moon’ (this was one of the names which Bones had earned, for which his monocle was responsible), I cannot do this thing.”




  “How large was this bag, Bosambo?” asked Bones, nibbling the end of his pencil.




  “Lord, it was so large,” said Bosambo.




  He moved his hands outward slowly, keeping his eyes fixed upon Lieutenant Tibbetts till he read in them a hint of pain and dismay. Then he stopped.




  “So large,” he said, choosing the dimensions his hands had indicated before Bones showed signs of alarm. “Lord, in the bag was silver worth a hundred English pounds.”




  Bones, continuing his meal of cedarwood, thought the matter out.




  It was worth it.




  “Is it a large city?” he asked suddenly.




  “Larger than the whole of the Ochori,” answered Bosambo impressively.




  “And tell me this, Bosambo, what manner of houses are these which stand in the city of the N’bosini?”




  “Larger than kings’ huts,” said Bosambo.




  “Of stone?”




  “Lord, of rock, so that they are like mountains,” replied Bosambo.




  Bones shut his book and got up.




  “This day I go back to M’ilitani, carrying word of the N’bosini,” said he, and Bosambo’s jaw dropped, though Bones did not notice the fact.




  “Presently I will return, bringing with me silver of the value of a hundred English pounds, and you shall lead us to this strange city.”




  “Lord, it is a far way,” faltered Bosambo, “across many swamps and over high mountains; also there is much sickness and death, wild beasts in the forests and snakes in the trees and terrible storms of rain.”




  “Nevertheless, I will go,” said Bones, in high spirits, “I, and you also.”




  “Master,” said the agitated Bosambo, “say no word of this to M’ilitani; if you do, be sure that my enemies will discover it and I shall be killed.”




  Bones hesitated and Bosambo pushed his advantage.




  “Rather, lord,” said he, “give me all the silver you have and let me go alone, carrying a message to the mighty chief of the N’bosini. Presently I will return, bringing with me strange news, such as no white lord, not even Sandi, has received or heard, and cunning weapons which only N’bosini use and strange magics. Also will I bring you stories of their river, but I will go alone, though I die, for what am I that I should deny myself from the service of your lordship?”




  It happened that Bones had some twenty pounds on the Zaire, and Bosambo condescended to come aboard to accept, with outstretched hands, this earnest of his master’s faith.




  “Lord,” said he, solemnly, as he took a farewell of his benefactor, “though I lose a great bag of silver because I have betrayed certain men, yet I know that, upon a day to come, you will pay me all that I desire. Go in peace.”




  It was a hilarious, joyous, industrious Bones who went down the river to headquarters, occupying his time in writing diligently upon large sheets of foolscap in his no less large unformed handwriting, setting forth all that Bosambo had told him, and all the conclusions he might infer from the confidence of the Ochori king.




  He was bursting with his news. At first, he had to satisfy his chief that he had carried out his orders.




  Fortunately, Hamilton needed little convincing; his own spies had told him of the quietening down of certain truculent sections of his unruly community and he was prepared to give his subordinate all the credit that was due to him.




  It was after dinner and the inevitable rice pudding had been removed and the pipes were puffing bluely in the big room of the Residency, when Bones unburdened himself.




  “Sir,” he began, “you think I am an ass.”




  “I was not thinking so at this particular moment,” said Hamilton; “but, as a general consensus of my opinion concerning you, I have no fault to find with it.”




  “You think poor old Bones is a goop,” said Lieutenant Tibbetts with a pitying smile, “and yet the name of poor old Bones is going down to posterity, sir.”




  “That is posterity’s lookout,” said Hamilton, offensively; but Bones ignored the rudeness.




  “You also imagine that there is no such land as the N’bosini, I think?”




  Bones put the question with a certain insolent assurance which was very irritating.




  “I not only think, but I know,” replied Hamilton.




  Bones laughed, a sardonic, knowing laugh.




  “We shall see,” he said, mysteriously; “I hope, in the course of a few weeks, to place a document in your possession that will not only surprise, but which, I believe, knowing that beneath a somewhat uncouth manner lies a kindly heart, will also please you.”




  “Are you chucking up the army?” asked Hamilton with interest.




  “I have no more to say, sir,” said Bones.




  He got up, took his helmet from a peg on the wall, saluted and walked stiffly from the Residency and was swallowed up in the darkness of the parade ground.




  A quarter of an hour later, there came a tap upon his door and Mahomet Ali, his sergeant, entered.




  “Ah, Mah’met,” said Hamilton, looking up with a smile, “all things were quiet on the river my lord Tibbetts tells me.”




  “Lord, everything was proper,” said the sergeant, “and all people came to palaver humbly.”




  “What seek you now?” asked Hamilton.




  “Lord,” said Mahomet, “Bosambo of the Ochori is, as you know, of my faith, and by certain oaths we are as blood brothers. This happened after a battle in the year of Drought when Bosambo saved my life.”




  “All this I know,” said Hamilton.




  “Now, lord,” said Mahomet Ali, “I bring you this.”




  He took from the inside of his uniform jacket a little canvas bag, opened it slowly and emptied its golden contents upon the table. There was a small shining heap of sovereigns and a twisted note; this latter he placed in Hamilton’s hand and the Houssa captain unfolded it. It was a letter in Arabic in Bosambo’s characteristic and angular handwriting.




  “From Bosambo, the servant of the Prophet, of the upper river in the city of the Ochori, to M’ilitani, his master. Peace on your house.




  “In the name of God I send you this news. My lord with the moon-eye, making inquiries about the N’bosini, came to the Ochori and I told him much that he wrote down in a book. Now, I tell you, M’ilitani, that I am not to blame, because my lord with the moon-eye wrote down these things. Also he gave me twenty English pounds because I told him certain stories and this I send to you, that you shall put it in with my other treasures, making a mark in your book that this twenty pounds is the money of Bosambo of the Ochori, and that you will send me a book, saying that this money has come to you and is safely in your hands. Peace and felicity upon your house.




  “Written in my city of Ochori and given to my brother, Mahomet Ali, who shall carry it to M’ilitani at the mouth of the river.”




  “Poor old Bones!” said Hamilton, as he slowly counted the money. “Poor old Bones!” he repeated.




  He took an account book from his desk and opened it at a page marked “Bosambo.” His entry was significant.
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  N’gori the Chief had a son who limped and lived. This was a marvellous thing in a land where cripples are severely discouraged and malformity is a sure passport for heaven.




  The truth is that M’fosa was born in a fishing village at a period of time when all the energies of the Akasava were devoted to checking and defeating the predatory raidings of the N’gombi, under that warlike chief G’osimalino, who also kept other nations on the defensive, and held the river basin, from the White River, by the old king’s territory, to as far south as the islands of the Lesser Isisi.




  When M’fosa was three months old, Sanders had come with a force of soldiers, had hanged G’osimalino to a high tree, had burnt his villages and destroyed his crops and driven the remnants of his onetime invincible army to the little known recesses of the Itusi Forest.




  Those were the days of the Cakitas or government chiefs, and it was under the beneficent sway of one of these that M’fosa grew to manhood, though many attempts were made to lure him to unfrequented waterways and blind crocodile creeks where a lame man might be lost, and no one be any the wiser.




  Chief of the eugenists was Kobolo, the boy’s uncle, and N’gori’s own brother. This dissatisfied man, with several of M’fosa’s cousins, once partially succeeded in kidnapping the lame boy, and they were on their way to certain middle islands in the broads of the river to accomplish their scheme — which was to put out the eyes of M’fosa and leave him to die — when Sanders had happened along.




  He it was who set all the men of M’fosa’s village to cut down a high pine tree — at an infernal distance from the village, and had men working for a week, trimming and planing that pine; and another week they spent carrying the long stem through the forest (Sanders had devilishly chosen his tree in the most inaccessible part of the woods), and yet another week digging large holes and erecting it.




  For he was a difficult man to please. Broad backs ran sweat to pull and push and hoist that great flagstaff (as it appeared with its strong pulley and smooth sides) to its place. And no sooner was it up than my lord Sandi had changed his mind and must have it in another place. Sanders would come back at intervals to see how the work was progressing. At last it was fixed, that monstrous pole, and the men of the village sighed thankfully.




  “Lord, tell me,” N’gori had asked, “why you put this great stick in the ground?”




  “This,” said Sanders, “is for him who injures M’fosa your son; upon this will I hang him. And if there be more men than one who take to the work of slaughter, behold! I will have yet another tree cut and hauled, and put in a place and upon that will I hang the other man. All men shall know this sign, the high stick as my fetish; and it shall watch the evil hearts and carry me all thoughts, good and evil. And then I tell you, that such is its magic, that if needs be, it shall draw me from the end of the world to punish wrong.”




  This is the story of the fetish stick of the Akasava and of how it came to be in its place.




  None did hurt to M’fosa, and he grew to be a man, and as he grew and his father became first counsellor, then petty chief, and, at last, paramount chief of the nation, M’fosa developed in hauteur and bitterness, for this high pole rainwashed, and sunburnt, was a reminder, not of the strong hand that had been stretched out to save him, but of his own infirmity.




  And he came to hate it, and by some curious perversion to hate the man who had set it up.




  Most curious of all to certain minds, he was the first of those who condemned, and secretly slew, the unfortunates, who either came into the world hampered by disfigurement, or who, by accident, were unfitted for the great battle.




  He it was who drowned Kibusi the woodman, who lost three fingers by the slipping of the axe; he was the leader of the young men who fell upon the boy Sandilo-M’goma, who was crippled by fire; and though the fetish stood a menace to all, reading thoughts and clothed with authority, yet M’fosa defied spirits and went about his work reckless of consequence.




  When Sanders had gone home, and it seemed that law had ceased to be, N’gori (as I have shown) became of a sudden a bold and fearless man, furbished up his ancient grievances and might have brought trouble to the land, but for a watchful Bosambo.




  This is certain, however, that N’gori himself was a good-enough man at heart, and if there was evil in his actions be sure that behind him prompting, whispering, subtly threatening him, was his malignant son, a sinister figure with one eye half closed, and a figure that went limping through the city with a twisted smile.




  An envoy came to the Ochori country bearing green branches of the Isisi palm, which signifies peace, and at the head of the mission — for mission it was — came M’fosa.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said the man who limped, “N’gori the chief, my father, has sent me, for he desires your friendship and help; also your loving countenance at his great feast.”




  “Oh, oh!” said Bosambo, drily, “what king’s feast is this?”




  “Lord,” rejoined the other, “it is no king’s feast, but a great dance of rejoicing, for our crops are very plentiful, and our goats have multiplied more than a man can count; therefore my father said: Go you to Bosambo of the Ochori, he who was once my enemy and now indeed my friend. And say to him ‘Come into my city, that I may honour you.’”




  Bosambo thought.




  “How can your lord and father feast so many as I would bring?” he asked thoughtfully, as he sat, chin on palm, pondering the invitation, “for I have a thousand spearmen, all young men and fond of food.”




  M’fosa’s face fell.




  “Yet, Lord Bosambo,” said he, “if you come without your spearmen, but with your counsellors onlymdash;”




  Bosambo looked at the limper, through half-closed eyes. “I carry spears to a Dance of Rejoicing,” he said significantly, “else I would not Dance or Rejoice.”




  M’fosa showed his teeth, and his eyes were filled with hateful fires. He left the Ochori with bad grace, and was lucky to leave it at all, for certain men of the country, whom he had put to torture (having captured them fishing in unauthorized waters), would have rushed him but for Bosambo’s presence.




  His other invitation was more successful. Hamilton of the Houssas was at the Isisi city when the deputation called upon him.




  “Here’s a chance for you, Bones,” he said.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts had spent a vain day, fishing in the river with a rod and line, and was sprawling under a deckchair under the awning of the bridge.




  “Would you like to be the guest of honour at N’gori’s little thanksgiving service?”




  Bones sat up.




  “Shall I have to make a speech?” he asked cautiously.




  “You may have to respond for the ladies,” said Hamilton. “No, my dear chap, all you will have to do will be to sit round and look clever.”




  Bones thought awhile.




  “I’ll bet you’re putting me on to a rotten job,” he accused, “but I’ll go.”




  “I wish you would,” said Hamilton, seriously. “I can’t get the hang of M’fosa’s mind, ever since you treated him with such leniency.”




  “If you’re goin’ to dig up the grisly past, dear old sir,” said a reproachful Bones, “if you insist recalling events which I hoped, sir, were hidden in oblivion, I’m going to bed.”




  He got up, this lank youth, fixed his eyeglass firmly and glared at his superior.




  “Sit down and shut up,” said Hamilton, testily; “I’m not blaming you. And I’m not blaming N’gori. It’s that son of his — listen to this.”




  He beckoned the three men who had come down from the Akasava as bearers of the invitation.




  “Say again what your master desires,” he said.




  “Thus speaks N’gori, and I talk with his voice,” said the spokesman, “that you shall cut down the devil-stick which Sandi planted in our midst, for it brings shame to us, and also to M’fosa the son of our master.”




  “How may I do this?” asked Hamilton, “I, who am but the servant of Sandi? For I remember well that he put the stick there to make a great magic.”




  “Now the magic is made,” said the sullen headman; “for none of our people have died the death since Sandi set it up.”




  “And dashed lucky you’ve been,” murmured Bones.




  “Go back to your master and tell him this,” said Hamilton. “Thus says M’ilitani, my lord Tibbetti will come on your feast day and you shall honour him; as for the stick, it stands till Sandi says it shall not stand. The palaver is finished.”




  He paced up and down the deck when the men had gone, his hands behind him, his brows knit in worry.




  “Four times have I been asked to cut down Sanders’ pole,” he mused aloud. “I wonder what the idea is?”




  “The idea?” said Bones, “the idea, my dear old silly old fellow, isn’t it as plain as your dashed old nose? They don’t want it!”




  Hamilton looked down at him.




  “What a brain you must have, Bones!” he said admiringly. “I often wonder you don’t employ it.”




  


  II




  By the Blue Pool in the forest there is a famous tree gifted with certain properties. It is known in the vernacular of the land, and I translate it literally, “The-tree-that-has-no-echo-and-eats-up-sound.” Men believe that all that is uttered beneath its twisted branches may be remembered, but not repeated, and if one shouts in its deadening shade, even they who stand no farther than a stride from its furthermost stretch of branch or leaf, will hear nothing.




  Therefore is the Silent Tree much in favour for secret palaver, such as N’gori and his limping son attended, and such as the Lesser Isisi came to fearfully.




  N’gori, who might be expected to take a very leading part in the discussion which followed the meeting, was, in fact, the most timorous of those who squatted in the shadow of the huge cedar.




  Full of reservations, cautions, doubts and counsels of discretion was N’gori till his son turned on him, grinning as his wont when in his least pleasant mood.




  “O, my father,” said he softly, “they say on the river that men who die swiftly say no more than ‘wait’ with their last breath; now I tell you that all my young men who plot secretly with me, are for chopping you — but because I am like a god to them, they spare you.”




  “My son,” said N’gori uneasily, “this is a very high palaver, for many chiefs have risen and struck at the Government, and always Sandi has come with his soldiers, and there have been backs that have been sore for the space of a moon, and necks that have been sore for this time,” he snapped finger, “and then have been sore no more.”




  “Sandi has gone,” said M’fosa.




  “Yet his fetish stands,” insisted the old man; “all day and all night his dreadful spirit watches us; for this we have all seen that the very lightnings of M’shimba M’shamba run up that stick and do it no harm. Also M’ilitani and Moon-in-the-Eyemdash;”




  “They are fools,” a counsellor broke in.




  “Lord M’ilitani is no fool, this I know,” interrupted a fourth.




  “Tibbetti comes — and brings no soldiers. Now I tell you my mind that Sandi’s fetish is dead — as Sandi has passed from us, and this is the sign I desire — I and my young men. We shall make a killing palaver in the face of the killing stick, and if Sandi lives and has not lied to us, he shall come from the end of the world as he said.”




  He rose up from the ground. There was no doubt now who ruled the Akasava.




  “The palaver is finished,” he said, and led the way back to the city, his father meekly following in the rear.




  Two days later Bones arrived at the city of the Akasava, bringing with him no greater protection than a Houssa orderly afforded.




  


  III




  On a certain night in September Mr. Commissioner Sanders was the guest of the Colonial Secretary at his country seat in Berkshire.




  Sanders, who was no society man, either by training or by inclination, would have preferred wandering aimlessly about the brilliantly lighted streets of London, but the engagement was a long-standing one. In a sense he was a lion against his will. His name was known, people had written of his character and his sayings; he had even, to his own amazement, delivered a lecture before the members of the Ethnological Society on “Native Folklore,” and had emerged from the ordeal triumphantly. The guests of Lord Castleberry found Sanders a shy, silent man who could not be induced to talk of the land he loved so dearly. They might have voted him a bore, but for the fact that he so completely effaced himself they had little opportunity for forming so definite a judgment.




  It was on the second night of his visit to Newbury Grange that they had cornered him in the billiard-room. It was the beautiful daughter of Lord Castleberry who, with the audacity of youth, forced him, metaphorically speaking, into a corner, from whence there was no escape.




  “We’ve been very patient, Mr. Sanders,” she pouted; “we are all dying to hear of your wonderful country, and Bosambo, and fetishes and things, and you haven’t said a word.”




  “There is little to say,” he smiled; “perhaps if I told you — something about fetishes…?”




  There was a chorus of approval.




  Sanders had gained enough courage from his experience before the Ethnological Society, and began to talk.




  “Wait,” said Lady Betty; “let’s have all these glaring lights out — they limit our imagination.”




  There was a click, and, save for one bracket light behind Sanders, the room was in darkness. He was grateful to the girl, and well rewarded her and the party that sat round on chairs, on benches around the edge of the billiard-table, listening. He told them stories… curious, unbelievable; of ghost palavers, of strange rites, of mysterious messages carried across the great space of forests.




  “Tell us about fetishes,” said the girl’s voice.




  Sanders smiled. There rose to his eyes the spectacle of a hot and weary people bringing in a giant tree through the forest, inch by inch.




  And he told the story of the fetish of the Akasava.




  “And I said,” he concluded, “that I would come from the end of the worldmdash;”




  He stopped suddenly and stared straight ahead. In the faint light they saw him stiffen like a setter.




  “What is wrong?”




  Lord Castleberry was on his feet, and somebody clicked on the lights.




  But Sanders did not notice.




  He was looking towards the end of the room, and his face was set and hard.




  “O, M’fosa,” he snarled, “O, dog!”




  They heard the strange staccato of the Bomongo tongue and wondered.




  *




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, helmetless, his coat torn, his lip bleeding, offered no resistance when they strapped him to the smooth high pole. Almost at his feet lay the dead Houssa orderly whom M’fosa had struck down from behind.




  In a wide circle, their faces half revealed by the crackling fire which burnt in the centre, the people of the Akasava city looked on impressively.




  N’gori, the chief, his brows all wrinkled in terror, his shaking hands at his mouth in a gesture of fear, was no more than a spectator, for his masterful son limped from side to side, consulting his counsellors.




  Presently the men who had bound Bones stepped aside, their work completed, and M’fosa came limping across to his prisoners.




  “Now,” he mocked. “Is it hard for you this fetish stick which Sandi has placed?”




  “You’re a low cad,” said Bones, dropping into English in his wrath. “You’re a low, beastly bounder, an’ I’m simply disgusted with you.”




  “What does he say?” they asked M’fosa.




  “He speaks to his gods in his own tongue,” answered the limper; “for he is greatly afraid.”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts went on:




  “Hear,” said he in fluent and vitriolic Bomongo — for he was using that fisher dialect which he knew so much better than the more sonorous tongue of the Upper River— “O hear, eater of fish, O lame dog, O nameless child of a monkey!”




  M’fosa’s lips went up one-sidedly.




  “Lord,” said he softly, “presently you shall say no more, for I will cut your tongue out that you shall be lame of speech… afterwards I will burn you and the fetish stick, so that you all tumble together.”




  “Be sure you will tumble into hell,” said Bones cheerfully, “and that quickly, for you have offended Sandi’s Ju-ju, which is powerful and terrible.”




  If he could gain time — time for some miraculous news to come to Hamilton, who, blissfully unconscious of the treachery to his secondin-command, was sleeping twenty miles downstream — unconscious, too, of the Akasava fleet of canoes which was streaming towards his little steamer.




  Perhaps M’fosa guessed his thoughts.




  “You die alone, Tibbetti,” he said, “though I planned a great death for you, with Bosambo at your side; and in the matter of ju-jus, behold! you shall call for Sandi — whilst you have a tongue.”




  He took from the rawhide sheath that was strapped to the calf of his bare leg, a short N’gombi knife, and drew it along the palm of his hand.




  “Call now, O Moon-in-the-Eye!” he scoffed.




  Bones saw the horror and braced himself to meet it.




  “O Sandi!” cried M’fosa, “O planter of ju-ju, come quickly!”




  “Dog!”




  M’fosa whipped round, the knife dropping from his hand.




  He knew the voice, was paralysed by the concentrated malignity in the voice.




  There stood Sandi — not half a dozen paces from him.




  A Sandi in strange black clothing with a big white-breasted shirt… but Sandi, hard-eyed and threatening.




  “Lord, lord!” he stammered, and put up his hands to his eyes.




  He looked again — the figure had vanished.




  “Magic!” he mumbled, and lurched forward in terror and hate to finish his work.




  Then through the crowd stalked a tall man.




  A rope of monkeys’ tails covers one broad shoulder; his left arm and hand were hidden by an oblong shield of hide.




  In one hand he held a slim throwing spear and this he balanced delicately.




  “I am Bosambo of the Ochori,” he said magnificently and unnecessarily; “you sent for me and I have come — bringing a thousand spears.”




  M’fosa blinked, but said nothing.




  “On the river,” Bosambo went on, “I met many canoes that went to a killing — behold!”




  It was the head of M’fosa’s lieutenant, who had charge of the surprise party.




  For a moment M’fosa looked, then turned to leap, and Bosambo’s spear caught him in mid-air.




  “Jolly old Bosambo!” muttered Bones, and fainted.




  *




  Four thousand miles away Sanders was offering his apologies to a startled company.




  “I could have sworn I saw — something,” he said, and he told no more stories that night.




  VI. A Frontier and a Code
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  To understand this story you must know that at one point of Ochori borderline, the German, French, and Belgian territories shoot three narrow tongues that form, roughly, the segments of a half-circle. Whether the German tongue is split in the middle by N’glili River, so that it forms a flattened broad arrow, with the central prong the river is a moot point. We, in Downing Street, claim that the lower angle of this arrow is wholly ours, and that all the flat basin of the Field of Blood (as they call it) is entitled to receive the shadow which a flapping Union Jack may cast.




  If Downing Street were to send that frantic code-wire to “Polonius” to Hamilton in these days he could not obey the instructions, for reasons which I will give. As a matter of fact the code has now been changed, Lieutenant Tibbetts being mainly responsible for the alteration.




  Hamilton, in his severest mood, wrote a letter to Bones, and it is worth reproducing.




  That Bones was living a dozen yards from Captain Hamilton, and that they shared a common mess-table, adds rather than distracts from the seriousness of the correspondence. The letter ran:




  “The Residency, “September 24th.




  “From Officer commanding Houssas detachment Headquarters, to Officer commanding “B” company of Houssas.




  “Sir, —




  “I have the honour to direct your attention to that paragraph of King’s regulations which directs that an officer’s sole attention should be concentrated upon executing the lawful commands of his superior.




  “I have had occasion recently to correct a certain tendency on your part to employing War Department property and the servants of the Crown for your own special use. I need hardly point out to you that such conduct on your part is subversive to discipline and directly contrary to the spirit and letter of regulations. More especially would I urge the impropriety of utilizing government telegraph lines for the purpose of securing information regarding your gambling transactions. Matters have now reached a very serious crisis, and I feel sure that you will see the necessity for refraining from these breaches of discipline.




  “I have the honour to be, sir, “Your obedient servant, “P. G. Hamilton, ‘Captain.’”




  When two white men, the only specimen of their race and class within a radius of hundreds of miles, are living together in an isolated post, they either hate or tolerate one another. The exception must always be found in two men of a similar service having similar objects to gain, and infused with a common spirit of endeavour.




  Fortunately neither Lieutenant Tibbetts nor his superior were long enough associated to get upon one another’s nerves.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts received this letter while he was shaving, and came across the parade ground outrageously attired in his pyjamas and his helmet. Clambering up the wooden stairs, his slippers flap-flapping across the broad verandah, he burst into the chief’s bedroom, interrupting a stern and frigid Captain Hamilton in the midst of his early morning coffee and roll.




  “Look here, old sport,” said Bones, indignantly waving a frothy shaving brush at the other, “what the dooce is all this about?”




  He displayed a crumpled letter.




  “Lieutenant Tibbetts,” said Hamilton of the Houssas severely, “have you no sense of decency?”




  “Sense of decency, my dear old thing!” repeated Bones. “I am simply full of it. That is why I have come.”




  A terrible sight was Bones at that early hour with the open pyjama jacket showing his scraggy neck, with his fish mouth drooping dismally, his round, staring eyes and his hair rumpled up, one frantic tuft at the back standing up in isolation.




  Hamilton stared at him, and it was the stern stare of a disciplinarian. But Bones was not to be put out of countenance by so small a thing as an icy glance.




  “There is no sense in getting peevish with me, old Ham,” he said, squatting down on the nearest chair; “this is what I call a stupid, officious, unnecessary letter. Why this haughtiness? Why these crushing inferences? Why this unkindness to poor old Bones?”




  “The fact of it is, Bones,” said Hamilton, accepting the situation, “you are spending too much of your time in the telegraph station.”




  Bones got up slowly.




  “Captain Hamilton, sir!” he said reproachfully, “after all I have done for you.”




  “Beyond selling me one of your beastly sweepstake tickets for five shillings,” said Hamilton, unpleasantly; “a ticket which I dare say you have taken jolly good care will not win a prize, I fail to see in what manner you have helped me. Now, Bones, you will have to pay more attention to your work. There is no sense in slacking; we will have Sanders back here before we know where we are, and when he starts nosing round there will be a lot of trouble. Besides, you are shirking.”




  “Me!” gasped Bones, outraged. “Me — shirking? You forget yourself, sir!”




  Even Bones could not be dignified with a lather brush in one hand and a half-shaven cheek, testifying to the hastiness of his departure from his quarters.




  “I only wish to say, sir,” said Bones, “that during the period I have had the honour to serve under your command I have settled possibly more palavers of a distressingly ominous character than the average Commissioner is called upon to settle in the course of a year.”




  “As you have created most of the palavers yourself,” said Hamilton unkindly, “I do not deny this. In other words, you have got yourself into more tangles, and you’ve had to crawl out more often.”




  “It is useless appealing to your better nature, sir,” said Bones.




  He saluted with the hand that held the lather brush, turned about like an automaton, tripped over the mat, recovered himself with an effort, and preserving what dignity a man can preserve in pink-striped pyjamas and a sun helmet, stalked majestically back to his quarters. Halfway across he remembered something and came doubling back, clattering into Hamilton’s room unceremoniously.




  “There is one thing I forgot to say,” he said, “about those sweepstake tickets. If I happen to be killed on any future expedition that you may send me, you will understand that the whole of my moveable property is yours, absolutely. And I may add, sir,” he said at the doorway with one hand on the lintel ready to execute a strategic flank movement out of range, “that with this legacy I offer you my forgiveness for the perfectly beastly time you have given me. Good morning, sir.”




  There was a commanding officer’s parade of Houssas at noon. It was not until he stalked across the square and clicked his heels together as he reported the full strength of his company present that Hamilton saw his subordinate again.




  The parade over, Bones went huffily to his quarters.




  He was hurt. To be told he had been shirking his duty touched a very tender and sensitive spot of his.




  In preparation for the movement which he had expected to make he had kept his company on the move for a fortnight. For fourteen terrible days in all kinds of weather, he had worked like a native in the forest; with sham fights and blank cartridge attacks upon imaginary positions, with scaling of stockades and building of bridges — all work at which his soul revolted — to be told at the end he had shirked his work!




  Certainly he had come down to headquarters more often perhaps than was necessary, but then he was properly interested in the draw of a continental sweepstake which might, with any kind of luck, place him in the possession of a considerable fortune. Hamilton was amiable at lunch, even communicative at dinner, and for him rather serious.




  For if the truth be told he was desperately worried. The cause was, as it had often been with Sanders, that French-German-Belgian territory which adjoins the Ochori country. All the bad characters, not only the French of the Belgian Congo, but of the badly-governed German lands — all the tax resisters, the murderers, and the criminals of every kind, but the lawless contingents of every nation, formed a floating nomadic population in the tree-covered hills which lay beyond the country governed by Bosambo.




  Of late there had been a larger breakaway than usual. A strong force of rebellious natives was reported to be within a day’s march of the Ochori boundary. This much Hamilton knew. But he had known of such occurrences before; not once, but a score of times had alarming news come from the French border.




  He had indeed made many futile trips into the heart of the Ochori country.




  Forced marches through little known territory, and long and tiring waits for the invader that never came, had dulled his senses of apprehension. He had to take a chance. The Administrator’s office would warn him from time to time, and ask him conventionally to make his arrangements to meet all contingencies and Sanders would as conventionally reply that the condition of affairs on the Ochori border was engaging his most earnest attention.




  “What is the use of worrying about it now?” asked Bones at dinner.




  Hamilton shook his head.




  “There was a certain magic in old Sanders’ name,” he said.




  Bones’ lips pursed.




  “My dear old chap,” he said, “there is a bit of magic in mine.”




  “I have not noticed it,” said Hamilton.




  “I am getting awfully popular as a matter of fact,” said Bones complacently. “The last time I was up the river, Bosambo came ten miles down stream to meet me and spend the day.”




  “Did you lose anything?” asked Hamilton ungraciously.




  Bones thought.




  “Now you come to mention it,” he said slowly, “I did lose quite a lot of things, but dear old Bosambo wouldn’t play a dirty trick on a pal. I know Bosambo.”




  “If there is one thing more evident than another,” said Hamilton, “it is that you do not know Bosambo.”




  Hamilton was wakened at three in the next morning by the telegraph operator. It was a “clear the line” message, coded from headquarters, and half awake he went into Sanders’ study and put it into plain English.




  “Hope you are watching the Ochori border,” it ran, “representations from French Government to the effect that a crossing is imminent.”




  He pulled his mosquito boots on over his pyjamas, struggled into a coat and crossed to Lieutenant Tibbetts’ quarters.




  Bones occupied a big hut at the end of the Houssa lines, and Hamilton woke him by the simple expedient of flashing his electric hand lamp in his face.




  “I have had a telegram,” he said, and Bones leapt out of bed wide awake in an instant.




  “I knew jolly well I would draw a horse,” he said exultantly. “I had a dreammdash;”




  “Be serious, you feather-minded devil.”




  With that Hamilton handed him the telegram.




  Bones read it carefully, and interpreted any meanings into its construction which it could not possibly bear.




  “What are you going to do?” he asked.




  “There is only one thing to do,” said Hamilton. “We shall have to take all the men we can possibly muster, and go north at daybreak.”




  “Spoken like a jolly old Hannibal,” said Bones heartily, and smacked his superior on the back. A shrill bugle call aroused the sleeping lines, and Hamilton went back to his quarters to make preparations for the journey. In the first grey light of dawn he flew three pigeons to Bosambo, and the message they carried about their red legs was brief.




  “Take your fighting regiments to the edge of Frenchi land; presently I will come with my soldiers and support you. Let no foreigner pass on your life and on your head.”




  When the rising sun tipped the tops of the palms with gold, and the wild world was filled with the sound of the birds, the Zaire, her decks alive with soldiers, began her long journey northward.




  Just before the boat left, Hamilton received a further message from the Administrator. It was in plain English, some evidence of Sir Robert Sanleigh’s haste.




  “Confidential: This matter on the Ochori border extremely delicate. Complete adequate arrangements to keep in touch with me.”




  For one moment Hamilton conceived the idea of leaving Bones behind to deal with the telegram and come along. A little thought, however, convinced him of the futility of this method. For one thing he would want every bit of assistance he could get, and although Bones had his disadvantages he was an excellent soldier, and a loyal and gallant comrade.




  It might be necessary for Hamilton to divide up his forces; in which case he could hardly dispense with Lieutenant Tibbetts, and he explained unnecessarily to Bones:




  “I think you are much better under my eye where I can see what you’re doing.”




  “Sir,” said Bones very seriously, “it is not what I do, it is what I think. If you could only see my brain at workmdash;”




  “Ha, ha!” said Hamilton rudely.




  For at least three days relations were strained between the two officers. Bones was a man who admitted at regular intervals that he was unduly sensitive. He had explained this disadvantage to Hamilton at various times, but the Houssa stolidly refused to remember the fact.




  Most of the way up the river Hamilton attended to his business navigation — he knew the stream very well — whilst Bones, in a cabin which had been rigged up for him in the after part of the ship, played Patience, and by a systematic course of cheating himself was able to accomplish marvels. They found the Ochori city deserted save for a strong guard, for Bosambo had marched the day previous; sending a war call through the country.




  He had started with a thousand spears, and his force was growing in snowball fashion as he progressed through the land. The great road which Notiki, the northern chief, had started by way of punishment was beginning to take shape. Bosambo had moved with incredible swiftness.




  Too swift, indeed, for a certain Angolian-Congo robber who had headed a villainous pilgrimage to a land which, as he had predicted, flowed with milk and honey; was guarded by timorous men and mainly populated by slim and beautiful maidens. The Blue Books on this migration gave this man’s name as Kisini, but he was in fact an Angolian named Bizaro — a composite name which smacks suspiciously of Portuguese influence.




  Many times had the unruly people and the lawless bands which occupied the forest beyond the Ochori threatened to cross into British territory. But the dangers of the unknown, the awful stories of a certain white lord who was swift to avenge and monstrously inquisitive had held them. Year after year there had grown up tribes within tribes, tiny armed camps that had only this in common, that they were outside the laws from which they had fled, and that somewhere to the southward and the eastward were strong forces flying the tricolour of France or the yellow star of the Belgian Congo, ready to belch fire at them, if they so much as showed their flat noses.




  It would have needed a Napoleon to have combined all the conflicting forces, to have lulled all the mutual suspicions, and to have moulded these incompatible particles into a whole; but, Bizaro, like many another vain and ambitious man, had sought by means of a great palaver to produce a feeling of security sufficiently soothing to the nerves and susceptibilities of all elements, to create something like a nationality of these scattered remnants of the nations.




  And though he failed, he did succeed in bringing together four or five of the camps, and it was this news carried to the French Governor by spies, transmitted to Downing Street, and flashed back again to the Coast, which set Hamilton and his Houssas moving; which brought a regiment of the King’s African Rifles to the Coast ready to reinforce the earlier expedition, and which (more to the point) had put Bosambo’s war drums rumbling from one end of the Ochori to the other.




  Bizaro, mustering his force, came gaily through the sun-splashed aisles of the forest, his face streaked hideously with camwood, his big elephant spear twirled between his fingers, and behind him straggled his cosmopolitan force.




  There were men from the Congo and the French Congo; men from German lands; from Angola; wanderers from far-off Barotseland, who had drifted on to the Congo by the swift and yellow Kasai. There were hunters from the forests of far-off Bongindanga where the okapi roams. For each man’s presence in that force there was good and sinister reason, for these were no mere tax-evaders, poor, starved wretches fleeing from the rule which Bula Matadi imposed. There was a blood price on almost every head, and in a dozen prisons at Boma, at Brazaville, and Equatorville, and as far south as St. Paul de Loduda, there were legirons which had at some time or other fitted their scarred ankles.4




  Now there are four distinct physical features which mark the border line between the border land and the foreign territory. Mainly the line is a purely imaginary one, not traceable save by the most delicate instruments — a line which runs through a tangle of forest.




  But the most noticeable crossing place is N’glili.5




  Here a little river, easily fordable, and not more than a dozen spear lengths across flows from one wood into another. Between the two woods is a clear space of thick grass and shrub. In the spring of the year the banks of the stream are white with arum-lilies, and the field beyond, at a later period, is red with wild anemone.




  The dour fugitives on the other side of the stream have a legend that those who safely cross the “Field of Blood” — so they call the anemone-sprinkled land beyond — without so much as crushing a flower may claim sanctuary under the British flag.




  So that when Bizaro sighted the stream, and the two tall trees that flanked the ford, from afar off and said: “To-day we will walk between the flowers,” he was signifying the definite character of his plans.




  “Master,” said one of the more timid of his muster, when they had halted for a rest in sight of the promised land, “what shall we do when we come to these strange places?”




  “We shall defeat all manner of men,” said Bizaro optimistically. “Afterwards they shall come and sue for peace, and they shall give us a wide land where we may build us huts and sow our corn. And they also will give us women, and we shall settle in comfort, and I will be chief over you. And, growing with the moons, in time I shall make you a great nation.”




  They might have crossed the stream that evening and committed themselves irrevocably to their invasion. Bizaro was a criminal, and a lazy man, and he decided to sleep where he was — an act fatal to the smooth performance of his enterprise, for when in the early hours of the morning he marched his horde to the N’glili river he found two thousand spears lining the opposite bank, and they were under a chief who was at once insolent and unmoved by argument.




  “O chief,” said Bosambo pleasantly, “you do not cross my beautiful flowers to-day.”




  “Lord,” said Bizaro humbly, “we are poor men who desire a new land.”




  “That you shall have,” said Bosambo grimly, “for I have sent my warriors to dig big holes wherein you may take your rest in this land you desire.”




  An unhappy Bizaro carried his six hundred spears slowly back to the land from whence he had come and found on return to the mixed tribes that he had unconsciously achieved a miracle. For the news of armed men by the N’glili river carried terror to these evil men — they found themselves between two enemies and chose the force which they feared least.




  On the fourth day following his interview with Bosambo, Bizaro led five thousand desperate men to the ford and there was a sanguinary battle which lasted for the greater part of the morning and was repeated at sundown.




  Hamilton brought his Houssas up in the nick of time, when one wing of Bosambo’s force was being thrust back and when Bizaro’s desperate adventurers had gained the Ochori bank. Hamilton came through the clearing, and formed his men rapidly.




  Sword in hand, in advance of the glittering bayonets, Bones raced across the red field, and after one brief and glorious melee the invader was driven back, and a dropping fire from the left, as the Houssas shot steadily at the flying enemy, completed the disaster to Bizaro’s force.




  “That settles that!” said Hamilton.




  He had pitched his camp on the scene of his exploit, the bivouac fires of the Houssas gleamed redly amongst the anemones.




  “Did you see me in action?” asked Bones, a little self-consciously.




  “No, I didn’t notice anything particularly striking about the fight in your side of the world,” said Hamilton.




  “I suppose you did not see me bowl over a big Congo chap?” asked Bones, carelessly, as he opened a tin of preserved tongue. “Two at once I bowled over,” he repeated.




  “What do you expect me to do?” asked Hamilton unpleasantly. “Get up and cheer, or recommend you for the Victoria Cross or something?”




  Bones carefully speared a section of tongue from the open tin before he replied.




  “I had not thought about the Victoria Cross, to tell you the truth,” he admitted; “but if you feel that you ought to recommend me for something or other for conspicuous courage in the face of the enemy, do not let your friendship stand in the way.”




  “I will not,” said Hamilton.




  There was a little pause, then without raising his eyes from the task in hand which was at that precise moment the covering of a biscuit with a large and generous layer of marmalade, Bones went on.




  “I practically saved the life of one of Bosambo’s headmen. He was on the ground and three fellows were jabbing at him. The moment they saw me they dropped their spears and fled.”




  “I expect it was your funny nose that did the trick,” said Hamilton unimpressed.




  “I stood there,” Bones went on loftily ignoring the gratuitous insult, “waiting for anything that might turn up; exposed, dear old fellow, to every death-dealing missile, but calmly directing, if you will allow me to say so, the tide of battle. It was,” he added modestly, “one of the bravest deeds I ever saw.”




  He waited, but Hamilton had his mouth full of tongue sandwich.




  “If you mention me in dispatches,” Bones went on suggestively.




  “Don’t worry — I shan’t,” said Hamilton.




  “But if you did,” persisted Lieutenant Tibbetts, poising his sticky biscuit, “I can only saymdash;”




  “The marmalade is running down your sleeve,” said Hamilton; “shut up, Bones, like a good chap.”




  Bones sighed.




  “The fact of it is, Hamilton,” he was frank enough to say, “I have been serving so far without hope of reward and scornful of honour, but now I have reached the age and the position in life where I feel I am entitled to some slight recognition to solace my declining years.”




  “How long have you been in the army?” asked Hamilton, curiously.




  “Eighteen months,” replied Bones; “nineteen months next week, and it’s a jolly long time, I can tell you, sir.”




  Leaving his dissatisfied subordinate, Hamilton made the round of the camp. The red field, as he called it, was in reality a lowlying meadow, which rose steeply to the bank of the river on the one side and more steeply — since it first sloped downward in that direction — to the Ochori forest, two miles away. He made this discovery with a little feeling of alarm. He knew something of native tactics, and though his scouts had reported that the enemy was effectually routed, and that the nearest body was five miles away, he put a strong advance picquet on the other side of the river, and threw a wide cordon of sentries about the camp. Especially he apportioned Abiboo, his own sergeant, the task of watching the little river which flowed swiftly between its orderly banks past the sunken camp. For two days Abiboo watched and found nothing to report.




  Not so the spies who were keeping watch upon the moving remnants of Bizaro’s army.




  They came with the news that the main body had mysteriously disappeared. To add to Hamilton’s anxiety he received a message by way of headquarters and the Ochori city from the Administrator.




  “Be prepared at the first urgent message from myself to fall back on the Ochori city. German Government claim that whole of country for two miles north of river N’glili is their territory. Most delicate situation. International complications feared. Rely on your discretion, but move swiftly if you receive orders.”




  “Leave this to me,” said Bones when Hamilton read the message out; “did I ever tell you, sir, that I was intended for the diplomatic servicemdash;”




  *




  The truth about the Ochori border has never been thoroughly exposed. If you get into your mind the fact that the Imperialists of four nations were dreaming dreams of a trans-African railway which was to tap the resources of the interior, and if you remember that each patriotic dreamer conceived a different kind of railway according to his nationality and that they only agreed upon one point, namely, that the line must point contiguous with the Ochori border, you may understand dimly some reason for the frantic claim that that little belt of territory, two miles wide, was part of the domain of each and every one of the contestants.




  When the news was flashed to Europe that a party of British Houssas were holding the banks of the N’glili river, and had inflicted a loss upon a force of criminals, the approval which civilization should rightly have bestowed upon Captain Hamilton and his heroic lieutenant was tempered largely by the question as to whether Captain Hamilton and his Houssas had any right whatever to be upon “the red field.” And in consequence the telegraph lines between Berlin and Paris and Paris and London and London and Brussels were kept fairly busy with passionate statements of claims couched in the stilted terminology of diplomacy.




  England could not recede from the position she had taken. This she said in French and in German, and in her own perfidious tongue. She stated this uncompromisingly, but at the same time sent secret orders to withdraw the force that was the bone of contention. This order she soon countermanded. A certain speech delivered by a too voluble Belgian minister was responsible for the stiffening of her back, and His Excellency the Administrator of the territory received official instructions in the middle of the night: “Tell Hamilton to stay where he is and hold border against all comers.”




  This message was retransmitted.




  Now there is in existence in the British Colonial Service, and in all branches which affect the agents and the servants of the Colonial Office, an emergency code which is based upon certain characters in Shakespearean plays.




  I say “there is”; perhaps it would be better and more to the point if I said “there was,” since the code has been considerably amended.




  Thus, be he sub-inspector or commissioner, or chief of local native police who receives the word “Ophelia,” he knows without consulting any book that “Ophelia” means “unrest of natives reported in your district, please report”; or if it be “Polonius” it signifies to him — and this he knows without confirming his knowledge — that he must move steadily forward. Or if it be “Banquo” he reads into it, “Hold your position till further orders.” And “Banquo” was the word that the Administrator telegraphed.




  *




  Sergeant Abiboo had sat by the flowing N’glili river without noticing any slackening of its strength or challenging of its depth.




  There was reason for this.




  Bizaro, who was in the forest ten miles to the westward, and working moreover upon a piece of native strategy which natives the world over had found successful, saw that it was unnecessary to dam the river and divert the stream.




  Nature had assisted him to a marvellous degree. He had followed the stream through the forest until he reached a place where it was a quarter of a mile wide, so wide and so newly spread that the water reached halfway up the trunks of the sodden and dying trees.




  Moreover, there was a bank through which a hundred men might cut a breach in a day or so, even though they went about their work most leisurely, being constitutionally averse to manual labour.




  Bizaro was no engineer, but he had all the forest man’s instincts of water-levels. There was a clear run down to the meadows beyond that, as he said, he “smelt.”




  “We will drown these dogs,” he said to his headman, “and afterwards we will walk into the country and take it for our own.”




  Hamilton had been alive to the danger of such an attack. He saw by certain indications of the soil that this great shallow valley had been inundated more than once, though probably many years had passed since the last overflow of water. Yet he could not move from where he had planted himself without risking the displeasure of his chief and without also risking very serious consequences in other directions.




  Bosambo, frankly bored, was all for retiring his men to the comforts of the Ochori city.




  “Lord, why do we sit here?” he asked, “looking at this little stream which has no fish and at this great ugly country, when I have my beautiful city for your lordship’s reception, and dancing folk and great feasts?”




  “A doocid sensible idea,” murmured Bones.




  “I wait for a book,” answered Hamilton shortly. “If you wish to go, you may take your soldiers and leave me.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “you put shame on me,” and he looked his reproach.




  “I am really surprised at you, Hamilton,” murmured Bones.




  “Keep your infernal comments to yourself,” snapped his superior. “I tell you I must wait for my instructions.”




  He was a silent man for the rest of the evening, and had settled himself down in his canvas chair to doze away the night, when a travel-stained messenger came from the Ochori and he brought a telegram of one word.




  Hamilton looked at it, he looked too with a frown at the figures that preceded it.




  “And what you mean,” he muttered, “the Lord knows!”




  The word, however, was sufficiently explicit. A bugle call brought the Houssas into line and the tapping of Bosambo’s drums assembled his warriors.




  Within half an hour of the receipt of the message Hamilton’s force was on the move.




  They crossed the great stretch of meadow in the darkness and were climbing up towards the forest when a noise like thunder broke upon their ears.




  Such a roaring, crashing, hissing of sound came nearer and nearer, increasing in volume every second. The sky was clear, and one swift glance told Hamilton that it was not a storm he had to fear. And then it came upon him, and he realized what this commotion meant.




  “Run!” he cried, and with one accord naked warriors and uniformed Houssas fled through the darkness to the higher ground. The water came rushing about Hamilton’s ankles, one man slipped back again into the flood and was hauled out again by Bones, exclaiming loudly his own act lest it should have escaped the attention of his superior, and the party reached safety without the loss of a man.




  “Just in time,” said Hamilton grimly. “I wonder if the Administrator knew this was going to happen?”




  They came to the Ochori by easy marches, and Hamilton wrote a long wire to headquarters sending it on ahead by a swift messenger.




  It was a dispatch which cleared away many difficulties, for the disputed territory was for everlasting under water, and where the “red field” had blazed brilliantly was a calm stretch of river two miles wide filled with strange silent brown objects that floated and bobbed to the movement of the tide. These were the men who in their folly had loosened the waters and died of their rashness. Most notable of these was Bizaro.




  There was a shock waiting for Hamilton when he reached the Ochori city. The wire from the Administrator was kindly enough and sufficiently approving to satisfy even an exigent Bones. “But,” it ran, “why did you retire in face of stringent orders to remain? I wired you ‘Banquo.’”




  Hamilton afterwards learnt that the messenger carrying this important dispatch had passed his party in their retirement through the forest.




  “Banquo,” quoted Hamilton in amazement. “I received absolute instructions to retire.”




  “Hard cheese,” said Bones, sympathetically. “His dear old Excellency wants a good talking to; but are you sure, dear old chap, that you haven’t made a mistake.”




  “Here it is,” he said, “but I must confess that I don’t understand the numbers.”




  He handed it to Bones. It read:




  “Mercutio 17178.”




  Bones looked at it a moment, then gasped. He reached out his hand solemnly and grasped that of the astounded Hamilton.




  “Dear old fellow,” he said in a broken voice, “Congratulate me, I have drawn a runner!”




  “A runner?”




  “A runner, dear old sport,” chortled Bones, “in the Cambridgeshire! You see I’ve got a ticket number seventeen, seventeen eight in my pocket, dear old friend! If Mercutio wins,” he repeated solemnly, “I will stand you the finest dinner that can be secured this side of Romano’s.”




  VII. The Soul of the Native Woman
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  Mail day is ever a day of supreme interest for the young and for the matter of that for the middle-aged, too. Sanders hated mail days because the bulk of his correspondence had to do with Government, and Government never sat down with a pen in its hand to wish Sanders many happy returns of the day or to tell him scandalous stories about mutual friends.




  Rather the Government (by inference) told him scandalous stories about himself — of work not completed to the satisfaction of Downing Street — a thoroughfare given to expecting miracles.




  Hamilton had a sister who wrote wittily and charmingly every week, and there was another girl… Still, two letters and a bright pink paper or two made a modest postbag by the side of Lieutenant Tibbetts’ mail.




  There came to Bones every mail day a thick wad of letters and parcels innumerable, and he could sit at the big table for hours on end, whistling a little out of tune, mumbling incoherently. He had a trick of commenting upon his letters aloud, which was very disconcerting for Hamilton. Bones wouldn’t open a letter and get halfway through it before he began his commenting.




  “… poor soul… dear! dear!… what a silly old ass… ah, would you… don’t do it, Billy….”




  To Hamilton’s eyes the bulk of correspondence rather increased than diminished.




  “You must owe a lot of money,” he said one day.




  “Eh!”




  “All these…!” Hamilton opened his hand to a floor littered with discarded envelopes. “I suppose they represent demands….”




  “Dear lad,” said Bones brightly, “they represent popularity — I’m immensely popular, sir,” he gulped a little as he fished out two dainty envelopes from the pile before him; “you may not have experienced the sensation, but I assure you, sir, it’s pleasing, it’s doocidly pleasing!”




  “Complacent ass,” said Hamilton, and returned to his own correspondence.




  Systematically Bones went through his letters, now and again consulting a neat little morocco-covered notebook. (It would appear he kept a very careful record of every letter he wrote home, its contents, the date of its dispatch, and the reply thereto.) He had reduced letter writing to a passion, spent most of his evenings writing long epistles to his friends — mostly ladies of a tender age — and had incidentally acquired a reputation in the Old Country for his brilliant powers of narrative.




  This, Hamilton discovered quite by accident. It would appear that Hamilton’s sister had been on a visit — was in fact on the visit when she wrote one letter which so opened Hamilton’s eyes — and mentioned that she was staying with some great friends of Bones’. She did not, of course, call him “Bones,” but “Mr. Tibbetts.”




  “I should awfully like to meet him,” she wrote, “he must be a very interesting man. Aggie Vernon had a letter from him yesterday wherein he described his awful experience lion-hunting.




  “To be chased by a lion and caught and then carried to the beast’s lair must have been awful!




  “Mr. Tibbetts is very modest about it in his letter, and beyond telling Aggie that he escaped by sticking his finger in the lion’s eye he says little of his subsequent adventure. By the way, Pat, Aggie tells me that you had a bad bout of fever and that Mr. Tibbetts carried you for some miles to the nearest doctor. I wish you wouldn’t keep these things so secret, it worries me dreadfully unless you tell me — even the worst about yourself. I hope your interesting friend returned safely from his dangerous expedition into the interior — he was on the point of leaving when his letter was dispatched and was quite gloomy about his prospects….”




  Hamilton read this epistle over and over again, then he sent for Bones.




  That gentleman came most cheerfully, full of fine animal spirits, and ——




  “Just had a letter about you, Bones,” said Hamilton carelessly.




  “About me, sir!” said Bones; “from the War Office — I’m not being decorated or anything!” he asked anxiously.




  “No — nothing so tragic; it was a letter from my sister, who is staying with the Vernons.”




  “Oh!” said Bones going suddenly red.




  “What a modest devil you are,” said the admiring Hamilton, “having a lion hunt all to yourself and not saying a word about it to anybody.”




  Bones made curious apologetic noises.




  “I didn’t know there were any lions in the country,” pursued Hamilton remorselessly. “Liars, yes! But lions, no! I suppose you brought them with you — and I suppose you know also, Bones, that it is considered in lion-hunting circles awfully rude to stick your finger into a lion’s eye? It is bad sportsmanship to say the least, and frightfully painful for the lion.”




  Bones was making distressful grimaces.




  “How would you like a lion to stick his finger in your eye?” asked Hamilton severely; “and, by the way, Bones, I have to thank you.”




  He rose solemnly, took the hand of his reluctant and embarrassed second and wrung.




  “Thank you,” said Hamilton, in a broken voice, “for saving my life.”




  “Oh, I say, sir,” began Bones feebly.




  “To carry a man eighty miles on your back is no mean accomplishment, Bones — especially when I was unconsciousmdash;”




  “I don’t say you were unconscious, sir. In fact, sirmdash;” floundered Lieutenant Tibbetts as red as a peony.




  “And yet I was unconscious,” insisted Hamilton firmly. “I am still unconscious, even to this day. I have no recollection of your heroic effort, Bones, I thank you.”




  “Well, sir,” said Bones, “to make a clean breast of the whole affair — —”




  “And this dangerous expedition of yours, Bones, an expedition from which you might never return — that,” said Hamilton in a hushed voice, “is the best story I have heard for years.”




  “Sir,” said Bones, speaking under the stress of considerable emotion, “I am clean bowled, sir. The lighthearted fairy stories which I wrote to cheer, so to speak, the sickbed of an innocent child, sir, they have recoiled upon my own head. Peccavi, mea culpi, an’ all those jolly old expressions that you’ll find in the back pages of the dictionary.”




  “Oh, Bones, Bones!” chuckled Hamilton.




  “You mustn’t think I’m a perfect liar, sir,” began Bones, earnestly.




  “I don’t think you’re a perfect liar,” answered Hamilton, “I think you’re the most inefficient liar I’ve ever met.”




  “Not even a liar, I’m a romancist, sir,” Bones stiffened with dignity and saluted, but whether he was saluting Hamilton, or the spirit of Romance, or in sheer admiration was saluting himself, Hamilton did not know.




  “The fact is, sir,” said Bones confidentially, “I’m writing a book!”




  He stepped back as though to better observe the effect of his words.




  “What about?” asked Hamilton, curiously.




  “About things I’ve seen and things I know,” said Bones, in his most impressive manner.




  “Oh, I see!” said Hamilton, “one of those waistcoat pocket books.”




  Bones swallowed the insult with a gulp.




  “I’ve been asked to write a book,” he said; “my adventures an’ all that sort of thing. Of course they needn’t have happened, reallymdash;”




  “In that case, Bones, I’m with you,” said Hamilton; “if you’re going to write a book about things that haven’t happened to you, there’s no limit to its size.”




  “You’re bein’ a jolly cruel old officer, sir,” said Bones, pained by the cold cynicism of his chief. “But I’m very serious, sir. This country is full of material. And everybody says I ought to write a book about it — why, dash it, sir, I’ve been here nearly two months!”




  “It seems years,” said Hamilton.




  Bones was perfectly serious, as he had said. He did intend preparing a book for publication, had dreams of a great literary career, and an ultimate membership of the Athenaeum Club belike. It had come upon him like a revelation that such a career called him. The week after he had definitely made up his mind to utilize his gifts in this direction, his outgoing mail was heavier than ever. For to three and twenty English and American publishers, whose names he culled from a handy work of reference, he advanced a businesslike offer to prepare for the press a volume “of 316 pages printed in type about the same size as enclosed,” and to be entitled:




  MY WILD LIFE AMONGST CANNIBALS.


  BY


  AUGUSTUS TIBBETTS, Lieutenant of Houssas.




  Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society; Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society; Member of the Ethnological Society and Junior Army Service Club.




  Bones had none of these qualifications, save the latter, but as he told himself he’d jolly soon be made a member if his book was a howling success.




  No sooner had his letters been posted than he changed his mind, and he addressed three and twenty more letters to the publishers, altering the title to:




  THE TYRANNY OF THE WILDS.




  Being Some Observations on the Habits and Customs of Savage Peoples.




  BY


  AUGUSTUS TIBBETTS (LT.).




  With a Foreword by Captain Patrick Hamilton.




  “You wouldn’t mind writing a foreword, dear old fellow?” he asked.




  “Charmed,” said Hamilton. “Have you a particular preference for any form?”




  “Just please yourself, sir,” said a delighted Bones, so Hamilton covered two sheets of foolscap with an appreciation which began:




  “The audacity of the author of this singularly uninformed work is to be admired without necessarily being imitated. Two months’ residence in a land which offered many opportunities for acquiring inaccurate data, has resulted in a work which must stand for all time as a monument of murderous effort,” etc.




  Bones read the appreciation very carefully.




  “Dear old sport,” he said, a little troubled, as he reached the end; “this is almost uncomplimentary.”




  You couldn’t depress Bones or turn him from his set purpose. He scribed away, occupying his leisure moments with his great work. His normal correspondence suffered cruelly, but Bones was relentless. Hamilton sent him north to collect the hut tax, and at first Bones resented this order, believing that it was specially designed to hamper him.




  “Of course, sir,” he said, “I’ll obey you, if you order me in accordance with regulations an’ all that sort of rot, but believe me, sir, you’re doin’ an injury to literature. Unborn generations, sir, will demand an explanation—”




  “Get out!” said Hamilton crossly.




  Bones found his trip a blessing that had been well disguised. There were many points of interest on which he required first-hand information. He carried with him to the Zaire large exercise books on which he had pasted such pregnant labels as “Native Customs,” “Dances,” “Ju-jus,” “Ancient Legends,” “Folklore,” etc. They were mostly blank, and represented projected chapters of his great work.




  All might have been well with Bones. More virgin pages might easily have been covered with his sprawling writing and the book itself, converted into honest print, have found its way, in the course of time, into the tuppenny boxes of the Farringdon book-mart, sharing its soiled magnificence with the work of the best of us, but on his way Bones had a brilliant inspiration. There was a chapter he had not thought of, a chapter heading which had not been born to his mind until that flashing moment of genius.




  Upon yet another exercise book, he pasted the label of a chapter which was to eclipse all others in interest. Behold then, this enticing announcement, boldly printed and ruled about with double lines:




  “THE SOUL OF THE NATIVE WOMAN.”




  It was a fine chapter title. It was sonorous, it had dignity, it was full of possibilities. “The Soul of the Native Woman,” repeated Bones, in an ecstasy of self-admiration, and having chosen his subject he proceeded to find out something about it.




  Now, about this time, Bosambo of the Ochori might, had he wished and had he the literary quality, have written many books about women, if for no other reason than because of a certain girl named D’riti.




  She was a woman of fifteen, grown to a splendid figure, with a proud head and a chin that tilted in contempt, for she was the daughter of Bosambo’s chief counsellor, granddaughter of an Ochori king, and ambitious to be wife of Bosambo himself.




  “This is a mad thing,” said Bosambo when her father offered the suggestion; “for, as you know, T’meli, I have one wife who is a thousand wives to me.”




  “Lord, I will be ten thousand,” said D’riti, present at the interview and bold; “also, Lord, it was predicted at my birth that I should marry a king and the greater than a king.”




  “That is me,” said Bosambo, who was without modesty; “yet, it cannot be.”




  So they married D’riti to a chief’s son who beat her till one day she broke his thick head with an iron pot, whereupon he sent her back to her father demanding the return of his dowry and the value of his pot.




  She had her following, for she was a dancer of fame and could twist her lithe body into enticing shapes. She might have married again, but she was so scornful of common men that none dare ask for her. Also the incident of the iron pot was not forgotten, and D’riti went swaying through the village — she walked from her hips, gracefully — a straight, brown, girl-woman desired and unasked.




  For she knew men too well to inspire confidence in them. By some weird intuition which certain women of all races acquire, she had probed behind their minds and saw with their eyes, and when she spoke of men, she spoke with a conscious authority, and such men, who were within earshot of her vitriolic comments, squirmed uncomfortably, and called her a woman of shame.




  So matters stood when the Zaire came flashing to the Ochori city and the heart of Bones filled with pleasant anticipation.




  Who was so competent to inform him on the matter of the souls of native women as Bosambo of the Ochori, already a crony of Bones, and admirable, if for no other reason, because he professed an open reverence for his new master? At any rate, after the haggle of tax collection was finished, Bones set about his task.




  “Bosambo,” said he, “men say you are very wise. Now tell me something about the women of the Ochori.”




  Bosambo looked at Bones a little startled.




  “Lord,” said he, “who knows about women? For is it not written in the blessed Sura of the Djin that women and death are beyond understanding?”




  “That may be true,” said Bones, “yet, behold, I make a book full of wise and wonderful things and it would be neither wise nor wonderful if there was no word of women.”




  And he explained very seriously indeed that he desired to know of the soul of native womanhood, of her thoughts and her dreams and her high desires.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, after a long thought, “go to your ship: presently I will send to you a girl who thinks and speaks with great wisdom — and if she talks with you, you shall learn more things than I can tell you.”




  To the Zaire at sundown came D’riti, a girl of proper height, hollow backed, bare to the waist, with a thin skirting of fine silk cloth which her father had brought from the Coast, wound tightly about her, yet not so tightly that it hampered her swaying, lazy walk. She stood before a disconcerted Bones, one small hand resting on her hip, her chin (as usual) tilted down at him from under lashes uncommonly long for a native.




  Also, this Bones saw, she was gifted with more delicate features than the native woman can boast as a rule. The nose was straight and narrow, the lips full, yet not of the negroid type. She was in fact a pure Ochori woman, and the Ochori are related dimly to the Arabi tribes.




  “Lord, Bosambo the King has sent me to speak about women,” she said simply.




  “Doocidly awkward,” said Bones to himself, and blushed.




  “O, D’riti,” he stammered, “it is true I wish to speak of women, for I make a book that all white lords will read.”




  “Therefore have I come,” she said. “Now listen, O my lord, whilst I tell you of women, and of all they think, of their love for men and of the strange way they show it. Also of childrenmdash;”




  “Look here,” said Bones, loudly. “I don’t want any — any — private information, my childmdash;”




  Then realizing from her frown that she did not understand him, he returned to Bomongo.




  “Lord, I will say what is to be said,” she remarked, meekly, “for you have a gentle face and I see that your heart is very pure.”




  Then she began, and Bones listened with open mouth… later he was to feel his hair rise and was to utter gurgling protests, for she spoke with primitive simplicity about things that are never spoken about at all. He tried to check her, but she was not to be checked.




  “Goodness, gracious heavens!” gasped Bones.




  She told him of what women think of men, and of what men think women think of them, and there was a remarkable discrepancy if she spoke the truth. He asked her if she was married.




  “Lord,” she said at last, eyeing him thoughtfully, “it is written that I shall marry one who is greater than chiefs.”




  “I’ll bet you will, too,” thought Bones, sweating.




  At parting she took his hand and pressed it to her cheek.




  “Lord,” she said, softly, “tomorrow when the sun is nearly down, I will come again and tell you more….”




  Bones left before daybreak, having all the material he wanted for his book and more.




  He took his time descending the river, calling at sundry places.




  At Ikan he tied up the Zaire for the night, and whilst his men were carrying the wood aboard, he settled himself to put down the gist of his discoveries. In the midst of his labours came Abiboo.




  “Lord,” said he, “there has just come by a fast canoe the woman who spoke with you last night.”




  “Jumping Moses!” said Bones, turning pale, “say to this woman that I am gonemdash;”




  But the woman came round the corner of the deckhouse, shyly, yet with a certain confidence.




  “Lord,” she said, “behold I am here, your poor slave; there are wonderful things about women which I have not told youmdash;”




  “O, D’riti!” said Bones in despair, “I know all things, and it is not lawful that you should follow me so far from your home lest evil be said of you.”




  He sent her to the hut of the chief’s wife — M’lini-fo-bini of Ikan — with instructions that she was to be returned to her home on the following morning. Then he went back to his work, but found it strangely distasteful. He left nothing to chance the next day.




  With the dawn he slipped down the river at full speed, never so much as halting till day began to fail, and he was a short day’s journey from headquarters.




  “Anyhow, the poor dear won’t overtake me to-day,” he said — only to find the “poor dear” had stowed herself away on the steamer in the night behind a pile of wood.




  *




  “It’s very awkward,” said Hamilton, and coughed.




  Bones looked at his chief pathetically.




  “It’s doocid awkward, sir,” he agreed dismally.




  “You say she won’t go back?”




  Bones shook his head.




  “She said I’m the moon and the sun an’ all sorts of rotten things to her, sir,” he groaned and wiped his forehead.




  “Send her to me,” said Hamilton.




  “Be kind to her, sir,” pleaded the miserable Bones. “After all, sir, the poor girl seems to be fond of me, sir — the human heart, sir — I don’t know why she should take a fancy to me.”




  “That’s what I want to know,” said Hamilton, briefly; “if she is mad, I’ll send her to the mission hospital along the Coast.”




  “You’ve a hard and bitter heart,” said Bones, sadly.




  D’riti came ready to flash her anger and eloquence at Hamilton; on the verge of defiance.




  “D’riti,” said Hamilton, “tomorrow I send you back to your people.”




  “Lord, I stay with Tibbetti who loves women and is happy to talk of them. Also some day I shall be his wife, for this is foretold.” She shot a tender glance at poor Bones.




  “That cannot be,” said Hamilton calmly, “for Tibbetti has three wives, and they are old and fiercemdash;”




  “Oh, lord!” wailed Bones.




  “And they would beat you and make you carry wood and water,” Hamilton said; he saw the look of apprehension steal into the girl’s face. “And more than this, D’riti, the Lord Tibbetti is mad when the moon is in full, he foams at the mouth and bites, uttering awful noises.”




  “Oh, dirty trick!” almost sobbed Bones.




  “Go, therefore, D’riti,” said Hamilton, “and I will give you a piece of fine cloth, and beads of many colours.”




  It is a matter of history that D’riti went.




  “I don’t know what you think of me, sir,” said Bones, humbly, “of course I couldn’t get rid of hermdash;”




  “You didn’t try,” said Hamilton, searching his pockets for his pipe. “You could have made her drop you like a shot.”




  “How, sir?”




  “Stuck your finger in her eye,” said Hamilton, and Bones swallowed hard.




  VIII. The Stranger Who Walked by Night
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  Since the day when Lieutenant Francis Augustus Tibbetts rescued from the sacrificial trees the small brown baby whom he afterwards christened Henry Hamilton Bones, the interests of that young officer were to a very large extent extremely concentrated upon that absorbing problem which a famous journal once popularized, “What shall we do with our boys?”




  As to the exact nature of the communications which Bones made to England upon the subject, what hairbreadth escapes and desperate adventure he detailed with that facile pen of his, who shall say?




  It is unfortunate that Hamilton’s sister — that innocent purveyor of home news — had no glimpse of the correspondence, and that other recipients of his confidence are not in touch with the writer of these chronicles. Whatever he wrote, with what fervour he described his wanderings in the forest no one knows, but certainly he wrote to some purpose.




  “What the dickens are all these parcels that have come for you for?” demanded his superior officer, eyeing with disfavour a mountain of brown paper packages be-sealed, be-stringed, and be-stamped.




  Bones, smoking his pipe, turned them over.




  “I don’t know for certain,” he said, carefully; “but I shouldn’t be surprised if they aren’t clothes, dear old officer.”




  “Clothes?”




  “For Henry,” explained Bones, and cutting the string of one and tearing away its covering revealed a little mountain of snowy garments. Bones turned them over one by one.




  “For Henry,” he repeated; “could you tell me, sir, what these things are for?”




  He held up a garment white and small and frilly.




  “No, sir, I can’t,” said Hamilton stiffly, “unless like the ass that you are you have forgotten to mention to your friends that Henry is a gentleman child.”




  Bones looked up at the blue sky and scratched his chin.




  “I may have called him ‘her,’” he confessed.




  There were, to be exact, sixteen parcels and each contained at least one such garment, and in addition a very warm shawl, “which,” said Hamilton, “will be immensely useful when it snows.”




  With the aid of his orderly, Bones sorted out the wardrobe and the playthings (including many volumes of the Oh-look-at-the-rat-on-the-mat-whereis-the-cat? variety), and these he carried to his hut with such dignity as he could summon.




  That evening, Hamilton paid his subordinate a visit. Henry, pleasingly arrayed in a pair of the misdirected garments with a large bonnet on his head, and seated on the floor of the quarters contentedly chewing Bones’ watch, whilst Bones, accompanying himself with his banjo, was singing a song which was chiefly remarkable for the fact that he was ignorant of the tune and somewhat hazy concerning the words.




  “Did you ever take a tum-ty up the Nile, Did you ever dumpty dupty in a camp, Or dumpty dumpty on m — m —— Or play it in a dumpty dumpty swamp.”




  He rose, and saluted his senior, as Hamilton came in.




  “Exactly what is going to happen when Sanders comes back?” asked Hamilton, and the face of Bones fell.




  “Happen, sir? I don’t take you, sir — what could happen — to whom, sir?”




  “To Henry,” said Hamilton.




  Henry looked up at that moment with a seraphic smile.




  “Isn’t he wonderful, sir?” asked Bones in hushed ecstasy; “you won’t believe what I’m going to tell you, sir — you’re such a jolly old sceptic, sir — but Henry knows me — positively recognizes me! And when you remember that he’s only four months old — why, it’s unbelievable.”




  “But what will you do when Sanders comes — really, Bones, I don’t know whether I ought to allow this as it is.”




  “If exception is taken to Henry, sir,” said Bones firmly, “I resign my commission; if a gentleman is allowed to keep a dog, sir, he is surely allowed to keep a baby. Between Henry and me, sir, there is a bond stronger than steel. I may be an ass, sir, I may even be a goop, but come between me an’ my child an’ all my motherly instincts — if you’ll pardon the paradox — all my paternal — that’s the word — instincts are aroused, and I will fight like a tiger, sir — —”




  “What a devil you are for jaw,” said Hamilton; “anyway, I’ve warned you. Sanders is due in a month.”




  “Henry will be five,” murmured Bones.




  “Oh, blow Henry!” said Hamilton.




  Bones rose and pointed to the door.




  “May I ask you, sir,” he said, “not to use that language before the child? I hate to speak to you like this, sir, but I have a responsiblemdash;”




  He dodged out of the open door and the loaf of bread which Hamilton had thrown struck the lintel and rolled back to Henry’s eager hands.




  The two men walked up and down the parade ground whilst Fa’ma, the wife of Ahmet, carried the child to her quarters where he slept.




  “I’m afraid I’ve got to separate you from your child,” said Hamilton; “there is some curious business going on in the Lombobo, and a stranger who walks by night, of which Ahmet the Spy writes somewhat confusingly.”




  Bones glanced round in some apprehension.




  “Oblige me, old friend,” he entreated, “by never speakin’ of such things before Henry — I wouldn’t have him scared for the world.”




  


  II




  Bosambo of the Ochori was a light sleeper, the lighter because of certain stories which had reached him of a stranger who walks by night, and in the middle of the night he suddenly became wide awake, conscious that there was a man in his hut of whose coming the sentry without was ignorant.




  Bosambo’s hand went out stealthily for his short spear, but before he could reach it, his wrist was caught in a grip of steel, strong fingers gripped his throat, and the intruder whispered fiercely, using certain words which left the chief helpless with wonder.




  “I am M’gani of the Night,” said the voice with authoritative hauteur, “of me you have heard, for I am known only to chiefs; and am so high that chiefs obey and even devils go quickly from my path.”




  “O, M’gani, I hear you,” whispered Bosambo, “how may I serve you?”




  “Get me food,” said the imperious stranger, “after, you shall make a bed for me in your inner room, and sit before this house that none may disturb me, for it is to my high purpose that no word shall go to M’ilitani that I stay in your territory.”




  “M’gani, I am your dog,” said Bosambo, and stole forth from the hut like a thief to obey.




  All that day he sat before his hut and even sent away the wife of his heart and the child M’sambo, that the rest of M’gani of the N’gombi should not be disturbed.




  That night when darkness had come and the glowing red of hut fires grew dimmer, M’gani came from the hut.




  Bosambo had sent away the guard and accompanied his guest to the end of the village.




  M’gani, with only a cloak of leopard skin about him, twirling two long spears as he walked, was silent till he came to the edge of the city where he was to take farewell of his host.




  “Tell me this, Bosambo, where are Sandi’s spies that I may avoid them?”




  And Bosambo, without hesitation, told him.




  “M’gani,” said he, at parting, “where do you go now? tell me that I may send cunning men to guard you, for there is a bad spirit in this land, especially amongst the people of Lombobo, because I have offended B’limi Saka, the chief.”




  “No soldiers do I need, O Bosambo,” said the other. “Yet I tell you this that I go to quiet places to learn that which will be best for my people.”




  He turned to go.




  “M’gani,” said Bosambo, “in the day when you shall see our lord Sandi, speak to him for me saying that I am faithful, for it seems to me, so high a man are you that he will listen to your word when he will listen to none other.”




  “I hear,” said M’gani gravely, and slipped into the shadows of the forest.




  Bosambo stood for a long time staring in the direction which M’gani had taken, then walked slowly back to his hut.




  In the morning came the chief of his councillors for a hut palaver.




  “Bosambo,” said he, in a tone of mystery, “the Walker-of-the-Night has been with us.”




  “Who says this?” asked Bosambo.




  “Fibini, the fisherman,” said the councillor, “for this he says, that having toothache, he sat in the shadow of his hut near the warm fire and saw the Walker pass through the village and with him, lord, one who was like a devil, being big and very ugly.”




  “Go to Fibini,” said a justly annoyed Bosambo, “and beat him on the feet till he cries — for he is a liar and a spreader of alarm.”




  Yet Fibini had done his worst before the bastinado (an innovation of Bosambo’s) had performed its silencing mission, and Ochori mothers shepherded their little flocks with greater care when the sun went down that night, for this new terror which had come to the land, this black ghost with the wildfire fame was reputed especially devilish. In a week he had become famous — so swift does news carry in the territories.




  Men had seen him passing through forest paths, or speeding with incredible swiftness along the silent river. Some said that he had no boat and walked the waters, others that he flew like a bat with millions of bats behind him. One had met him face to face and had sunk to the ground before eyes “that were very hot and red and thrusting out little lightnings.”




  He had been seen in many places in the Ochori, in the N’gombi city, in the villages of the Akasava, but mainly his hunting ground was the narrow strip of territory which is called Lombobo.




  B’limi Saka, the chief of the land, himself a believer in devils, was especially perturbed lest the Silent Walker should be a spy of Government, for he had been guilty of practices which were particularly obnoxious to the white men who were so swift to punish.




  “Yet,” said he to his daughter and (to the disgust of his people, who despised women) his chief councillor, “none know my heart save you, Lamalana.”




  Lamalana, with her man shoulders and her flat face, peered at her grizzled father sideways.




  “Devils hear hearts,” she said huskily, “and when they talk of killings and sacrifices are not all devils pleased? Now I tell you this, my father, that I wait for sacrifices which you swore by death you would show me.”




  B’limi Saka looked round fearfully. Though the ferocity of this chief was afterwards revealed, though secret places in the forest held his horrible secret killing-houses, yet he was a timid man with a certain affection of his eyes which made him dependent upon the childless widow who had been his strength for two years.




  The Lombobo were the cruellest of Sanders’ people; their chiefs the most treacherous. Neither akin to the N’gombi, the Isisi, the Akasava nor the Ochori, they took on the worst attributes of each race.




  Seldom in open warfare did they challenge the Administration, but there was a long tale of slain and mutilated enemies who floated face downwards in the stream; of disappearance of faithful servants of Government, and of acts of cannibalism which went unidentified and unpunished.




  For though all the tribes, save the Ochori, had been cannibals, yet by fire and rope, tempered with wisdom, had the Administration brought about a newer era to the upper river.




  But reformation came not to the Lombobo. A word from Sanders, a carelessly expressed view, and the Lombobo people would have been swept from existence — wiped ruthlessly from the list of nations, but that was not the way of Government, which is patient and patient and patient again till in the end, by sheer heavy weight of patience, it crushes opposition to its wishes.




  They called Lamalana the barren woman, the Drinker of Life, but she had at least drunken without ostentation, and if she murdered with her own large hands, or staked men and women from a sheer lust of cruelty, there were none alive to speak against her.




  Outside the town of Lombobo was a patch of beaten ground where no grass grew, and this place was called “wa boma,” the killing ground.6




  Here, before the white men came, sacrifices were made openly, and it was perhaps for this association and because it was, from its very openness, free from the danger of the eavesdropper, that Lamalana and her father would sit by the hour, whilst he told her the story of ancient horrors — never too horrible for the woman who swayed to and fro as she listened as one who was hypnotized.




  “Lord,” said she, “the Walker of the Night comes not alone to the Lombobo; all people up and down the river have seen him, and to my mind he is a sign of great fortune showing that ghosts are with us. Now, if you are very brave, we will have a killing greater than any. Is there no hole in the hill which Bosambo dug for your shame? And, lord, do not the people of the Ochori say that this child M’sambo is the light of his father’s life? O ko! Bosambo shall be sorry.”7




  Later they walked in the forest speaking, for they had no fear of the spirits which the last slanting rays of the dying sun unlocked from the trees. And they talked and walked, and Lombobo huntsmen, returning through the wood, gave them a wide berth, for Lamalana was possessed of an eye which was notoriously evil.




  “Let us go back to the city,” said Lamalana, “for now I see that you are very brave and not a blind old man.”




  “There will be a great palaver and who knows but M’ilitani will come with his soldiers?”




  She laughed loudly and hoarsely, making the silent forest ring with harsh noise.




  “O ko!” she said, then laughed no more.




  In the centre of the path was a man; in the half light she saw the leopard skin and the strange belt of metal about his waist.




  “O Lamalana,” he said softly, “laugh gently, for I have quick ears and I smell blood.”




  He pointed to the darkening forest path down which they had come.




  “Many have been sacrificed and none heard them,” he said, “this I know now. Let there be an end to killing, for I am M’gani, the Walker of the Night, and very terrible.”




  “Wa!” screamed Lamalana, and leapt at him with clawing hands and her white teeth agrin. Then something soft and damp struck her face — full in the mouth like a spray of water, and she fell over struggling for her breath, and rose gasping to her feet to find the Walker had gone.




  


  III




  Before Bosambo’s hut Bones sat in a long and earnest conversation, and the subject of his discourse was children. For, alarmed by the ominous suggestion which Bones had put forward, that his superior should be responsible for the well-being of Henry in the absence of his foster-parent, Hamilton had yielded to the request that Henry should accompany Bones on his visit to the north.




  And now, on a large rug before Bosambo and his lord, there sat two small children eyeing one another with mutual distrust.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “it is true that your lordship’s child is wonderful, but I think that M’sambo is also wonderful. If your lordship will look with kind eyes he will see a certain cunning way which is strange in so young a one. Also he speaks clearly so that I understand him.”




  “Yet,” contested Bones, “as it seems to me, Bosambo, mine is very wise, for see how he looks to me when I speak, raising his thumb.”




  Bones made a clucking noise with his mouth, and Henry turned frowningly, regarded his protector with cool indifference, and returned to his scrutiny of the other strange brown animal confronting him.




  “Now,” said Bones that night, “what of the Walker?”




  “Lord, I know of him,” said Bosambo, “yet I cannot speak for we are blood brothers by certain magic rites and speeches; this I know, that he is a good man as I shall testify to Sandi when he comes back to his own people.”




  “You sit here for Government,” said Bones, “and if you don’t play the game you’re a jolly old rotter, Bosambo!”




  “I know ‘um, I no speak ‘um, sah,” said Bosambo, “I be good fellah, sah, no Yadasi fellah, sah — I be Peter feller, cut ’em ear some like, sah!”




  “You’re a naughty old humbug,” said Bones, and went to bed on the Zaireleaving Henry with the chief’s wife….




  In the dark hours before the dawn he led his Houssas across the beach, revolver in hand, but came a little too late. The surprise party had been well planned. A speared sentry lay twisting before the chief’s hut, and Bosambo’s face was smothered in blood. Bones took in the situation.




  “Fire on the men who fly to the forest,” he said, but Bosambo laid a shaking hand upon his arm.




  “Lord,” he said, “hold your fire, for they have taken the children, and I fear the woman my wife is stricken.”




  He went into the hut, Bones following.




  The chief’s wife had a larger hut than Bosambo’s own, communicating with her lord’s through a passage of wicker and clay, and the raiders had clubbed her to silence, but Bones knew enough of surgery to see that she was in no danger.




  In ten minutes the fighting regiments of the Ochori were sweeping through the forest, trackers going ahead to pick up the trail.




  “Let all gods hear me,” sobbed Bosambo, as he ran, “and send M’gani swiftly to M’sambo my son.”




  


  IV




  “Now this is very wonderful,” said Lamalana, “and it seems, O my father, no matter for a small killing, but for a sacrifice such as all men may see.”




  It was the hour following the dawn when the world was at its sweetest, when the chattering weaver birds went in and out of their hanging nests gossiping loudly, and faint perfumes from little morning flowers gave the air an unusual delicacy.




  All the Lombobo people, the warriors and the hunters, the wives and the maidens, and even the children of tender years, lined the steep slopes of the Cup of Sacrifice. For Lamalana, deaf and blind to reason, knew that her hour was short, and that with the sun would come a man terrible in his anger… and the soldiers who eat up opposition with fire.




  “O people!” she cried.




  She was stripped to the waist, stood behind the Stone of Death as though it were a counter, and the two squirming infants under her hands were so much saleable stock: “Here we bring terror to all who hate us, for one of these is the heart of Bosambo and the other is more than the heart of the-man-who-stands-for-Sandimdash;”




  “O woman!”




  The intruder had passed unnoticed, almost it seemed by magic, through the throng, and now he stood in the clear space of sacrifice. And there was not one in the throng who had not heard of him with his leopard skin and his belt of brass.




  He was as black as the strange Ethiopians who came sometimes to the land with the Arabi traders, his muscular arms and legs were dull in their blackness.




  There was a whisper of terror— “The Walker of the Night!mdash;” and the people fell back… a woman screamed and fell into a fit.




  “O woman,” said M’gani, “deliver to me these little children who have done no evil.”




  Openmouthed the half-demented daughter of B’limi Saka stared at him.




  He walked forward, lifted the children in his two arms and went slowly through the people, who parted in terror at his coming.




  He turned at the top of the basin to speak.




  “Do no wickedness,” said he; then he gently stooped to put the children on the ground, for mouthing and bellowing senseless sounds Lamalana came furiously after him, her long, crooked knife in her hand. He thrust his hand into the leopard skin as for a weapon, but before he could withdraw it, a man of Lombobo, half in terror, fell upon and threw his arms about M’gani.




  “Bo’ma!” boomed the woman, and drew back her knife for the stroke….




  Bones, from the edge of the clearing, jerked up the rifle he carried and fired.




  *




  “What man is this?” asked Bones.




  Bosambo looked at the stranger.




  “This is M’gani,” he said, “he who walks in the night.”




  “The dooce it is!” said Bones, and fixing his monocle glared at the stranger.




  “From whence do you come?” he asked.




  “Lord, I come from the Coast,” said the man, “by many strange ways, desiring to arrive at this land secretly that I might learn the heart of these people and understand.” Then, in perfect English, “I don’t think we’ve ever met before, Mr. Tibbetts — my name is Sanders.”




  IX. A Right of Way
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  The borders of territories may be fixed by treaty, by certain mathematical calculations, or by arbitrary proclamation. In the territories over which Sanders ruled they were governed as between tribe and tribe by custom and such natural lines of demarkation as a river or a creek supplied.




  In forest land this was not possible, and there had ever been between the Ochori and the Lombobo a feud and a grievance, touched-up border fights, for hereabouts there is good hunting. Sanders had tried many methods and had hit upon the red gum border as a solution to a great difficulty. For some curious reason there were no red gum trees in the northern fringe of the forest for five miles on the Ochori side of the great wood; it was innocent of this beautiful tree and Sanders’ fiat had gone forth that there should be no Ochori hunting in the red gum lands, and that settled the matter and Sanders hoped for good.




  But Bosambo set himself to enlarge his borders by a single expedient. Wherever his hunters came upon a red gum tree they cut it down. B’limi Saka, the chief of the sullen Lombobo, retaliated by planting red gum saplings on the country between the forest and the river — a fact of which Bosambo was not aware until he suddenly discovered a huge wedge of red gum driven into his lawful territory. A wedge so definite as to cut off nearly a thousand square miles of his territory, for beyond this border lay the lower Ochori country.




  “How may I reach my proper villages?” he asked Sanders, who had known something of the comedy which was being enacted.




  “You shall have canoes at the place of the young gum trees and shall row to a place beyond them,” Sanders had said. “I have given my word that the red gum lands are the territory of B’limi Saka, and since you have only your cunning to thank — Oh, cutter of trees — I cannot help you!”




  Bosambo would have made short work of the young saplings, but B’limisaka established a guard not to be forced without bloodshed, and Bosambo could do no more in that way of reprisal than instruct his people to hurl insulting references to B’limisaka’s as they passed the forbidden ground.




  For the maddening thing was that the slip of filched territory was less than a hundred yards wide and men of the Lombobo, who went out by night to widen it, never came out alive — for Bosambo also had a guard.




  Sometimes the minion spies of Government would come to headquarters with a twist of rice paper stuck in a quill, the quill inserted in the lobes of the ear in very much the same place as the ladies wore their earrings in the barbarous mid-Victorian period, and on the rice paper with the briefest introduction would be inserted, in perfect Arabic, scraps of domestic news for the information of the Government.




  Sometimes news would carry from mouth to mouth and a weary man would squat before Hamilton and recite his lesson.




  “Efobi of the Isisi has stolen goats, and because he is the brother of the chief’s wife goes unpunished; T’mara of the Akasava has put a curse upon the wife of O’femo the headman, and she has burnt his hut; N’kema of the Ochori will not pay his tax, saying that he is no Ochori man, but a true N’gombi; Bosambo’s men have beaten a woodman of B’limi Saka, because he planted trees on Ochori land; the well folk are on the edge of the N’gomb forest, building huts and singingmdash;”




  “How long do they stay?” interrupted Hamilton.




  “Lord, who knows?” said the man.




  “Ogibo of the Akasava has spoken evilly of his king and mightily of himselfmdash;”




  “Make a note of that, Bones.”




  “Make a note of which, sir?”




  “Ogibo — he looked like a case of sleep-sickness the last time I was in his village — go on.”




  “Ogibo also says that the father of his father was a great chief and was lord of all the Akasavamdash;”




  “That’s sleeping sickness all right,” said Hamilton bitterly. “Why the devil doesn’t he wait till Sanders is back before he goes mad?”




  “Drop him a line, sir,” suggested Bones, “he’s a remarkable feller — dash it all, sir, what the dooce is the good of bein’ in charge of the district if you can’t put a stop to that sort of thing?”




  “What talk is there of spears in this?” asked Hamilton of the spy.




  “Lord, much talk — as I know, for I serve in this district.”




  “Go swiftly to Ogibo, and summon him to me for a high lakimbo,” said Hamilton; “my soldiers shall carry you in my new little ship that burns water — fly pigeons to me that I may know all that happens.”8




  9“On my life,” said the spy, raised his hand in salute and departed.




  “These well people you were talkin’ about, sir,” asked Bones, “who are they?”




  But Hamilton could give no satisfactory answer to such a question, and, indeed, he would have been more than ordinarily clever had he been able to.




  The wild territories are filled with stubborn facts, bewildering realities, and extraordinary inconsequences. Up by the N’gombi lands lived a tribe who, for the purposes of office classification, were known as “N’gombi (Interior),” but who were neither N’gombi nor Isisi, nor of any known branch of the Bantu race, but known as “the people of the well.” They had remarkable legends, sayings which they ascribed to a mythical Idoosi; also they have a song which runs:




  O well in the forest! Which chiefs have digged; No common men touched the earth, But chiefs’ spears and the hands of kings.




  Now there is no doubt that both the sayings of Idoosi and the song of the well have come down from days of antiquity, and that Idoosi is none other than the writer of the lost book of the Bible, of whom it is written:




  “Now the rest of the acts of Solomon, first and last, are they not written in the history of Nathan the prophet, and in the prophecy of Ahijah the Shilonite, and in the vision of Idoo the seer?”….10




  And is not the Song of the Well identical with that brief extract from the Book of Wars of the Lord — lost to us for ever — which runs:




  “Spring up, O well: sing ye unto it: The well, which the princes digged, Which the nobles of the people delved, With the sceptre… with their staves.”11




  Some men say that the People of the Well are one of the lost tribes, but that is an easy solution which suggests itself to the hasty-minded. Others say that they are descendants of the Babylonian races, or that they came down from Egypt when Rameses II died, and there arose a new dynasty and a Pharaoh who did not know the wise Jewish Prime Minister who ruled so wisely, who worshipped in the little temple at Karnac, and whose statue you may see in Cairo with a strange Egyptian name. We know him better as “Joseph” — he who was sold into captivity.




  Whatever they were, this much is known, to the discomfort of everybody, that they were great diggers of wells, and would, on the slightest excuse, spend whole months, choosing, for some mad reason, the top of hills for their operations, delving in the earth for water, though the river was less than a hundred yards away.




  Of all the interesting solutions which have been offered with the object of identifying the People of the Well, none are so interesting as that which Bones put forward at the end of Hamilton’s brief sketch.




  “My idea, dear old officer,” he said profoundly, “that all these Johnnies are artful old niggers who’ve run away from their wives in Timbuctoo — and for this reasonmdash;”




  “Oh, shut up!” said Hamilton.




  Two nights later the bugles were ringing through the Houssa lines, and Bones, sleepy-eyed, with an armful of personal belongings, was racing for the Zaire, for Ogibo of the Akasava had secured a following.




  


  II




  The chief Ogibo who held the law and kept the peace for his master, the King of the Akasava, was bitten many times by the tsetse on a hunting trip into the bad lands near the Utur forest. Two years afterwards, of a sudden, he was seized with a sense of his own importance, and proclaimed himself paramount chief of the Akasava, and all the lands adjoining. And since it is against nature that any lunatic should be without his following, he had no difficulty in raising all the spears that were requisite for his immediate purpose, marched to Igili, the second most important town in the Akasava kingdom, overthrew the defensive force, destroyed the town, and leaving half his fighting regiment to hold the conquered city he moved through the forest toward the Akasava city proper. He camped in the forest, and his men spent an uncomfortable night, for a thunderstorm broke over the river, and the dark was filled with quick flashes and the heavens crashed noisily. There was still a rumbling and a growling above his head when he assembled his forces in the grey dawn, and continued his march. He had not gone half an hour before one of his headmen came racing up to where he led his force in majesty.




  “Lord,” said he, “do you hear no sound?”




  “I hear the thunder,” said Ogibo.




  “Listen!” said the headman.




  They halted, head bent.




  “It is thunder,” said Ogibo, as the rumble and moan of the distant storm came to him. Then above the grumble of the thunder came a sharper note, a sound to be expressed in the word “blong!”




  “Lord,” said the headman, “that is no thunder, rather is it the fire-thrower of M’ilitani.”




  So Ogibo in his wrath turned back to crush the insolent white men who had dared attack the garrison he had left behind to hold Igili.




  Bones with a small force was pursuing him, totally unaware of the strength that Ogibo mustered. A spy brought to the chief news of the smallness of the following force.




  “Now,” said Ogibo, “I will show all the world how great a chief I am, for my bravery I will destroy all these soldiers that are sent against me.”




  He chose his ambush well — though he had need to send scampering with squeals of terror half a hundred humble aliens who were at the moment of interruption digging a foolish well on the top of the hill where Ogibo was concealing his shaking force.




  Bones with his Houssas saw how the path led up a tolerably steep hill — one of the few in the country — and groaned aloud, for he hated hills.




  He was halfway up at the head of his men, when Ogibo on the summit gave the order, “Boma!” said he, which means kill, and three abreast, shields locked and spears gripped stomach high, the rebels charged down the path. Bones saw them coming and slipped out his revolver. There was no room to manoeuvre his men, the path was fairly narrow, dense undergrowth masked each side.




  He heard the yell, saw above the bush, which concealed the winding way, the dancing headdresses of the attackers, and advanced his pistol arm. The rustle of bare feet on the path, a louder roar than ever — then silence.




  Bones waited, a Houssa squeezed on either side of him, but the onrushing enemy did not appear, and only a faint whimper of sound reached him.




  “Lord! they go back!” gasped his sergeant; and Bones saw to his amazement a little knot of men making their frantic way up the hill.




  At first he suspected an ambush within an ambush, but it was unlikely; he could never be more at Ogibo’s mercy than he had been.




  Cautiously he felt his way up the hill path, a revolver in each hand.




  He rounded a sharp corner of the path and saw….




  A great square chasm yawned in the very centre of the pathway, the bushes on either side were buried under the earth which the diggers of wells had flung up, and piled one on the other, a writhing, struggling confusion of shining bodies, were Ogibo’s soldiers to the number of a hundred, with a silent Ogibo undermost, wholly indifferent to his embarrassing position, for his neck was broken.




  Hamilton came up in the afternoon and brought villagers to assist at the work of rescue and afterwards he interviewed the chief of the shy and timid Well-folk.




  “O chief,” said Hamilton, “it is an order of Sandi that you shall dig no wells near towns, and yet you have done this.”




  “Bless his old heart!” murmured Bones.




  “Lord, I break the law,” said the man, simply, “also I break all custom, for to-day, by your favour, I cross the river, I and my people. This we have never done since time was.”




  “Whither do you go?”




  The chief of the wanderers, an old man remarkably gifted — for his beard was long and white, and reached to his waist — stuck his spear head down in the earth.




  “Lord, we go to a place which is written,” he said; “for Idoosi has said, ‘Go forth to the natives at war, they that fight by the river; on the swift water shall you go, even against the water’ — many times have we come to the river, master, but ever have we turned back; but now it seems that the prophecy has been fulfilled, for there are bleeding men in these holes and the sound of thunders.”




  The People of the Well crossed to the Isisi, using the canoes of the Akasava headmen, and made a slow progress through territory which gave them no opportunity of exercising their hobby, since water lay less than a spade’s length beneath the driest ground.




  “Poor old Sanders,” said Hamilton ruefully, when he was again on the Zaire, “I’ve so mixed up his people that he’ll have to get a new map made to find them again.”




  “You might tell me off to show him round, sir,” suggested Bones, but Hamilton did not jump at the offer.




  He was getting more than a little rattled. Sanders was due back in a month, and it seemed that scarcely a week passed but some complication arose that further entangled a situation which was already too full of loose and straying threads for his liking.




  “I suppose the country is settled for a week at any rate,” he said with a little sigh of relief — but he reckoned without his People of the Well.




  They moved, a straggling body of men and women, with their stiff walk and their doleful song, a wild people with strange, pinched faces and long black hair, along the river’s edge.




  A week’s journeyings brought them to the Ochori country and to Bosambo, who was holding a most important palaver.




  It was held on Ochori territory, for the forbidden strip was by this time so thickly planted with young trees that there was no place for a man to sit.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “if you will return me the land which you have stolen, so that I may pass unhindered from one part of my territory to the other, I will give you many islands on the river.”




  “That is a foolish palaver,” said B’limisaka; “for you have no islands to give.”




  “Now I tell you, B’limisaka,” said Bosambo, “my young men are crying out against you, for, as you know, you have planted your trees on the high ground, and my people, taking to their canoes, must climb down to the water’s edge a long way, so that it wearies their legs, soon, I fear, I shall not hold them, for they are very fierce and full of arrogance.”




  “Lord,” said B’limisaka, significantly, “my young men are also fierce.”




  The palaver was dispersing, and the last of the Lombobo councillors were disappearing in the forest, when the Diggers of the Well came through the forbidden territory to the place where Bosambo sat.




  “We are they of whom you have heard, O my Lord,” said the old man, who led them, “also we carry a book for you.”




  He unwound the cloth about his thin middle, and with many fumblings produced a paper which Bosambo read.




  “From M’ilitani, by Ogibo’s village in the Akasava.




  “To Bosambo — may God preserve him!




  “I give this to the chief of Well diggers that you shall know they are favoured by me, being simple people and very timid. Give them a passage through your territory, for they seek a holy land, and find them high places for the digging of holes, for they seek truth. Now peace on your house, Bosambo.”




  “On my ship, by channel of rocks.”




  “Lord, it is true,” said the old chief, “we seek a shining thing that will stay white when it is white, and black when it is black, and the wise Idoosi has said, ‘Go down into the earth for truth, seek it in the deeps of the earth, for it lies in secret places, in centre of the world it lies.’”




  Bosambo thought long and rapidly, then there came to him the bright light of an inspiration.




  “What manner of holes do you dig, old man?”




  “Lord, we dig them deep, for we are cunning workers, and do not fear death as common men do; also we dig them straightly — into the very heart of hills we dig them.”




  Bosambo looked at the sloping ground covered with hateful gum.




  “Old man,” said he softly, “here shall you dig, you and your people, for in the heart of this hill is such a truth as you desire — my young men shall bring you food and build huts for you, and I will place one who is cunning in the way of hills to show you the way.”




  The old man’s eyes gleamed joyously, and he clasped the ankles of his magnanimous host.




  “Lord,” said he humbly, “now is the prophecy fulfilled, for it was said by the great Idoosi, ‘You shall come to a land where the barbarian rules, and he shall be to you as a brother!’”




  “Nigger,” said Bosambo in his vile English — yet with a certain hauteur, “you shall dig ‘um tunnel — you no cheek ‘um, no chat ‘um, you lib for dear tunnel one time.”




  He watched them as, singing the song of the well, they went to work, women, men, and even little children undermining the Chief B’limisaka’s territory and creating for Bosambo the right of way for which his soul craved.




  X. The Green Crocodile
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  Cala cala, as they say, seven brothers lived near the creek of the Green One. It was not called the creek of the Green One in those far-off days, for the monstrous thing had no existence.




  And the seven brothers had seven wives who were sisters, and it would appear from the legend that these seven wives were unfaithful to their husbands, and upon a certain night in the full of the moon, the brothers returning from an expedition into the forest, discovered the extent of their infamy, and they tied the sisters together, the wrists of one to the ankles of the other, and they led them to the stream, and no sooner had they disappeared beneath the black waters than there was almighty splashing and bubbling of water, and there came crawling from the place where the unfaithful wives had sunk so terrible a monster that the seven brothers fled in fear.




  This was the Green One, with his long ugly snout, cold, vicious eyes, and his great clawed feet. Some say that these women had been changed by magic into the Crocodile of the Pool, and many people believe this and speak of the Green One in the plural.




  Certain it is, that this terrible crocodile lived through the ages — none hunting her, she was left in indisputable possession of the flat sandbank wherein to lay her eggs, and ranged the sandy shore of the creek undisturbed.




  She was regarded with awe; sacrifices, living and dead, were offered to her from time to time, and sometimes a cripple or two was knocked on the head and left by the water’s edge for her pleasure. She was indeed a veritable scavenger of crime for the neighbouring villages about, and earned some sort of respect, for, as the saying went:




  “Sandi does not speak the language of the Green One.”




  Sometimes M’zooba would go afield, leaving the quietude of the creek and the pool, which was her own territory, for the more adventurous life of the river, and here one day she lay, the whole of her body submerged and only her wicked eyes within an eighth of an inch of the water’s surface, when a timorous young roebuck came picking a cautious way through the forest across the open plantations to the water’s edge. He stopped from time to time apprehensively, trembling in every limb at the slightest sound, looking this way and that, then taking a few more steps and again searching the cruel world for danger before he reached the water’s edge.




  Then, after a final look round, he lowered his soft muzzle to the cool waters. Swift as lightning the Green One flashed her long snout out of the water, and gripped the tender head of the buck. Ruthlessly she pulled, dragging the struggling deer after her till first its neck and then its shoulders, then finally the last frantic waving stump of its white tail went under the dark waters.




  Out in midstream a white little boat was moving steadily up the river and on the awning-shaded bridge an indignant young man witnessed the tragedy. The Green One had her larder under a large shelving rock half a dozen feet beneath the water. Into this cavity her long hard nose flung her dead victim, and her four powerful hands covered the entrance to the water cave with sand and rock. More than satisfied with her morning’s work, the Green One came to the surface of the water to bask in the glowing warmth of the morning sunlight.




  She took a survey upon the world, made up of lowlying shores and a hot blue sky. She saw a river, broad and oily, and a strange white object which she had seen often before smoking towards her.




  And that was the last thing she ever saw; for Bones, on the bridge of the Zaire, squinted along the sights of his Express and pressed the trigger. Struck in the head by an explosive bullet, the Green One went out in a flurry of stormy water.




  “Thus perish all rotten old crocodiles,” said Bones, immensely pleased with himself, and he placed the rifle on the rack.




  “What the devil are you shooting at, so early in the morning?” asked Hamilton.




  He came out in his pyjamas, sun helmet on his head, pliant mosquito boots reaching to his knees.




  “A crocodile, sir,” said Bones.




  “Why waste good ammunition on crocodiles?” asked Hamilton; “was it something exceptional?”




  “A tremendous chap, sir,” said the enthusiastic Bones, “some fifty feet long, and as green asmdash;”




  “As green!” repeated Hamilton quickly, “where are we?”




  He looked with a swift glance along the shore for landmarks.




  “I hope to goodness you have not shot old M’zooba,” he said.




  “I don’t know your friend by name,” said Bones, “but why shouldn’t I shoot him?”




  “Because, you silly ass,” said Hamilton, “she is a sort of sacred crocodile.”




  “She was never so sacred as she is now, sir, for:




  “She’s flapping her wings in the crocodile heaven,” said Bones, flippantly; “for I’m one of those dead shots — once I draw a bead on an animal—”




  “Get out a canoe and set the woodmen to dive for the Green One,” said Hamilton to his orderly, for a shot crocodile invariably sinks to the bottom and can only be recovered by diving.




  They brought it to the surface, and Hamilton groaned.




  “It is M’zooba,” he said in resigned exasperation. “Oh, Bones, what an ass you are!”




  Bones said nothing, but walked to the stern of the ship and lowered the blue ensign to half-mast — a piece of impertinence which Hamilton did not discover till a long time afterwards.




  Now whatever might be the desire or wish of Hamilton, and however much he might on ordinary occasions depend upon the loyalty of his warders and his men, in this matter of the green crocodile he was entirely at their mercy, for he could not call them together asking them to speak no death of the Green One without magnifying the importance of Lieutenant Tibbetts’ rash act. The only attitude he could adopt was to treat the Green One and her untimely end as something which was in the day’s work neither to be lamented nor acclaimed, and when, at the first village, a doleful deputation, comprising a worried chief and a sulky witch doctor, called upon him to bemoan the tragedy, he treated the matter with great joviality.




  “For what is a crocodile more or less in this river?” he asked.




  “Lord, this was no crocodile,” said the witch doctor, “but a very reverend ghost, and it has been our Ju-ju for many years, bringing us good crops and fair weather for our goodness, and has eaten up all the devils and sickness which came to our villages. Now it is gone nothing but ill fortune can come to us.”




  “Bugobo,” said Hamilton, “you talk like a foolish one, for how may a crocodile who does not leave the water, and moreover is evil and old, a stealer of women and children and dangerous to your goats, how can this thing bring good fortune to any people?”




  “How can the river run, lord?” replied the man, “and yet it does.”




  Hamilton thought for a moment.




  “Now I tell you this, and you shall say to all people who ask you, that by my magic I will bring another green one to this stream, greater and larger than the one who has gone, and she shall be ju-ju for all men.”




  “And now,” he said to Bones, when the deputation had left, “it is up to you to go out and find a nice, respectable crocodile to take the place of the lady you have so lightheartedly destroyed.”




  Bones gasped.




  “Dear old feller,” he said feebly, “the habits and customs of fauna of this land are entirely beyond me. I will fetch you a crocodile, sir, with the greatest of pleasure, although as far as I know there is nothing laid down in the King’s regulations of the warrants for pay and promotion defining the catching of crocodiles as part of an officer’s duty.”




  Hamilton made no further move towards replacing the lost Spirit of the Pool until he learnt that his offer had been taken very seriously, and that the coming of the great new Green One to the pool, was a subject of discussion up and down the river.




  Now here is a fact which official records go to substantiate. Although the “Reports of the Territories” take no cognizance of ghosts and spirits and other occult influence, dealing rather with such mundane facts as the condition of crops and the discipline of the races, yet the reports of that particular year in this one district made gloomy reading both for Hamilton and for the Administrator in his far-off stone house.




  Though the crops throughout the whole of the country were good that Hamilton was apprehensive about the consequences — for men fight better with a full larder behind them — yet in this immediate neighbourhood of the pool, within its sphere of influence, so to speak, the crops failed miserably, and the fish which haunt the shallow stream beneath the big stream near the channel took it into their silly heads to migrate to other distant waters. Here, then, was the consequence of Bones’ murder demonstrated to a most alarming extent. There was a blight in the potatoes; the maize crop, for some unaccountable reason, was a meagre one; there were three unexpected cases of sleeping sickness followed by madness in an interior village, and, crowning disaster of all, one of those sudden storms which sweep across the river came upon the village, and lightning struck the huts.




  “My son,” said Hamilton, when they brought the news to him, “you have got to go out and find a green crocodile, quick.”




  So Bones went up the river with the naphtha launch, leaving to Hamilton the delicate task of finding a natural explanation for all the horrors which had come upon the unfortunate people.




  Green crocodiles are rare even on the great river which had half a million other kinds of crocodiles to its credit, for green is both a sign of age, and by common report indicative of cannibalistic tendencies.




  In whatever veneration the Green One of the Pool might be held, such respect did not extend to other parts of the river, where the green ones were sought out and slain in their early youth. Bones spent an exciting seven days chasing, lassoing and, at tunes in self-defence, shooting at great reptiles without getting any nearer to the object of his search.




  “Ahmet,” said he, in despair, “it seems that there are no green crocodiles on this river.”




  “Lord, there are very few,” admitted the man; “for the people kill green crocodiles owing to their evil influence.”




  At every village there was news for Bones which lightened his heart. Some one had seen such a monster, it lived in a pool or lorded some creek, generally only get-at-able in a canoe; and here Bones, with his Houssas, would wait smoking furiously, with baited lines cunningly laid from thick underbrush or some tethered goat, bleating invitingly on the banks. But never once did the hunter catch so much as a glimpse of green. There were yellow crocodiles, grey crocodiles, crocodiles the colour of the sand, or the dark brown bed of the river, but nothing which by any stretch of imagination could be called green.




  And urgent messages came to Bones. The Zaire itself, in charge of Abiboo, came steaming up carrying a letter filled with unnecessary abuse, for Hamilton was getting rattled by the extraordinary manifestations which he received every day of the potency of this slain monster. Bones sent the sergeant back in the launch with an insubordinate message, and commandeered the Zaire with her superior accommodation for himself.




  “There is only one thing to do,” he said, “and that is to consult jolly old Bosambo.”




  So he put the head of the Zaire to the Ochori country, and on the second day arrived at the city.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, loftily, “crocodiles I have by thousands.”




  “Green ones?” asked Bones anxiously.




  “Lord, of every colour,” said Bosambo, “blue or green or red, even golden crocodiles have I in my splendid river. But they will cost great money because they are very cunning, and my hunters of crocodiles are independent men who do not care to work.”




  Bones dried up the flood of eloquence quickly.




  “O Bosambo,” said he, “there is no money for this palaver, but a green crocodile I must have because the evil people of the Lower Isisi say I have put a spell on their land because I slew the Green One, M’zooba, also this crocodile must I have before the moon is due. My Lord M’ilitani has sent me many powerful messages to this effect.”




  This was another matter, and Bosambo looked dubious.




  “Lord,” said he, “what manner of green was this crocodile, for I never saw it?”




  Bones looked round.




  Neither the green of the trees he saw, nor the green of the grass underfoot, nor the green of the elephant grass growing strongly on the river’s edge, nor the tender green of the high trees above, nor the tender green of the young Isisi palms; and yet the exact shade of green it was necessary to secure. He ransacked all his books, turned over all his possessions and Hamilton’s too, in an endeavour to match the crocodile. There was a suit of pyjamas of Hamilton’s which had a stripe very near, but not quite.




  “O Ahmet,” said Bones at last in desperation, “go to the storeman, and let him bring all the paints he has so that I may show Bosambo a certain colour.”




  They found the exact shade at last on a ten-pound tin of Aspinall enamels, and Bosambo thought long.




  “Lord,” said he, “I think I know where I may find just such a crocodile as you want.”




  Late that night Bones met Bosambo before his hut in a long and earnest palaver, and an hour before dawn he went out with Bosambo and his huntsmen, and was pulled to a certain creek in the Ochori land which is notorious for the size and strength of its crocodiles.




  


  II




  No doubt but Hamilton had a serious task before him, for although the grievance which he had to allay was limited to the restricted area over which the spirit of M’zooba brooded, yet the people of the crocodile had many sympathizers who resented as bitterly as the affected parties this interference with what Downing Street called “local religious customs.”




  A wholly unauthorized palaver was held in the forest which was attended by delegations from the Akasava and the N’gombi, and spies brought the news to Hamilton that the little witch doctors were going through the villages carrying stories of desolation which had come as the result of M’zooba’s death.




  The palaver Hamilton dispensed with some brusqueness. Twenty soldiers and a machine gun were uninvited guests to the gathering, and the meeting retired in disorder. Two of the witch doctors Hamilton’s men caught. One he flogged with all the village looking on, and the other he sent to the Village of Irons for twelve months.




  And all the time he spoke of the newer green one which was coming, which his magic would invoke, and which would surely appear “tied by one leg” to a stake near the pool, for all men to see.




  He founded a sect of new-green-one worshippers (quite unwittingly). It needed only the corporeal presence of his novel deity to wipe out the feelings of distrust which violence had not wholly dispelled.




  Day after day passed, but no word came from Bones, and Captain Hamilton cursed his subordinate, his subordinate’s relations, and all the cruelty of fate which brought Bones into his command. Then, unexpectantly, the truant arrived, arrived proud and triumphant in the early morning before Hamilton was awake. He sneaked into the village so quietly that even the Houssa sentry who dozed across the threshold of Hamilton’s hut was not aware of his return; and silently, with fiercely whispered injunctions, so that the surprise should be all the more complete, Bones landed his unruly cargo, its feet chained, his great muzzle lassoed and bound with raw hide, its powerful and damaging tail firmly fixed between two planks of wood (a special idea for which Bones was responsible). Then Lieutenant Tibbetts went to the hut of his chief and woke him.




  “So here you are, are you?” said Hamilton.




  “I am here,” said Bones with trembling pride, so that Hamilton knew his subordinate had been successful; “according to your instructions, sir, I have captured the green crocodile. He is of monstrous size, and vastly superior to your partly-worn lady friend. Also,” he said, “as per your instructions, conveyed to me in your letter dated the twenty-third instant, I have fastened same by right leg in the vicinity of the pool; at least,” he corrected carefully, “he was fastened, but owing to certain technical difficulties he slipped cable, so to speak, and is wallowing in his native element.”




  “You are not rotting, Bones, are you?” asked Hamilton, busy with his toilet.




  “Perfectly true and sound, sir, I never rot,” said Bones stiffly; “give me a job of work to do, give me a task, put me upon my metal, sir, and with the assistance of jolly old Bosambomdash;”




  “Is Bosambo in this?”




  Bones hesitated.




  “He assisted me very considerably, sir,” he said; “but, so to speak, the main idea was mine.”




  The chief’s drum summoned the villages to the palaver house, but the news had already filtered through the little township, and a crowd had gathered waiting eagerly to hear the message which Hamilton had to give them.




  “O people,” he said, addressing them from the hill of palaver, “all I have promised you I have performed. Behold now in the pool — and you shall come with me to see this wonder — is one greater than M’zooba, a vast and splendid spirit which shall protect your crops and be as M’zooba was, and better than was M’zooba. All this I have done for you.”




  “Lord Tibbetti has done for you,” prompted Bones, in a hoarse whisper.




  “All this have I done for you,” repeated Hamilton firmly, “because I love you.”




  He led the way through the broad, straggling plantation to the great pool which begins in a narrow creek leading from the river and ends in a sprawl of water to the east of the village.




  The whole countryside stood about watching the still water, but nothing happened.




  “Can’t you whistle him and make him come up or something?” asked Hamilton.




  “Sir,” said an indignant Bones, “I am no crocodile tamer; willing as I am to oblige you, and clever as I am with parlour tricks, I have not yet succeeded in inducing a crocodile to come to heel after a week’s acquaintance.”




  But native people are very patient.




  They stood or squatted, watching the unmoved surface of the water for half an hour, and then suddenly there was a stir and a little gasp of pleasurable apprehension ran through the assembly.




  Then slowly the new one came up. He made for a sandbank, which showed above the water in the centre of the pool; first his snout, then his long body emerged from the water, and Hamilton gasped.




  “Good heavens, Bones!” he said in a startled whisper, and his astonishment was echoed from a thousand throats.




  And well might he be amazed at the spectacle which the complacent Bones had secured for him.




  For this great reptile was more than green, he was a green so vivid that it put the colours of the forest to shame. A bright, glittering green and along the centre of his broad back one zig-zag splash of orange.




  “Phew,” whistled Hamilton, “this is something like.”




  The roar of approval from the people was unmistakable. The crocodile turned his evil head and for a moment, as it seemed to Bones, his eyes glinted viciously in the direction of the young and enterprising officer. And Bones admitted after to a feeling of panic.




  Then with a malignant “woof!” like the hoarse, growling bark of a dog, magnified a hundred times, he slid back into the water, a great living streak of vivid green and disappeared to the cool retreat at the bottom of the pool.




  “You have done splendidly, Bones, splendidly!” said Hamilton, and clapped him on the back; “really you are a most enterprising devil.”




  “Not at all, sir,” said Bones.




  He ate his dinner on the Zaire, answering with monosyllables the questions which Hamilton put to him regarding the quest and the place of the origin of this wonderful beast. It was after dinner when they were smoking their cigars in the gloom as the Zaire was steaming across its way to the shore where a wooding offered an excuse for a night’s stay, and Bones gave voice to his thoughts.




  And curiously enough his conversation did not deal directly or indirectly with his discovery.




  “When was this boat decorated last, sir?” he asked.




  “About six months before Sanders left,” replied Hamilton in surprise; “just why do you ask?”




  “Nothing, sir,” said Bones, and whistled lightheartedly. Then he returned to the subject.




  “I only asked you because I thought the enamel work in the cabin and all that sort of thing has worn very well.”




  “Yes, it is good wearing stuff,” said Hamilton.




  “That green paint in the bathroom is rather chic, isn’t it? Is that good wearing stuff?”




  “The enamel?” smiled Hamilton. “Yes, I believe that is very good wearing. I am not a whale on domestic matters, Bones, but I should imagine that it would last for another year without showing any sign of wear.”




  “Is it waterproof at all?” asked Bones, after another pause.




  “What do you mean?”




  “I mean would it wash off if a lot of water were applied to it?”




  “No, I should not imagine it would,” said Hamilton, “what makes you ask?”




  “Oh, nothing!” said Bones carelessly and whistled, looking up to the stars that were peeping from the sky; and the inside of Lieutenant Tibbetts was one large expansive grin.




  XI. Henry Hamilton Bones
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  Lieutenant Francis Augustus Tibbetts of the Houssas was at some disadvantage with his chief and friend. Lieutenant F. A. Tibbetts might take a perfectly correct attitude, might salute on every possible occasion that a man could salute, might click his heels together in the German fashion (he had spent a year at Heidelberg), might be stiffly formal and so greet his superior that he contrived to combine a dutiful recognition with the cut direct, but never could he overcome one fatal obstacle to marked avoidance — he had to grub with Hamilton.




  Bones was hurt. Hamilton had behaved to him as no brother officer should behave. Hamilton had spoken harshly and cruelly in the matter of a commission with which he had entrusted his subordinate, and with which the aforesaid subordinate had lamentably failed to cope.




  Up in the Akasava country a certain wise man named M’bisibi had predicted the coming of a devil-child who should be born on a night when the moon lay so on the river and certain rains had fallen in the forest.




  And this child should be called “Ewa,” which is death; and first his mother would die and then his father; and he would grow up to be a scourge to his people and a pestilence to his nation, and crops would wither when he walked past them, and the fish in the river would float belly up in stinking death, and until Ewa M’faba himself went out, nothing but ill-fortune should come to the N’gombi-Isisi.




  Thus M’bisibi predicted, and the word went up and down the river, for the prophet was old and accounted wise even by Bosambo of the Ochori.




  It came to Hamilton quickly enough, and he had sent Bones posthaste to await the advent of any unfortunate youngster who was tactless enough to put in an appearance at such an inauspicious moment as would fulfil the prediction of M’bisibi.




  And Bones had gone to the wrong village, and that in the face of his steersman’s and his sergeant’s protest that he was going wrong. Fortunately, by reliable account, no child had been born in the village, and the prediction was unfulfilled.




  “Otherwise,” said Hamilton, “its young life would have been on your head.”




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones.




  “I didn’t tell you there were two villages called Inkau,” Hamilton confessed, “because I didn’t realize you were chump enough to go to the wrong one.”




  “No, sir,” agreed Bones, patiently.




  “Naturally,” said Hamilton, “I thought the idea of saving the lives of innocent babes would have been sufficient incentive.”




  “Naturally, sir,” said Bones, with forced geniality.




  “I’ve come to one conclusion about you, Bones,” said Hamilton.




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones, “that I’m an ass, sir, I think?”




  Hamilton nodded — it was too hot to speak.




  “It was an interestin’ conclusion,” said Bones, thoughtfully, “not without originality — when it first occurred to you, but as a conclusion, if you will pardon my criticism, sir, if you will forgive me for suggestin’ as much — in callin’ me an ass, sir: apart from its bein’ contrary to the spirit an’ letter of the Army Act — God Save the King! — it’s a bit low, sir.” And he left his superior officer without another word. For three days they sat at breakfast, tiffin and dinner, and neither said more than:




  “May I pass you the bread, sir?”




  “Thank you, sir; have you the salt, sir?”




  Hamilton was so busy a man that he might have forgotten the feud, but for the insistence of Bones, who never lost an opportunity of reminding his No. 1 that he was mortally hurt.




  One night, dinner had reached the stage where two young officers of Houssas sat primly side by side on the verandah sipping their coffee. Neither spoke, and the seance might have ended with the conventional “Good night” and that punctilious salute which Bones invariably gave, and which Hamilton as punctiliously returned, but for the apparition of a dark figure which crossed the broad space of parade ground hesitatingly as though not certain of his way, and finally came with dragging feet through Sanders’ garden to the edge of the verandah.




  It was the figure of a small boy, very thin; Hamilton could see this through the half-darkness.




  The boy was as naked as when he was born, and he carried in his hand a single paddle.




  “O boy,” said Hamilton, “I see you.”




  “Wanda!” said the boy in a frightened tone, and hesitated, as though he were deciding whether it would be better to bolt, or to conclude his desperate enterprise.




  “Come up to me,” said Hamilton, kindly.




  He recognized by the dialect that the visitor had come a long way, as indeed he had, for his old canoe was pushed up amongst the elephant grass a mile away from headquarters, and he had spent three days and nights upon the river. He came up, an embarrassed and a frightened lad, and stood twiddling his toes on the unaccustomed smoothness of the big stoep.




  “Where do you come from, and why have you come?” asked Hamilton.




  “Lord, I have come from the village of M’bisibi,” said the boy; “my mother has sent me because she fears for her life, my father being away on a great hunt. As for me,” he went on, “my name is Tilimi-N’kema.”




  “Speak on, Tilimi the Monkey,” said Hamilton, “tell me why the woman your mother fears for her life.”




  The boy was silent for a spell; evidently he was trying to recall the exact formula which had been dinned into his unreceptive brain, and to repeat word for word the lesson which he had learned parrotwise.




  “Thus says the woman my mother,” he said at last, with the blank, monotonous delivery peculiar to all small boys who have been rehearsed in speech, “on a certain day when the moon was at full and the rain was in the forest so that we all heard it in the village, my mother bore a child who is my own brother, and, lord, because she feared things which the old man M’bisibi had spoken she went into the forest to a certain witch doctor, and there the child was born. To my mind,” said the lad, with a curious air of wisdom which is the property of the youthful native from whom none of the mysteries of life or death are hidden, “it is better she did this, for they would have made a sacrifice of her child. Now when she came back, and they spoke to her, she said that the boy was dead. But this is the truth, lord, that she had left this child with the witch doctor, and nowmdash;” he hesitated again.




  “And now?” repeated Hamilton.




  “Now, lord,” said the boy, “this witch doctor, whose name is Bogolono, says she must bring him rich presents at the full of every moon, because her son and my brother is the devil-child whom M’bisibi has predicted. And if she brings no rich presents he will take the child to the village, and there will be an end.”




  Hamilton called his orderly.




  “Give this boy some chop,” he said; “tomorrow we will have a longer palaver.”




  He waited till the man and his charge were out of earshot, then he turned to Bones.




  “Bones,” he said, seriously, “I think you had better leave unobtrusively for M’bisibi’s village, find the woman, and bring her to safety. You will know the village,” he added, unnecessarily, “it is the one you didn’t find last time.”




  Bones left insubordinately and made no response.




  


  II




  Bosambo, with his arms folded across his brawny chest, looked curiously at the deputation which had come to him.




  “This is a bad palaver,” said Bosambo, “for it seems to me that when little chiefs do that which is wrong, it is an ill thing; but when great kings, such as your master Iberi, stand at the back of such wrongdoings, that is the worst thing of all, and though this M’bisibi is a wise man, as we all know, and indeed the only wise man of your people, has brought out this devil-child, and makes a killing palaver, then M’ilitani will come very quickly with his soldiers and there will be an end to little chiefs and big chiefs alike.”




  “Lord, that will be so,” said the messenger, “unless all chiefs in the land stand in brotherhood together. And because we know Sandi loves you, and M’ilitani also, and that Tibbetti himself is as tender to you as a brother, M’bisibi sent this word saying, ‘Go to Bosambo, and say M’bisibi, the wise man, bids him come to a great and fearful palaver touching the matter of several devils. Tell him also that great evil will come to this land, to his land and to mine, to his wife and the wives of his counsellors, and to his children and theirs, unless we make an end to certain devils.’”




  Bosambo, chin on clenched fist, looked thoughtfully at the other.




  “This cannot be,” said he in a troubled voice; “for though I die and all that is wonderful to me shall pass out of this world, yet I must do no thing which is unlawful in the eyes of Sandi, my master, and of the great ones he has left behind to fulfil the law. Say this to M’bisibi from me, that I think he is very wise and understands ghosts and suchlike palavers. Also say that if he puts curses upon my huts I will come with my spearmen to him, and if aught follows I will hang him by the ears from a high tree, though he sleeps with ghosts and commands whole armies of devils; this palaver is finished.”




  The messenger carried the word back to M’bisibi and the council of the chiefs and the eldermen who sat in the palaver house, and old as he was and wise by all standards, M’bisibi shivered, for, as he explained, that which Bosambo said would he do. For this is peculiar to no race or colour, that old men love life dearer than young.




  “Bogolono, you shall bring the child,” he said, turning to one who sat at his side, string upon string of human teeth looped about his neck and his eyes circled with white ashes, “and it shall be sacrificed according to the custom, as it was in the days of my fathers and of their fathers.”




  They chose a spot in the forest, where four young trees stood at corners of a rough square. With their short bush knives they lopped the tender branches away, leaving four pliant poles that bled stickily. With great care they drew down the tops of these trees until they nearly met, cutting the heads so that there was no overlapping. To these four ends they fastened ropes, one for each arm and for each ankle of the devil child, and with other ropes they held the saplings to their place.




  “Now this is the magic of it,” said M’bisibi, “that when the moon is full tonight we shall sacrifice first a goat, and then a fowl, casting certain parts into the fire which shall be made of white gum, and I will make certain marks upon the child’s face and upon his belly, and then I will cut these ropes so that to the four ends of the world we shall cast forth this devil, who will no longer trouble us.”




  That night came many chiefs, Iberi of the Akasava, Tilini of the Lesser Isisi, Efele (the Tornado) of the N’gombi, Lisu (the Seer) of the Inner Territories, but Lilongo (as they called Bosambo of the Ochori), did not come.12




  


  III




  Bones reached the village two hours before the time of sacrifice and landed a force of twenty Houssas and a small Maxim gun. The village was peaceable, and there was no sign of anything untoward. Save this. The village was given over to old people and children. M’bisibi was an hour — two hours — four hours in the forest. He had gone north — east — south — none knew whither.




  The very evasiveness of the replies put Bones into a fret. He scouted the paths and found indications of people having passed over all three.




  He sent his gun back to the Zaire, divided his party into three, and accompanied by half a dozen men, he himself took the middle path.




  For an hour he trudged, losing his way, and finding it again. He came upon a further division of paths and split up his little force again.




  In the end he found himself alone, struggling over the rough ground in a darkness illuminated only by the electric lamp he carried, and making for a faint gleam of red light which showed through the trees ahead.




  M’bisibi held the child on his outstretched hands, a fat little child, with large, wondering eyes that stared solemnly at the dancing flames, and sucked a small brown thumb contentedly.




  “Behold this child, oh chiefs and people,” said M’bisibi, “who was born as I predicted, and is filled with devils!”




  The baby turned his head so that his fat little neck was all rolled and creased, and said “Ah!” to the pretty fire, and chuckled.




  “Even now the devils speak,” said M’bisibi, “but presently you shall hear them screaming through the world because I have scattered them,” and he made his way to the bowed saplings.




  Bones, his face scratched and bleeding, his uniform torn in a dozen places, came swiftly after him.




  “My bird, I think,” said Bones, and caught the child unscientifically.




  Picture Bones with a baby under his arm — a baby indignant, outraged, infernally uncomfortable, and grimacing a yell into being.




  “Lord,” said M’bisibi, breathing quickly, “what do you seek?”




  “That which I have,” said Bones, waving him off with the black muzzle of his automatic Colt. “Tomorrow you shall answer for many crimes.”




  He backed quickly to the cover of the woods, scenting the trouble that was coming.




  He heard the old man’s roar.




  “O people… this white man will loose devils upon the land!”




  Then a throwing spear snicked the trunk of a tree, and another, for there were no soldiers, and this congregation of exorcisers were mad with wrath at the thought of the evil which Tibbetti was preparing for them.




  “Snick!”




  A spear struck Bones’ boot.




  “Shut your eyes, baby,” said Bones, and fired into the brown. Then he ran for his life. Over roots and fallen trees he fell and stumbled, his tiny passenger yelling desperately.




  “Oh, shut up!” snarled Bones, “what the dickens are you shouting about — hey? Haven’t I saved your young life, you ungrateful little devil?”




  Now and again he would stop to consult his illuminated compass. That the pursuit continued he knew, but he had the dubious satisfaction of knowing, too, that he had left the path and was in the forest.




  Then he heard a faint shot, and another, and another, and grinned.




  His pursuers had stumbled upon a party of Houssas.




  From sheer exhaustion the baby had fallen asleep. Babies were confoundedly heavy — Bones had never observed the fact before, but with the strap of his sword belt he fashioned a sling that relieved him of some of the weight.




  He took it easier now, for he knew M’bisibi’s men would be frightened off. He rested for half an hour on the ground, and then came a snuffling leopard walking silently through the forest, betraying his presence only by the two green danger-lamps of his eyes.




  Bones sat up and flourished his lamp upon the startled beast, which growled in fright, and went scampering through the forest like the great cat that he was.




  The growl woke Bones’ charge, and he awoke hungry and disinclined to further sleep without that inducement and comfort which his nurse was in no position to offer, whereupon Bones snuggled the whimpering child.




  “He’s a wicked old leopard!” he said, “to come and wake a child at this time of the night.”




  The knuckle of Bones’ little finger soothed the baby, though it was a poor substitute for the nutriment it had every right to expect, and it whimpered itself to sleep.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts looked at his compass again. He had located the shots to eastward, but he did not care to make a beeline in that direction for fear of falling upon some of the enemy, whom he knew would be, at this time, making their way to the river.




  For two hours before dawn he snatched a little sleep, and was awakened by a fierce tugging at his nose. He got up, laid the baby on the soft ground, and stood with arms akimbo, and his monocle firmly fixed, surveying his noisy companion.




  “What the dooce are you making all this row about?” he asked indignantly. “Have a little patience, young feller, exercise a little suaviter in modo, dear old baby!”




  But still the fat little morsel on the ground continued his noisy monologue, protesting in a language which is of an age rather than of a race, against the cruelty and the thoughtlessness and the distressing lack of consideration which his elder and better was showing him.




  “I suppose you want some grub,” said Bones, in dismay; and looked round helplessly.




  He searched the pocket of his haversack, and had the good fortune to find a biscuit; his vacuum flask had just half a cup of warm tea. He fed the baby with soaked biscuit and drank the tea himself.




  “You ought to have a bath or something,” said Bones, severely; but it was not until an hour later that he found a forest pool in which to perform the ablution.




  At three o’clock in the afternoon, as near as he could judge, for his watch had stopped, he struck a path, and would have reached the village before sundown, but for the fact that he again missed the path, and learnt of this fact about the same time he discovered he had lost his compass.




  Bones looked dismally at the wideawake child.




  “Dear old companion in arms,” he said, gloomily, “we are lost.”




  The baby’s face creased in a smile.




  “It’s nothing to laugh about, you silly ass,” said Bones.




  


  IV




  “Master, of our Lord Tibbetti I do not know,” said M’bisibi sullenly.




  “Yet you shall know before the sun is black,” said Hamilton, “and your young men shall find him, or there is a tree for you, old man, a quick death by Ewa!”




  “I have sought, my lord,” said M’bisibi, “all my hunters have searched the forest, yet we have not found him. A certain devil-pot is here.”




  He fumbled under a native cloth and drew forth Bones’ compass.




  “This only could we find on the forest path that leads to Inilaki.”




  “And the child is with him?”




  “So men say,” said M’bisibi, “though by my magic I know that the child will die, for how can a white man who knows nothing of little children give him life and comfort? Yet,” he amended carefully, since it was necessary to preserve the character of the intended victim, “if this child is indeed a devil child, as I believe, he will lead my lord Tibbetti to terrible places and return himself unharmed.”




  “He will lead you to a place more terrible,” said M’ilitani, significantly, and sent a nimble climber into the trees to fasten a block and tackle to a stout branch, and thread a rope through.




  It was so effective that M’bisibi, an old man, became most energetically active. Lokali and swift messengers sent his villages to the search. Every half-hour the Hotchkiss gun of the Zaire banged noisily; and Hamilton, tramping through the woods, felt his heart sink as hour after hour passed without news of his comrade.




  “I tell you this, lord,” said the headman, who accompanied him, “that I think Tibbetti is dead and the child also. For this wood is filled with ghosts and savage beasts, also many strong and poisonous snakes. See, lord!” He pointed.




  They had reached a clearing where the grass was rich and luxuriant, where overshadowing branches formed an idealic bower, where heavy white waxen flowers were looped from branch to branch holding the green boughs in their parasitical clutch. Hamilton followed the direction of his eyes. In the middle of the clearing a long, sinuous shape, dark brown, and violently coloured with patches of green and vermillion, that was swaying backward and forward, hissing angrily at some object before it.




  “Good God!” said Hamilton, and dropped his hand on his revolver, but before it was clear of his holster, there came a sharp crack, and the snake leapt up and fell back as a bullet went snip-snapping through the undergrowth. Then Hamilton saw Bones. Bones in his shirtsleeves, bareheaded, his big pipe in his mouth, who came hurriedly through the trees pistol in hand.




  “Naughty boy!” he said, reproachfully, and stooping, picked up a squalling brown object from the ground. “Didn’t Daddy tell you not to go near those horrid snakes? Daddy spank youmdash;”




  Then he caught sight of the amazed Hamilton, clutched the baby in one hand, and saluted with the other.




  “Baby present and correct, sir,” he said, formally.




  *




  “What are you going to do with it?” asked Hamilton, after Bones had indulged in the luxury of a bath and had his dinner.




  “Do with what, sir?” asked Bones.




  “With this?”




  Hamilton pointed to a crawling morsel who was at that moment looking up to Bones for approval.




  “What do you expect me to do, sir?” asked Bones, stiffly; “the mother is dead and he has no father. I feel a certain amount of responsibility about Henry.”




  “And who the dickens is Henry?” asked Hamilton.




  Bones indicated the child with a fine gesture.




  “Henry Hamilton Bones, sir,” he said grandly. “The child of the regiment,” he went on; “adopted by me to be a prop for my declining years, sir.”




  “Heaven and earth!” said Hamilton, breathlessly.




  He went aft to recover his nerve, and returned to become an unseen spectator to a purely domestic scene, for Bones had immersed the squalling infant in his own indiarubber bath, and was gingerly cleaning him with a mop.




  XII. Bones at M’fa
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  Hamilton of the Houssas coming down to headquarters met Bosambo by appointment at the junction of the rivers.




  “O Bosambo,” said Hamilton, “I have sent for you to make a likambobecause of certain things which my other eyes have seen and my other ears have heard.”




  To some men this hint of report from the spies of Government might bring dismay and apprehension, but to Bosambo, whose conscience was clear, they awakened only curiosity.




  “Lord, I am your eyes in the Ochori,” he said with truth, “and God knows I report faithfully.”




  Hamilton nodded. He was yellow with fever, and the hand that filled the briar pipe shook with ague. All this Bosambo saw.




  “It is not of you I speak, nor of your people, but of the Akasava and the N’gombi and the evil little men who live in the forest — now is it true that they speak mockingly of my lord Tibbetti?”




  Bosambo hesitated.




  “Lord,” said he, “what dogs are they, that they should speak of the mighty? Yet I will not lie to you, M’ilitani: they mock Tibbetti, because he is young and his heart is pure.”




  Hamilton nodded again, and stuck out his jaw in troubled meditation.




  “I am a sick man,” he said, “and I must rest, sending Tibbetti to watch the river, because the crops are good and there is fish for all men, and because the people are prosperous, for, Bosambo, in such times there is much boastfulness, and the tribes are ripe for foolish deeds deserving to appear wonderful in the eyes of woman.”




  “All this I know, M’ilitani,” said Bosambo, “and because you are sick, my heart and my stomach are sore. For though I do not love you as I love Sandi, who is more clever than you, yet I love you well enough to grieve. And Tibbetti alsomdash;”




  He paused.




  “He is young,” said Hamilton, “and not yet grown to himself — now you, Bosambo, shall check men who are insolent to his face, and be to him as a strong right hand.”




  “On my head and my life,” said Bosambo, “yet, lord M’ilitani, I think that his day will find him, for it is written in the Sura of the Djin that all men are born three times, and the day will come when Bonzi will be born again.”




  He was in his canoe before Hamilton realized what he had said.




  “Tell me, Bosambo,” said he, leaning over the side of the Zaire, “what name did you call my lord Tibbetti?”




  “Bonzi,” said Bosambo, innocently, “for such I have heard you call him.”




  “Oh, dog of a thief!” stormed Hamilton. “If you speak without respect of Tibbetti, I will break your head.”




  Bosambo looked up with a glint in his big, black eyes.




  “Lord,” he said, softly, “it is said on the river ‘speak only the words which high ones speak, and you can say no wrong,’ and if you, who are wiser than any, call my lord ‘Bonzi’ — what goat am I that I should not call him ‘Bonzi’ also?”




  Hamilton saw the canoe drift round, saw the flashing paddles dip regularly, and the chant of the Ochori boat song came fainter and fainter as Bosambo’s state canoe began its long journey northward.




  Hamilton reached headquarters with a temperature of 105, and declined Bones’ well-meant offers to look after him.




  “What you want, dear old officer,” said Bones, fussing around, “is careful nursin’. Trust old Bones and he’ll pull you back to health, sir. Keep up your pecker, sir, an’ I’ll bring you back so to speak from the valley of the shadow — go to bed an’ I’ll have a mustard plaster on your chest in half a jiffy.”




  “If you come anywhere near me with a mustard plaster,” said Hamilton, pardonably annoyed, “I’ll brain you!”




  “Don’t you think!” asked Bones anxiously, “that you ought to put your feet in mustard and water, sir — awfully good tonic for a feller, sir. Bucks you up an’ all that sort of thing, sir; uncle of mine who used to take too much to drinkmdash;”




  “The only chance for me,” said Hamilton, “is for you to clear out and leave me alone. Bones — quit fooling: I’m a sick man, and you’ve any amount of responsibility. Go up to the Isisi and watch things — it’s pretty hard to say this to you, but I’m in your hands.”




  Bones said nothing.




  He looked down at the fever-stricken man and thrust his hands in his pockets.




  “You see, old Bones,” said Hamilton, and now his friend heard the weariness and the weakness in his voice, “Sanders has a hold on these chaps that I haven’t quite got… and… and… well, you haven’t got at all. I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but you’re young, Bones, and these devils know how amiable you are.”




  “I’m an ass, sir,” muttered Bones, shakily, “an’ somehow I understand that this is the time in my jolly old career when I oughtn’t to be an ass…. I’m sorry, sir.”




  Hamilton smiled up at him.




  “It isn’t for Sanders’ sake or mine or your own, Bones — but for — well, for the whole crowd of us — white folk. You’ll have to do your best, old man.”




  Bones took the other’s hand, snivelled a bit despite his fierce effort of restraint, and went aboard the Zaire.




  *




  “Tell all men,” said B’chumbiri, addressing his impassive relatives, “that I go to a great day and to many strange lands.”




  He was tall and knobby-kneed, spoke with a squeak at the end of his deeper sentences, and about his tired eyes he had made a red circle with camwood. Round his head he had twisted a wire so tightly that it all but cut the flesh: this was necessary, for B’chumbiri had a headache which never left him day or night.




  Now he stood, his lank body wrapped in a blanket, and he looked with dull eyes from face to face.




  “I see you,” he said at last, and repeated his motto which had something to do with monkeys.




  They watched him go down the street towards the beech where the easiest canoe in the village was moored.




  “It is better if we go after him and put out his eyes,” said his elder brother; “else who knows what damage he will do for which we must pay?”




  Only B’chumbiri’s mother looked after him with a mouth that drooped at the side, for he was her only son, all the others being by other wives of Mochimo.




  His father and his uncle stood apart and whispered, and presently when, with a great waving of arms, B’chumbiri had embarked, they went out of the village by the forest path and ran tirelessly till they struck the river at its bend.




  “Here we will wait,” panted the uncle, “and when B’chumbiri comes we will call him to land, for he has the sickness mongo.”




  “What of Sandi?” asked the father, who was no gossip.




  “Sandi is gone,” replied the other, “and there is no law.”




  Presently B’chumbiri came sweeping round the bend, singing in his poor, cracked voice about a land and a people and treasures… he turned his canoe at his father’s bidding, and came obediently to land….




  Overhead the sky was a vivid blue, and the water which moved quickly between the rocky channel of the Lower Isisi caught something of the blue, though the thick green of elephant grass by the water’s edge and the overhanging spread of gum trees took away from the clarity of reflection.




  There was, too, a gentle breeze and a pleasing absence of flies, so that a man might get under the red and white striped awning of the Zaire and think or read or dream dreams, and find life a pleasant experience, and something to be thankful for.




  Such a day does not often come upon the river, but if it does, the deep channel of the Isisi focuses all the joy of it. Here the river runs as straight as a canal for six miles, the current swifter and stronger between the guiding banks than elsewhere. There are rocks, charted and known, for the bed of the river undergoes no change, the swift waters carry no sands to choke the fairway, navigation is largely a matter of engine power and rule of thumb. Going slowly up stream a little more than two knots an hour, the Zaire was for once a pleasure steamer. Her long-barrelled Hotchkiss guns were hidden in their canvas jackets, the Maxims were lashed to the side of the bridge out of sight, and Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts, who sprawled in a big wickerwork chair with an illustrated paper on his knees, a nasal-toned phonograph at his feet, and a long glass of lemon squash at his elbow, had little to do but pass the pleasant hours in the most pleasant occupation he could conceive, which was the posting of a diary, which he hoped on some future occasion to publish.




  A shout, quick and sharp, brought him to his feet, a stiffly outstretched hand pointed to the waters.




  “What the doocemdash;” demanded Bones indignantly, and looked over the side…. He saw the pitiful thing that rolled slowly in the swift current, and the homely face of Bones hardened.




  “Damn,” he said, and the wheel of the Zaire spun, and the little boat came broadside to the stream before the threshing wheel got purchase on the water.




  It was Bones’ sinewy hand that gripped the poor arm and brought the body to the side of the canoe into which he had jumped as the boat came round.




  “Um,” said Bones, seeing what he saw; “who knows this man?”




  “Lord,” said a wooding man, “this is B’chumbiri who was mad, and he lived in the village near by.”




  “There will we go,” said Bones, very gravely.




  Now all the people of M’fa knew that the father of B’chumbiri and his uncle had put away the tiresome youth with his headache and his silly talk, and when there came news that the Zaire was beating her way to the village there was a hasty likambo of the eldermen.




  “Since this is neither Sandi nor M’ilitani who comes,” said the chief, an old man, N’jela (“the Bringer”), “but Moon-in-the-Eye, who is a child, let us say that B’chumbiri fell into the water so that the crocodiles had him, and if he asks us who slew B’chumbiri — for it may be that he knows — let none speak, and afterwards we will tell M’ilitani that we did not understand him.”




  With this arrangement all agreed; for surely here was a palaver not to be feared.




  Bones came with his escort of Houssas.




  From the dark interiors of thatched huts men and women watched his thin figure going up the street, and laughed.




  Nor did they laugh softly. Bones heard the chuckles of unseen people, divined that contempt, and his lips trembled. He felt an immense loneliness — all the weight of government was pressed down upon his head, it overwhelmed, it smothered him.




  Yet he kept a tight hold upon himself, and by a supreme effort of will showed no sign of his perturbation.




  The palaver was of little value to Bones; the village was blandly innocent of murder or knowledge of murder. More than this, all men stoutly swore that the thing that lay upon the foreshore for identification, surrounded by a crowd of frowning and frightened little boys lured by the very gruesomeness of the spectacle, was unknown, and laughed openly at the suggestion that it was B’chumbiri, who (said they) had gone a Journey into the forest.




  There was little short of open mockery and defiance when they pointed out certain indications that went to prove that this man was not of the Akasava, but of the higher Isisi.




  So Bones’ visit was fruitless.




  He dismissed the palaver and walked back to his ship, and worked the river, village by village, with no more satisfactory result. That night in the little town of M’fa there was a dance and a jubilation to celebrate the cunning of a people who had outwitted and overawed the lords of the land, but the next day came Bosambo, who had established a system of espionage more far-reaching, and possibly more effective, than the service which the Government had instituted.




  Liberties they might take with Bones; but they sat discomforted in palaver before this alien chief, swathed in monkey tails, his shield in one hand, and his bunch of spears in the other.




  “All things I know,” said Bosambo, when they told him what they had to tell, “and it has come to me that you have spoken lightly of Tibbetti, who is my friend and my master, and is well beloved of Sandi. Also they tell me that you smiled at him. Now I tell you there will come a day when you will not smile, and that day is near at hand.”




  “Lord,” said the chief, “he made with us a foolish palaver, believing that we had put away B’chumbiri.”




  “And he shall return to that foolish palaver,” said Bosambo grimly, “and if he goes away unsatisfied, behold I will come, and I will take your old men, and I will hang them by hooks into a tree and roast their feet. For if there is no Sandi and no law, behold I am Sandi and I law, doing the will of a certain bearded king, Togi-tani.”




  He left the village of M’fa a little unhappy for the space of a day, when, native-like, they forgot all that he had said.




  In the meantime, up and down the river went Bones, palavers which lasted from sunrise to sunset being his portion.




  He had in his mind one vital fact, that for the honour of his race and for the credit of his administration he must bring to justice the man who slew the thing which he had found in the river. Chiefs and elders met him with scarcely concealed scorn, and waited expectantly to hear his strong, foreign language. But in this they were disappointed, for Bones spoke nothing but the language of the river, and little of it.




  He went on board the Zaire on the ninth night after his discovery, dispirited and sick at heart.




  “It seems to me, Ahmet,” he said to the Houssa sergeant who stood waiting silently by the table where his meagre dinner was laid, “that no man speaks the truth in this cursed land, and that they do not fear me as they fear Sandi.”




  “Lord, it is so,” said Ahmet; “for, as your lordship knows, Sandi was very terrible, and then, O Tibbetti, he is an older man, very wise in the ways of these people, and very cunning to see their heart. All great trees grow slowly, O my lord! and that which springs up in a night dies in a day.”




  Bones pondered this for a while, then:




  “Wake me at dawn,” he said. “I go back to M’fa for the last palaver, and if this palaver be a bad one, be sure you shall not see my face again upon the river.”




  Bones spoke truly, his resignation, written in his sprawling hand, lay enveloped and sealed in his cabin ready for dispatch. He stopped his steamer at a village six miles from M’fa, and sent a party of Houssas to the village with a message.




  The chief was to summon all eldermen, and all men responsible to the Government, the wearers of medals and the holders of rights, all landmen and leaders of hunters, the captains of spears, and the first headmen. Even to the witch doctors he called together.




  “O soldier!” said the chief, dubiously, “what happens to me if I do not obey his commands? For my men are weary, having hunted in the forest, and my chiefs do not like long palavers concerning law.”




  “That may be,” said Ahmet, calmly. “But when my lord calls you to palaver you must obey, otherwise I take you, I and my strong men, to the Village of Irons, there to rest for a while to my lord’s pleasure.”




  So the chief sent messengers and rattled his lokali to some purpose, bringing headmen and witch doctors, little and great chiefs, and spearmen of quality, to squat about the palaver house on the little hill to the east of the village.




  Bones came with an escort of four men. He walked slowly up the cut steps in the hillside and sat upon the stool to the chief’s right; and no sooner had he seated himself than, without preliminary, he began to speak. And he spoke of Sanders, of his splendour and his power; of his love for all people and his land, and also M’ilitani, who these men respected because of his devilish blue eyes.




  At first he spoke slowly, because he found a difficulty in breathing, and then as he found himself, grew more and more lucid and took a larger grasp of the language.




  “Now,” said he, “I come to you, being young in the service of the Government, and unworthy to tread in my lord Sandi’s way. Yet I hold the laws in my two hands even as Sandi held them, for laws do not change with men, neither does the sun change whatever be the land upon which it shines. Now, I say to you and to all men, deliver to me the slayer of B’chumbiri that I may deal with him according to the law.”




  There was a dead silence, and Bones waited.




  Then the silence grew into a whisper, from a whisper into a babble of suppressed talk, and finally somebody laughed. Bones stood up, for this was his supreme moment.




  “Come out to me, O killer!” he said softly, “for who am I that I can injure you? Did I not hear some voice say g’la, and is not g’lathe name of a fool? O, wise and brave men of the Akasava who sit there quietly, daring not so much as to hit a finger before one who is a fool!”




  Again the silence fell. Bones, his helmet on the back of his head, his hands thrust into his pockets, came a little way down the hill towards the semicircle of waiting eldermen.




  “O, brave men!” he went on, “O, wonderful seeker of danger! Behold! I, g’la, a fool, stand before you and yet the killer of B’chumbiri sits trembling and will not rise before me, fearing my vengeance. Am I so terrible?”




  His wide open eyes were fixed upon the uncle of B’chumbiri, and the old man returned the gaze defiantly.




  “Am I so terrible?” Bones went on, gently. “Do men fear me when I walk? Or run to their huts at the sound of my puc-a-puc? Do women wring their hands when I pass?”




  Again there was a little titter, but M’gobo, the uncle of B’chumbiri, grimacing now in his rage, was not amongst the laughers.




  “Yet the brave one who slewmdash;”




  M’gobo sprang to his feet.




  “Lord,” he said harshly, “why do you put all men to shame for your sport?”




  “This is no sport, M’gobo,” answered Bones quickly. “This is a palaver, a killing palaver. Was it a woman who slew B’chumbiri? so that she is not present at this palaver. Lo, then I go to hold council with women!”




  M’gobo’s face was all distorted like a man stricken with paralysis.




  “Tibbetti!” he said, “I slew B’chumbiri — according to custom — and I will answer to Sandi, who is a man, and understands such palavers.”




  “Think well,” said Bones, deathly white, “think well, O man, before you say this.”




  “I killed him, O fool,” said M’gobo loudly, “though his father turned woman at the last — with these hands I cut him, using two knivesmdash;”




  “Damn you!” said Bones, and shot him dead.




  *




  Hamilton, so far convalescent that he could smoke a cigarette, heard the account without interruption.




  “So there you are, sir,” said Bones at the side. “An’ I felt like a jolly old murderer, but, dear old officer, what was I to do?”




  Still Hamilton said nothing, and Bones shifted uncomfortably.




  “For goodness gracious sake don’t sit there like a bally old owl,” he said, fretfully. “Was I wrong?”




  Hamilton smiled.




  “You’re a jolly old commissioner, sir,” he mimicked, “and for two pins I’d mention you in dispatches.”




  Bones examined the piping of his khaki jacket and extracted the pins.




  XIII. The Man Who Did Not Sleep
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  No doubt whatever but that Lieutenant Tibbetts of the Houssas had a pretty taste for romance. It led him to exercise certain latent powers of imagination and to garnish his voluminous correspondence with details of happenings which had no very solid foundation in fact.




  On one occasion he had called down the heavy sarcasm of his superior officer by a reference to lions — a reference which Hamilton’s sister had seen and, in the innocence of her heart, had referred to in a letter to her brother.




  Whereupon Bones swore to himself that he would carefully avoid corresponding with any person who might have the remotest acquaintance with the remotest of Hamilton’s relatives.




  Every mail night Captain Hamilton underwent a cross-examination which at once baffled and annoyed him.




  Picture a great room, the walls of varnished matchboarding, the bare floor covered in patches by skins. There are twelve windows covered with fine mesh wire and looking out to the broad verandah which runs round the bungalow. The furniture is mainly wicker work, a table or two bearing framed photographs (one has been cleared for the huge gramophone which Bones has introduced to the peaceful life of headquarters). There are no pictures on the walls save the inevitable five — Queen Victoria, King Edward, Queen Alexandra, and in a place of honour above the door the King and his Consort.




  A great oil lamp hangs from the centre of the boarded ceiling, and under this the big solid table at either side of which two officers write silently and industriously, for the morrow brings the mail boat.




  Silent until Bones looked up thoughtfully.




  “Do you know the Gripps, of Beckstead, dear old fellow?”




  “No.”




  “None of your people know ‘em?” hopefully.




  “No — how the dickens do I know?”




  “Don’t get chuffy, dear old chap.”




  Then would follow another silence, until —




  “Do you happen to be acquainted with the Lomands of Fife?”




  “No.”




  “I suppose none of your people know ‘em?”




  Hamilton would put down his pen, resignation on his face.




  “I have never heard of the Lomands — unless you refer to the Loch Lomonds; nor to the best of my knowledge and belief are any of my relations in blood or in law in any way acquainted with them.”




  “Cheer oh!” said Bones, gratefully.




  Another ten minutes, and then:




  “You don’t know the Adamses of Oxford, do you, sir?”




  Hamilton, in the midst of his weekly report, chucked down his pen.




  “No; nor the Eves of Cambridge, nor the Serpents of Eton, nor the Angels of Harrow.”




  “I supposemdash;” began Bones.




  “Nor are my relations on speaking terms with them. They don’t know the Adamses, nor the Cains, nor the Abels, nor the Moseses, nor the Noahs.”




  “That’s all I wanted to know, sir,” said an injured Bones. “There’s no need to peeve, sir.”




  Step by step Bones was compiling a directory of people to whom he might write without restraint, providing he avoided mythical lion hunts and confined himself to anecdotes which were suggestively complimentary to himself.




  Thus he wrote to one pal of his at Biggestow to the effect that he was known to the natives as “The-Man-Who-Never-Sleeps,” meaning thereby that he was a most vigilant and relentless officer, and the recipients of this information, fired with a sort of local patriotism, sent the remarkable statement to the Biggestow Herald and Observer and Hindhead Guardian, thereby upsetting all Bones’ artful calculations.




  “What the devil does ‘Man-Who-Never-Sleeps’ mean?” asked a puzzled Hamilton.




  “Dear old fellow,” said Bones, incoherently, “don’t let’s discuss it… I can’t understand how these things get into the bally papers.”




  “If,” said Hamilton, turning the cutting over in his hand, “if they called you ‘The-Man-Who-Jaws-So-Much-That-Nobody-Can-Sleep,’ I’d understand it, or if they called you ‘The-Man-Sleeps-With-His-Mouth-Open-Emitting-Hideous-Noises,’ I could understand it.”




  “The fact is, sir,” said Bones, in a moment of inspiration, “I’m an awfully light sleeper — in fact, sir, I’m one of those chaps who can get along with a couple of hours’ sleep — I can sleep anywhere at any time — dear old Wellin’ton was similarly gifted — in fact, sir, there are one or two points of resemblance between Wellington and I, which you might have noticed, sir.”




  “Speak no ill of the dead,” reproved Hamilton; “beyond your eccentric noses I see no points of resemblance.”




  It was on a morning following the dispatch of the mail that Hamilton took a turn along the firm sands to settle in his mind the problem of a certain Middle Island.




  Middle Islands, that is to say the innumerable patches of land which sprinkle the river in its broad places, were a never-ending problem to Sanders and his successor. Upon these Middle Islands the dead were laid to rest — from the river you saw the graves with fluttering ragged flags of white cloth planted about them — and the right of burial was a matter of dispute when the mainland at one side of the river was Isisi land, and Akasava the other. Also some of the larger Middle Islands were colonized.




  Hamilton had news of a coming palaver in relation to one of these.




  Now, on the river, it is customary for all who desire inter-tribal palavers to announce their intention loudly and insistently. And if Sanders had no objection he made no move, if he did not think the palaver desirable he stopped it. It was a simple arrangement, and it worked.




  Hamilton came back from his four-mile constitutional satisfied in his mind that the palaver should be held. Moreover, they had, on this occasion, asked permission. He could grant this with an easy mind, being due in the neighbourhood of the disputed territory in the course of a week.




  It seemed that an Isisi fisherman had been spearing in Akasava waters, and had, moreover, settled, he and his family to the number of forty, on Akasava territory. Whereupon an Akasava fishing community, whose rights the intruder had violated, rose up in its wrath and beat Issmeri with sticks.




  Then the king of the Isisi sent a messenger to the king of Akasava begging him to stay his hand “against my lawful people, for know this, Iberi, that I have a thousand spears and young men eager for fire.”




  And Iberi replied with marked unpleasantness that there were in the Akasava territory two thousand spears no less inclined to slaughter.




  In a moment of admirable moderation, significant of the change which Mr. Commissioner Sanders had wrought in these warlike peoples, they accepted Hamilton’s suggestion — sent by special envoy — and held a “small palaver,” agreeing that the question of the disputed fishing ground should be settled by a third person.




  And they chose Bosambo, paramount and magnificent chief of the Ochori, as arbitrator. Now, it was singularly unfortunate that the question was ever debatable. And yet it was, for the fishing ground in question was off one of the many Middle Islands. In this case the island was occupied by Akasava fishermen on the one shore and by the intruding Isisi on the other. If you can imagine a big “Y” and over it a little “o” and over that again an inverted “Y” thus “+” and drawing this you prolong the four prongs of the Y’s, you have a rough idea of the topography of the place. To the left of the lower “Y” mark the word “Isisi,” to the right the word “Akasava” until you reach a place where the two right hand prongs meet, and here you draw a line and call all above it “Ochori.” The “o” in the centre is the middle island — set in a shallow lake through which the river (the stalk, of the Y’s) runs.




  Bosambo came down in state with ten canoes filled with counsellors and bodyguard. He camped on the disputed ground, and was met thereon by the chiefs affected.




  “O, Iberi and T’lingi!” said he, as he stepped ashore, “I come in peace, bringing all my wonderful counsellors, that I may make you as brothers, for as you know I have a white man’s way of knowing all their magic, and being a brother in blood to our Lord Tibbetti, Moon-in-the-Eye.”




  “This we know, Bosambo,” said Iberi, looking askance at the size of Bosambo’s retinue, “and my stomach is proud that you bring so vast an army of high men to us, for I see that you have brought rich food for them.”




  He saw nothing of the sort, but he wanted things made plain at the beginning.




  “Lord Iberi,” said Bosambo, loftily, “I bring no food, for that would have been shameful, and men would have said: ‘Iberi is a mean man who starves the guests of his house.’ But only one half of my wise people shall sit in your huts, Iberi, and the other half will rest with T’lingi of the Akasava, and feed according to law. And behold, chiefs and headmen, I am a very just man not to be turned this way or that by the giving of gifts or by kindness shown to my people. Yet my heart is so human and so filled with tenderness for my people, that I ask you not to feed them too richly or give them presents of beauty, lest my noble mind be influenced.”




  Whereupon his forces were divided, and each chief ransacked his land for delicacies to feed them.




  It was a long palaver — too long for the chiefs.




  Was the island Akasava or Isisi? Old men of either nation testified with oaths and swearings of death and other high matters that it was both.




  From dawn to sunset Bosambo sat in the thatched palaver house, and on either side of him was a brass pot into which he tossed from time to time a grain of corn.




  And every grain stood for a successful argument in favour of one or the other of the contestants — the pot to the right being for the Akasava, and that to the left for the Isisi.




  And the night was given up to festivity, to the dancing of girls and the telling of stories and other noble exercises.




  On the tenth day Iberi met T’lingi secretly.




  “T’lingi,” said Iberi, “it seems to me that this island is not worth the keeping if we have to feast this thief Bosambo and search our lands for his pleasure.”




  “Lord Iberi,” agreed his rival, “that is also in my mind — let us go to this robber of our food and say the palaver shall finish tomorrow, for I do not care whether the island is yours or mine if we can send Bosambo back to his land.”




  “You speak my mind,” said Iberi, and on the morrow they were blunt to the point of rudeness.




  Whereupon Bosambo delivered judgment.




  “Many stories have been told,” said he, “also many lies, and in my wisdom I cannot tell which is lie and which is truth. Moreover, the grains of corn are equal in each pot. Now, this I say, in the name of my uncle Sandi, and my brother Tibbetti (who is secretly married to my sister’s cousin), that neither Akasava nor Isisi shall sit in this island for a hundred years.”




  “Lord, you are wise,” said the Akasava chief, well satisfied, and Iberi was no less cheered, but asked: “Who shall keep this island free from Akasava or Isisi? For men may come and there will be other palavers and perhaps fighting?”




  “That I have thought of,” said Bosambo, “and so I will raise a village of my own people on this island, and put a guard of a hundred men — all this I will do because I love you both — the palaver is finished.”




  He rose in his stately way, and with his drums beating and the bright spearheads of his young men aglitter in the evening sunlight, embarked in his ten canoes, having expanded his territory without loss to himself like the Imperialist he was.




  For two days the chiefs of the Akasava and the Isisi were satisfied with the justice of an award which robbed them both without giving an advantage to either. Then an uneasy realization of their loss dawned upon them. Then followed a swift exchange of messages and Bosambo’s colonization scheme was unpleasantly checked.




  Hamilton was on the little lake which is at the end of the N’gini River when he heard of the trouble, and from the high hills at the far end of the lake sent a helio message staring and blinking across the waste.




  Bones, fishing in the river below Ikan, picked up the instructions, and went flying up the river as fast as the new naphtha launch could carry him.




  He arrived in time to cover the shattered remnants of Bosambo’s fleet as they were being swept northward from whence they came.




  Bones went inshore to the island, the water jacket of a Maxim gun exposed over the bow, but there was no opposition.




  “What the dooce is all this about — hey?” demanded Lieutenant Tibbetts fiercely, and Iberi, doubly uneasy at the sound of an unaccustomed language, stood on one leg in his embarrassment.




  “Lord, the thief Bosambomdash;” he began, and told the story.




  “Lord,” he concluded humbly, “I say all this though Bosambo is your relation since you have secretly married his sister’s cousin.”




  Whereupon Bones went very red and stammered and spluttered in such a way that the chief knew for sure that Bosambo had spoken the truth.




  Bones, as I have said before, was no fool. He confirmed Bosambo’s order for the evacuation of the island, but left a Houssa guard to hold it.




  Then he hurried north to the Ochori.




  Bosambo formed his royal procession, but there was no occasion for it, for Bones was in no processional mood.




  “What the dooce do you mean, sir?” demanded a glaring and threatening Bones, his helmet over his neck, his arms akimbo. “What do you mean, sir, by saying I’m married to your infernal aunt?”




  “Sah,” said Bosambo, virtuous and innocent, “I no savvy you — I no compreney, sah! You lib for my house — I give you fine t’ings. I make um moosic, sahmdash;”




  “You’re a jolly old rotter, Bosambo!” said Bones, shaking his finger in the chief’s face. “I could punish you awfully for telling wicked stories, Bosambo. I’m disgusted with you, I am indeed.”




  “Lord who never sleeps,” began Bosambo, humbly.




  “Hey?”




  Bones stared at the other in amazement, suspicion, hope, and gratification in his face.




  “O, Bosambo,” said he mildly, and speaking in the native tongue, “why do you call me by that name?”




  Now, Bosambo in his innocence had used a phrase (M’wani-m’wani) which signifies “the sleepless one,” and also stands in the vernacular for “busybody,” or one who is eternally concerned with other people’s business.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, hastily, “by this name are you known from the mountains to the sea. Thus all men speak of you, saying: ‘This is he who does not sleep but watches all the time.’”




  Bones was impressed, he was flattered, and he ran his finger between the collar of his uniform jacket and his scraggy neck as one will do who is embarrassed by praise and would appear unconcerned under the ordeal.




  “So men call me, Bosambo,” said he carelessly “though my lord M’ilitani does not know this — therefore in the day when M’ilitani comes, speak of me as M’wani-m’wani that he may know of whom men speak when they say ‘the sleepless one.’”




  Everybody knows that Cala cala great chiefs had stored against the hour of their need certain stocks of ivory.




  Dead ivory it is called because it had been so long cut, but good cow ivory, closer in grain than the bull elephant brought to the hunter, more turnable, and of greater value.




  There is no middle island on the river about which some legend or buried treasure does not float.




  Hamilton, hurrying forward to the support of his secondin-command, stopped long enough to interview two sulky chiefs.




  “What palaver is this?” he demanded of Iberi, “that you carry your spears to a killing? For is not the river big enough for all, and are there no burying-places for your old men that you should fight so fiercely?”




  “Lord,” confessed Iberi, “upon that island is a treasure which has been hidden from the beginning of time, and that is the truth — N’Yango!”




  Now, no man swears by his mother unless he is speaking straightly, and Hamilton understood.




  “Never have I spoken of this to the Chief of the Isisi,” Iberi went on, “nor he to me, yet we know because of certain wise sayings that the treasure stays and young men of our houses have searched very diligently though secretly. Also Bosambo knows, for he is a cunning man, and when we found he had put his warriors to the seeking we fought him, lord, for though the treasure may be Isisi or Akasava, of this I am sure it is not of the Ochori.”




  Hamilton came to the Ochori city to find a red-eyed Bones stalking majestically up and down the beach.




  “What is the matter with you?” demanded Hamilton. “Fever?”




  “Not at all,” replied Bones, huskily; but with a fine carelessness.




  “You look as if you hadn’t had a sleep for months,” said Hamilton.




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “Dear old fellow,” said he, “it isn’t for nothing that I’m called ‘the sleepless one’ — don’t make sceptical noises, dear old officer, but pursue your inquiries among the indigenous natives, especially Bosambo — an hour is all I want — just a bit of a snooze and a bath and I’m bright an’ vigilant.”




  “Take your hour,” said Hamilton briefly. “You’ll need it.”




  His interview with Bosambo was short and, for Bosambo, painful. Nevertheless he unbent in the end to give the chief a job after his heart.




  Launch and steamer turned their noses down the stream, and at sunset came to the island. In the morning, Hamilton conducted a search which extended from shore to shore and he came upon the cairn unexpectedly after a two hours’ search. He uncovered two tons of ivory, wrapped in rotten native cloth.




  “There will be trouble over this,” he said, thoughtfully, surveying the yellow tusks. “I’ll go downstream to the Isisi and collect information, unless these beggars can establish their claim we will bag this lot for government.”




  He left Bones and one orderly on the island.




  “I shall be gone two days,” he said. “I must send the launch to bring Iberi to me; keep your eyes peeled.”




  “Sir,” said Bones, blinking and suppressing a yawn with difficulty, “you can trust the sleepless one.”




  He had his tent pitched before the cairn, and in the shade of a great gum he seated himself in his canvas chair…. He looked up and struggled to his feet. He was half dead with weariness, for the whole of the previous night, while Bosambo snored in his hut, Bones, pinching himself, had wandered up and down the street of the city qualifying for his title.




  Now, as he rose unsteadily to his feet, it was to confront Bosambo — Bosambo with four canoes grounded on the sandy beach of the island.




  “Hello, Bosambo!” yawned Bones.




  “O Sleepless One,” said Bosambo humbly, “though I came in silence yet you heard me, and your bright eyes saw me in the little-light.”




  “Little-light” it was, for the sun had gone down.




  “Go now, Bosambo,” said Bones, “for it is not lawful that you should be here.”




  He looked around for Ahmet, his orderly, but Ahmet was snoring like a pig.




  “Lord, that I know,” said Bosambo, “yet I came because my heart is sad and I have sorrow in my stomach. For did I not say that you had married my aunt?”




  “Now listen whilst I tell you the full story of my wickedness, and of my aunt who married a white lordmdash;”




  Bones sat down in his chair and laid back his head, listening with closed eyes.




  “My aunt, O Sleepless One,” began Bosambo, and Bones heard the story in fragments. “… Coast woman… great lord… fine drier of cloth….”




  Bosambo droned on in a monotonous tone, and Bones, openmouthed, his head rolling from side to side, breathed regularly.




  At a gesture from Bosambo, the man who sat in the canoe slipped lightly ashore. Bosambo pointed to the cairn, but he himself did not move, nor did he check his fluent narrative.




  Working with feverish, fervent energy, the men of Bosambo’s party loaded the great tusks in the canoes. At last all the work was finished and Bosambo rose.




  *




  “Wake up, Bones.”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts stumbled to his feet glaring and grimacing wildly.




  “Parade all correct, sir,” he said, “the mail boat has just come in, an’ there’s a jolly old salmon for supper.”




  “Wake up, you dreaming devil,” said Hamilton.




  Bones looked around. In the bright moonlight he saw the Zairemoored to the shelving beach, saw Hamilton, and turned his head to the empty cairn.




  “Good Lord!” he gasped.




  “O Sleepless One!” said Hamilton softly, “O bright eyes!”




  Bones went blundering to the cairn, made a closer inspection, and came slowly back.




  “There’s only one thing for me to do, sir,” he said, saluting. “As an officer an’ a gentleman, I must blow my brains out.”




  “Brains!” said Hamilton scornfully.




  *




  “As a matter of fact I sent Bosambo to collect the ivory which I shall divide amongst the three chiefs — it’s perished ivory, anyhow; and he had my written authority to take it, but being a born thief he preferred to steal it; you’ll find it stacked in your cabin, Bones.”




  “In my cabin, sir!” said an indignant Bones; “there isn’t room in my cabin, sir. How the dickens am I going to sleep?”




  


  Footnotes:




  1 Allamandi — German territory.




  2 That which I call the Akasava proper is the very small, dominant clan of a tribe which is loosely called “Akasava,” but is really Bowongo.




  3 “Book” means any written thing. A “Note” is a book.




  4 The stone breaker, the native name for the Congo Government.




  5 Probably a corruption of the word “English.”




  6 The territories are invariably named after the principal city, which is sometimes, perhaps, a little misleading. — E. W.




  7 See “The Right of Way.”




  8 Palaver.




  9 The motor-launch.




  10 Chronicles II., ix. 29.




  11 Numbers xxi. 17.




  12 “Lilongo” is from the noun “balongo” — blood, and means literally “he-who-breaks-blood-friendships.” — E. W.




  The End
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  To Isongo, which stands upon the tributary of that name, came a woman of the Isisi who had lost her husband through a providential tree falling upon him. I say “providential,” for it was notorious that he was an evil man, a drinker of beer and a favourite of many bad persons. Also he made magic in the forest, and was reputedly the familiar of Bashunbi the devil brother of M’shimba — M’shamba. He beat his wives, and once had set fire to his house from sheer wickedness. So that when he was borne back to the village on a grass bier and the women of his house decked themselves with green leaves and arm in arm staggered and stamped through the village street in their death dance, there was a suspicion of hilarity in their song, and a more cheery step in their dance than the occasion called for.




  An old man named D’wiri, who knew every step of every dance, saw this and said in his stern way that it was shameless. But he was old and was, moreover, in fear for the decorum of his own obsequies if these outrageous departures from custom were approved or allowed to pass without reprimand.




  When M’lama, the wife of G’mami, had seen her lord depart in the canoe for burial in the middle island and had wailed her conventional grief, she washed the dust from her body at the river’s edge and went back to her hut. And all that was grief for the dead man was washed away with the dust of mourning.




  Many moons came out of the sky, were wasted and died before the woman M’lama showed signs of her gifts. It is said that they appeared one night after a great storm wherein lightning played such strange tricks upon the river that even the old man D’wiri could not remember parallel instances.




  In the night tHe wife of a hunter named E’sani — Osoni brought a dying child into the hut of the widow. He had been choked by a fish — bone and was in extremis when M’lama put her hand upon his head and straightway the bone flew from his mouth, “and there was a cry terrible to hear — such a cry as a leopard makes when he is pursued by ghosts.”




  A week later a baby girl fell into a terrible fit and M’lama had laid her hand upon it and behold! it slept from that moment.




  Ahmet, chief of the Government spies, heard of these happenings and came a three days’ journey by river to Isongo.




  “What are these stories of miracles?” he asked.




  “Capita,” said the chief, using the term of regard which is employed in the Belgian Congo, “this woman M’lama is a true witch and has great gifts, for she raises the dead by the touch of her hand. This I have seen. Also it is said that when U’gomi, the woodcutter, made a fault, cutting his foot in two, this woman healed him marvellously.”




  “I will see this M’lama,” said Ahmet importantly.




  He found her in her hut tossing four bones idly. These were the shanks of goats, and each time they fell differently.




  “O Ahmet,” she said, when he entered, “you have a wife who is sick, also a first — born boy who does not speak though he is more than six seasons old.”




  Ahmet squatted down by her side.




  “Woman,” said he, “tell me something that is not the talk of river and I will believe your magic.”




  “To — morrow your master, the lord Sandi, will send you a book which will give you happiness,” she said.




  “Every day my lord sends me a book,” retorted the sceptical Ahmet, “and each brings me happiness. Also it is common talk that at this time there come messengers carrying bags of silver and salt to pay men according to their services.”




  Undismayed she tried her last shot.




  “You have a crooked finger which none can straighten — behold!”




  She took his hand in hers and pressed the injured phlange. A sharp pain shot up his arm and he winced, pulling back his hand — but the year — old dislocation which had defied the effort of the coast doctor was straightened out, and though the movement was exquisitely painful he could bend it.




  “I see you are a true witch,” he said, greatly impressed, for a native has a horror of deformity of any kind, and he sent back word of the phenomenon to Sanders.




  Sanders at the same time was in receipt of other news which alternately pleased him and filled him with panic. The mail had come in by fast launch and had brought Captain Hamilton of the Houssas a very bulky letter written in a feminine hand. He had broken the glad news to Commissioner Sanders, but that gentleman was not certain in his mind whether the startling intelligence conveyed by the letter was good or bad.




  “I’m sure the country will suit her,” he said, “this part of the country at any rate — but what will Bones say?”




  “Bones!” repeated Captain Hamilton scornfully. “What the dickens does it matter what Bones says?”




  Nevertheless, he went to the sea — end of the verandah, and his roar rivalled the thunder of the surf.




  “Bones!”




  There was no answer and for an excellent reason.




  Sanders came out of the bungalow, his helmet on the back of his head, a cheroot tilted dizzily.




  “Where is he?” he asked.




  Hamilton turned.




  “I asked him to — at least I didn’t ask him, he volunteered — to peg out a trench line.”




  “Expect an invasion?” asked Saunders.




  Hamilton grinned.




  “Bones does,” he said. “ He’s full of the idea, and offered to give me tips on the way a trench should be dug — he’s feeling rotten about things… you know what I mean. His regiment was at Mons.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “I understand,” he said quietly. “And you… you’re a jolly good soldier, Hamilton — how do you feel about it all?”




  Hamilton shrugged his shoulders.




  “They would have taken me for the Cameroons, but somebody had to stay,” he said quietly. “After all, it is one’s business to… to do one’s job in the station of life to which it has pleased God to call him. This is my work… here.”




  Sander’s laid his hand on the other’s shoulder.




  “That’s the game as it should be played,” he said, and his blue eyes were as soft and tender as a woman’s. “There is no war here — we are the keepers of the King’s peace, Hamilton.”




  “It’s rotten…”




  “I know — I feel that way myself. We’re out of it — the glory of it — the chance of it — the tragedy of it. And there are others. Think of the men in India eating their hearts out… praying for the order that will carry them from the comfort of their lives to the misery and death — and the splendour, I grant you — of war.”




  He sighed and looked wistfully to the blue sea.




  Hamilton beckoned a Houssa corporal who was crossing the garden of the Residency.




  “Ho, Mustaf,” he said, in his queer coast Arabic, “where shall I look for my lord Tibbetti?”




  The corporal turned and pointed to the woods which begin at the back of the Residency and carry without a break for three hundred miles.




  “Lord, he went there carrying many strange things — also there went with him Ali Abid, his servant.”




  Hamilton reached through an open window of the bungalow and fished out his helmet with his walking — stick.




  “We’ll find Bones,” he said grimly; “he’s been gone three hours and he’s had time to re — plan Verdun.”




  It took some time to discover the working party, but when it was found the trouble was well repaid.




  Bones was stretched on a canvas chair under the shade of a big Isisi palm. His helmet was tipped forward so that the brim rested on the bridge of his nose, his thin red arms were folded on his breast, and their gentle rise and fall testified to his shame. Two pegs had been driven in, and between them a string sagged half — heartedly.




  Curled up under a near — by bush was, presumably, Ali Abid — presumably, because all that was visible was a very broad stretch of brown satin skin which showed between the waistline of a pair of white cotton trousers and a duck jacket.




  They looked down at the unconscious Bones for a long time in silence.




  “What will he say when I kick him?” asked Hamilton. “You can have the first guess.”




  Sanders frowned thoughtfully.




  “He’ll say that he was thinking out a new system of communicating trenches,” he said. “He’s been boring me to tears over saps and things.”




  Hamilton shook his head.




  “Wrong, sir,” he said; “that isn’t the lie he’ll tell. He will say that I kept him up so late last night working at the men’s pay — sheets that he couldn’t keep awake.”




  Bones slept on.




  “He may say that it was coffee after tiffin,” suggested Sanders after a while; “he said the other day that coffee always made him sleep.”




  “‘ Swoon’ was the word he used, sir,” corrected Hamilton. “ I don’t think he’ll offer that suggestion now — the only other excuse I can think of is that he was repeating the Bomongo irregular verbs. Bones!”




  He stooped and broke off a long grass and inserted it in the right ear of Lieutenant Tibbetts, twiddling the end delicately. Bones made a feeble clutch at his ear, but did not open his eyes.




  “Bones!” said Hamilton, and kicked him less gently. “ Get up, you lazy devil — there’s an invasion.”




  Bones leapt to his feet and staggered a little; blinked fiercely at his superior and saluted.




  “Enemy on the left flank, sir,” he reported stiffly. “Shall we have dinner or take a taxi?”




  “Wake up, Napoleon,” begged Hamilton, “you’re at Waterloo.”




  Bones blinked more slowly.




  “I’m afraid I’ve been unconscious, dear old officer,” he confessed. “The fact is—”




  “Listen to this, everybody,” said Hamilton admiringly.




  “The fact is, sir,” said Bones, with dignity, “ I fell asleep — that beastly coffee I had after lunch, added to the fatigue of sittin’ up half the night with those jolly old accounts of yours, got the better of me. I was sittin’ down workin’ out one of the dinkiest little ideas in trenches — a sort of communicating trench where you needn’t get wet in the rainiest weather — when I — well, I just swooned off.”




  Hamilton looked disappointed.




  “Weren’t you doing anything with the Bomongo verbs?” he demanded.




  A light came to Bones’s eyes.




  “By Jove, sir!” he said heartily, “that was it, of course… The last thing I remember was…”




  “Kick that man of yours and come back to the bungalow,” Hamilton interrupted, “there’s a job for you, my boy.”




  He walked across and stirred the second sleeper with the toe of his boot.




  Ali Abid wriggled round and sat up.




  He was square of face, with a large mouth and two very big brown eyes. He was enormously fat, but it was not fat of the flabby type. Though he called himself Ali, it was, as Bones admitted, “sheer swank” to do so, for this man had “coast” written all over him.




  He got up slowly and saluted first his master, then Sanders, and lastly Hamilton.




  Bones had found him at Cape Coast Castle on the occasion of a joy — ride which the young officer had taken on a British man — of — war. Ali Abid had been the heaven — sent servant, and though Sanders had a horror of natives who spoke English, the English of Ali Abid was his very own.




  He had been for five years the servant of Professor Garrileigh, the eminent bacteriologist, the account of whose researches in the field of tropical medicines fill eight volumes of closely — printed matter, every page of which contains words which are not to be found in most lexicons.




  They walked back to the Residency, Ali Abid in the rear.




  “I want you to go up to the Isongo, Bones,” said Sanders; “there may be some trouble there — a woman is working miracles.”




  “He may get a new head,” murmured Hamilton, but Bones pretended not to hear.




  “Use your tact and get back before the 17th for the party.”




  “The — ? asked Bones.




  He had an irritating trick of employing extravagant gestures of a fairly commonplace kind. Thus, if he desired to hear a statement repeated — though he had heard it well enough the first time — he would bend his head with a puzzled wrinkle of forehead, put his hand to his ear and wait anxiously, even painfully, for the repetition.




  “You heard what the Commissioner said,” growled Hamilton.” Party — P — A — R — T — Y.”




  “My birthday is not until April, your Excellency,” said Bones.




  “I’d guess the date — but what’s the use?” interposed Hamilton.




  “It isn’t a birthday party, Bones,” said Sanders. “We are giving a house — warming for Miss Hamilton.”




  Bones gasped, and turned an incredulous eye upon his chief.




  “You haven’t a sister, surely, dear old officer?” he asked.




  “Why the dickens shouldn’t I have a sister?” demanded his chief.




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “A matter of deduction, sir,” he said quietly. “Absence of all evidence of a soothin’ and lovin’ influence in your lonely and unsympathetic upbringin’; hardness of heart an’ a disposition to nag, combined with a rough and unpromisin’ exterior — a sister, good Lord!”




  “Anyway, she’s coming, Bones,” said Hamilton; “ and she’s looking forward to seeing you — I’ve written an awful lot about you.”




  Bones smirked.




  “Of course,” he said, “you’ve overdone it a bit — women hate to be disillusioned. What you ought to have done, sir, is to describe me as a sort of ass — genial and all that sort of thing, but a commonplace sort of ass.”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “That’s exactly what I’ve done, Bones,” he said. “ I told her how Bosambo did you in the eye for twenty pounds, and how you fell into the water looking for buried treasure, and how the Isisi tried to sell you a flying crocodile and would have sold it too, if it hadn’t been for my timely arrival. I told her — —”




  “I think you’ve said enough, sir.” Bones was very red and very haughty. “Far be it from me to resent your attitude or contradict your calumnies. Miss Hamilton will see very little of me. An inflexible sense of duty will keep me away from the frivolous circle of society, sir. Alert an’ sleepless—”




  “Trenches,” said Hamilton brutally.




  Bones winced, regarded his superior for a moment with pain, saluted, and turning on his heel, stalked away, followed by Ali Abid no less pained.




  He left at dawn the next morning, and both Sanders and Hamilton came down to the concrete quay to see the Zaire start on her journey. Sanders gave his final instructions —




  “If the woman is upsetting the people, arrest her; if she has too big a hold on them, arrest her; but if she is just amusing them, come back.”




  “And don’t forget the 17th,” said Hamilton.




  “I may arrive a little late for that,” said Bones gravely. “I don’t wish to be a skeleton at your jolly old festive board, dear old sportsman — you will excuse my absence to Miss Hamilton. I shall probably have a headache and all that sort of thing.”




  He waved a sad farewell as the Zaire passed round the bend of the river, and looked, as he desired to look, a melancholy figure with his huge pipe in his mouth and his hands thrust dejectedly into his trousers pockets.




  Once out of sight he became is own jovial self.




  “Lieutenant Ali,” he said, “get out my log and put it in old Sanders’ cabin, make me a cup of tea and keep her jolly old head east, east by north.”




  “Ay, ay, sir,” said Ali in excellent English.




  The “logwhich Bones kept was one of the secret documents which never come under the eye of the superior authorities. There were such entries as —




  “Wind N.N.W. Sea calm. Hostile craft sighted on port bow, at 10.31 a.m. General Quarters sounded 10.32. Interrogated Captain of the hostile craft and warned him not to fish in fairway. Sighted Cape M’Gooboori 12.17, stopped for lunch and wood.”




  What though Cape M’Gooboori was the village of that name and the “calm sea” was no more than the placid bosom of the Great River? What though Bones’s “hostile craft” was a dilapidated canoe, manned by one aged and bewildered man of the Isisi engaged in spearing fish? Bones saw all things through the rosy spectacles of adventurous youth denied its proper share of experience.




  At sunset the Zaire came gingerly through the shoals that run out from the Isongo beach, and Bones went ashore to conduct his investigations. It chanced that the evening had been chosen by M’lama, the witch, for certain wonderful manifestations, and the village was almost deserted.




  In a wood and in a place of green trees M’lama sat tossing her sheep shanks, and a dense throng of solemn men and women squatted or sat or tiptoed about her — leaving her a respectable space for her operations. A bright fire crackled and glowed at her side, and into this, from time to time, she thrust little sticks of plaited straw and drew them forth blazing and spluttering until with a quick breath she extinguished the flame and examined the grey ash.




  “Listen, all people,” she said, “and be silent, lest my great ju — ju strike you dead. What man gave me this?”




  “It was I, M’lama,” said an eager woman, her face wrinkled with apprehension as she held up her brown palm.




  The witch peered forward at the speaker.




  “O F’sela!” she chanted, “there is a man — child for thee who shall be greater than chiefs; also you will suffer from a sickness which shall make you mad.”




  “O ko!”




  Half dismayed by the promise of her own fate; half exalted by the career the witch had sketched for her unborn son, the woman stared incredulously, fearfully at the swaying figure by the fire.




  Again a plaited stick went into the fire, was withdrawn and blown out, and the woman again prophesied.




  And sometimes it was of honours and riches she spoke, and sometimes — and more often — of death and disaster. Into this shuddering group strode Bones, very finely clad in white raiment yet limp withal, for the night was close and the way had been long and rough.




  The sitters scrambled to their feet, their knuckles at their teeth, for this was a moment of great embarrassment.




  “Oh M’lama,” said Bones agreeably, and spoke in the soft dialect of the Isisi by — the — river, “ prophesy for me!”




  She looked up sullenly, divining trouble for herself.




  “Lord,” she said, with a certain smooth venom, “there is a great sickness for you — and behold you will go far away and die, and none shall miss you.”




  Bones went very red, shook an indignant forefinger at the offending prophetess.




  “You’re a wicked old storyteller!” he stammered. “You’re depressin’ the people — you naughty girl! I hate you — I simply loathe you!”




  As he spoke in English she was not impressed.




  “Goin’ about the country puttin’ people off their grub, by Jove!” he stormed; “tellin’ stories… oh dash it, I shall have to be awfully severe with you!”




  Severe he was, for he arrested her, to the relief of her audience, who waited long enough to discover whether or not her ju — ju would strike him dead, and being obviously disappointed by her failure to provide this spectacle, melted away.




  Close to the gangway of the Zaire she persuaded one of her Houssa guard to release his hold. She persuaded him by the simple expedient of burying her sharp white teeth in the fleshy part of his arm — and bolted. They captured her half mad with panic and fear of her unknown fate, and brought her to the boat.




  Bones, fussing about the struggling group, dancing with excitement, was honourably wounded by the chance contact of his nose with a wild and whirling fist.




  “Put her in the store cabin!” he commanded breathlessly. “Oh, what a wicked woman!”




  In the morning as the boat got under way Ali came to him with a distressing story.




  “Your Excellency will be pained to hear,” he said, “that the female prisoner has eradicated her costume.”




  “Eradicated… ? “ repeated the puzzled Bones, gently touching the patch of sticking — plaster on his nose.




  “In the night,” explained this former slave of science, “the subject has developed symptoms of mania, and has entirely dispensed with her clothes — to wit, by destruction.”




  “She’s torn up her clothes?” gasped Bones, his hair rising, and Ali nodded.




  Now, the dress of a native woman varies according to the degree in which she falls under missionary influence. Isongo was well within the sphere of the River Mission, and so M’lama’s costume consisted of a tight — fitting piece of print which wound round and round the body in the manner of a kilt, covering the figure from armpit to feet.




  Bones went to the open window of the prison cabin, and steadfastly averting his gaze, called —




  “M’lama!”




  No reply came, and he called again.




  “M’lama,” he said gently, in the river dialect, “what shall Sandi say to this evil that you do?”




  There was no reply, only a snuffling sound of woe.




  “Oh, ai!” sobbed the voice.




  “M’lama, presently we shall come to the Mission house where the God — men are, and I will bring you clothing — these you will put on you,” said Bones, still staring blankly over the side of the ship at the waters which foamed past her low hull; for if my lord Sandi see you as I see you — I mean as I wouldn’t for the world see you, you improper person,” he corrected himself hastily in English— “if my lord Sandi saw you, he would feel great shame. Also,” he added, as a horrible thought made him go cold all over, “also the lady who comes to my lord Militini — oh lor!”




  These last two words were in English.




  Fortunately there was a Jesuit settlement near by, and here Bones stopped and interviewed the stout and genial priest in charge.




  “It’s curious how they all do it,” reflected the priest, as he led the way to his storehouse. “I’ve known ’em to tear up their clothes in an East End police cell — white folk, the same as you and I.”




  He rummaged in a big box and produced certain garments.




  “My last consignment from a well — meaning London congregation,” he smiled, and flung out a heap of dresses, hats, stockings and shoes. “If they’d sent a roll or two of print I might have used them — but strong religious convictions do not entirely harmonize with a last year’s Paris model.”




  Bones, flushed and unhappy, grabbed an armful of clothing, and showering the chuckling priest with an incoherent medley of apology and thanks, hurried back to the Zaire.




  “Behold, M’lama,” he said, as he thrust his loot through the window of the little deck — house, “there are many grand things such as great ladies wear — now you shall appear before Sandi beautiful to see.”




  He logged the happening in characteristic language, and was in the midst of this literary exercise when the tiny steamer charged a sandbank, and before her engines could slow or reverse she had slid to the top and rested in two feet of water.




  A rueful Bones surveyed the situation and returned to his cabin to conclude his diary with —




  “12.19 struck a reef off B’lidi Bay. Fear vessel total wreck. Boats all ready for lowering.”




  As a matter of fact there were neither boats to lower nor need to lower them, because the crew were already standing in the river (up to their hips) and were endeavouring to push the Zaire to deep water.




  In this they were unsuccessful, and it was not for thirty — six hours until the river, swollen by heavy rains in the Ochori region, lifted the Zaire clear of the obstruction, that Bones might record the story of his salvage.




  He had released a reformed M’lama to the greater freedom of the deck, and save for a shrill passage at arms between that lady and the corporal she had bitten, there was no sign of a return to her evil ways. She wore a white pique skirt and a white blouse, and on her head she balanced deftly, without the aid of pins, a yellow straw hat with long trailing ribbons of heliotrope. Alternately they trailed behind and before.




  “A horrible sight,” said Bones, shuddering at his first glimpse of her.




  The rest of the journey was uneventful until the Zaire had reached the northernmost limits of the Residency reserve. Sanders had partly cleared and wholly drained four square miles of the little peninsula on which the Residency stood, and by barbed wire and deep cutting had isolated the government estate from the wild forest land to the north.




  Here, the river shoals in the centre, cutting a passage to the sea through two almost unfathomable channels close to the eastern and western banks. Bones had locked away his journal and was standing on the bridge rehearsing the narrative which was to impress his superiors with a sense of his resourcefulness — and incidentally present himself in the most favourable light to the new factor which was coming into his daily life.




  He had thought of Hamilton’s sister at odd intervals and now…




  The Zaire was hugging the western bank so closely that a bold and agile person might have stepped ashore.




  M’lama, the witch, was both bold and agile.




  He turned with open mouth to see something white and feminine leap the space between deck and shore, two heliotrope ribbons streaming wildly in such breeze as there was.




  “Hi! Don’t do that… naughty, naughty!” yelled the agonized Bones, but she had disappeared into the undergrowth before the big paddle — wheel of the Zaire began to thresh madly astern.




  Never was the resourcefulness of Bones more strikingly exemplified. An ordinary man would have leapt overboard in pursuit, but Bones was no ordinary man. He remembered in that moment of crisis, the distressing propensity of his prisoner to the “eradication of garments.” With one stride he was in his cabin and had snatched a counterpane from his bed, in two bounds he was over the rail on the bank and running swiftly in the direction the fugitive had taken.




  For a little time he did not see her, then he glimpsed the white of a pique dress, and with a yell of admonition started in pursuit.




  She stood hesitating a moment, then fled, but he was on her before she had gone a dozen yards; the counterpane was flung over her head, and though she kicked and struggled and indulged in muffled squeaks, he lifted her up in his arms and staggered back to the boat.




  They ran out a gangway plank and across this he passed with his burden, declining all offers of assistance.




  “Close the window,” he gasped; “open the door — now, you naughty old lady!”




  He bundled her in, counterpane enmeshed and reduced to helpless silence, slammed the door and leant panting against the cabin, mopping his brow.




  “Phew!” said Bones, and repeated the inelegant remark many times. All this happened almost within sight of the quay on which Sanders and Hamilton were waiting. It was a very important young man who saluted them.




  “All correct, sir,” said Bones, stiff as a ramrod; “ no casualties — except as per my nose which will be noted in the margin of my report — one female prisoner secured after heroic chase, which, I trust, sir, you will duly report to my jolly old superiors—”




  “Don’t gas so much, Bones,” said Hamilton. “Come along and meet my sister — hullo, what the devil’s that?”




  They turned with one accord to the forest path.




  Two native policemen were coming towards them, and between them a bedraggled M’lama, her skirt all awry, her fine hat at a rakish angle, stepped defiantly.




  “Heavens!” said Bones, “she’s got away again… That’s my prisoner, dear old officer!”




  Hamilton frowned.




  “I hope she hasn’t frightened Pat… she was walking in the reservation.”




  Bones did not faint, his knees went from under him, but he recovered by clutching the arm of his faithful Ali.




  “Dear old friend,” he murmured brokenly, “accidents… error of judgment… the greatest tragedy of my life…”




  “What’s the matter with you?” demanded Sanders in alarm, for the face of Bones was ghastly.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts made no reply, but walked with unsteady steps to the lock-up, fumbled with the key and opened the door.




  There stepped forth a dishevelled and wrathful girl (she was a little scared, too, I suspect), the most radiant and lovely figure that had ever dawned on the horizon of Bones.




  She looked from her staggered brother to Sanders, from Sanders to her miserable custodian.




  “What on earth—” began Hamilton.




  Then her lips twitched and she fell into a fit of uncontrollable laughter.




  “If,” said Bones huskily, “if in an excess of zeal I mistook… in the gloamin’, madame… white dress…”




  He spread out his arms in a gesture of extravagant despair.




  “I can do no more than a gentleman… I have a loaded revolver in my cabin… farewell!”




  He bowed deeply to the girl, saluted his dumbfounded chief, tripped up over a bucket and would have fallen but for Hamilton’s hand.




  “You’re an ass,” said Hamilton, struggling to preserve his sense of annoyance. “Pat — this is Lieutenant Tibbetts, of whom I have often written.”




  The girl looked at Bones, her eyes moist with laughter.




  “I guessed it from the first,” she said, and Bones writhed.




  II. Bones Changes His Religion




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Captain hamilton of the King’s Houssas had two responsibilities in life, a sister and a subaltern.




  The sister’s name was Patricia Agatha, the subaltern had been born Tibbetts, christened Augustus, and named by Hamilton in his arbitrary way, “Bones.”




  Whilst sister and subaltern were separated from one another by some three thousand miles of ocean — as far, in fact, as the Coast is from Bradlesham Thorpe in the County of Hampshire — Captain Hamilton bore his responsibilities without displaying a sense of the burden.




  When Patricia Hamilton decided on paying a visit to her brother she did so with his heartiest approval, for he did not realize that in bringing his two responsibilities face to face he was not only laying the foundation of serious trouble, but was actually engaged in erecting the fabric.




  Pat Hamilton had come and had been boisterously welcomed by her brother one white — hot morning, Houssas in undress uniform lining the beach and gazing solemnly upon Militini’s riotous joy. Mr. Commissioner Sanders, C.M.G., had given her a more formal welcome, for he was a little scared of women. Bones, as we know, had not been present — which was unfortunate in more ways than one.




  It made matters no easier for the wretched Bones that Miss Hamilton was an exceedingly lovely lady. Men who lived for a long time in native lands and see little save beautiful figures displayed without art and with very little adornment, are apt to regard any white woman with regular features as pretty, when the vision comes to them after a long interval spent amidst native people. But it needed neither contrast nor comparison to induce an admiration for Captain Hamilton’s sister.




  She was of a certain Celtic type, above the medium height, with the freedom of carriage and gait which is the peculiar possession of her countrywomen. Her face was a true oval, and her complexion of that kind which tans readily but does not freckle.




  Eyes and mouth were firm and steadfast; she was made for ready laughter, yet she was deep enough, and in eyes and mouth alike you read a tenderness beyond disguise. She had a trinity of admirers: her brother’s admiration was natural and critical; Sanders admired and feared; Lieutenant Tibbetts admired and resented.




  From the moment when Bones strode off after the painful discovery, had slammed the door of his hut and had steadfastly declined all manner of food and sustenance, he had voluntarily cut himself off from his kind.




  He met Hamilton on parade the following morning, hollow — eyed (as he hoped) after a sleepless night, and there was nothing in his attitude suggestive of the deepest respect and the profoundest regard for that paragraph of King’s Regulations which imposes upon the junior officer a becoming attitude of humility in the presence of his superior officer.




  “How is your head, Bones?” asked Hamilton, after the parade had been dismissed.




  “Thank you, sir,” said Bones bitterly — though why he should be bitter at the kindly inquiry only he knew— “thank you sir, it is about the same. My temperature is — or was — up to one hundred and four, and I have been delirious. I wouldn’t like to say, dear old — sir, that I’m not nearly delirious now.”




  “Come up to tiffin,” invited Hamilton.




  Bones saluted — a sure preliminary to a dramatic oration.




  “Sir,” he said firmly, “you’ve always been a jolly old officer to me before this contretemps wrecked my young life — but I shall never be quite the same man again, sir.”




  “Don’t be an ass,” begged Hamilton.




  “Revile me, sir,” said Bones dismally; “ give me a dangerous mission, one of those jolly old adventures where a feller takes his life in one hand, his revolver in the other, but don’t ask me—”




  “My sister wants to see you,” said Hamilton, cutting short the flow of eloquence.




  “Ha, ha!” laughed Bones hollowly, and strode into his hut.




  “And what I’m going to do with him, Heaven knows,” groaned Hamilton at tiffin. “The fact is, Pat, your arrival on the scene has thoroughly demoralized him.”




  The girl folded her serviette and walked to the window, and stood looking out over the yellow stretch of the deserted parade — ground.




  “I’m going to call on Bones,” she said suddenly.




  “Poor Bones!” murmured Sanders.




  “That’s very rude!” She took down her solar helmet from the peg behind the door and adjusted it carefully. Then she stepped through the open door, whistling cheerfully.




  “I hope you don’t mind, sir,” apologized Hamilton, “but we’ve never succeeded in stopping her habit of whistling.”




  Sanders laughed.




  “It would be strange if she didn’t whistle,” he said cryptically.




  Bones was lying on his back, his hands behind his head. A half — emptied tin of biscuits, no less than the remnants of a box of chocolates, indicated that anchorite as he was determined to be, his austerity did not run in the direction of starvation.




  His mind was greatly occupied by a cinematograph procession of melancholy pictures. Perhaps he would go away, far, far, into the interior. Even into the territory of the great king where a man’s life is worth about five cents net. And as day by day passed and no news came of him — as how could it when his habitation was marked by a cairn of stones? — she would grow anxious and unhappy. And presently messengers would come bringing her a few poor trinkets he had bequeathed to her — a wrist — watch, a broken sword, a silver cigarette — case dented with the arrow that slew him — and she would weep silently in the loneliness of her room.




  And perhaps he would find strength to send a few scrawled words asking for her pardon, and the tears would well up in her beautiful grey eyes — as they were already welling in Bones’s eyes at the picture he drew — and she would know — all.




  “Phweet!”




  Or else, maybe he would be stricken down with fever, and she would want to come and nurse him, but he would refuse.




  “Tell her,” he would say weakly, but oh, so bravely, “tell her… I ask only… her pardon.”




  “Phweet!”




  Bones heard the second whistle. It came from the open window immediately above his head. A song bird was a rare visitor to these parts, but he was too lazy and too absorbed to look up.




  Perhaps (he resumed) she would never see him again, never know the deep sense of injustice…




  “Phwee — et!”




  It was clearer and more emphatic, and he half turned his head to look —




  He was on his feet in a second, his hand raised to his damp forehead, for leaning on the window sill, her lips pursed for yet another whistle, was the lady of his thoughts.




  She met his eyes sternly.




  “Come outside — misery!” she said, and Bones gasped and obeyed.




  “What do you mean,” she demanded, “by sulking in your wretched little hut when you ought to be crawling about on your hands and knees begging my pardon?”




  Bones said nothing.




  “Bones,” said this outrageous girl, shaking her head reprovingly, “you want a jolly good slapping!”




  Bones extended his bony wrist.




  “Slap!” he said defiantly.




  He had hardly issued the challenge when a very firm young palm, driven by an arm toughened by long acquaintance with the royal and ancient game, came “Smack!” and Bones winced.




  “Play the game, dear old Miss Hamilton,” he said, rubbing his wrist.




  “Play the game yourself, dear old Bones,” she mimicked him. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself—”




  “Let bygones be bygones, jolly old Miss Hamilton,” begged Bones magnanimously. “And now that I see you’re a sport, put it there, if it weighs a ton.”




  And he held out his nobbly hand and caught the girl’s in a grip that made her grimace.




  Five minutes later he was walking her round the married quarters of his Houssas, telling her the story of his earliest love affair. She was an excellent listener, and seldom interrupted him save to ask if there was any insanity in his family, or whether the girl was short — sighted; in fact, as Bones afterwards said, it might have been Hamilton himself.




  “What on earth are they finding to talk about?” wondered Sanders, watching the confidences from the depths of a big cane chair on the verandah.




  “Bones,” replied Hamilton lazily, “is telling her the story of his life and how he saved the territories from rebellion. He’s also begging her not to breathe a word of this to me for fear of hurting my feelings.”




  At that precise moment Bones was winding up a most immodest recital of his accomplishments with a less immodest footnote.




  “Of course, dear old Miss Hamilton,” he was saying, lowering his voice, “I shouldn’t like a word of this to come to your jolly old brother’s ears. He’s an awfully good sort, but naturally in competition with an agile mind like mine, understanding the native as I do, he hasn’t an earthly—”




  “Why don’t you write the story of your adventures?” she asked innocently. “It would sell like hot cakes.”




  Bones choked with gratification.




  “Precisely my idea — oh, what a mind you’ve got! What a pity it doesn’t run in the family! I’ll tell you a precious secret — not a word to anybody — honest?”




  “Honest,” she affirmed.




  Bones looked round.




  “It’s practically ready for the publisher,” he whispered, and stepped back to observe the effect of his words.




  She shook her head in admiration, her eyes were dancing with delight, and Bones realized that here at last he had met a kindred soul.




  “It must be awfully interesting to write books,” she sighed. “I’ve tried — but can never invent anything.”




  “Of course, in my case—” corrected Bones.




  “I suppose you just sit down with a pen in your hand and imagine all sorts of things,” she mused, directing her feet to the Residency.




  “This is the story of my life,” explained Bones earnestly. “Not fiction… but all sorts of adventures that actually happened.




  “To whom?” she asked.




  “To me,” claimed Bones, louder than was necessary.




  “Oh!” she said.




  “Don’t start ‘Oh — ing,’ “ said Bones in a huff. “If you and I are going to be good friends, dear old Miss Hamilton, don’t say ‘Oh!’”




  “Don’t be a bully, Bones.” She turned on him so fiercely that he shrank back.




  “Play the game,” he said feebly; “play the game, dear old sister!”




  She led him captive to the stoep and deposited him in the easiest chair she could find.




  From that day he ceased to be anything but a slave, except on one point.




  The question of missions came up at tiffin, and Miss Hamilton revealed the fact that she favoured the High Church and held definite views on the clergy.




  Bones confessed that he was a Wesleyan.




  “Do you mean to tell me that you’re a Nonconformist?” she asked incredulously.




  “That’s my dinky little religion, dear old Miss Hamilton,” said Bones. “I’d have gone into the Church only I hadn’t enough — enough—’’




  “Brains?” suggested Hamilton.




  “Call is the word,” said Bones. “I wasn’t called — or if I was I was out — haw — haw! That’s a rippin’ little bit of persiflage, Miss Hamilton?”




  “Be serious, Bones,” said the girl; “ you mustn’t joke about things.”




  She put him through a cross — examination to discover the extent of his convictions. In self — defence Bones, with only the haziest idea of the doctrine he defended, summarily dismissed certain of Miss Hamilton’s most precious beliefs.




  “But, Bones,” she persisted, “ if I asked you to change—”




  Bones shook his head.




  “Dear old friend,” he said solemnly, “ there are two things I’ll never do — alter the faith of my distant but happy youth, or listen to one disparagin’ word about the jolliest old sister that ever—”




  “That will do. Bones,” she said, with dignity. “I can see that you don’t like me as I thought you did — what do you think, Mr. Sanders?”




  Sanders smiled.




  “I can hardly judge — you see,” he added apologetically, “I’m a Wesleyan too.”




  “Oh!” said Patricia, and fled in confusion.




  Bones rose in silence, crossed to his chief and held out his hand.




  “Brother,” he said brokenly.




  “What the devil are you doing?” snarled Sanders.




  “Spoken like a true Christian, dear old Excellency and sir,” murmured Bones. “We’ll bring her back to the fold.”




  He stepped nimbly to the door, and the serviette ring that Sanders threw with unerring aim caught his angular shoulder as he vanished.




  That same night Sanders had joyful news to impart. He came into the Residency to find Bones engaged in mastering the art of embroidery under the girl’s tuition.




  Sanders interrupted what promised to be a most artistic execution.




  “Who says a joy — ride to the upper waters of the Isisi?”




  Hamilton jumped up.




  “Joy — ride?” he said, puzzled.




  Sanders nodded.




  “We leave to — morrow for the Lesser Isisi to settle a religious palaver — Bucongo of the Lesser Isisi is getting a little too enthusiastic a Christian, and Ahmet has been sending some queer reports. I’ve been putting off the palaver for weeks, but Administration says it has no objection to my making a picnic of duty — so we’ll all go.”




  “Tri — umph!” said Hamilton. “ Bones, leave your needlework and go overhaul the stores.”




  Bones, kneeling on a chair, his elbows on the table, looked up.




  “As jolly old Francis Drake said when the Spanish Armada—”




  “To the stores, you insubordinate beggar!” commanded Hamilton, and Bones made a hurried exit.




  The accommodation of the Zaire was limited, but there was the launch, a light — draught boat which was seldom used except for tributary work.




  “I could put Bones in charge of the Wiggle,” he said, “but he’d be pretty sure to smash her up. Miss Hamilton will have my cabin, and you and I could take the two smaller cabins.”




  Bones, to whom it was put, leapt at the suggestion, brushing aside all objections. They were answered before they were framed.




  As for the girl, she was beside herself with joy. “Will there be any fighting?” she asked breathlessly. “Shall we be attacked?”




  Sanders shook his head smilingly.




  “All you have to do,” said Bones confidently, “is to stick to me. Put your faith in old Bones. When you see the battle swayin’ an’ it isn’t certain which way it’s goin’, look for my jolly old banner wavin’ above the stricken field.”




  “And be sure it is his banner,” interrupted Hamilton, “and not his large feet. Now the last time we had a fight…”




  And he proceeded to publish and utter a scandalous libel, Bones protesting incoherently the while.




  The expedition was on the point of starting when Hamilton took his junior aside.




  “Bones,” he said, not unkindly, “ I know you’re a whale of a navigator, and all that sort of thing, and my sister, who has an awfully keen sense of humour, would dearly love to see you at the helm of the Wiggle, but as the Commissioner wants to make a holiday, I think it would be best it you left the steering to one of the boys.”




  Bones drew himself up stiffly.




  “Dear old officer,” he said aggrieved, “I cannot think that you wish to speak disparagingly of my intelligence—”




  “Get that silly idea out of your head,” said Hamilton. “That is just what I’m trying to do.”




  “I’m under your jolly old orders, sir,” Bones said with the air of an early Christian martyr, “and according to Paragraph 156 of King’s Regulations—”




  “Don’t let us go into that,” said Hamilton. “ I’m not giving you any commands, I’m merely making a sensible suggestion. Of course, if you want to make an ass of yourself—”




  “I have never had the slightest inclination that way, cheery old sir,” said Bones, “and I’m not likely at my time of life to be influenced by my surroundings.”




  He saluted again and made his way to the barracks. Bones had a difficulty in packing his stores. In truth they had all been packed before he reached the Wiggle, and to an unprofessional eye they were packed very well indeed, but Bones had them turned out and packed his way. When that was done, and it was obvious to the meanest intelligence that the Wiggle was in terrible danger of capsizing before she started, the stores were unshipped and rearranged under the directions of the fuming Hamilton.




  When the third packing was completed, the general effect bore a striking resemblance to the position of the stores as Bones had found them when he came to the boat. When everybody was ready to start, Bones remembered that he had forgotten his log — book, and there was another wait.




  “Have you got everything now?” asked Sanders wearily, leaning over the rail.




  “Everything, sir,” said Bones, with a salute to his superior, and a smile to the girl.




  “Have you got your hot — water bottle and your hair — curlers?” demanded Hamilton offensively.




  Bones favoured him. with a dignified stare, made a signal to the engineer, and the Wiggle started forward, as was her wont, with a jerk which put upon Bones the alternative of making a most undignified sprawl or clutching a very hot smoke — stack. He chose the latter, recovered his balance with an easy grace, punctiliously saluted the tiny flag of the Zaire as he whizzed past her, and under the very eyes of Hamilton, with all the calmness in the world, took the wheel from the steersman’s hand and ran the Wiggle shore. All this he did in the brief space of three minutes. “And,” said Hamilton, exasperated to a degree, “if you’d only broken your infernal head, the accident would have been worth it.”




  It took half an hour for the Wiggle to get afloat again. She had run up the beach, and it was necessary to unload the stores, carry them back to the quay and reload her again. “Now are you ready?” said Sanders.




  “Ay, ay, sir,” said Bones, abased but nautical.




  Bucongo, the chief of the Lesser Isisi folk, had a dispute with his brother — in — law touching a certain matter which affected his honour. It affected his life eventually, since his relative was found one morning dead of a spear — thrust. This Sanders discovered after the big trial which followed certain events described hereafter.




  The brother — in — law in his malice had sworn that Bucongo held communion with devils. It is a fact that Bucongo had, at an early age, been captured by Catholic missionaries, and had spent an uncomfortable youth mastering certain mysterious rites and ceremonies. His brother — in — law had been in the blessed service of another missionary who taught that God lived in the river, and that to fully benefit by his ju — ju it was necessary to be immersed in the flowing stream.




  Between the water — God men and the cross — God men there was ever a feud, each speaking disparagingly of the other, though converts to each creed had this in common, that neither understood completely the faith into which they were newly admitted. The advantage lay with the Catholic converts because they were given a pewter medal with hearts and sun like radiations engraved thereon (this medal was admittedly a cure for toothache and pains in the stomach), whilst the Protestants had little beyond a mysterious something that they referred to as A’lamo — which means Grace.




  But when taunted by their medal — flaunting rivals and challenged to produce this “Grace,” they were crestfallen and ashamed, being obliged to admit that A’lamo was an invisible magic which (they stoutly affirmed) was nevertheless an excellent magic, since it preserved one from drowning and cured warts and boils.




  Bucongo, the most vigorous partisan of the cross — God men, and an innovator of ritual, found amusement in watching the Baptist missionaries standing knee — deep in the river washing the souls of the converts.




  He had even been insolent to young Ferguson, the earnest leader of the American Baptist Mission, and to his intense amazement had been suddenly floored with a left — hander delivered by the sometime Harvard middle weight.




  He carried his grievance and a lump on his jaw to Mr. Commissioner Sanders, who had arrived at the junction of the Isisi and the N’gomi rivers and was holding his palaver, and Sanders had been unsympathetic.




  “Go worship your God in peace,” said Sanders, “and let all other men worship theirs; and say no evil word to white men for these are very quick to anger. Also it is unbecoming that a black man should speak scornfully to his masters.”




  “Lord,” said Bucongo, “ in heaven all men are as one, black or white.”




  “In heaven,” said Sanders, “we will settle that palaver, but here on the river we hold our places by our merits. Tomorrow I come to your village to inquire into certain practices of which the God — men know nothing — this palaver is finished.”




  Now Bucongo was something more than a convert. He was a man of singular intelligence and of surprising originality. He had been a lay missioner of the Church, and had made many converts to a curious religion, the ritual of which was only half revealed to the good Jesuit fathers when at a great palaver which Bucongo summoned to exhibit his converts, the Church service was interspersed with the sacrifice of a goat and a weird procession and dance which left the representative of The Order speechless. Bucongo was called before a conference of the Mission and reprimanded.




  He offered excuses, but there was sufficient evidence to prove that this enthusiastic Christian had gone systematically to work, to found what amounted to a religion of his own.




  The position was a little delicate, and any other Order than the Jesuits might have hesitated to tackle a reform which meant losing a very large membership.




  The fate of Bucongo’s congregation had been decided when, in his anger, he took canoe, and travelling for half a day, came to the principal Mission.




  Father Carpentier, full — bearded, red of face and brawny of arm, listened in the shade of his hut, pulling thoughtfully at a long pipe.




  “And so, Pentini,” concluded Bucongo, “even Sandi puts shame on me because I am a cross — God man, and he by all accounts is of the water — God ju — ju.”




  The father eyed this perturbed sheep of his flock thoughtfully.




  “O Bucongo,” he said gently, “in the river lands are many beasts. Those which fly and which swim; those that run swiftly and that hide in the earth. Now who of these is right?”




  “Lord, they are all right but are of different ways,” said Bucongo.




  Father Carpentier nodded.




  “Also in the forest are two ants — one who lives in tree nests, and one who has a home deep in the ground. They are of a kind, and have the same business. Yet God put it into the little heads of one to climb trees, and of the other to burrow deeply. Both are right and neither are wrong, save when the tree ant meets the ground ant and fights him. Then both are wrong.”




  The squatting Bucongo rose sullenly.




  “Master,” he said, “these mysteries are too much for a poor man. I think I know a better ju — ju, and to him I go.”




  “You have no long journey, Chief,” said the father sternly, “for they tell me stories of ghost dances in the forest and a certain Bucongo who is the leader of these — and of a human sacrifice. Also of converts who are branded with a cross of hot iron.”




  The chief looked at his sometime tutor with face twisted and puckered with rage, and turning without a word, walked back to his canoe.




  The next morning Father Carpentier sent a messenger to Sanders bearing an urgent letter, and Sanders read the closely written lines with a troubled frown.




  He put down the letter and came out on to the deck, to find Hamilton fishing over the side of the steamer. Hamilton looked round.




  “Anything wrong?” he asked quickly.




  “Bucongo of the Lesser Isisi is wrong,” said Sanders. “I have heard of his religious meetings and have been a little worried — there will be a big ju — ju palaver or I’m very much mistaken. Where is Bones?”




  “He has taken my sister up the creek — Bones says there are any number of egrets’ nests there, and I believe he is right.”




  Sanders frowned again.




  “Send a canoe to fetch him back,” he said. “That is Bucongo’s territory, and I don’t trust the devil.”




  “Which one — Bones or Bucongo?” asked Hamilton innocently.




  But Sanders was not feeling humorous.




  At that precise moment Bones was sitting before the most fantastic religious assembly that ecclesiastic or layman had ever attended.




  Fate and Bones had led the girl through a very pleasant forest glade — they left the light — draught Wiggle half a mile down stream owing to the shoals which barred their progress, and had come upon Bucongo in an exalted moment.




  With the assurance that he was doing no more than intrude upon one of those meetings which the missionizing Chief of the Lesser Isisi so frequently held. Bones stood on the outer fringe of the circle which sat in silence to watch an unwilling novitiate getting acquainted with Bucongo’s god.




  The novice was a girl, and she lay before an altar of stones surmounted by a misshapen beti who glared with his one eye upon the devout gathering. The novice lay rigid, for the excellent reason that she was roped foot and hands to two pegs in the ground.




  Before the altar itself was a fire of wood in which two irons were heating.




  Bones did not take this in for a moment, for he was gazing open — mouthed at Bucongo. On his head was an indubitable mitre, but around the mitre was bound a strip of skin from which was suspended a circle of dangling monkey tails. For cope he wore a leopard’s robe. His face was streaked red with camwood, and around his eyes he had painted two white circles.




  He was in the midst of a frenzied address when the two white visitors came upon the scene, and his hand was outstretched to take the red branding — iron when the girl at Bones’s side, with a little gasp of horror, broke into the circle, and wrenching the rough iron from the attendant’s hand, flung it towards the circle of spectators, which widened in consequence.




  “How dare you — how dare you!” she demanded breathlessly, “you horrible — looking man!”




  Bucongo glared at her but said nothing; then he turned to meet Bones.




  In that second of time Bucongo had to make a great decision, and to overcome the habits of a lifetime. Training and education to the dominion of the white man half raised his hand to the salute; something that boiled and bubbled madly and set his shallow brain afire, something that was of his ancestry, wild, unreasoning, brutish, urged other action. Bones had his revolver half drawn when the knobbly end of the chief’s killing — spear struck him between the eyes, and he went down on his knees.




  Thus it came about, that he found himself sitting before Bucongo, his hands and feet tied with native grass, with the girl at his side in no better case.




  She was very frightened, but this she did not show. She had the disadvantage of being unable to understand the light flow of offensive badinage which passed between her captor and Bones.




  “O Tibbetti,” said Bucongo, “you see me as a god — I have finished with all white men.”




  




  “Soon we shall finish with you, Bucongo,” said Bones.




  “I cannot die, Tibbetti,” said the other with easy confidence, “that is the wonderful thing.”




  “Other men have said that,” said Bones in the vernacular, “and their widows are wives again and have forgotten their widowhood.”




  “This is a new ju — ju, Tibbetti,” said Bucongo, a strange light in his eyes. “I am the greatest of all cross — God men, and it is revealed to me that many shall follow me. Now you and the woman shall be the first of all white people to bear the mark of Bucongo the Blessed. And in the days to be you shall bear your breasts and say, ‘Bucongo the Wonderful did this with his beautiful hands.’”




  Bones was in a cold sweat and his mouth was dry. He scarcely dare look at the girl by his side.




  “What does he say?” she asked in a low voice. Bones hesitated, and then haltingly he stammered the translation of the threat.




  She nodded.




  “O Bucongo,” said Bones, with a sudden inspiration, “though you do evil, I will endure. But this you shall do and serve me. Brand me alone upon the chest, and upon the back. For if we be branded separately we are bound to one another, and you see how ugly this woman is with her thin nose and her pale eyes; also she has long hair like the grass which the weaver birds use for their nests.”




  He spoke loudly, eagerly, and it seemed convincingly, for Bucongo was in doubt. Truly the woman by all standards was very ugly. Her face was white and her lips thin. She was a narrow woman too, he thought, like one underfed.




  “This you will do for me, Bucongo,” urged Bones; “for gods do not do evil things, and it would be bad to marry me to this ugly woman who has no hips and has an evil tongue.”




  Bucongo was undecided.




  “A god may do no evil,” he said; “but I do not know the ways of white men. If it be true, then I shall mark you twice Tibbetti, and you shall be my man for ever; and the woman I will not touch.”




  “Cheer oh!” said Bones.




  “What are you saying — will he let us go?” asked the girl.




  “I was sayin’ what a jolly row there’ll be,” lied Bones; “and he was sayin’ that he couldn’t think of hurtin’ a charmin’ lady like you. Shut your eyes, dear old Miss Hamilton.”




  She shut them quickly, half fainting with terror, for Bucongo was coming towards them, a blazing iron in his hand, a smile of simple benevolence upon his not unintelligent face.




  “This shall come as a blessing to you, Tibbetti,” he said almost jovially.




  Bones shut his teeth and waited.




  The hot iron was scorching his silk shirt when a voice hailed the high — priest of the newest of cults.




  “O Bucongo,” it said.




  Bucongo turned with a grimace of fear and cringed backward before the levelled Colt of Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  “Tell me now,” said Sanders in his even tone, “can such a man as you die? Think, Bucongo.”




  “Lord,” said Bucongo huskily, “I think I can die.”




  “We shall see,” said Sanders.




  It was not until after dinner that night that the girl had recovered sufficiently to discuss her exciting morning.




  “I think you were an awful brute,” she addressed her unabashed brother. “You were standing in the wood listening to and seeing everything, and never came till the last minute.”




  “It was my fault,” interrupted Sanders. “I wanted to see how far the gentle Bucongo would go.”




  “Dooced thoughtless,” murmured Bones under his breath, but audible.




  She looked at him long and earnestly then turned again to her brother,




  “There is one thing I want to know,” she said. “What was Bones saying when he talked to that horrible man? Do you know that Bones was scowling at me as though I was… I hardly know how to express it. Was he saying nice things?”




  Hamilton looked up at the awning, and cleared his throat. “Play the game, dear old sir and brother — officer,” croaked Bones.




  “He said—” began Hamilton.




  “Live and let live,” pleaded Bones, all of a twitter.




  “Esprit de corps an’ discretion, jolly old captain.”




  Hamilton looked at his subordinate steadily. “He asked to be branded twice in order that you might not be branded once,” he said quietly.




  The girl stared at Bones, and her eyes were full of tears. “Oh, Bones!” she said, with a little catch in her voice, “you… you are a sportsman.”




  “Carry on,” said Bones incoherently, and wept a little at the realization of that magnificent moment.




  III. The Maker of Storms
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  Everybody knows that water drawn from rivers is very bad water, for the rivers are the Roads of the Dead, and in the middle of those nights when the merest rind of a moon shows, and this sliver of light and two watchful stars form a triangle pointing to the earth, the spirits rise from their graves and walk, “singing deadly songs,” towards the lower star which is the source of all rivers. If you should be — which God forbid — on one of these lonely island graveyards on such nights you will see strange sights.




  The broken cooking pots which rest on the mounds and the rent linen which flutters from little sticks stuck about the graves, grow whole and new again. The pots are red and hot as they come from the fire, and the pitiful cloths take on the sheen of youth and fold themselves about invisible forms. None may see the dead, though it is said that you may see the babies.




  These the wise men have watched playing at the water’s edge, crowing and chuckling in the universal language of their kind, staggering groggily along the shelving beach with outspread arms balancing their uncertain steps. On such nights when M’sa beckons the dead world to the source of all rivers, the middle islands are crowded with babies — the dead babies of a thousand years. Their spirits come up from the unfathomed deeps of the great river and call their mortality from the graves.




  “How may the waters of the river be acceptable?” asks the shuddering N’gombi mother.




  Therefore the N’gombi gather their water from the skies in strange cisterns of wicker, lined with the leaf of a certain plant which is impervious, and even carry their drinking supplies with them when they visit the river itself.




  There was a certain month in the year, which will be remembered by all who attempted the crossing of the Kasai Forest to the south of the N’gombi country, when pools and rivulets suddenly dried — so suddenly, indeed, that even the crocodiles, who have an instinct for coming drought, were left high and dry, in some cases miles from the nearest water, and when the sun rose in a sky unflecked by cloud and gave place at nights to a sky so brilliant and so menacing in their fierce and fiery nearness that men went mad.




  Toward the end of this month, when an exasperating full moon advertised a continuance of the dry spell by its very whiteness, the Chief Koosoogolaba — Muchini, or, as he was called, Muchini, summoned a council of his elder men, and they came with parched throats and fear of death.




  “All men know,” said Muchini, “what sorrow has come to us, for there is a more powerful ju — ju in the land than I remember. He has made M’shimba M’Shamba afraid so that he has gone away and walks no more in the forest with his terrible lightning. Also K’li, the father of pools, has gone into the earth and all his little children, and I think we shall die, every one of us.”




  There was a skinny old man, with a frame like a dried goatskin, who made a shuffling noise when he spoke.




  “O Muchini,” he said, “when I was a young man there was a way to bring M’shimba M’shamba which was most wonderful. In those days we took a young maiden and hung her upon a tree—”




  “Those old ways were good,” interrupted Muchini; “but I tell you M’bonia, that we can follow no more the old ways since Sandi came to the land, for he is a cruel man and hanged my own mother’s brother for that fine way of yours. Yet we cannot sit and die because of certain magic which the Stone Breaker is practising.”




  Now Bula Matadi (“The Stone Breaker”) was in those days the mortal enemy of the N’gombi people, who were wont to ascribe all their misfortunes to his machinations. To Bula Mutadi (which was the generic name by which the Government of the Congo Free State was known) was traceable the malign perversity of game, the blight of crops, the depredations of weaver birds. Bula Matadi encouraged leopards to attack isolated travellers, and would on great occasions change the seasons of the year that the N’gombi’s gardens might come to ruin.




  “It is known from one end of the earth to the other that I am a most cunning man,” Muchini went on, stroking his muscular arm, a trick of self — satisfied men in their moments of complacence; “and whilst even the old men slept, I, Koosoogolaba — Muchini, the son of the terrible and crafty G’sombo, the brother of Eleni — N’gombi, I went abroad with my wise men and my spies and sought out devils and ghosts in places where even the bravest have never been,” he lowered his voice to a horse whisper, “to the Ewa — Ewa Mongo, the Very Place of Death.”




  The gasp of horror from his audience was very satisfying to this little chief of the Inner N’gombi, and here was a moment suitable for his climax.




  “And behold! “ he cried.




  By his side was something covered with a piece of native cloth. This covering he removed with a flourish and revealed a small yellow box.




  It was most certainly no native manufacture, for its angles were clamped with neat brass corner — pieces set flush in the polished wood.




  The squatting councillors watched their lord as with easy familiarity he opened the lid.




  There were twenty tiny compartments, and in each was a slender glass tube, corked and heavily sealed, whilst about the neck of each tube was a small white label covered with certain devil marks.




  Muchini waited until the sensation he had prepared had had its full effect.




  “By the Great River which runs to the Allamdani,” he said slowly and impressively [this was evidently the Sanga River], “were white men who had been sent by Bula Matadi to catch ghosts. For I saw them, I and my wise men, when the moon was calling all spirits. They were gathered by the river with little nets and little gourds and they caught the waters. Also they caught little flies and other foolish things and took them to their tent. Then my young men and I waited, and when all were gone away we went to their tents and found this magic box — which is full of devils and great power — Ro!”




  He leapt to his feet, his eye gleaming. Across the starry dome of the sky there had flicked a quick flare of light.




  There came a sudden uneasy stirring of leaves, a hushed whisper of things as though the forest had been suddenly awakened from sleep.




  Then an icy cold breeze smote his cheek, and staring upward, he saw the western stars disappearing in swathes behind the tumbling clouds.




  “M’shimba M’shamba — he lives!” he roared, and the crash of thunder in the forest answered him.




  Bosambo, Chief of the Ochori, was on the furthermost edge of the forest, for he was following the impulse of his simple nature and was hunting in a country where he had no right to be. The storm (which he cursed, having no scruples about river and water, and being wholly sceptical as to ghosts) broke with all its fury over his camp and passed. Two nights later, he sat before the rough hut his men had built, discussing the strange ways of the antelope, when he suddenly stopped and listened, lowering his head till it almost touched the ground.




  Clear to his keen ears came the rattle of the distant lokali — the drum that sends messages from village to village and from nation to nation.




  “O Secundi,” said Bosambo, with a note of seriousness in his voice, “I have not heard that call for many moons — for it is the war call of the N’gombi.”




  “Lord, it is no war call,” said the old man, shifting his feet for greater comfort, “yet it is a call which may mean war, for it calls spears to a dance, and it is strange, for the N’gombi have no enemies.”




  “All men are the enemies of the N’gombi,” Bosambo quoted a river saying as old as the sun.




  He listened again, and rose.




  “You shall go back and gather me a village of spears, and bring them to the borderland near the road that crosses the river,” he said.




  “On my life,” said the other.




  Muchini, Chief of the Inner N’gombi, a most inflated man and a familiar of magical spirits, gathered his spears to some purpose, for two days later Bosambo met him by his border and the chiefs greeted one another between two small armies.




  “Which way do you go, Muchini?” asked Bosambo.




  Now, between Muchini and the Chief of the Ochori was a grievance dating back to the big war, when Bosambo had slain the N’gombi chief of the time with his own hands.




  “I go to the river to call a palaver of all free men,” said Muchini; “for I tell you this, Bosambo, that I have found a great magic which will make us greater than Sandi, and it has been prophesied that I shall be king over a thousand times a thousand spears. For I have a small box which brings even M’shimba to my call.”




  Bosambo, a head and shoulders taller than the other, waved his hand towards the forest path which leads eventually to the Ochori city.




  “Here is a fine moment for you, Muchini,” he said, “and you shall try your great magic on me and upon my young men. For I say that you do not go by this way, neither you nor your warriors, since I am the servant of Sandi and of his King, and he has sent me here to keep his peace; go back to your village, for this is the way to Death.”




  Muchini glared at his enemy.




  “Yet this way I go, Bosambo,” he said huskily, and looked over his shoulder towards his followers.




  Bosambo swung round on one heel, an arm and a leg outstretched in the attitude of an athlete who is putting the shot. Muchini threw up his wicker shield and pulled back his stabbing spear, but he was a dead man before the weapon was poised.




  Thus ended the war, and the N’gombi folk went home, never so much as striking a blow for the yellow box which Bosambo claimed for himself as his own personal loot.




  At the time, Mr. Commissioner Sanders, C.M.G., was blissfully ignorant of the miraculous happenings which have been recorded. He was wholly preoccupied by the novelty which the presence of Patricia Hamilton offered. Never before had a white woman made her home at the Residency, and it changed things a little.




  She was at times an embarrassment.




  When Fubini, the witch — doctor of the Akasava, despatched five maidens to change Sandi’s wicked heart — Sanders had sent Fubini to the Village of Irons for six months for preaching unauthorized magic — they came, in the language of Bones, “doocedly undressed,” and Patricia had beaten a hurried retreat.




  She was sometimes an anxiety, as I have already shown, but was never a nuisance. She brought to headquarters an aroma of English spring, a clean fragrance that refreshed the heat — jaded Commissioner and her brother, but which had no perceptible influence upon Bones.




  That young officer called for her one hot morning, and Hamilton, sprawling on a big cane chair drawn to the shadiest and breeziest end of the verandah, observed that Bones carried a wooden box, a drawing — board, a pad of paper, two pencils imperfectly concealed behind his large ear, and a water — bottle.




  “Shop!” said Hamilton lazily. “Forward, Mr. Bones! — what can we do for you this morning?”




  Bones shaded his eyes and peered into the cool corner. “Talkin’ in your sleep, dear old Commander,” he said pleasantly, “ dreamin’ of the dear old days beyond recall.” He struck an attitude and lifted his unmusical voice —




  “When life was gay, heigho! Tum tum te tay, heigho! Oh, tiddly umpty humpty umpty do, When life was gay — dear old officer — heigho!”




  Patricia Hamilton stepped out to the verandah in alarm.




  “Oh, please, don’t make that hooting noise,” she appealed to her brother. “I’m writing—”




  “Don’t be afraid,” said Hamilton, “it was only Bones singing. Do it again, Bones, Pat didn’t hear you.”




  Bones stood erect, his hand to his white helmet.




  “Come aboard, my lady,” he said.




  “I won’t keep you a minute, Bones,” said the girl, and disappeared — into the house.




  “What are you doing this morning?” asked Hamilton, gazing with pardonable curiosity at the box and drawing — board.




  “Polishin’ up my military studies with Miss Hamilton’s kind assistance — botany and applied science, sir,” said Bones briskly. “Field fortifications, judgin’ distance, strategy, Bomongo grammar, field cookery an’ tropical medicines.”




  “What has poor little making — up — company — accounts done?” asked Hamilton, and Bones blushed.




  “Dear old officer,” he begged, “I’ll tackle that little job as soon as I get back. I tried to do ’em this mornin’ an’ I was four dollars out — it’s the regimental cash account that’s wrong. People come in and out helpin’ themselves, and I positively can’t keep track of the money.”




  “As I’m the only person with the key of the regimental cash — box, I suppose you mean — ?”




  Bones raised his hand.




  “I make no accusations, dear old feller — it’s a painful subject. We all have those jolly old moments of temptation. I tackle the accounts to — night, sir. You mustn’t forget that I’ve a temperament. I’m not like you dear old wooden — heads—”




  “Oh, shut up,” said the weary Hamilton. “So long as you’re going to do a bit of study, it’s all right.”




  “Now, Bones,” said Patricia, appearing on the scene, “have you got the sandwiches?”




  Bones made terrifying and warning grimaces.




  “Have you got the board to lay the cloth and the paper to cover it, and the chocolates and the cold tea?”




  Bones frowned, and jerked his head in an agony of warning.




  “Come on, then,” said the unconscious betrayer of Lieutenant Tibbetts. “Good — bye, dear.”




  “Why ‘good — bye,’ dear old Hamilton’s sister?” asked Bones.




  She looked at him scornfully and led the way.




  “Don’t forget the field fortifications,” called Hamilton after him; “they eat nicely between slices of strategy.”




  The sun was casting long shadows eastward when they returned. They had not far to come, for the place they had chosen for their picnic was well within the Residency reservation, but Bones had been describing on his way back one of the remarkable powers he possessed, namely, his ability to drag the truth from reluctant and culpable natives. And every time he desired to emphasize the point he would stop, lower all his impedimenta to the ground, cluttering up the landscape with picnic — box, drawing — board, sketching — blocks and the numerous bunches of wild flowers he had culled at her request, and press his argument with much palm — punching.




  He stopped for the last time on the very edge of the barrack square, put down his cargo and proceeded to demolish the doubt she had unwarily expressed.




  “That’s where you’ve got an altogether erroneous view of me, dear old sister,” he said triumphantly. “I’m known up and down the river as the one man that you can’t deceive. Go up and ask the Bomongo, drop in on the Isisi, speak to the Akasava, an’ what will they say? They’ll say, ‘No, ma’am, there’s no flies on jolly old Bones — not on your life, Harriet!’”




  “Then they would be very impertinent,” smiled Pat.




  “Ask Sanders (God bless him!). Ask Ham. Ask—” he was going on enthusiastically.




  “Are you going to camp here, or are you coming in?” she challenged.




  Bones gathered up his belongings, never ceasing to talk.




  “Fellers like me, dear young friend, make the Empire — paint the whole bally thing red, white and blue—’unhonoured and unsung, until the curtain’s rung, the boys that made the Empire and the Navy.’”




  “Bones, you promised you wouldn’t sing,” she said reproachfully; “and, besides, you’re not in the navy.”




  “That doesn’t affect the argument,” protested Bones, and was rapidly shedding his equipment in preparation for another discourse, when she walked on towards Sanders who had come across the square to meet them.




  Bones made a dive at the articles he had dropped, and came prancing (no other word describes his erratic run) up to Sanders.




  “I’ve just been telling Miss Hamilton, sir and Excellency, that nobody can find things that old Bones — you’ll remember, sir the episode of your lost pyjama legs. Who found ‘em?”




  “You did,” said Sanders; “they were sent home in your washing. Talking about finding things, read this.”




  He handed a telegraph form to the young man, and Bones, peering into the message until his nose almost touched the paper, read —




  “Very urgent. Clear the line. Administration. To Sanders, Commission River Territories. Message begins. Belgian Congo Government reports from Leopoldville, Bacteriological Expedition carriers raided on edge of your territory by Inner N’gombi people, all stores looted including case of 20 culture tubes. Stop. As all these cultures are of virulent diseases, inoculate Inner N’gombi until intact tubes recovered. Message ends.”




  Bones read it twice, and his face took on an appearance which indicated something between great pain and intense vacancy. It was intended to convey to the observer the fact that Bones was thinking deeply and rapidly, and that he had banished from his mind all the frivolities of life.




  “I understand, sir — you wish me to go to the dear old Congo Government and apologize — I shall be ready in ten minutes.”




  “What I really want you to do,” said Sanders patiently, “is to take the Wiggle up stream and get that box.”




  “I quite understand, sir,” said Bones, nodding his head. “To — day is the 8th, to — morrow is the 9th — the box shall be in your hands on the i5th by half — past seven in the evening, dear old sir.”




  He saluted and turned a baleful glare upon the girl, the import of which she was to learn at first hand.




  “Duty, Miss Patricia Hamilton! Forgive poor old Bones if he suddenly drops the mask of doice far niente — I go!”




  He saluted again and went marching stiffly to his quarters with all the dignity which an empty lunch — box and a dangling water — bottle would allow him.




  The next morning Bones went forth importantly for the Ochori city, being entrusted with the task of holding, so to speak, the right flank of the N’gombi country.




  “You will use your discretion,” Sanders said at parting, “and, of course, you must keep your eyes open; if you hear the merest hint that the box is in your neighbourhood, get it.”




  “I think, your Excellency,” said Bones, with heavy carelessness, “that I have fulfilled missions quite as delicate as this, and as for observation, why, the gift runs in my family.”




  “And runs so fast that you’ve never caught up with it,” growled Hamilton.




  Bones turned haughtily and saluted. It was a salute full of subdued offence.




  He went joyously to the northward, evolving cunning plans. He stopped at every village to make inquiries and to put the unoffending villagers to considerable trouble — for he insisted upon a house — to — house search — before, somewhat wearied by his own zeal, he came to the Ochori.




  Chief Bosambo heard of his coming and summoned his councillors.




  “Truly has Sandi a hundred ears,” he said in dismay, “for it seems that he has heard of the slaying of Muchini. Now, all men who are true to me will swear to the lord Tibbetti that we know nothing of a killing palaver, and that we have not been beyond the trees to the land side of the city. This you will say because you love me; and if any man says another thing I will beat him until he is sick.”




  Bones came and was greeted by the chief, and Bosambo was carried to the beach on a litter.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo weakly, “now the sight of your simple face will make me a well man again. For, lord, I have not left my bed since the coming of the rains, and there is strength neither in my hands and feet.”




  “Poor old bird,” said Bones sympathetically, “you’ve been sittin’ in a draught.”




  “This I tell you, Tibbetti,” Bosambo went on, as yet uncertain of his ruler’s attitude, since Bones must need, at this critical moment, employ English and idiomatic English, “that since the last moon was young I have lain in my hut never moving, seeing nothing and hearing nothing, being like a dead man — all this my headman will testify.”




  Bones’s face dropped, for he had hoped to secure information here. Bosambo, watching his face through half — closed lids, saw the dismal droop of the other’s mouth, and came to the conclusion that whatever might be the cause of the visit, it was not to hold the Ochori or their chief to account for known misdeeds.




  “O Bosambo,” said Bones, in the river dialect, “ this is sad news, for I desire that you shall tell me certain things for which Sandi would have given you salt and rods.”




  The Chief of the Ochori sat up in his litter and went so far as to put one foot to the ground.




  “Lord,” he said heartily, “ the sound of your lovely voice brings me from the grave and gives me strength. Ask, O Bonesi, for you are my father and my mother; and though I saw and heard nothing, yet in my sickness I had wonderful visions and all things were made visible — that I declare to you, Bonesi, before all men.”




  “Don’t call me ‘Bonesi,’ “ said Bones fiercely. “ You’re a jolly cheeky feller, Bosambo — you’re very, very naughty, indeed!”




  “Master,” said Bosambo humbly, “ though I rule these Ochori I am a foreigner in this land; in the tongue of my own people, Bonesi means ‘he — who — is — noble — in — face — and — a — giver — of — justice’.”




  “That’s better,” nodded the gratified Bones, and went on speaking in the dialect. “You shall help me in this — it touches on the people of the Inner N’gombi—”




  Bosambo fell back wearily on to the litter, and rolled his eyes as one in pain.




  “This is a sorrow for me. Bo — Tibbetti,” he said faintly, “but I am a sick man.”




  “Also,” continued Bones, “of a certain box of wood, full of poisons-—”




  As well as he could Bones explained the peculiar properties of germ culture.




  “Oh, ko!” said Bosambo, closing his eyes, and was to all appearances beyond human aid.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, at parting, “you have brought me to life, and every man of every tribe shall know that you are a great healer. To all the far and quiet places of the forest I will send my young men who will cry you aloud as a most wonderful doctor.”




  “Not at all,” murmured Bones modestly, “not at all.”




  “Master,” said Bosambo, this time in English, for he was not to be outdone in the matter of languages, for had he not attended a great mission school in Monrovia? “Master, you dam’ fine feller, you look ‘um better feller, you no find um. You be same like Moses and Judi Escariot, big fine feller, by golly — yas.”




  All night long, between the visits which Bones had been making from the moored Wiggle to the village (feeling the patient’s pulse with a profound and professional air and prescribing brandy and milk), Bosambo had been busy.




  “Stand you at the door, Secundi,” he said to his headman, “ and let one of your men go to the shore to warn me of my lord Tibbetti’s coming, for I have work to do. It seems this Maker of Storms were better with Sandi than with me.”




  “Tibbetti is a fool, I think,” suggested Secundi.




  Bosambo, kneeling on a rush mat, busy with a native chisel and a pot of clay paint, looked up.




  “I have beaten older men than you with a stick until they have wept,” he said, “and all for less than you say. For this is the truth, Secundi, that a child cannot be a fool, though an old man may be a shame. This is the word of the blessed prophet. As for Tibbetti, he has a clean and loving heart.”




  There was a rustle at the door and a whispered voice.




  The box and the tools were thrust under a skin rug and Bosambo again became the interesting invalid.




  In the morning Bosambo had said farewell, and a blushing Bones listened with unconcealed pleasure to the extravagant praise of his patient.




  “And this I tell you, Tibbetti,” said Bosambo, standing thigh — deep in the river by the launch’s side, “that knowing you are wise man who gathers wisdom, I have sent to the end of my country for some rare and beautiful thing that you may carry it with you.”




  He signalled to a man on the bank, and his servant brought him a curious object.




  It was, Bones noted, a square box apparently of native make, for it was fantastically carved and painted. There were crude heads and hideous forms which were never on land or sea. The paint was brilliant; red, yellow and green indiscriminately splashed.




  “This is very ancient and was brought to my country by certain forest people. It is a Maker of Storms, and is a powerful ju — ju for good and evil.”




  Bones, already a collector of native work, was delighted. His delight soothed him for his failure in other respects.




  He returned to headquarters empty — handed and sat the centre of a chilling group — if we except Patricia Hamilton — and endeavoured, as so many successful advocates have done, to hide his shortcomings behind a screen of rhetoric.




  He came to the part in his narrative where Bosambo was taken ill without creating any notable sensation, save that Sanders’s grey eyes narrowed a little and he paid greater heed to the rest of the story.




  “There was poor old Bosambo knocked out, sir — ab — so — lutely done for — fortunately I did not lose my nerve. You know what I am, dear old officer, in moments of crisis?”




  “I know,” said Hamilton grimly, “something between a Welsh revivalist and a dancing dervish.”




  “Please go on, Bones,” begged the girl, not the least interested of the audience.




  “I dashed straight back to the Wiggle,” said Bones breathlessly, “searched for my medicine chest — it wasn’t there! Not so much as a mustard plaster — what was I to do, dear old Miss Hamilton?” he appealed dramatically.




  “Don’t tell him, Pat,” begged Hamilton, “he’s sure to guess it.”




  “What was I to do? I seized a bottle of brandy,” said Bones with relish, “I dashed back to where Bosambo was lyin’, I dashed into the village, into his hut and got a glass—”




  “Well, well!” said Sanders impatiently, “what happened after all this dashing?”




  Bones spread out his hands.




  “Bosambo is alive to — day,” he said simply, “praisin’ — if I may be allowed to boast — the name of Bones the Medicine Man. Look here, sir.”




  He dragged towards him along the floor of the hut a package covered with a piece of native sacking. This he whisked away and revealed the hideous handiwork of an artist who had carved and painted as true to nature as a man may who is not quite certain whether the human eye is half — way down the nose or merely an appendage to his ear.




  “That, sir,” said Bones impressively, “is one of the most interestin’ specimens of native work I have ever seen: a gift! From Bosambo to the jolly old doctor man who dragged him, if I might so express it, from the very maws of death.”




  He made his dramatic pause.




  Sanders bent down, took a penknife from his pocket and scraped the paint from a flat oblong space on the top.




  There for all men to see — save Bones who was now engaged in a relation of his further adventure to his one sympathizer — was a brass plate, and when the paint had been scraped away, an inscription — Department du Medicins, Etat CONGO BELGE.




  Sanders and Hamilton gazed, fascinated and paralysed to silence.




  “I’ve always had a feelin’ I’d like to be a medicine man,” Bones prattled on. “You see—”




  “One moment, Bones,” interrupted Sanders quietly. “Did you open this box by any chance?”




  “No, sir,” said Bones.




  “And did you see any of its contents?”




  “No, sir,” said Bones confidentially, “that’s the most interestin’ thing about the box. It contains magic — which, of course, honoured sir and Excellency, is all rubbish.”




  Sanders took a bunch of keys from his pocket, and after a few trials opened the case and scrutinized the contents, noting the comforting fact that all the tubes were sealed. He heaved a deep sigh of thankfulness.




  “You didn’t by chance discover anything about the missing cultures, Bones?” he asked mildly.




  




  Bones shook his head, shrugged his shoulders, and looked disconsolately at his chief.




  “You think I’ve been feeble, but I haven’t lost hope, sir,” he said, with fine resolution. “I’ve got a feelin’ that if I were allowed to go into the forest, disguised, sir, as a sort of half — witted native chap, sir—”




  “Disguised!” said Hamilton, “Good Lord, what do you want a disguise for?”




  IV. Bones and the Wireless
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  Ko-boru, the headman of Bingini, called his relations together for a solemn family conference.




  The lower river folk play an inconsiderable role in the politics of the Territories, partly because they are so near to headquarters that there is no opportunity for any of those secret preparations which precede all native intrigues, great or small, and partly because the lower river people are so far removed from the turbulent elements of the upper river that they are not swayed by the cyclonic emotions of the Isisi, the cold and deliberate desire for slaughter which is characteriatically Akasavian, or the electrical decisions of the Outer N’gombi.




  But they had their crises.




  To Bingini came all the notables of the district who claimed kinship with Ko — buru, and they sat in a great circle about the headman’s hut, alternately eyeing the old headman and their stout relative, his daughter.




  “All my relations shall know this,” began Koboru, after Okmimi, the witch — doctor, had formally burnt away the devils and ghosts that fringe all large assemblies, “that a great shame has come to us, every one, because of Yoka — m’furi. For this Yoka is to Sandi as a brother, and guides his little ship up and down the river, and because of this splendid position I gave him my own daughter by the first of my wives.”




  “S’m — m!” murmured the council in agreement.




  “Also I built him a hut and gave him a garden, where his wife might work, and he has sat at family palavers. Now, I tell you that Yoka — m’furi is an evil man. for he has left my daughter, and has found another wife in the upper river, and he comes no more to this village, and my daughter weeps all day.




  “For three seasons he has not been to this village; when the moon comes again, it will be four,” he said this with proper significance, and the flat face of the melancholy girl by his side puckered and creased miserably before she opened her large mouth to wail her woe.




  For the man who deliberately separates himself from his wife for four seasons and does not spend twenty — four hours— “from sunrise to moonset” in her village is automatically divorced and freed from all responsibility. This is the custom of all people from the lands of the Great King to the sea.




  “Now, I have had a dream,” Ko — boru went on, “ and in this dream it was told me that I should call you all together, and that I and the chief of my councillors and friends should go to Sandi and tell him what is true.”




  “Brother and uncle,” said Bechimi of G’lara, “ I will go with you, for once I spoke to Sandi and he spoke to me, and because of his cunning memory he will recall Bechimi, who picked up his little black stick, when it fell, and gave it to him.”




  Five were chosen to accompany Ko — boru, and they took canoe and travelled for less than five miles to the Residency.




  Sanders was entertaining Patricia Hamilton with stories of native feuds, when the unexpected deputation squatted in the sun before the verandah.




  “O Ko — boru,” hailed Sanders, “why do you come?”




  Ko — boru was all for a long and impressive palaver, but recognized a certain absence of encouragement in the Commissioner’s tone. Therefore he came straight to the point.




  “Now, you are our father and our mother, Sandi,” he said, in conclusion, “and when you speak, all wonders happen. Also you have very beautiful friends, Militini, who speak a word and set his terrible soldiers moving like leopards towards a kill, and Tibbetti, the young one who is innocent and simple. So I say to you, Sandi, that if you speak one word to Yoka, he will come back to my daughter, his wife.”




  Sanders stood by the rail of the stoep and looked down upon the spokesman.




  “I hear strange things, Ko — boru,” he said quietly. “They tell me stories of a woman with many lovers and an evil tongue; and once there came to me Yoka with a wounded head, for this daughter of yours is very quick in her anger.”




  “Lord,” said the flustered Ko — boru, “such things happen even in love.”




  “All things happen in love,” said Sanders, with a little smile, “and, if it is to be, Yoka will return. Also, if it is to be, he will not go back to the woman, and she will be free. This palaver is finished.”




  “Lord,” pleaded Ko — buru, “the woman will do no more angry things. Let him come back from sunrise to moon — set—”




  “This palaver is finished,” repeated Sanders.




  On the way back to Bingini the relatives of Ko — boru made a plot. It was the first plot that had been hatched in the shadow of headquarters for twenty years.




  “Would it be indiscreet to ask what your visitors wanted?” asked the girl, as the crestfallen deputation was crossing the square to their canoe.




  “It was a marriage palaver,” replied Sanders, with a little grimace, “and I was being requested to restore a husband to a temperamental lady who has a passion for shying cook — pots at her husband when she is annoyed.”




  The girl’s laughing eyes were fixed upon his.




  “Poor Mr. Sanders!” she said, with mock seriousness.




  “Don’t be sorry for me,” smiled Sanders. “I’m rather domestic really, and I’m interested in this case because the man concerned is my steersman — the best on the river, and a capital all — round man. Besides that,” he went on seriously, “I regard them all as children of mine. It is right that a man who shirks his individual responsibilities to the race should find a family to ‘father’.”




  “Why do you?” she asked, after a little pause.




  “Why do I what?”




  “Shirk your responsibilities,” she said. “This is a healthy and delightful spot: a woman might be very happy here.”




  There was an awkward silence.




  “I’m afraid I’ve been awfully impertinent,” said Patricia, hurriedly rising, “but to a woman there is a note of interrogation behind every bachelor — especially nice bachelors — and the more ‘confirmed’ he is, the bigger the question mark.”




  Sanders rose to her.




  “One of these days I shall do something rash,” he threatened with that shy laugh of his. “Here is your little family coming.”




  Bones and Hamilton were discussing something heatedly, and justice was on the side of Lieutenant Tibbetts, if one could judge by the frequency with which he stopped and gesticulated.




  “It really is too bad,” said the annoyed Hamilton, as he mounted the steps to the stoep, followed by Bones, who, to do him justice, did not adopt the attitude of a delinquent, but was, on the contrary, injured virtue personified.




  “What is too bad, dear?” asked the girl sympathetically.




  “A fortnight ago,” said Hamilton, “I told this silly ass—”




  “ Your jolly old brother is referrin’ to me, dear lady,” explained Bones.




  “Who else could I be referring to?” demanded the other truculently. “I told him to have all the company accounts ready by to — morrow. You know, sir, that the paymaster is coming down from Administration to check ‘em, and will you believe me, sir “ — he glared at Bones, who immediately closed his eyes resignedly— “would you believe me that, when I went to examine those infernal accounts, they were all at sixes and sevens?”




  “Threes an’ nines, dear old officer,” murmured Bones, waking up, “the matter in dispute being a trifle of thirty — nine dollars, which I have generously offered to make up out of my own pocket.”




  He beamed round as one who expected applause.




  “And on top of this,” fumed Hamilton, “he talks of taking Pat for an early morning picnic to the village island!”




  “Accompanied by the jolly old accounts,” corrected Bones. “Do me justice, sir and brother — officer. I offered to take the books with me, an’ render a lucid and convincin’ account of my stewardship.”




  “Don’t make me laugh,” snarled Hamilton, stamping into the bungalow.




  “Isn’t he naughty?” said Bones admiringly.




  “Now, Bones,” warned the girl, “I shan’t go unless you keep your word with Alec.”




  Bones drew himself up and saluted.




  “Dear old friend,” he said proudly, “put your faith in Bones.”




  “H.M. Launch No. 36 (Territories),” as it was officially described on the stores record, had another name, which she earned in her early days through certain eccentricities of construction. Though she might not in justice be called the Wiggle any longer, yet the Wiggle she was from one end of the river to the other, and even native men called her “ Komfuru,” which means “ that which does not run straight.”




  It had come to be recognized that the Wiggle was the especial charge of Lieutenant Tibbetts. Bones himself was the first to recognize this right. There were moments when he inferred that the Wiggle’s arrival on the station at the time he was making his own first appearance was something more than a coincidence.




  She was not, in the strictest sense of the word, a launch, for she possessed a square, open dining — saloon and two tiny cabins amidships. Her internal works were open to the light of day, and her engineer lived in the engine — room up to his waist and on deck from his waist up, thus demonstrating the possibility of being in two places at once.




  The Wiggle, moreover, possessed many attributes which are denied to other small steamers. She had, for example, a Maxim gun on her tiny forecastle. She had a siren of unusual power and diabolical tone, she was also fitted with a big motor — horn, both of which appendages were Bones’s gift to his flagship. The motor — horn may seem superfluous, but when the matter is properly explained, you will understand the necessity for some less drastic method of self — advertisement than the siren.




  The first time the siren had been fitted Bones had taken the Wiggle through “the Channel.” Here the river narrows and deepens, and the current runs at anything from five to seven knots an hour. Bones was going up stream, and met the Bolalo Mission steamer coming down. She had dipped her flag to the Wiggle’s blue ensign, and Bones had replied with two terrific blasts on his siren.




  After that the Wiggle went backwards, floating with the current all ways, from broadside on to stern first, for in those two blasts Bones had exhausted the whole of his steam reserve.




  She was also equipped with wireless. There was an “aerial” and an apparatus which Bones had imported from England at a cost of twelve pounds, and which was warranted to receive messages from two hundred miles distant. There was also a book of instructions. Bones went to his hut with the book and read it. His servant found him in bed the next morning, sleeping like a child, with his hand resting lightly upon the second page.




  Sanders and Hamilton both took a hand at fixing the Wiggle’s wireless. The only thing they were all quite certain about was that there ought to be a wire somewhere. So they stretched the aerial from the funnel to the flagstaff at the stern of the boat, and then addressed themselves to the less simple solution of “making it work.”




  They tried it for a week, and gave it up in despair.




  “They’ve had you, Bones,” said Hamilton. “It doesn’t ‘went.’ Poor old Bones!”




  “Your pity, dear old officer, is offensive,” said Bones stiffly, “an’ I don’t mind tellin’ you that I’ve a queer feelin’ — I can’t explain what it is, except that I’m a dooce of a psychic — that that machine is goin’ to be jolly useful.”




  But though Bones worked day and night, read the book of instructions from cover to cover, and took the whole apparatus to pieces, examining each part under a strong magnifying glass, he never succeeded either in transmitting or receiving a message, and the machine was repacked and stored in the spare cabin, and was never by any chance referred to, except by Hamilton in his most unpleasant moments.




  Bones took an especial delight in the Wiggle; it was his very own ship, and he gave her his best personal attention. It was Bones who ordered from London especially engraved notepaper headed “ H.M.S. Komfuru” — the native name sounded more important than Wiggle, and more important than “Launch 36.” It was Bones who installed the little dynamo which — when it worked — lit the cabins and even supplied power for a miniature searchlight. It was Bones who had her painted Service grey, and would have added another funnel if Hamilton had not detected the attempted aggrandizement. Bones claimed that she was dustproof, waterproof, and torpedo — proof, and Hamilton had voiced his regret that she was not also fool — proof.




  At five o’clock the next morning, when the world was all big hot stars and shadows, and there was no sound but the whisper of the running river and the “ ha — a — a — a — ha — a — a — a” of breakers, Bones came from his hut, crossed the parade — ground, and, making his way by the light of a lantern along the concrete quay — it was the width of an average table — dropped on to the deck and kicked the custodian of the Wiggle to wakefulness.




  Bones’s satellite was one Ali Abid, who was variously described as Moor, Egyptian, Tripolitan, and Bedouin, but was by all ethnological indications a half — breed Kano, who had spent the greater part of his life in the service of a professor of bacteriology. This professor was something of a purist, and the association with Ali Abid, plus a grounding in the elementary subjects which are taught at St. Joseph’s Mission School, Cape Coast Castle, had given Ali a gravity of demeanour and a splendour of vocabulary which many better favoured than he might have envied.




  “Arise,” quoth Bones, in the cracked bass which he employed whenever he felt called upon to deliver his inaccurate versions of Oriental poets —




  “Arise, for morning in the bowl of night Has chucked a stone to put the stars to flight. And lo! and lo!… Get up, Ali, the caravan is moving. Oh make haste!”




  (“Omar will never be dead so long as Bones quotes him,” Hamilton once said; “he simply couldn’t afford to be dead and leave it to Bones!”)




  Ali rose, blinking and shivering, for the early morning was very cold, and he had been sleeping under an old padded dressing — gown which Bones had donated.




  “Muster all the hands,” said Bones, setting his lantern on the deck.




  “Sir,” said Ali slowly, “the subjects are not at our disposition. Your preliminary instructions presupposed that you had made necessary arrangements re personnel.”




  Bones scratched his head.




  “Dash my whiskers,” he said in his annoyance, “didn’t I tell you that I was taking the honourable lady for a trip? Didn’t I tell you, you jolly old slacker, to have everything ready by daybreak? Didn’t I issue explicit an’ particular instructions about grub?”




  “Sir,” said Ali, “you didn’t.”




  “Then,” said Bones wrathfully, “why the dickens do I think I have?”




  “Sir,” said Ali, “some subjects, when enjoying refreshing coma, possess delirium, hallucinations, highly imaginative, which dissipate when the subject recovers consciousness, but retain in brain cavity illusory reminiscences.”




  Bones thrust his face into the other’s.




  “Do you mean to tell me I dreamt it?” he hissed.




  “Sir,” said Ali, “self — preservation compels complete acquiescence in your diagnosis.”




  “You’re childish,” said Bones.




  He gave a few vague instructions in the best Bones manner, and stole up to the dark Residency. He had solemnly promised Sanders that he would rouse the girl without waking the rest of the house.




  They were to go up stream to the Village Island, where the ironworkers of the Akasava had many curious implements to show her. Breakfast was to be taken on the boat, and they were to return for tiffin.




  Overnight she had shown Bones the window of her room, and Hamilton had offered to make a chalk mark on the sash, so there could be no mistaking the situation of the room.




  “If you wake me before sunrise, I shall do something I shall be sorry for,” he warned Bones. “If you return without straightening the accounts, I shall do something which you will be sorry for.”




  Bones remembered this as he crept stealthily along the wooden verandah. To make doubly sure, he took off his boots and dropped them with a crash.




  “Sh!” said Bones loudly. “Sh, Bones! Not so much noise, you silly old ass!”




  He crept softly along the wooden wall and reconnoitred. The middle window was Hamilton’s room, the left was Sanders’s, the right was Patricia’s. He went carefully to the right window and knocked. There was no answer. He knocked again. Still no reply. He knocked loudly.




  “Is that you, Bones?” growled Sanders’s voice.




  Bones gasped.




  “Awfully sorry, sir,” he whispered agitatedly— “my mistake entirely.”




  He tiptoed to the left window and rapped smartly. Then he whistled, then he rapped again.




  He heard a bed creak, and turned his head modestly away.




  “It’s Bones, dear old sister,” he said, in his loudest whisper. “Arise, for mornin’ in the bowl of light has—”




  Hamilton’s voice raged at him.




  “I knew it was you, you blithering—”




  “Dear old officer,” began Bones, “ awfully sorry! Go to sleep again. Night — night!”




  “Go to the devil!” said a muffled voice.




  Bones, however, went to the middle window; here he could make no mistake. He knocked authoritatively.




  “Hurry up, ma’am,” he said; “time is on the wing—”




  The sash was flung up, and again Bones confronted the furious Hamilton.




  “Sir,” said the exasperated Bones, “how the dooce did you get here?”




  “Don’t you know this room has two madams? I told you last night, you goop! Pat sleeps at the other end of the building. I told you that, too, but you’ve got a brain like wool!”




  “I am obliged to you, sir,” said Bones, on his dignity, “for the information. I will not detain you.”




  Hamilton groped on his dressing — table for a hair — brush.




  “Go back to bed, sir,” said Bones, “an’ don’t forget to say your prayers.”




  He was searching for the window in the other wing of the Residency, when the girl, who had been up and dressed for a quarter of an hour, came softly behind him and tapped him on the shoulder.




  “Wow!” screeched Bones. “Oh, Lord, dear old sister, you gave me the dickens of a fright! Well, let’s get along. Thank heavens, we haven’t disturbed anybody.”




  He was followed to the boat with the imprecations of two pyjamaed figures that stood on the stoep and watched his lank body melt in the darkness.




  “Send us a wireless when you’re coming back!” roared Hamilton.




  “Cad!” said Bones, between his teeth.




  Ali Abid had not been idle. He had aroused Yoka, the steersman, and Boosoobi, the engineer, and these two men had accepted the unexpected call with the curious readiness which natives show on such occasions, and which suggests that they have pre — knowledge of the summons, and are only waiting the word.




  In one of the small cabins Ali had arranged the much — discussed company accounts ready for his lord’s attention, and there was every promise of a happy and a profitable day when Yoka rang the engines “ahead,” and the Wiggle jerked her way to midstream.




  The east had grown pale, there was a murmur from the dark forests on either bank, the timorous chirping or bad — tempered squawk of a bird, a faint fragrance of burning gum — wood from the fishing villages established on the river bank, where, in dancing spots of light, the women were tending to their fires.




  There is no intermediate stage on the big river between darkness and broad daylight. The stars go out all at once, and the inky sky which serves them becomes a delicate blue. The shadows melt deeper and deeper into the forest, clearly revealing the outlines of the straight — stemmed trees. There is just this interregnum of pearl greyness, a sort of hush — light, which lasts whilst a man counts twenty, before the silver lances of the sun are flashing through the leaves, and the grey veil which blurs the islands to shapeless blotches in a river of dull silver is burnt to nothingness, and the islands are living things of vivid green set in waters of gold.




  “The sunrise!” said Bones, and waved his hand to the east with the air of one who was responsible for the miracle.




  The girl sat in a deep wicker chair and breathed in the glory and freshness of the scene. Across the broad river, right ahead of the boat, a flock of parroquets was flying, screeching their raucous chorus. The sun caught their brilliant plumage, and she saw, as it seemed, a rainbow in flight.




  “Isn’t that wonderful?” she whispered.




  Bones peered up at the birds, shading his eyes.




  “Just like a jolly old patchwork quilt,” he said. “What a pity they can’t talk till you teach ‘em! They’re awful bad eatin’, too, though some fellers say they make a good curry—”




  “Oh look, look!”




  The Wiggle was swerving to the southern bank of the river, and two majestic flamingos standing at the water’s edge had arrested the girl’s attention.




  “They’re bad eatin’, too,” said the informative Bones. “The flesh is fishy an’ too fat; heron are just the same.”




  “Haven’t you a soul, Bones?” she asked severely.




  “A soul, dear ma’am?” Bones asked, in astonishment. “Why, that’s my speciality!”




  It was a delightful morning for the girl, for Bones had retired to his cabin at her earnest request, and was struggling with the company accounts, and she was left to enjoy the splendour of the day, to watch the iron — red waters piling up against the Wiggle’s bows, to feel the cool breezes that swept down from the far — away mountains, and all this without being under the necessity of making conversation with Bones.




  That gentleman had a no less profitable morning, for Ali Abid was a methodical and clerkly man, and unearthed the missing thirty — nine dollars in the Compensation Record.




  “Thank goodness!” said Bones, relieved. “You’re a jolly old accountant, Ali. I’d never have found it.”




  “Sir,” said Ali, “some subjects, by impetuous application, omit vision of intricate detail. This is due to subjects’ lack of concentration.”




  “Have it your way,” said Bones, “but get the statement out for me to copy.”




  He awoke the girl from a profound reverie — which centred about shy and solemn bachelors who adopted whole nations of murderous children as their own — and proceeded to “take charge.”




  This implied the noisy issuing of orders which nobody carried out, the manipulation of a telescope, anxious glances at the heavens, deep and penetrating scrutinies at the water, and a promenade back and forward from one side of the launch to the other. Bones called this “pacing the bridge,” and invariably carried his telescope tucked under his arm in the process, and, as he had to step over Pat’s feet every time, and sometimes didn’t, she arrested his nautical wanderings.




  “You make me dizzy,” she said. “And isn’t that the island?”




  In the early hours of the afternoon they re — embarked, the capita of the village coming to the beach to see them off.




  They brought back with them a collection of spear — heads, gruesome execution knives, elephant swords, and wonderworking steel figures.




  “And the lunch was simply lovely, Bones,” agreed the girl, as the Wiggle turned her nose homeward. “Really, you can be quite clever sometimes.”




  “Dear old Miss Hamilton,” said Bones, “you saw me to — day as I really am. The mask was off, and the real Bones, kindly, thoughtful, considerate, an’ — if I may use the word without your foundin’ any great hope upon it — tender. You saw me free from carkin’ care, alert—”




  “Go along and finish your accounts, like a good boy,” she said. “I’m going to doze.”




  Doze she did, for it was a warm, dozy afternoon, and the boat was running swiftly and smoothly with the tide. Bones yawned and wrote, copying All’s elaborate and accurate statement, whilst Ali himself slept contentedly on the top of the cabin. Even the engineer dozed at his post, and only one man was wide awake and watchful — Yoka, whose hands turned the wheel mechanically, whose dark eyes never left the river ahead, with its shoals, its sandbanks, and its snags, known and unknown.




  Two miles from headquarters, where the river broadens before it makes its sweep to the sea, there are three islands with narrow passages between. At this season only one such passage — the centre of all — is safe. This is known as “The Passage of the Tree,” because all boats, even the Zaire, must pass so close beneath the overhanging boughs of a great lime that the boughs brush their very funnels. Fortunately, the current is never strong here, for the passage is a shallow one. Yoka felt the boat slowing as he reached shoal water, and brought her nearer to the bank of the island. He had reached the great tree, when a noose dropped over him, tightened about his arms, and, before he could do more than lock the wheel, he was jerked from the boat and left swinging between bough and water.




  




  “O Yoka,” chuckled a voice from the bough, “between sunrise and moonset is no long time for a man to be with his wife!”




  Bones had finished his account, and was thinking. He thought with his head on his hands, with his eyes shut, and his mouth open, and his thought was accompanied by strange guttural noises.




  Patricia Hamilton was also thinking, but much more gracefully. Boosoobi sat by his furnace door, nodding. Sometimes he looked at the steam gauge, sometimes he kicked open the furnace door and chucked in a few billets of wood, but, in the main, he was listening to the soothing “ chook — a — chook, chook — a — chook “ of his well — oiled engines.




  “Woo — yow! “ yawned Bones, stretching himself, and came blinking into the sunlight. The sun was nearly setting.




  “What the dooce—” said Bones. He stared round.




  The Wiggle had run out from the mouth of the river and was at sea. There was no sign of land of any description. The low — lying shore of the territory had long since gone under the horizon.




  Bones laid his hand on the shoulder of the sleeping girl, and she woke with a start.




  “Dear old shipmate,” he said, and his voice trembled, “we’re alone on this jolly old ocean! Lost the steersman!”




  She realized the seriousness of the situation in a moment.




  The dozing engineer, now wide awake, came aft at Bones’s call, and accepted the disappearance of the steersman without astonishment.




  “We’ll have to go back,” said Bones, as he swung the wheel round. “I don’t think I’m wrong in sayin’ that the east is opposite to the west, an’, if that’s true, we ought to be home in time for dinner.”




  “Sar,” said Boosoobi, who, being a coast boy, elected to speak English, “dem wood she no lib.”




  “Hey?” gasped Bones, turning pale.




  “Dem wood she be done. I look um. I see um. I no find um.”




  Bones sat down heavily on the rail.




  “What does he say?” Pat asked anxiously.




  “He says there’s no more wood,” said Bones. “The horrid old bunkers are empty, an’ we’re at the mercy of the tempest.”




  “Oh, Bones!” she cried in consternation.




  But Bones had recovered.




  “What about swimmin’ to shore with a line?” he said. “It can’t be more than ten miles!”




  It was Ali Abid who prevented the drastic step.




  “Sir,” he said, “the subject on such occasions should act with deliberate reserve. Proximity of land presupposes research. The subject should assist rather than retard research by passivity of action, easy respiration, and general normality of temperature.”




  “Which means, dear old Miss Hamilton, that you’ve got to keep your wool on,” explained Bones.




  What might have happened is not to be recorded, for at that precise moment the SS Paretta came barging up over the horizon.




  There was still steam in the Wiggle’s little boiler, and one log of wood to keep it at pressure.




  Bones was incoherent, but again Ali came to the rescue.




  “Sir,” he said, “for intimating SOS — ness there is upon steamer or launch certain scientific apparatus, unadjusted, but susceptible to treatment.”




  “The wireless!” spluttered Bones. “Good lor’, the wireless!”




  Twenty minutes later the Wiggle ran alongside the gangway of the SS Paretta, anticipating the arrival of the Zaire by half an hour.




  The SS Paretta was at anchor when Sanders brought the Zaire to the scene.




  He saw the Wiggle riding serenely by the side of the great ship, looking for all the world like a humming bird under the wings of an ostrich, and uttered a prayer of thankfulness.




  “They’re safe,” he said to Hamilton. “O Yoka, take the Zaire to the other side of the big boat.”




  “Master, do we go back to — night to seek Ko — buru?” asked Yoka, who was bearing marks which indicated his strenuous experience, for he had fought his way clear of his captors, and had swum with the stream to headquarters.




  “To — morrow is also a day,” quoth Sanders.




  Hamilton was first on the deck of the SS Paretta, and found his sister and a debonair and complacent Bones waiting for him. With them was an officer whom Hamilton recognized.




  “Company accounts all correct, sir,” said Bones, “audited by the jolly old paymaster” — he saluted the other officer— “an’ found correct, sir, thus anticipatin’ all your morose an’ savage criticisms.”




  Hamilton gripped his hand and grinned.




  “Bones was really wonderful,” said the girl, “they wouldn’t have seen us if it hadn’t been for his idea.”




  “Saved by wireless, sir,” said Bones nonchalantly. “It was a mere nothin’ — just a flash of inspiration.”




  “You got the wireless to work?” asked Hamilton incredulously.




  “No, sir,” said Bones. “But I wanted a little extra steam to get up to the ship, so I burnt the dashed thing. I knew it would come in handy sooner or later.”




  V. The Remedy
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  Beyond the far hills, which no man of the Ochori passed, was a range of blue mountains, and behind this again was the L’Mandi country. This adventurous hunting men of the Ochori had seen, standing in a safe place on the edge of the Great King’s country. Also N’gombi people, who are notoriously disrespectful of all ghosts save their own, had, upon a time, penetrated the northern forest to a high knoll which Nature had shaped to the resemblance of a hayrick.




  A huntsman climbing this after his lawful quarry might gain a nearer view of the blue mountains, all streaked with silver at certain periods of the year, when a hundred streams came leaping with feathery feet from crag to crag to strengthen the forces of the upper river, or, as some said, to create through underground channels the big lakes M’soobo and T’sambi at the back of the N’gombi country.




  And on summer nights, when the big yellow moon came up and showed all things in her own chaste way, you might see from the knoll of the hayrick these silver ribbons all a — glitter, though the bulk of the mountain was lost to sight.




  The river folk saw little of the L’Mandi, because L’Mandi territory lies behind the country of the Great King, who looked with a jealous eye upon comings and goings in his land, and severely restricted the movement and the communications of his own people.




  The great King followed his uncle in the government of the pleasant O’Mongo lands, and he had certain advantages and privileges, the significance of which he very imperfectly interpreted. His uncle had died suddenly at the hands of Mr. Commissioner Sanders, C.M.G., and the land itself might have passed to the protection of the Crown, for there was gold in the country in large and payable quantities.




  That such a movement was arrested was due largely to the L’Mandi and the influence they were able to exercise upon the European Powers by virtue of their military qualities. Downing Street was all for a permanent occupation of the chief city and the institution of a conventional regime; but the L’Mandi snarled, clicked their heels, and made jingling noises with their great swords, and there was at that moment a government in office in England which was rather impressed by heel — clicking and sword — jingling, and so the territory of the Great King was left intact, and was marked on all maps as Omongoland, and coloured red, as being within the sphere of British influence. On the other hand, the L’Mandi people had it tinted yellow, and described it as an integral portion of the German Colonial Empire.




  There was little communication between L’Mandi and Sanders’s territory, but that little was more than enough for the Commissioner, since it took the shape of evangelical incursions carried out by missionaries who were in the happy position of not being obliged to say as much as “By your leave,” since they had secured from a Government which was, as I say, impressed by heel — clicking and sword — jingling, an impressive document, charging “all commissioners, sub — commissioners, magistrates, and officers commanding our native forces,” to give facilities to these good Christian gentlemen.




  There were missionaries in the Territories who looked askance at their brethren, and Ferguson, of the River Mission, made a journey to headquarters to lay his views upon the subject before the Commissioner.




  “These fellows aren’t missionaries at all, Mr. Sanders; they are just political agents utilizing sacred symbols to further a political propaganda.”




  “That is a Government palaver,” smiled Sanders, and that was all the satisfaction Ferguson received. Nevertheless, Sanders was watchful, for there were times when the L’Mandi missioners and their friends strayed outside their sphere.




  Once the L’Mandi folk had landed in a village in the middle Ochori, had flogged the headman, and made themselves free of the commodities which the people of the village had put aside for the payment of their taxation.




  In his wrath, Bosambo, the chief, had taken ten war canoes; but Sanders, who had been in the Akasava on a shooting trip, was there before him, and had meted out swift justice to the evil — doers.




  “And let me tell you, Bosambo,” said Sanders severely, “that you shall not bring spears except at my word.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, frankness itself, “if I disobeyed you, it was because I was too hot to think.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “That I know,” he said. “ Now I tell you this, Bosambo, and this is the way of very wise men — that when they go to do evil things with a hot heart, they first sleep, and in their sleep their spirits go free and talk with the wise and the dead, and when they wake, their hearts are cool, and they see all the folly of the night, and their eyes are bright for their own faults.”




  “Master,” said Bosambo, “you are my father and my mother, and all the people of the river you carry in your arms. Now I say to you that when I go to do an evil thing I will first sleep, and I will make all my people sleep also.”




  There are strange stories in circulation as to the manner in which Bosambo carried out this novel reform. There is the story of an Ochori wife — beater who, adjured by his chief, retired to slumber on his grievance, and came to his master the following morning with the information that he had not closed his eyes. Whereupon Bosambo clubbed him insensible, in order that Sanders’s plan might have a fair chance.




  At least, this is the story which Hamilton retailed at breakfast one morning. Sanders, appealed to for confirmation, admitted cautiously that he had heard the legend, but did not trouble to make an investigation.




  “The art of governing a native country,” he said, “is the art of not asking questions.”




  “But suppose you want to know something?” demanded Patricia.




  “Then,” said Sanders, with a twinkle in his eyes, “you must pretend that you know.”




  “What is there to do to — day?” asked Hamilton, rolling his serviette.




  He addressed himself to Lieutenant Tibbetts, who, to Sanders’s intense annoyance, invariably made elaborate notes of all the Commissioner said.




  “Nothin’ until this afternoon, sir,” said Bones, closing his note — book briskly, “then we’re doin’ a little deep — sea fishin’.”




  The girl made a grimace.




  “We didn’t catch anything yesterday, Bones,” she objected.




  “We used the wrong kind of worm,” said Bones confidently. “I’ve found a new worm nest in the plantation. Jolly little fellers they are, too.”




  “What are we doing to — day, Bones?” repeated Hamilton ominously.




  Bones puckered his brows.




  “Deep — sea fishin’, dear old officer and comrade,” he — repeated, “ an’ after dinner a little game of tiddly — winks — Bones v. jolly old Hamilton’s sister, for the championship of the River an’ the Sanders Cup.”




  Hamilton breathed deeply, but was patient.




  “Your King and your country,” he said, “pay you seven and eightpence per diem—”




  “Oh,” said Bones, a light dawning, “you mean work?”




  “Strange, is it not,” mused Hamilton, “that we should consider — Hullo!”




  They followed the direction of his eyes.




  A white bird was circling groggily above the plantation, as though uncertain where to alight. There was weariness in the beat of its wings, in the irregularity of its flight. Bones leapt over the rail of the verandah and ran towards the square. He slowed down as he came to a place beneath the bird, and whistled softly.




  Bones’s whistle was a thing of remarkable sweetness — it was his one accomplishment, according to Hamilton, and had neither tune nor rhyme. It was a succession of trills, rising and falling, and presently, after two hesitating swoops, the bird rested on his outstretched hand. He came back to the verandah and handed the pigeon to Sanders.




  The Commissioner lifted the bird and with gentle fingers removed the slip of thin paper fastened to its leg by a rubber band.




  Before he opened the paper he handed the weary little servant of the Government to an orderly.




  “Lord, this is Sombubo,” said Abiboo, and he lifted the pigeon to his cheek, “ and he comes from the Ochori.”




  Sanders had recognized the bird, for Sombubo was the swiftest, the wisest, and the strongest of all his messengers, and was never dispatched except on the most critical occasions.




  He smoothed the paper and read the letter, which was in Arabic.




  “From the servant of God Bosambo, in the Ochori City, to Sandi, where — the — sea — runs.




  “There have come three white men from the L’Mandi country, and they have crossed the mountains. They sit with the Akasava in full palaver. They say there shall be no more taxes for the People of the River, but there shall come a new king greater than any. And every man shall have goats and salt and free hunting. They say the Akasava shall be given all the Ochori country, also guns like the white man. Many guns and a thousand carriers are in the mountains waiting to come. I hold the Ochori with all my spears, Also the Isisi chief calls his young men for your King.




  “Peace be on your house in the name of Allah Compassionate and Merciful.”




  “M — m!” said Sanders, as he folded the paper. “I’m afraid there will be no fishing this afternoon. Bones, take the Wiggle and get up to the Akasava as fast as you can; I will follow on the Zaire. Abiboo!”




  “Lord?”




  “You will find me a swift Ochori pigeon. Hamilton, scribble a line to Bosambo, and say that he shall meet Bones by Sokala’s village.”




  Half an hour later Bones was sending incomprehensible semaphore signals of farewell as the Wiggle slipped round the bend of the river.




  Sokala, a little chief of the Isisi, was a rich man. He had ten wives, each of whom lived in her own hut. Also each wife wore about her neck a great ring of brass weighing twenty pounds, to testify to the greatness and wealth of her lord.




  Sokala was wizened and lined of face, and across his forehead were many deep furrows, and it seemed that he lived in a state of perplexity as to what should become of all his riches when he died, for he was cursed with ten daughters — O’femi, Jubasami, K’sola, M’kema, Wasonga, Mombari, et cetera.




  When Wasonga was fourteen, there was revealed to Sokala, her father, a great wonder.




  The vision came at the tail end of a year of illness, when his head had ached for weeks together, and not even the brass wire twisted lightly about his skull brought him relief.




  Sokala was lying on his fine bed of skins, wondering why strange animals sat by the fire in the centre of his hut, and why they showed their teeth and talked in human language. Sometimes they were leopards, sometimes they were little white — whiskered monkeys that scratched and told one another stories, and these monkeys were the wisest of all, for they discussed matters which were of urgency to the sick man rolling restlessly from side to side.




  On this great night two such animals had appeared suddenly, a big grey fellow with a solemn face, and a very little one, and they sat staring into the fire, mechanically seeking their fleas until the little one spoke.




  “Sokala is very rich and has ten daughters.”




  “That is true,” said the other; “also he will die because he has no son.”




  Sokala’s heart beat furiously with fear, but he listened when the little black monkey spoke.




  “If Sokala took Wasonga, his daughter, into the forest near to The Tree and slew her, his daughters would become sons and he would grow well.”




  And the other monkey nodded.




  As they talked, Sokala recognized the truth of all that they had said. He wondered that he had never thought of the matter before in this way. All night long he lay thinking — thinking — long after the fires had died down to a full red glow amidst white ashes, and the monkeys had vanished. In the cold dawn his people found him sitting on the side of the bed, and marvelled that he should have lived the night through.




  “Send me Wasooga, my daughter,” he said, and they brought a sleepy girl of fourteen, tall, straight and wholly reluctant. “We go a journey,” said Sokala, and took from beneath his bed his wicker shield and his sharp — edged throwing — spear.




  “Sokala hunts,” said the people of the village significantly, and they knew that the end was very near, for he had been a great hunter, and men turn in death to the familiar pursuits of life.




  Three miles on the forest road to the Isisi city, Sokala bade his daughter sit on the ground.




  Bones had met and was in earnest conversation with the Chief of the Ochori, the Wiggle being tied up at a wooding, when he heard a scream, and saw a girl racing through the wood towards him.




  Behind her, with the foolish stare on his face which comes to men in the last stages of sleeping sickness, his spear — balanced, came Sokala.




  The girl tumbled in a wailing, choking heap at Bones’s feet, and her pursuer checked at the sight of the white man.




  “I see you, Sokala,” said Bones gently. [The native equivalent for “ Good morning.”]




  “Lord,” said the old man, blinking at the officer of the Houssas, “you shall see a wonderful magic when I slay this woman, for my daughters shall be sons, and I shall be a well man.”




  Bones took the spear from his unresisting hand.




  “I will show you a greater magic, Sokala, for I will give you a little white stone which will melt like salt in your mouth, and you shall sleep.”




  The old man peered from Lieutenant Tibbetts to the King of the Ochori. He watched Bones as he opened his medicine chest and shook out two little white pellets from a bottle marked “Veronal,” and accepted them gratefully.




  “God bless my life,” cried Bones, “don’t chew ‘em, you dear old silly — swallow ‘em!”




  “Lord,” said Sokala soberly, “they have a beautiful and a magic taste.”




  Bones sent the frightened girl back to the village, and made the old man sit by a tree.




  “O Tibbetti,” said Bosambo, in admiration, “that was a good palaver. For it is better than the letting of blood, and no one will know that Sokala did not die in his time.”




  Bones looked at him in horror.




  “Goodness gracious heavens, Bosambo,” he gasped, “you don’t think I’ve poisoned him?”




  “Master,” said Bosambo, nodding his head, “he die one time — he not fit for lib — you give um plenty no — good stuff. You be fine Christian feller same like me.”




  Bones wiped the perspiration from his brow and explained the action of veronal. Bosambo was sceptical. Even when Sokala fell into a profound slumber, Bosambo waited expectantly for his death. And when he realized that Bones had spoken the truth, he was a most amazed man.




  “Master,” he said, in that fluid Ochori dialect which seems to be made up of vowels, “this is a great magic. Now I see very surely that you hold wonderful ju — jus, and I have wronged you, for I thought you were without wisdom.”




  “Cheer — oh!” said the gratified Bones.




  Near by the city of the Akasava is a small hill on which no vegetation grows, though it rises from a veritable jungle of undergrowth. The Akasava call this place the Hill of the Women, because it was here that M’lama, the King of the Akasava, slew a hundred Akasava maidens to propitiate M’shimba M’shamba, the god of storms. It was on the topmost point of the hill that Sanders erected a fine gallows and hung M’lama for his country’s good. It had always been associated with the spiritual history of the Akasava, for ghosts and devils and strange ju — jus had their home hereabouts, and every great decision at which the people arrived was made upon its slopes. At the crest was a palaver house — no more than a straw — thatched canopy affording shelter for four men at the most.




  On a certain afternoon all the chiefs, great and minor, the headmen, the warriors, and the leaders of fishing villages of the Akasava, squatted in a semicircle and listened to the oration of a bearded man, who spoke easily in the river dialect of the happy days which were coming to the people.




  By his side were two other white men — a tall, cleanshaven man with spectacles, and a stouter man with a bristling white moustache.




  Had the bearded man’s address been in plain English, or even in plain German, and had it been delivered to European hearers accustomed to taking its religion in allegories and symbols, it would have been harmless. As it was, the illustrations and the imagery which the speaker employed had no other interpretation to the simple — minded Akasava than a purely material one.




  “I speak for the Great King,” said the orator, throwing out his arms, “a king who is more splendid than any. He has fierce and mighty armies that cover the land like ants. He holds thunder and lightning in his hand, and is greater than M’shimba M’shamba. He is the friend of the black man and the white, and will deliver you from all oppression. He will give you peace and full crops, and make you capita over your enemies. When he speaks, all other kings tremble. He is a great buffalo, and the pawing of his hoofs shakes the earth.




  “This he says to you, the warrior people of the Akasava—”




  The message was destined to be undelivered.




  Heads began to turn, and there was a whisper of words. Some of the audience half rose, some on the outskirts of the gathering stole quietly away — the lesser chiefs were amongst these — and others, sitting stolidly on, assumed a blandness and a scepticism of demeanour calculated to meet the needs of the occasion.




  For Sanders was at the foot of the hill, a trim figure in white, his solar helmet pushed back to cover the nape of his neck from the slanting rays of the sun, and behind Sanders were two white officers and a company of Houssas with fixed bayonets. Not a word said Sanders, but slowly mounted the Hill of the Dead. He reached the palaver house and turned.




  “Let no man go,” he said, observing the disposition of the gathering to melt away, “for this is a great palaver, and I come to speak for these God — men.”




  The bearded orator glared at the Commissioner and half turned to his companions. The stout man with the moustache said something quickly, but Sanders silenced him with a gesture.




  




  “O people,” said Sanders, “you all know that under my King men may live in peace, and death comes quickly to those who make war. Also you may worship in what manner you desire, though it be my God or the famous gods of your fathers. And such as preach of God or gods have full liberty. Who denies this?”




  “Lord, you speak the truth,” said an eager headman.




  “Therefore,” said Sanders, “ my King has given these God — men a book [ A book =. written permission, any kind of document or writing] that they may speak to you, and they have spoken. Of a great king they tell. Also of wonders which will come to you if you obey him. But this king is the same king of whom the God — cross men and the water — God men tell. For he lives beyond the stars, and his name is God. Tell me, preacher, is this the truth?”




  The bearded man swallowed something and muttered, “This is true.”




  “Also, there is no king in this world greater than my King, whom you serve,” Sanders continued, “and it is your duty to be obedient to him, and his name is D’jorja.” Sanders raised his hand to his helmet in salute. “This also the God — men will tell you.” He turned to the three evangelists.




  Herr Professor Wiessmann hesitated for the fraction of a second. The pause was pardonable, for he saw the undoing of three months’ good work, and his thoughts at that moment were with a certain party of carriers who waited in the mountains.




  “The question of earthly and heavenly domination is always debatable,” he began in English, but Sanders stopped him.




  “We will speak in the Akasava tongue,” he said, “and let all men hear. Tell me, shall my people serve my King, or shall they serve another?”




  “They shall serve your King,” growled the man, “for it is the law.”




  “Thank you,” said Sanders in English. The gathering slowly dispersed, leaving only the white men on the hill and a few lingering folk at the foot, watching the stolid native soldiery with an apprehension born of experience.




  “We should like you to dine with us,” said Sanders pleasantly.




  The leader of the L’Mandi mission hesitated, but the thin man with the spectacles, who had been silent, answered for him.




  “We shall be pleased, Mr. Commissioner,” he said. “After eating with these swine for a month, a good dinner would be very acceptable.”




  Sanders said nothing, though he winced at the inelegant description of his people, and the three evangelists went back to their huts, which had been built for their use by the Akasava chief.




  An hour later that worthy sent for a certain witch — doctor.




  “Go secretly,” he said, “and call all headmen and chiefs to the Breaking Tree in the forest. There they shall be until the moon comes up, and the L’Mandi lords will come and speak freely. And you shall tell them that the word he spoke before Sandi was no true word, but to — night he shall speak the truth, and when Sandi is gone we shall have wonderful guns and destroy all who oppose us.”




  This the witch — doctor did, and came back by the river path.




  Here, by all accounts, he met Bosambo, and would have passed on; but the chief of the Ochori, being in a curious mind and being, moreover, suspicious, was impressed by the importance of the messenger, and made inquiries…




  An old man is a great lover of life, and after the witchdoctor’s head had been twice held under water — for the river was providentially near — he gasped the truth.




  The three missioners were very grateful guests indeed. They were the more grateful because Patricia Hamilton was an unexpected hostess. They clicked their heels and kissed her hand and drank her health many times in good hock. The dinner was a feast worthy of Lucullus, they swore, the wine was perfect, and the coffee — which Abiboo handed round with a solemn face — was wonderful.




  They sat chatting for a time, and then the bearded man, looked at his watch.




  “To bed, gentlemen,” he said gaily. “We leave you, Herr Commissioner, in good friendship, we trust?”




  “Oh, most excellent,” said Sanders awkwardly, for he was a poor liar, and knew that his spies were waiting on the bank to “pick up” these potential enemies of his.




  He watched them go ashore and disappear into the darkness of the forest path that leads to the village.




  The moon was rising over the tall trees, and an expectant gathering of Akasava notables were waiting for a white spokesman who came not, when Bosambo and his bodyguard were engaged in lifting three unconscious men and laying them in a large canoe. He himself paddled the long boat to midstream, where two currents run swiftly, one to the sea and one to the Isisi River, which winds for a hundred miles until it joins the Congo.




  “Go with God,” said Bosambo piously, as he stepped into his own canoe, and released his hold of the other with its slumbering freight, “for if your king is so great, he will bring you to your own lands; and if he is not great, then you are liars. O Abiboo” — he spoke over his shoulder to the sergeant of Houssas— “tell me, how many of the magic white stones of Bonesi did you put in their drink?”




  “Bosambo, I put four in each, as you told me, and if my lord Tibbetti misses them, what shall I say?”




  “You shall say,” said Bosambo, “that this is Sandi’s own word — that when men plan evils they must first sleep. And I think these men will sleep for a long time. Perhaps they will sleep for ever — all things are with God.”
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  At the flood season, before the turbulent tributaries of the Isisi River had been induced to return to their accustomed channels, Sanders came back to headquarters a very weary man, for he had spent a horrid week in an endeavour — successful, but none the less nerve — racking — to impress an indolent people that the swamping of their villages was less a matter of Providence and ghosts than the neglect of elementary precaution.




  “For I told you, Ranabini,” said an exasperated Sanders, “that you should keep the upper channel free from trees and branches, and I have paid you many bags of salt for your services.”




  “Lord, it is so,” said Ranabini, scratching his brown leg thoughtfully.




  “At the full of the moon, before the rains, did I not ask you if the channel was clear, and did you not say it was like the street of your village?” demanded Sanders, in wrath.




  “Lord,” said Ranabini frankly, “I lied to you, thinking your lordship was mad. For what other man would foresee with his wonderful eye that rains would come? Therefore, lord, I did not think of the upper channel, and many trees floated down and made a little dam. Lord, I am an ignorant man, and my mind is full of my own brother, who has come from a long distance to see me, for he is a very sick man.”




  Sanders’s mind was occupied by no thought of Ranabini’s sick brother, as the dazzling white Zaire went thrashing her way down stream. For he himself was a tired man, and needed rest, and there was a dose of malaria looming in the offing, as his aching head told him. It was as though his brains were arranged in slats, like a Venetian blind, and these slats were opening and closing swiftly, bringing with each lightning flicker a momentary unconsciousness.




  Captain Hamilton met him on the quay, and when Sanders landed — walking a thought unsteadily, and instantly began a long and disjointed account of his adventures on a Norwegian salmon river — Hamilton took him by the arm and led the way to the bungalow.




  In ten minutes he was assisting Sanders into his pyjamas, Sanders protesting, albeit feebly, and when, after forcing an astonishing amount of quinine and arsenic down his chief’s throat, Hamilton came from the semi — darkness of the bungalow to the white glare of the barrack square, Hamilton was thoughtful.




  “Let one of your women watch by the bed of the lord Sandi,” said he to Sergeant Abiboo, of the Houssas, “and she shall call me if he grows worse.”




  “On my life,” said Abiboo, and was going off.




  “Where is Tibbetti?” asked Hamilton.




  The sergeant turned back and seemed embarrassed.




  “Lord,” he said, “ Tibbetts has gone with the lady, your sister, to make a palaver with Jimbujini, the witch doctor of the Akasava. They sit in the forest in a magic circle, and lo! Tibbetti grows very wise.”




  Hamilton swore under his breath. He had ordered Lieutenant Tibbetts, his second — in — command, prop, stay, and aide — de — camp, to superintend the drill of some raw Kano recruits who had been sent from the coast.




  “Go tell the lord Tibbetti to come to me,” he said, “but first send your woman to Sandi.”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, with his plain, boyish face all red with his exertions, yet dignified withal, came hurriedly fromhis studies.




  “Come aboard, sir,” he said, and saluted extravagantly, blinking at his superior with a curious solemnity of mien which was his own peculiar expression.




  “Bones,” said Hamilton, “where the dickens have you been?”




  Bones drew a long breath. He hesitated, then —




  “Knowledge,” he said shortly.




  Hamilton looked at his subordinate in alarm.




  “Dash it, you aren’t off your head, too, are you?”




  Bones shook his head with vigour.




  “Knowledge of the occult, sir and brother — officer,” he said. “One is never too old to learn, sir, in this jolly old world.”




  “Quite right,” said Hamilton; “in fact, I’m pretty certain that you’ll never live long enough to learn everything.”




  “Thank you, sir,” said Bones.




  The girl, who had less qualms than Bones when the summons arrived, and had, in consequence, returned more leisurely, came into the room.




  “Pat,” said her brother, “Sanders is down with fever.”




  “Fever!” she said a little breathlessly. “ It isn’t — dangerous?”




  Bones, smiling indulgently, soothed her.




  “Nothin’ catchin’, dear Miss Patricia Hamilton… “ he began,




  “Please don’t be stupid,” she said so fiercely that Bones recoiled. “Do you think I’m afraid of catching anything? Is it dangerous for Mr. Sanders?” she asked her brother.




  “No more dangerous than a cold in the head,” he answered flippantly. “My dear child, we all have fever. You’ll have it, too, if you go out at sunset without your mosquito boots.”




  He explained, with the easy indifference of a man inured to malaria, the habits of the mosquito — his predilection for ankles and wrists, where the big veins and arteries are nearer to the surface — but the girl was not reassured. She would have sat up with Sanders, but the idea so alarmed Hamilton that she abandoned it. “He’d never forgive me,” he said. “My dear girl, he’ll be as right as a trivet in the morning.”




  She was sceptical, but, to her amazement, Sanders turned up at breakfast his usual self, save that he was a little weary — eyed, and that his hand shook when he raised his coffee — cup to his lips. A miracle, thought Patricia Hamilton, and said so.




  “Not at all, dear miss,” said Bones, now as ever, accepting full credit for all phenomena she praised, whether natural or supernatural. “This is simply nothin’ to what happened to me. Ham, dear old feller, do you remember when I was brought down from the Machengombi River? Simply delirious — ravin’ — off my head.”




  “So much so,” said Hamilton, slicing the top off his egg, “that we didn’t think you were ill.”




  “If you’d seen me,” Bones went on, solemnly shaking one skinny forefinger at the girl, “you’d have said: ‘Bones is for the High Jump.’”




  “I should have said nothing so vulgar, Bones,” she retorted. “And was it malaria?”




  “Ah,” said Hamilton triumphantly, “I was too much of a gentleman to hint that it wasn’t. Press the question, Pat.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders and cast a look of withering contempt upon his superior.




  “In the execution of one’s duty, dear Miss Patricia H,” he said, “the calibre of the gun that lays a fellow low, an’ plunges his relations an’ creditors into mournin’, is beside the point. The only consideration, as dear old Omar says, is —




  ‘The movin’ finger hits, an’, havin’ hit, Moves on, tum tumpty tumpty tay, And all a feller does won’t make the slightest difference.’”




  “Is that Omar or Shakespeare?” asked the dazed Hamilton.




  “Be quiet, dear. What was the illness, Bones?”




  “Measles,” said Hamilton brutally, “and German measles at that.”




  “Viciously put, dear old officer, but, nevertheless, true,” said Bones buoyantly. “But when the hut’s finished, I’ll return good for evil. There’s goin’ to be a revolution, Miss Patricia Hamilton. No more fever, no more measles — health, wealth, an’ wisdom, by gad!”




  “Sunstroke,” diagnosed Hamilton. “Pull yourself together, Bones — you’re amongst friends.”




  But Bones was superior to sarcasm.




  There was a creature of Lieutenant Tibbetts, a solemn, brown man, who possessed, in addition to a vocabulary borrowed from a departed professor of bacteriology, a rough working knowledge of the classics. This man’s name was, as I have already explained, Abid Ali or Ali Abid, and in him Bones discovered a treasure beyond price.




  Bones had recently built himself a large square hut near the seashore — that is to say, he had, with the expenditure of a great amount of midnight oil, a pair of compasses, a box of paints, and a T — square, evolved a somewhat complicated plan whereon certain blue oblongs stood for windows, and certain red cones indicated doors. To this he had added an elevation in the severe Georgian style.




  With his plan beautifully drawn to scale, with sectional diagrams and side elevations embellishing its margin, he had summoned Mojeri of the Lower Isisi, famous throughout the land as a builder of great houses, and to him he had entrusted the execution of his design.




  “This you shall build for me, Mojeri,” said Bones, sucking the end of his pencil and gazing lovingly at the plan outspread before him, “and you shall be famous all through the world. This room shall be twice as large as that, and you shall cunningly contrive a passage so that I may move from one room to the other, and none see me come or go. Also, this shall be my sleeping — place, and this a great room where I will practise powerful magics.”




  Mojeri took the plan in his hand and looked at it. He turned it upside down and looked at it that way. Then he looked at it sideways.




  “Lord,” said he, putting down the plan with a reverent hand, “all these wonders I shall remember.”




  “And did he?” asked Hamilton, when Bones described the interview.




  Bones blinked and swallowed.




  “He went away and built me a square hut — just a plain square hut. Mojeri is an ass, sir — a jolly old fraud an’ humbug, sir. He-—”




  “Let me see the plan,” said Hamilton, and his subordinate produced the cartridge paper.




  “H’m!” said Hamilton, after a careful scrutiny. “Very pretty. But how did you get into your room?”




  “Through the door, dear old officer,” said the sarcastic Bones.




  “I thought it might be through the roof,” said Hamilton, “or possibly you made one of your famous dramatic entries through a star — trap in the floor —




  ‘Who is it speaks in those sepulchral tones? It is the demon king — the grisly Bones! Bing!’




  and up you pop amidst red fire and smoke.”




  A light dawned on Bones.




  “Do you mean to tell me, jolly old Ham, that I forgot to put a door into my room?” he asked incredulously, and peered over his chief’s shoulder.




  “That is what I mean, Bones. And where does the passage lead to?”




  “That goes straight from my sleepin’ room to the room marked L,” said Bones, in triumph.




  “Then you were going to be a demon king,” said the admiring Hamilton. “But fortunately for you. Bones, the descent to L is not so easy — you’ve drawn a party wall across—”




  “L stands for laboratory,” explained the architect hurriedly. “An’ where’s the wall? God bless my jolly old soul, so I have! Anyway, that could have been rectified in a jiffy.”




  “Speaking largely,” said Hamilton, after a careful scrutiny of the plan, “I think Mojeri has acted wisely. You will have to be content with one room. What was the general idea of the house, anyway?”




  “Science an’ general illumination of the human mind,” said Bones comprehensively.




  “I see,” said Hamilton. “You were going to make fireworks. A splendid idea, Bones.”




  “Painful as it is to undeceive you, dear old sir,” said Bones, with admirable patience, “I must tell you that I’m takin’ up my medical studies where I left off. Recently I’ve been wastin’ my time, sir: precious hours an’ minutes have been passed in frivolous amusement — tempus fugit, sir an’ captain, festina lente, an’ I might add—”




  “Don’t,” begged Hamilton; “you give me a headache.”




  There was a look of interest in Bones’s eyes.




  “If I may be allowed to prescribe, sir—” he began.




  “Thanks, I’d rather have the headache,” replied Hamilton hastily.




  It was nearly a week before the laboratory was fitted that Bones gave a house — warming, which took the shape of an afternoon tea. Bones, arrayed in a long white coat, wearing a ferocious lint mask attached to huge mica goggles, through which he glared on the world, met the party at the door and bade them a muffled welcome. They found the interior of the hut a somewhat uncomfortable place. The glass retorts, test tubes, bottles, and the paraphernalia of science which Bones had imported crowded the big table, the shelves, and even overflowed on to the three available chairs.




  “Welcome to my little workroom,” said the hollow voice of Bones from behind the mask. “Wel — Don’t put your foot in the crucible, dear old officer! You’re sittin’ on the methylated spirits, ma’am! Phew!”




  Bones removed his mask and showed a hot, red face.




  “Don’t take it off, Bones,” begged Hamilton; “it improves you.”




  Sanders was examining the microscope, which stood under a big glass shade.




  “You’re very complete, Bones,” he said approvingly. “In what branch of science are you dabbling?”




  “Tropical diseases, sir,” said Bones promptly, and lifted the shade. “I’m hopin’ you’ll allow me to have a look at your blood after tea.”




  “Thank you,” said Sanders. “You had better practise on Hamilton.”




  “Don’t come near me!” threatened Hamilton.




  It was Patricia who, when the tea — things had been removed, played the heroine.




  “Take mine,” she said, and extended her hand.




  Bones found a needle, and sterilized it in the flame of a spirit lamp.




  “This won’t hurt you,” he quavered, and brought the point near the white firm flesh. Then he drew it back again.




  “This won’t hurt you, dear old miss,” he croaked, and repeated the performance.




  He stood up and wiped his streaming brow.




  “I haven’t the heart to do it,” he said dismally.




  “A pretty fine doctor you are, Bones!” she scoffed, and took the needle from his hand. “There!”




  Bones put the tiny crimson speck between his slides, blobbed a drop of oil on top, and focused the microscope.




  He looked for a long time, then turned a scared face to the girl.




  “Sleepin’ sickness, poor dear old Miss Hamilton!” he gasped. “You’re simply full of tryps! Good Lord! What a blessin’ for you I discovered it!”




  




  Sanders pushed the young scientist aside and looked. When he turned his head, the girl saw his face was white and drawn, and for a moment a sense of panic overcame her.




  “You silly ass,” growled the Commissioner, “they aren’t trypanosomes! You haven’t cleaned the infernal eyepiece!”




  “Not trypanosomes?” said Bones.




  “You seem disappointed, Bones,” said Hamilton.




  “As a man, I’m overjoyed,” replied Bones gloomily; “as a scientist, it’s a set — back, dear old officer — a distinct set — back.”




  The house — warming lasted a much shorter time than the host had intended. This was largely due to the failure of a very beautiful experiment which he had projected. In order that the rare and wonderful result at which he aimed should be achieved, Bones had the hut artificially darkened, and they sat in a dark and sticky blackness, whilst he knocked over bottles and swore softly at the instruments his groping hand could not discover. And the end of the experiment was a large, bad smell.




  “The women and children first,” said Hamilton, and dived for the door.




  They took farewell of Bones at a respectful distance.




  Hamilton went across to the Houssa lines, and Sanders walked back to the Residency with the girl. For a little while they spoke of Bones and his newest craze, and then suddenly the girl asked —




  “You didn’t really think there were any of those funny things in my blood, did you?”




  Sanders looked straight ahead.




  “I thought — you see, we know — the tryp is a distinct little body, and anybody who had lived in this part of the world for a time can pick him out. Bones, of course, knows nothing thoroughly — I should have remembered that.”




  She said nothing until they reached the verandah, and she turned to go to her room.




  “It wasn’t nice, was it?” she said.




  Sanders shook his head.




  “It was a taste of hell,” he said simply. And she fetched a quick, long sigh and patted his arm before she realized what she was doing.




  Bones, returning from his hut, met Sanders hurrying across the square.




  “Bones, I want you to go up to the Isisi,” said the Commissioner. “There’s an outbreak of some weird disease, probably due to the damming of the little river by Ranabini, and the flooding of the low forests.”




  Bones brightened up.




  “Sir an’ Excellency,” he said gratefully, “comin’ from you, this tribute to my scientific—”




  “Don’t be an ass, Bones!” said Sanders irritably. “Your job is to make these beggars work. They’ll simply sit and die unless you start them on drainage work. Cut a few ditches with a fall to the river; kick Ranabini for me; take up a few kilos of quinine and dose them.”




  Nevertheless, Bones managed to smuggle on board quite a respectable amount of scientific apparatus, and came in good heart to the despondent folk of the Lower Isisi.




  Three weeks after Bones had taken his departure, Sanders was sitting at dinner in a very thoughtful mood.




  Patricia had made several ineffectual attempts to draw him into a conversation, and had been answered in monosyllables. At first she had been piqued and a little angry, but, as the meal progressed, she realized that matters of more than ordinary seriousness were occupying his thoughts, and wisely changed her attitude of mind. A chance reference to Bones, however, succeeded where more pointed attempts had failed.




  “Yes,” said Sanders, in answer to the question she had put, “Bones has some rough idea of medical practice. He was a cub student at Bart’s for two years before he realized that surgery and medicines weren’t his forte.”




  “Don’t you sometimes feel the need of a doctor here?” she asked, and Sanders smiled.




  “There is very little necessity. The military doctor comes down occasionally from headquarters, and we have a native apothecary. We have few epidemics amongst the natives, and those the medical missions deal with — sleep — sickness, beri — beri and the like. Sometimes, of course, we have a pretty bad outbreak which spreads — Don’t go, Hamilton — I want to see you for a minute.”




  Hamilton had risen, and was making for his room, with a little nod to his sister.




  At Sanders’s word he turned.




  “Walk with me for a few minutes,” said Sanders, and, with an apology to the girl he followed the other from the room.




  “What is it?” asked Hamilton.




  Sanders was perturbed — this he knew, and his own move towards his room was in the nature of a challenge for information.




  “Bones,” said the Commissioner shortly. “Do you realize that we have had no news from him since he left?”




  Hamilton smiled.




  “He’s an erratic beggar, but nothing could have happened to him, or we should have heard about it.”




  Sanders did not reply at once. He paced up and down the gravelled path before the Residency, his hands behind him.




  “No news has come from Ranabini’s village for the simple reason that nobody has entered or left it since Bones arrived,” he said. “It is situated, as you know, on a tongue of land at the confluence of two rivers. No boat has left the beaches, and an attempt to reach it by land has been prevented by force.”




  “By force?” repeated the startled Hamilton.




  Sanders nodded.




  “I had a report in this morning. Two men of the Isisi from another village went to call on some relations. They were greeted with arrows, and returned hurriedly. The headman of M’gomo village met with the same reception. This came to the ears of my chief spy Ahmet, who attempted to paddle to the island in his canoe. At a distance of two hundred yards he was fired upon.”




  “Then they’ve got Bones?” gasped Hamilton.




  “On the contrary, Bones nearly got Ahmet, for Bones was the marksman.”




  The two men paced the path in silence.




  “Either Bones has gone mad,” said Hamilton, “ or—”




  “Or — ?”




  Hamilton laughed helplessly.




  “I can’t fathom the mystery,” he said. “McMasters will be down to — morrow, to look at some sick men. We’ll take him up, and examine the boy.”




  It was a subdued little party that boarded the Zaire the following morning, and Patricia Hamilton, who came to see them off, watched their departure with a sense of impending trouble.




  Dr. McMasters alone was cheerful, for this excursion represented a break in a somewhat monotonous routine.




  “It may be the sun,” he suggested. “I have known several fellows who have gone a little nutty from that cause. I remember a man at Grand Bassam who shot—”




  “Oh, shut up, Mac, you grisly devil!” snapped Hamilton. “Talk about butterflies.”




  The Zaire swung round the bend of the river that hid Ranabini’s village from view, but had scarcely come into sight when —




  “Ping!”




  Sanders saw the bullet strike the river ahead of the boat, and send a spiral column of water shooting into the air. He put up his glasses and focused them on the village beach.




  “Bones!” he said grimly. “ Take her in, Abiboo.”




  As the steersman spun the wheel —




  “Ping!”




  This time the shot fell to the right.




  The three white men looked at one another.




  “Let every man take cover,” said Sanders quietly. “We’re going to that beach even if Bones has a battery of 75’s!”




  An exclamation from Hamilton arrested him.




  “He’s signalling,” said the Houssa Captain, and Sanders put up the glasses again.




  Bone’s long arms were waving at ungainly angles as he semaphored his warning.




  Hamilton opened his notebook and jotted down the message —




  “Awfully sorry, dear old officer,” he spelt, and grinned at the unnecessary exertion of this fine preliminary flourish, “but must keep you away. Bad outbreak of virulent smallpox—”




  Sanders whistled, and pulled back the handle of the engine — room telegraph to “stop.”




  “My God!” said Hamilton through his teeth, for he had seen such an outbreak once, and knew something of its horrors. Whole districts had been devastated in a night. One tribe had been wiped out, and the rotting frames of their houses still showed amidst the tangle of elephant grass which had grown up through the ruins.




  He wiped his forehead and read the message a little unsteadily, for his mind was on his sister— “Had devil of fight, and lost twenty men, but got it under. Come and get me in three weeks. Had to stay here for fear of careless devils spreading disease.”




  Sanders looked at Hamilton, and McMasters chuckled.




  “This is where I get a swift vacation,” he said, and called his servant.




  Hamilton leapt on to the rail, and steadying himself against a stanchion, waved a reply —




  “We are sending you a doctor.”




  Back came the reply in agitated sweeps of arm— “Doctor be blowed! What am I?”




  “What shall I say, sir?” asked Hamilton after he had delivered the message.




  “Just say ‘a hero’,” said Sanders huskily.




  VII. Bones, King-Maker
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  Patricia Hamilton, an observant young lady, had not failed to notice that every day, at a certain hour, Bones, disappeared from view. It was not for a long time that she sought an explanation.




  “Where is Bones?” she asked one morning, when the absence of her cavalier was unusually protracted.




  “With his baby,” said her brother.




  “Please don’t be comic, dear. Where is Bones? I thought I saw him with the ship’s doctor.”




  The mail had come in that morning, and the captain and surgeon of the SS Boma Queen had been their guests at breakfast.




  Hamilton looked up from his book and removed his pipe.




  “Do you mean to tell me that Bones has kept his guilty secret all this time?” he asked anxiously.




  She sat down by his side.




  “Please tell me the joke. This isn’t the first time you have ragged Bones about ‘the baby’; even Mr. Sanders has done it.”




  Sho looked across at the Commissioner with a reproving shake of her pretty head.




  “Have I ragged Bones?” asked Sanders, in surprise. “I never thought I was capable of ragging anybody.”




  “The truth is, Pat,” said her brother, “there isn’t any rag about the matter. Bones adopted a piccanin.”




  “A child?”




  “A baby about a month old. Its mother died, and some old bird of a witch — doctor was ‘chopping’ it when Bones appeared on the scene.”




  Patricia gave a little gurgle of delight and clapped her hands. “Oh, please tell me everything about it.”




  It was Sanders who told her of Henry Hamilton Bones, his dire peril and his rescue; it was Hamilton who embellished the story of how Bones had given his adopted son his first bath.




  “Just dropped him into a tub and stirred him round with a mop.”




  Soon after this Bones came blithely up from the beach and across the parade — ground, his large pipe in his mouth, his cane awhirl.




  Hamilton watched him from the verandah of the Residency, and called over his shoulder to Patricia.




  It had been an anxious morning for Bones, and even Hamilton was compelled to confess to himself that he had felt the strain, though he had not mentioned the fact to his sister.




  Outside in the roadstead the intermediate Elder Dempster boat was waiting the return of the doctor. Bones had been to see him off. An important day, indeed, for Henry Hamilton Bones had been vaccinated.




  “I think it ‘took,’” said Bones gravely, answering the other’s question. “I must say Henry behaved like a gentleman.”




  “What did Fitz say?”




  (Fitzgerald, the doctor, had come in accordance with his promise to perform the operation.)




  “Fitz?” said Bones, and his voice trembled. “Fitz is a cad!”




  Hamilton grinned.




  “He said that babies didn’t feel pain, and there was Henry howling his young head off. It was horrible!”




  Bones wiped his streaming brow with a large and violent bandana, and looked round cautiously.




  “Not a word, Ham, to her!” he said, in a loud whisper.




  “Sorry!” said Hamilton, picking up his pipe. “Her knows.”




  “Good gad!” said Bones, in despair, and turned to meet the girl.




  “Oh, Bones!” she said reproachfully, “You never told me!”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders, opened his mouth, dropped his pipe, blinked, spread out his hands in deprecation, and picked up his pipe.




  From which it may be gathered that he was agitated.




  “Dear old Miss Hamilton,” he said tremulously, “I should be a horrid bounder if I denied Henry Hamilton Bones — poor little chap. If I never mentioned him, dear old sister, it is because — Ah, well, you will never understand.”




  He hunched his shoulders dejectedly.




  “Don’t be an ass, Bones. Why the dickens are you making a mystery of the thing?” asked Hamilton. “I’ll certify you’re a jolly good father to the brat.”




  “Not ‘brat,’ dear old sir,” begged Bones. “Henry is a human being with a human heart. That boy “ — he wagged his finger solemnly— “knows me the moment I go into the hut. To see him sit up an’ say ‘Da!’ dear old sister Hamilton,” he went on incoherently, “to see him open his mouth with a smile, one tooth through, an’ one you can feel with your little finger — why, it’s — it’s wonderful, jolly old Miss Hamilton! Damn it, it’s wonderful!”




  “Bones!” cried the shocked girl.




  “I can’t help it, madame,” said Bones miserably. “Fitz cut his poor little, fat little arm. Oh, Fitz is a low cad! Cut it, my dear old Patricia, mercilessly — yes, mercilessly, brutally, an’ the precious little blighter didn’t so much as call for the police. Good gad, it was terrible!”




  His eyes were moist, and he blew his nose with great vigour.




  “I’m sure it was awful,” she soothed him. “May I come and see him?”




  Bones raised a warning hand, and, though the habitat of the wonderful child could not have been less than half a mile away, lowered his voice.




  “He’s asleep — fitfully, but asleep. I’ve told them to call me if he has a turn for the worse, an’ I’m goin’ down with a gramophone after dinner, in case the old fellow wants buckin’ up. But now he’s asleep, thankin’ you for your great kindness an’ sympathy, dear old miss, in the moment of singular trial.”




  He took her hand and shook it heartily, tried to say something, and swallowed hard, then, turning, walked from the verandah in the direction of his hut.




  The girl was smiling, but there were tears in her eyes.




  “What a boy! “ she said, half to herself.




  Sanders nodded.




  “Bones is very nice,” he said, and she looked at him curiously.




  “That is most eloquent,” she said quietly.




  “I thought it was rather bald,” he replied. “You see, few people really understand Bones. I thought, the first time I saw him, that he was a fool. I was wrong. Then I thought he was effeminate. I was wrong again, for he has played the man whenever he was called upon to do so. Bones is one of those rare creatures — a man with all the moral equipment of a good woman.”




  Her eyes were fixed on his, and for a moment they held. Then her eyes dropped quickly, and she flushed ever so slightly.




  “I think you have defined the perfect man,” she said, turning the leaves of her book.




  The next morning she was admitted to an audience with that paragon of paragons, Henry Hamilton Bones.




  He lived in the largest of the Houssa huts at the far end of the lines, and had for attendants two native women, for whom Bones had framed the most stringent and regimental of orders.




  The girl paused in the porch of the hut to read the typewritten regulations which were fastened by drawing — pins to a green baize board.




  They were bi — lingual, being in English and in coast Arabic, in which dialect Bones was something of a master. The girl wondered why they should be in English.




  “Absolutely necessary, dear old lady friend,” explained Bones firmly. “You’ve no idea what a lot of anxiety I have had. Your dear old brother — God bless him! — is a topping old sport, but with children you can’t be too careful, and Ham is awfully thoughtless. There, I’ve said it!”




  The English part of the regulations was brief, and she read it through.




  




  HENRY HAMILTON BONES (Care of).




  1. Visitors are requested to make as little noise as possible. How would you like to be awakened from refreshing sleep! Be unselfish, and put yourself in his place.




  2. It is absolutely forbidden to feed the child except with articles a list of which may be obtained on application. Nuts and chocolates are strictly forbidden.




  3. The undersigned will not be responsible for articles broken by the child, such as watches. If watches are used to amuse child, they should be held by child’s ear, when an interested expression will be observed on child’s face. On no account should child be allowed — knowing no better — to bite watch, owing to danger from glass, minute hand, etc.




  4. In lifting child, grasp above waist under arms and raise slowly, taking care that head does not fall back. Bring child close to holder’s body, passing left arm under child and right arm over. Child should not be encouraged to sit up — though quite able to, being very forward for eight months — owing to strain on back. On no account should child be thrown up in the air and caught.




  5. Any further information can be obtained at Hut 7. (Signed)




  AUGUSTDS TIBBETTS, Lieutenant.




  




  “All based on my personal observation and experience,” said Bones triumphantly— “not a single tip from anybody.”




  “I think you are really marvellous, Bones,” said the girl, and meant it.




  Henry Hamilton Bones sat upright in a wooden cot. A fat — faced atom of brown humanity, bald — headed and big — eyed, he sucked his thumb and stared at the visitor, and from the visitor to Bones.




  Bones he regarded with an intelligent interest which dissolved into a fat chuckle of sheer delight.




  




  “Isn’t it — isn’t it simply extraordinary?” demanded Bones ecstatically. “In all your long an’ painful experience, dear old friend an’ co — worker, have you ever seen anything like it? When you remember that babies don’t open their eyes until three weeks after they’re born—”




  “Da!” said Henry Hamilton Bones.




  “Da yourself, Henry!” squawked his foster — father.




  “Do da!” said Henry.




  The smile vanished from Bones’s face, and he bit his lip thoughtfully.




  “Do da!” he repeated.’ “ Let me see, what is ‘do da’?”




  “Do da!” roared Henry.




  “Dear old Miss Hamilton,” he said gently, “I don’t know whether Henry wants a drink or whether he has a pain in his stomach, but I think that we had better leave him in more experienced hands.”




  He nodded fiercely to the native woman nurse and made his exit.




  Outside they heard Henry’s hearty yell, and Bones put his hand to his ear and listened with a strained expression on his face.




  Presently the tension passed.




  “It was a drink,” said Bones. “Excuse me whilst I make a note.” He pulled out his pocket — book and wrote:




  “‘Do da ‘ means ‘child wants drink.’”




  He walked back to the Residency with her, giving her a remarkable insight into Henry’s vocabulary. It appeared that babies have a language of their own, which Bones boasted that he had almost mastered.




  She lay awake for a very long time that night, thinking of Bones, his simplicity and his lovableness. She thought, too, of Sanders, grave, aloof, and a little shy, and wondered…




  She woke with a start, to hear the voice of Bones outside the window. She felt sure that something had happened to Henry. Then she heard Sanders and her brother speaking, and realized that it was not Henry they were discussing.




  She looked at her watch — it was three o’clock.




  “I was foolish to trust that fellow,” Sanders was saying, “and I know that Bosambo is not to blame, because he has always given a very wide berth to the Kulumbini people, though they live on his border.”




  She heard him speak in a strange tongue to some unknown fourth, and guessed that a spy of the Government had come in during the night.




  “We’ll get away as quickly as we can, Bones,” Sanders said. “We can take our chance with the lower river in the dark; it will be daylight before we reach the bad shoals. You need not come, Hamilton.”




  “Do you think Bones will be able to do all you want?” Hamilton’s tone was dubious.




  “Pull yourself together, dear old officer,” said Bones raising his voice to an insubordinate pitch.




  She heard the men move from the veranda, and fell asleep again, wondering who was the man they spoke of and what mischief he had been brewing.




  On a little tributary stream, which is hidden by the island of bats, was the village of Kulumbini. High elephant grass hid the poor huts even from they who navigate a cautious way along the centre of the narrow stream. On the shelving beach one battered old canoe of ironwood, with its sides broken and rusted, the indolence of its proprietor made plain by the badly spliced panels, was all that told the stranger that the habitations of man were nigh.




  Kulumbini was a term of reproach along the great river and amongst the people of the Akasava, the Isisi, and the N’gombi, no less than among that most tolerant of tribes the Ochori. They were savage people, immensely brave, terrible in battle, but more terrible after.




  Kulumbini, the village and city of the tribe, was no more than an outlier of a fairly important tribe which occupied forest land stretching back to the Ochori boundary. Their territory knew no frontier save the frontiers of caprice and desire. They had neither nationality nor national ambition, and would sell their spears for a bunch of fish, as the saying goes. Their one consuming passion and one great wish was that they should not be overlooked, and, so long as the tribes respected this eccentricity, the Kulumbini distressed no man.




  How this desire for isolation arose, none know. It is certain that once upon a time they possessed a king who so shared their views that he never came amongst them, but lived in a forest place which is called to this day S’furi — S’foosi, “The trees (or glade) of the distant king.” They had demurred at Government inspection, and Sanders, coming up the little river on the first of his visits, was greeted by a shower of arrows, and his landing opposed by locked shields.




  There are many ways of disposing of opposition, not the least important of which is to be found in two big brass — barrelled guns which have their abiding place at each end of the Zaire’s bridge. There is also a method known as peaceful suasion. Sanders had compromised by going ashore for a peace palaver with a revolver in each hand.




  He had a whole fund of Bomongo stories, most of which are unfit for printing, but which, nevertheless, find favour amongst the primitive humorists of the Great River. By parable and story, by nonsense tale and romance, by drawing upon his imagination to supply himself with facts, byj invoking ju — jus, ghosts, devils, and all the armoury of native superstition, he had, in those far — off times, prevailed upon the people of Kulumbini not only to allow him a peaceful entrance to their country, but — wonder of wonders! — to contribute, when the moon and tide were in certain relative positions, which in English means once every six months, a certain tithe or tax, which might consist of rubber, ivory, fish, or manioc, according to the circumstances of the people.




  More than this, he stamped a solemn treaty — he wrote it in a tattered laundry — book which had come into the chief’s possession by some mysterious means — and he hung about the neck of Gulabala, the titular lord of these strange people, the medal and chain of chieftainship.




  Not to be outdone in courtesy, the chief offered him the choice of all the maidens of Kulumbini, and Sanders, to whom such offers were by no means novel, had got out of a delicate situation in his usual manner, having resort to witchcraft for the purpose. For he said, with due solemnity and hushed breath, that it had been predicted by a celebrated witch — doctor of the lower river that the next wife he should take to himself would die of sickness mongo, and said Sanders —




  “My heart is too tender for your people, O Chief, to lead one of your beautiful daughters to death.”




  “O Sandi,” replied Gulabala hopefully, “I have many daughters, and I should not miss one. And would it not be good service for a woman of my house to die in your hut?”




  “We see things differently, you and I,” said Sanders, “for, according to my religion, if any woman dies from witchcraft, her ghost sits for ever at the foot of my bed, making terrifying faces.”




  Thus Sanders had made his escape, and had received at odd intervals the tribute of these remote people.




  For years they had dwelt without interference, for they were an unlucky people to quarrel with, and, save for one or two trespasses on the part of Gulabala, there was no complaint made concerning them. It is not natural, however, for native people to prosper, as these folks did, without there growing up a desire to kill somebody. For does not the river saying run: “The last measure of a full granary is a measure of blood”?




  In the dead of a night Gulabala took three hundred spears across the frontier to the Ochori village of Netcka, and returned at dawn with the spears all streaky. And he brought back with him some twenty women, who would have sung the death — song of their men but for the fact that Gulabala and his warriors beat them.




  Gulabala slept all the day, he and his spears, and woke to a grisly vision of consequence.




  He called his people together and spoke in this wise —




  “Soon Sandi and his headmen will come, and, if we are here, there will be many folk hanged, for Sandi is a cruel man. Therefore let us go to a far place in the forest, carrying our treasure, and when Sandi has forgiven us, we will come back.”




  A good plan but for the sad fact that Bosambo of the Ochori was less than fifty miles away at the dawn of that fatal day, and was marching swiftly to avenge his losses, for not only had Gulabala taken women, but he had taken sixty goats, and that was unpardonable.




  The scouts which Gulabala had sent out came back with the news that the way to sanctuary was barred by Bosambo.




  Now, of all the men that the Kulumbini hated, they hated none more than the Chief of the Ochori. For he alone never scrupled to overlook them, and to dare their anger by flogging such of them as raided his territory in search of game.




  “Ko,” said Gulabala, deeply concerned, “this Bosambo is Sandi’s dog. Let us go back to our village and say we have been hunting, for Bosambo will not cross into our lands for fear of Sandi’s anger.”




  They reached the village, and were preparing to remove the last evidence of their crime — one goat looks very much like another, but women can speak — when Sanders came striding down the village street, and Gulabala, with his curved execution knife in his hand, stood up by the side of the woman he had slain.




  “O Gulabala,” said Sanders softly, “this is an evil thing.”




  The chief looked left and right helplessly.




  “Lord,” he spoke huskily, “Bosambo and his people put me to shame, for they spied on me and overlooked me. And we are proud people, who must not be overlooked — thus it has been for all time.”




  Sanders pursed his lips and stared at the man.




  “I see here a fine high tree,” he said, “so high that he who hangs from its top branch may say that no man overlooks him. There you shall hang, Gulabala, for your proud men to see, before they also go to work for my King, with chains upon their legs as long as they live.”




  “Lord,” said Gulabala philosophically, “I have lived.”




  Ten minutes later he went the swift way which bad chiefs go, and his people were unresentful spectators.




  “This is the tenth time I have had to find a new chief in this belt,” said Sanders, pacing the deck of the Zaire, “ and who on earth I am to put in his place I do not know.”




  The lokalis of the Kolumbini were already calling headmen to grand palaver. In the shade of the reed — thatched lokali house, before the hollow length of tree — trunk, the player worked his flat drumsticks of ironwood with amazing rapidity. The call trilled and rumbled, rising and falling, now a patter of light musical sound, now a low grumble.




  Bosambo came — by the river route — as Sanders was leaving the Zaire to attend the momentous council.




  “How say you, Bosambo — what man of the Kulumbini folk will hold these people in check?”




  Bosambo squatted at his lord’s feet and set his spear a — spinning.




  “Lord,” he confessed, “I know of none, for they are a strange and hateful people. Whatever king you set above them they will despise. Also they worship no gods or ghosts, nor have they ju — ju or fetish. And, if a man does not believe, how may you believe him? Lord, this I say to you — set me above the Kulumbini, and I will change their hearts.”




  But Sanders shook his head.




  “That may not be, Bosambo,” he said.




  The palaver was a long and weary one. There were twelve good claimants for the vacant stool of office, and behind the twelve there were kinsmen and spears.




  From sunset to nigh on sunrise they debated the matter, and Sanders sat patiently through it all, awake and alert. Whether this might be said of Bones is questionable. Bones swears that he did not sleep, and spent the night, chin in hand, turning over the problem in his mind.




  It is certain he was awake when Sanders gave his summing up,




  “People of this land,” said Sanders, “four fires have been burnt since we met, and I have listened to all your words. Now, you know how good it is that there should be one you call chief. Yet, if I take you, M’loomo “ — he turned to one sullen claimant— “there will be war. And if I take B’songi, there will be killing. And I have come to this mind — that I will appoint a king over you who shall not dwell with you nor overlook you.”




  Two hundred pairs of eyes watched the Commissioner’s face. He saw the gleam of satisfaction which came at this concession to the traditional characteristic of the tribe, and went on, almost completely sure of his ground.




  “He shall dwell far away, and you, the twelve kinsmen of Gulabala, shall reign in his place — one at every noon shall sit in the chief’s chair and keep the land for your king, who shall dwell with me.”




  One of the prospective regents rose.




  “Lord, that is good talk, for so did Sakalaba, the great king of our race, live apart from us at S’furi — S’foosi, and were we not prosperous in those days? Now tell us what man you will set over us.”




  For one moment Sanders was nonplussed. He was rapidly reviewing the qualifications of all the little chiefs, the headmen, and the fisher leaders who sat under him, and none fulfilled his requirements.




  In that moment of silence an agitated voice whispered in his ear, and Bones’s lean hand clutched his sleeve.




  “Sir an’ Excellency,” breathed Bones, all of a twitter, “don’t think I’m takin’ advantage of my position, but it’s the chance I’ve been lookin’ for, sir. You’d do me an awful favour — you see, sir, I’ve got his career to consider—”




  “What on earth—” began Sanders.




  “Henry Hamilton Bones, sir,” said Bones tremulously. “You’d set him up for life, sir. I must think of the child, hang it all! I know I’m a jolly old rotter to put my spoke in—”




  Sanders gently released the frenzied grip of his lieutenant, and faced the wondering palaver.




  “Know all people that this day I give to you as king one whom you shall call M’songuri, which means in your tongue ‘The Young and the Wise,’ and who is called in my tongue N’risu M’ilitani Tibbetti, and this one is a child and well beloved by my lord Tibbetti, being to him as a son, and by M’ilitani and by me, Sandi.”




  He raised his hand in challenge.




  “Wa! Whose men are you?” he cried.




  “M’songuri!”




  The answer came in a deep — throated growl, and the assembly leapt to its feet.




  “Wa! Who rules this land?”




  “M’songuri!”




  They locked arms and stamped first with the right foot and then with the left, in token of their acceptance.




  “Take your king,” said Sanders, “and build him a beautiful hut, and his spirit shall dwell with you. This palaver is finished.”




  Bones was speechless all the way down river. At irregular intervals he would grip Sanders’s hand, but he was too full for speech.




  Hamilton and his sister met the law — givers on the quay.




  “You’re back sooner than I expected you, sir,” said Hamilton. “Did Bones behave?”




  “Like a little gentleman,” said Sanders.




  “Oh, Bones,” Patricia broke in eagerly, “Henry has cut another tooth.”




  Bones’s nod was grave and even distant.




  “I will go and see His Majesty,” he said. “I presume he is in the palace?”




  Hamilton stared after him.




  “Surely,” he asked irritably, “Bones isn’t sickening for measles again?”




  VIII. The Tamer of Beasts
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  Native folk, at any rate, are but children of a larger growth. In the main, their delinquencies may be classified under the heading of “naughtiness.” They are mischievous and passionate, and they have a weakness for destroying things to discover the secrets of volition. A too prosperous nation mystifies less fortunate people, who demand of their elders and rulers some solution of the mystery of their rivals’ progress. Such a ruler, unable to offer the necessary explanation, takes his spears to the discovery, and sometimes discovers too much for his happiness.




  The village of Jumburu stands on the edge of the bush country, where the lawless men of all nations dwell. This territory is filled with fierce communities, banded together against a common enemy — the law. They call this land the B’wigini, which means “the Nationless,” and Jumburu’s importance lies in the fact that it is the outpost of order and discipline.




  In Jumburu were two brothers, O’ka and B’suru, who had usurped the chieftainship of their uncle, the very famous K’sungasa, “very famous,” since he had been in his time a man of remarkable gifts, which he still retained to some extent, and in consequence enjoyed what was left of life.




  He was, by all accounts, as mad as a man could be, and in circumstances less favourable to himself his concerned relatives would have taken him a long journey into the forest he loved so well, and they would have put out his eyes and left him to the mercy of the beasts, such being the method of dealing with lunacy amongst people who, all unknown to themselves, were eugenists of a most inflexible kind.




  But to leave K’sungasa to the beasts would have been equivalent to delivering him to the care of his dearest friends, for he had an affinity for the wild dwellers of the bush, and all his life he had lived amongst them and loved them.




  It is said that he could arrest the parrot in the air by a “cl’k!” and could bring the bird screeching and fluttering to his hand. He could call the shy little monkeys from the high branches where they hid, and even the fiercest of buffaloes would at his word come snuffling and nosing his brown arm.




  So that, when he grew weak — minded, his relatives, after a long palaver, decided that for once the time — honoured customs of the land should be overridden, and since there was no other method of treating the blind but that prescribed by precedent, he should be allowed to live in a great hut at the edge of the village with his birds and snakes and wild — cats, and that the direction of village affairs should pass to his nephews.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders knew all this, but did nothing. His task was to govern the territory, which meant to so direct affairs that the territory governed itself. When the fate of K’sungasa was in the balance, he sent word to the chief’s nephews that he was somewhere in the neighbourhood, and that the revival of the bad old custom of blinding would be followed by the introduction of the bad new custom of hanging; but this had less effect upon the council of relatives — to whom Sanders’s message was not transmitted — than the strangest friendship which K’sungasa had for the forest folk.




  The nephews might have governed the village, exacted tribute, apportioned fishing rights, and administered justice for all time, but for the fact that there came a period of famine, when crops were bad and fish was scarce, and when, remarkably enough, the village of L’bini, distant no more than a few hours’ paddling, had by a curious coincident raised record crops, and had, moreover a glut of fish in their waters.




  There was the inevitable palaver and the inevitable solution. O’ka and B’suru led ten canoes to the offending village, slaughtered a few men and burnt a few huts. For two hours the combatants pranced and yelled and thrust at one another amidst a pandemonium of screaming women, and then Lieutenant Tibbetts dropped from the clouds with a most substantial platoon of Houssas, and there was a general sorting out.




  Sanders held a court on one of the middle islands near the Residency, and B’suru was sent to the Village of Irons for the term of his natural life. O’ka, who had fled to the bush, escaped, however, and with him a headman and a few followers.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, who had spent two profitable days in the village of Jumburu, came back to the Residency a very thoughtful young man.




  “What is the matter with Bones?” asked Captain Hamilton.




  His sister smiled over her book, but offered no other comment.




  “Do you know, Pat?” demanded Hamilton sternly.




  Sanders looked at the girl with a twinkle in his grey eyes, and lit a cheroot. The relationships between Patricia Hamilton and Bones were a source of constant joy to him. Taciturn and a thought dour as he was, Pat would never have suspected the bubbling laughter which arose behind that lean brown face, unmovable and, in his moments of most intense enjoyment, expressionless.




  “Bones and I have a feud,” said the girl.




  Sanders smiled.




  “Not as violent a feud as O’ka and I have, I hope?” he said.




  She frowned a little and looked at him anxiously.




  “But you don’t worry about the threats of the people you have punished?” she asked.




  “I haven’t punished O’ka,” said Sanders, “and an expedition into the bush would be too expensive an affair. He has apparently settled with the B’wigini people. If they take up his feud, they might give trouble. But what is your trouble with Bones?”




  “You must ask him,” she said.




  Hamilton’s opportunity came next day, when Bones applied for leave.




  “Leave?” said Captain Hamilton incredulously. “Leave, Bones? What the dickens do you want leave for?”




  Bones, standing as stiff as a ramrod before the office table at which his superior sat, saluted.




  “Urgent private affairs, sir,” he said gruffly.




  “But you haven’t any private affairs,” protested Hamilton. “Your life is an open book — you were bragging about that fact yesterday.”




  “Sir and brother — officer,” said Bones firmly, “a crisis has arisen in my young life. My word, sir, has been called into doubt by your jolly old sister. I desire to vindicate my honour, my reputation, an’ my veracity.”




  “Pat has been pulling your leg!” suggested Hamilton, but Bones shook his head.




  “Nothin’ so indelicate, sir. Your revered an’ lovely relative — God bless her jolly old heart! — expressed her doubt in re leopards an’ buffaloes. I’m goin’ out, sir, into the wilds — amidst dangers, Ham, old feller, that only seasoned veterans like you an’ me can imagine — to bring proof that I am not only a sportsman, but a gentleman.”




  The timely arrival of Miss Patricia Hamilton, very beautiful in dazzling white, with her solar helmet perched at an angle, smote Bones to silence.




  “What have you been saying to Bones?” asked Hamilton severely.




  “She said—”




  “I said—”




  They began and finished together.




  “Bones, you’re a tell — tale,” accused the girl.




  “Go on,” said Bones recklessly. “Don’t spare me. I’m a liar an’ a thief an’ a murderer — don’t mind me!”




  “I simply said that I didn’t believe he shot the leopard — the one whose skin is in his hut.”




  “Oh, no,” said Bones with heavy sarcasm, “I didn’t shoot it — oh, no! I froze it to death — I poisoned it!”




  “But did you shoot it?” she asked.




  “Did I shoot it, dear old Ham?” asked Bones, with great calmness.




  “Did you?” asked Hamilton innocently.




  “Did I shoot at that leopard,” Bones went on deliberately. “an’ was he found next mornin’ cold and dead, with a smile on his naughty old face?”




  Hamilton nodded, and Bones faced the girl expectantly.




  “Apologize, child,” he said.




  “I shall do nothing of the kind,” she replied, with some heat. “Did Bones shoot the leopard?”




  She appealed to her brother.




  Hamilton looked from one to the other.




  “When the leopard was found—” he began.




  “Listen to this, dear old sister,” murmured Bones.




  “When the leopard was found, with a spear in its side—”.




  “Evidently done after death by a wanderin’ cad of a native,” interposed Bones hastily.




  “Be quiet, Bones,” commanded the girl, and Bones shrugged his shoulders and obeyed.




  “When the leopard was found,” continued Hamilton, “he was certainly beyond human aid, and though no bullet mark was discovered, Bones conclusively proved—”




  “One moment, dear old officer,” interrupted Bones. He had seen out of the tail of his eye a majestic figure crossing the square. “Will you allow me to produce scientific an’ expert evidence?”




  Hamilton assented gravely, and Bones went to the door of the orderly room and roared a name.




  “I shall produce,” he said quietly, but firmly, “the evidence of one who enjoyed the confidence of dear old Professor What’s — his — name, the eminent thingumy — ologist. Oh, Ali!”




  Ali Abid, a solemn figure, salaamed in the doorway.




  Not for nothing had he been factotum to a great bacteriologist before the demise of his master had driven him to service with a lieutenant of Houssas. His vocabulary smelt of the laboratory, his English was pure, undefiled, and unusual.




  “Ali, you remember my leopard?”




  “Sir,” said Ali, shaking his head, “who can forget?”




  “Did I kill him, Ali?” asked Bones. “Tell the lady everything.”




  Ali bowed to the girl.




  “Miss or madame,” he said, “the leopard (Felis pardus), a wild beast of the Felidae family, is indigenous to forest territory. The subject in question — to wit, the skin thereof exhibited by Sir Bones — was particularly ferocious, and departed this life as a result of hunting conducted by aforesaid. Examination of subject after demise under most scientific scrutiny revealed that said leopard (Felis pardus) suffered from weak heart, and primary cause of death was diagnosed as shock occasioned by large ‘bang’ from Sir Bones’s rifle.”




  “What did I say?” asked Bones complacently.




  “Do you mean to tell me,” gasped the girl, “that you frightened the leopard to death?”




  Bones spread out his hands disparagingly.




  “You have heard the evidence, dear old sister,” he said; “there is nothing to add.”




  She threw back her head and laughed until her grey eyes were swimming in tears.




  “Oh, Bones, you humbug!” she laughed.




  Bones drew himself up more stiffly than ever, stuck his monocle in his eye, and turned on his chief.




  “Do I understand, sir,” he said, “that my leave is granted?”




  “Seven days,” said Hamilton, and Bones swung round on his heel, knocked over Hamilton’s stationery rack, stumbled over a chair, and strode gloomily from the hut.




  When Patricia Hamilton woke the next morning, she found a note pinned to her pillow.




  We may gloss over the impropriety of the proceedings which led to this phenomenon. Bones was an artist, and so small a matter as the proprieties did not come into his calculations.




  Patricia sat up in bed and read the letter.




  “DEAR OLD FRIEND AND DOUTTING THOS.”




  (Bones’s spelling was always perfectly disgraceful), —




  “When this reaches you, when this reaches you, I shall be far, far away on my long and dangerous journey. I may not come back, I may not come back, for I and a faithful servant are about to penetrate to the lares of the wild beasts of the forest, of the forest. I am determined to wipe out the reproach which you have made. I will bring back, not a dead leppard, not a dead leppard, but a live one, which I shall seeze with my own hands. I may lose my life in this rash and hazardus enterprise, but at least I shall vindycate my honour. — Farewell, dear old Patrisia.




  “Your friend,




  “B.”




  “Which proves,” said Hamilton, when he was shown the letter, “that Bones is learning to spell. It only seems yesterday when he was spelling ‘Hamilton’ with three m’s. By the way, how did you get this letter?”




  “I found it pinned to the door,” said Patricia tactfully.




  Bones went by the shortest route to Jumburu, and was received without enthusiasm, for he had left a new chief to rule over a people who were near enough to the B’wigini to resent overmuch discipline. But his business was with K’sungasa, for the two days’ stay which Bones had made in the village, and all that he had learnt of the old tamer, had been responsible for his reckless promise to Patricia Hamilton.




  He came at a critical moment, for K’sungasa, a thin and knobbly old man, with dim eyes and an incessant chuckle, was very near his end. He lay on a fine raised bed, a big yellow — eyed wild cat at his feet, a monkey or two shivering by the bedside, and a sprawling litter of kittens — to which the wild cat leapt in a tremble of rage when Bones entered the hut — crawling in the sunlight which flooded the hut.




  “Lord Tibbetti,” croaked the old man, “ I see you! This is a good time, for to — morrow I should be dead.”




  “K’sungasa,” said Bones, seating himself gingerly, and looking about for the snake which was usually coiled round the old man’s stool, “that is foolish talk, for you will see many floods.”




  “That is fine talk for the river folk,” grinned the old man, “but not for we people of the forest, who never see flood and only little — little rivers. Now, I tell you, lord, that I am glad to die, because I have been full of mad thoughts for a long time, but now my mind is clear. Tell me, master, why you come.”




  Bones explained his errand, and the old man’s eyes brightened.




  “Lord, if I could go with you to the forest, I would bring to you many beautiful leopards by my magic. Now, because I love Sandi, I will do this for you, so that you shall know how wise and cunning I am.”




  In the woods about the village was a wild plant, the seeds of which, when pounded and boiled in an earthern vessel, produced, by a rough method of distillation, a most pungent liquid. Abid spoke learnedly of pimpinella anisum, and probably he was right.[Both anise and star anise (Illicium anisatum) are to be found in the Territories, as also is a small plant which has all the properties (and more) of Pimpinella anisum. This was probably the plant. — AUTHOR.]




  Bones and his assistant made many excursions into the woods before they found and brought back the right plant. Fortunately it was seed — time, and once he was on the right track Bones had no difficulty in securing more than a sufficient quantity for his pupose.




  He made his distillation under the old man’s directions, the fire burning in the middle of the hut. As the drops began to fall from the narrow neck of his retort, a faint sweet aroma filled the hut. First the cat, then the monkeys began to show signs of extraordinary agitation. Cat and kittens crouched as near the fire as they could, their heads craned towards the brown vessel, mewing and whimpering. Then the monkeys came, bright — eyed and eager.




  The scent brought the most unexpected beasts from every hole and crevice in the hut — brown rats, squirrels, a long black snake with spade — shaped head and diamond markings, little bush hares, a young buck, which came crashing through the forest and prinked timidly to the door of the hut.




  The old man on the bed called them all by name, and snapped his feeble fingers to them; but their eyes were on the retort and the crystal drops that trembled and fell from the lip of the narrow spout.




  A week later a speechless group stood before the Residency and focused their astonished gaze upon the miracle.




  “The miracle” was a half — grown leopard cub, vividly marked. He was muzzled and held in leash by a chain affixed to a stout collar, and Bones, a picture of smug gratification, held the end of the chain.




  




  “But how — how did you catch him?” gasped the girl.




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “It is not for me, dear old friend, to tell of nights spent in the howlin’ forest,” he quavered, in the squeaky tone which invariably came to him when he was excited. “ I’m not goin’ to speak of myself. If you expect me to tell you how I trailed the jolly old leopard to his grisly lair an’ fought with him single — handed, you’ll be disappointed.”




  “But did you track him to his lair?” demanded Hamilton, recovering his speech.




  “I beg of you, dear old officer, to discuss other matters,” evaded Bones tactfully. “Here are the goods delivered, as per mine of the twenty — fourth instant.”




  He put his hand to his pocket mechanically, and the cub looked up with a quick eager stare.




  “Bones, you’re a wonderful fellow,” said Sanders quietly.




  Bones bowed.




  “And now,” he said, “if you’ll excuse me, I’ll take my little friend to his new home.”




  Before they realized what he was doing, he had slipped off the chain. Even Sanders stepped back and dropped his hand to the automatic pistol he carried in his hip pocket.




  But Bones, unconcerned, whistled and marched off to his hut, and the great cat followed humbly at his heels.




  That same night Bones strode across from his hut to the Residency, resolved upon a greater adventure yet. He would go out under the admiring eyes of Patricia Hamilton, and would return from the Residency woods a veritable Pied Piper, followed by a trail of forest denizens.




  In his pocket was a quart bottle, and his clothes reeked with the scent of wild aniseed. As a matter of fact, his secret would have been out the moment he entered Sanders’s dining — room, but it so happened that his programme was doomed to interruption.




  He was half — way across the square when a dark figure rose from the ground and a harsh voice grunted “Kill!”




  He saw the flash of the spear in the starlight and leapt aside. A hand clutched at his jacket, but he wrenched himself free, leaving the garment in his assailant’s hands.




  He was unarmed, and there was nothing left but flight.




  Sanders heard his yell, and sprang out to the darkness of the verandah as Bones flew up the steps.




  He saw the two men racing in pursuit, and fired twice. One man fell, the other swerved and was lost in the shadows.




  An answering shot came from the Houssa sentry at the far end of the square. Sanders saw a man running, and fired again, and again missed.




  Then out of the darkness blundered Ali Abid, his face grey with fear.




  “Sir, he gasped, “wild animal (Felis pardus) has divested muzzlement and proper restraint, and is chasing various subjects outrageously.”




  Even as he spoke a fourth figure sped across the ground before the Residency, so close that they could see the bundle he carried under his arm.




  “My jacket!” roared Bones. “Hi, stop him! Good Lord!”




  Swift on the heels of the flying man came a streak of yellow fur…




  Whether O’ka of the Jumburu outpaced the leopard, or the leopard overtook O’ka, is not known, but until the rains came and washed away the scent of crude aniseed, Bones dared not leave his hut by night for fear of the strange beasts that came snuffling at his hut, or sat in expectant and watchful circles about his dwelling, howling dismally.




  IX. The Mercenaries
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  There was a large brown desk in Sanders’s study, a desk the edges of which had been worn yellow with constant rubbing. It was a very tidy desk, with two rows of books neatly grouped on the left and on the right, and held in place by brass rails. There were three tiers of wire baskets, a great white blotting — pad, a silver inkstand and four clean — looking pens.




  Lately, there had appeared a glass vase filled with flowers which were daily renewed. Except on certain solemn occasions, none intruded into this holy of holies. It is true that a change had been brought about by the arrival of Patricia Hamilton, for she had been accorded permission to use the study as she wished, and she it was who had introduced the floral decorations.




  Yet, such was the tradition of sanctuary which enveloped the study, that neither Captain Hamilton, her brother, nor Bones, her slave, had ever ventured to intrude thither in search of her, and if by chance they came to the door to speak to her, they unaccountably lowered their voices.




  On a certain summer morning, Hamilton sat at the desk, a stern and sober figure, and Bones, perspiring and rattled, sat on the edge of a chair facing him.




  The occasion was a solemn one, for Bones was undergoing his examination in subjects “X” and “Y” for promotion to the rank of Captain. The particular subject under discussion was “Map Reading and Field Sketching,” and the inquisition was an oral one.




  “Lieutenant Tibbetts,” said Hamilton gravely, “you will please define a Base Line.”




  Bones pushed back the hair straggling over his forehead, and blinked rapidly in an effort of memory.




  “A base line, dear old officer?” he repeated. “A base line, dear old Ham—”




  “Restrain your endearing terms,” said Hamilton, “you won’t get any extra marks for ‘em.”




  “A base line?” mused Bones; then, “Whoop! I’ve got it! God bless your jolly old soul! I thought I’d foozled it. A base line,” he said loudly, “is the difference of level between two adjacent contours. How’s that, umpire?”




  “Wrong,” said Hamilton; “you’re describing a Vertical Interval.”




  Bones glared at him.




  “Are you sure, dear old chap?” he demanded truculently. “Have a look at the book, jolly old friend, your poor old eyes ain’t what they used to be—”




  “Lieutenant Tibbetts,” said Hamilton in ponderous reproof, “you are behaving very strangely.”




  “Look here, dear old Ham,” wheedled Bones, “can’t you pretend you asked me what a Vertical Interval was?”




  Hamilton reached round to find something to throw, but this was Sanders’s study.




  “You have a criminal mind, Bones,” he said helplessly. Now get on with it. What are ‘Hachures’?”




  “Hachures?” said Bones, shutting his eye. “Hachures? Now I know what Hachures are. A lot of people would think they were chickens, but I know… they’re a sort of line… when you’re drawing a hill… wiggly — waggly lines… you know the funny things… a sort of… “ Bones made mysterious and erratic gestures in the air, “shading… water, dear old friend.”




  “Are you feeling faint?” asked Hamilton, jumping up in alarm.




  “No, silly ass… shadings… direction of water — am I right sir?”




  “Not being a thought — reader I can’t visualize your disordered mind,” said Hamilton, “ but Hachures are the conventional method of representing hill features by shading in short vertical lines to indicate the slope and the water flow. I gather that you have a hazy idea of what the answer should be.”




  “I thank you, dear old sir, for that generous tribute to my grasp of military science,” said Bones. “ An’ now proceed to the next torture — which will you have, sir, rack or thumbscrew? — oh, thank you, Horace, I’ll have a glass of boiling oil.”




  “Shut up talking to yourself,” growled Hamilton, “and tell me what is meant by ‘Orienting a Map’?”




  “Turning it to the east,” said Bones promptly. “Next sir.”




  “What is meant by ‘Orienting a Map’?” asked Hamilton patiently.




  “I’ve told you once,” said Bones defiantly.




  “Orienting a Map,” said Hamilton, “as I have explained to you a thousand times, means setting your map or plane — table so that the north line lies north.”




  “In that case, sir,” replied Bones firmly, “the east line would be east, and I claim to have answered the question to your entire satisfaction.”




  “Continue to claim,” snarled Hamilton. “I shall mark you zero for that answer.”




  “Make it one,” pleaded Bones. “Be a sport, dear old Ham — I’ve found a new fishin’ pool.”




  Hamilton hesitated.




  “There are never any fish in the pools you find,” he said dubiously. “Anyway, I’ll reserve my decision until I’ve made a cast or two.”




  They adjourned for tiffin soon after.




  “How did you do, Bones?” asked Patricia Hamilton.




  “Fine,” said Bones enthusiastically; “I simply bowled over every question that your dear old brother asked. In fact, Ham admitted that I knew much more about some things than he did.”




  “What I said,” corrected Hamilton, “was that your information on certain subjects was so novel that I doubted whether even the staff college shared it.”




  “It’s the same thing,” said Bones..




  “You should try him on military history,” suggested Sanders dryly. “I’ve just been hearing from Bosambo—”




  Bones coughed and blushed.




  “The fact is, sir an’ Excellency,” he confessed, “I was practisin’ on Bosambo. You mightn’t be aware of the fact, but I like to hear myself speak—”




  “No!” gasped Hamilton in amazement, “you’re wronging yourself, Bones!”




  “What I mean, sir,” Bones went on with dignity, “is that if I lecture somebody on a subject I remember what I’ve said.”




  “Always providing that you understand what you’re saying,” suggested Hamilton.




  “Anyway,” said Sanders, with his quiet smile, “Bones has filled Bosambo with a passionate desire to emulate Napoleon, and Bosambo has been making tentative inquiries as to whether he can raise an Old Guard or enlist a mercenary army.”




  “I flatter myself—” began Bones.




  “Why not?” saidHamilton, rising. “It’s the only chance you’ll have of hearing something complimentary about yourself.”




  “I believe in you, Bones,” said a smiling Patricia. “I think you’re really wonderful, and that Ham is a brute.”




  “I’ll never, never contradict you, dear Miss Patricia,” said Bones; “an’ after the jolly old Commissioner has gone—”




  “You’re not going away again, are you?” she asked, turning to Sanders. “Why, you have only just come back from the interior.”




  There was genuine disappointment in her eyes, and Sanders experienced a strange thrill the like of which he had never known before.




  “Yes,” he said with a nod. “There is a palaver of sorts in the Morjaba country — the most curious palaver I have ever been called upon to hold.”




  And indeed he spoke the truth.




  Beyond the frontiers of the Akasava, and separated from all the other Territories by a curious bush belt which ran almost in a straight line for seventy miles, were the people of Morjaba. They were a folk isolated from territorial life, and Sanders saw them once every year and no more frequently, for they were difficult to come by, regular payers of taxes and law — abiding, having quarrels with none. The bush (reputedly the abode of ghosts) was, save at one point, impenetrable. Nature had plaited a natural wall on one side, and had given the tribe the protection of high mountains to the north and a broad swamp to the west.




  The fierce storms of passion and hate which burst upon the river at intervals and sent thousands of spears to a blooding, were scarcely echoed in this sanctuary — land. The marauders of the Great King’s country to the north never fetched across the smooth moraine of the mountains, and the evil people of The — Land — beyond — the — Swamp were held back by the treacherous bogland wherein, cala — cala, a whole army had been swallowed up.




  Thus protected, the Morjabian folk grew fat and rich. The land was a veritable treasure of Nature, and it is a fact that in the dialect they speak, there is no word which means “hunger.” [It is as curious a fact that amongst the majority of cannibal people Awe is no equivalent for “ thank you.” — E. W.] Yet the people of the Morjaba were not without their crises.




  S’kobi, the stout chief, held a great court which was attended by ten thousand people, for at that court was to be concluded for ever the feud between the M’gimi and the M’joro — a feud which went back for the greater part of fifty years.




  The M’gimi were the traditional warrior tribe, the bearers of arms, and, as their name (“The High Lookers”) implied, the proudest and most exclusive of the people. For every man was the descendant of a chief, and it was “easier for fish to walk,” as the saying goes, than for a man of the M’joro (“The Diggers”) to secure admission to the caste. Three lateral cuts on either cheek was the mark of the M’gimi — wounds made, upon the warrior’s initiation to the order, with the razor — edged blade of a killing — spear. They lived apart in three camps to the number of six thousand men, and for five years from the hour of their initiation they neither married nor courted. The M’gimi turned their backs to women, and did not suffer their presence in their camps. And if any man departed from this austere rule he was taken to the Breaking Tree, his four limbs were fractured, and he was hoisted to the lower branches, between which a litter was swung, and his regiment sat beneath the tree neither eating, drinking nor sleeping until he died. Sometimes this was a matter of days. As for the woman who had tempted his eye and his tongue, she was a witness.




  Thus the M’gimi preserved their traditions of austerity. They were famous walkers and jumpers. They threw heavy spears and fought great sham — fights, and they did every violent exercise save till the ground.




  This was the sum and substance of the complaint which had at last come to a head.




  S’gono, the spokesman of The Diggers, was a headman of the inner lands, and spoke with bitter prejudice, since his own son had been rejected by the M’gimi captains as being unworthy.




  “Shall we men dig and sow for such as these?” he asked. “Now give a judgment, King! Every moon we must take the best of our fruit and the finest of our fish. Also so many goats and so much salt, and it is swallowed up.”




  “Yet if I send them away,” said the king, “how shall I protect this land against the warriors of the Akasava and the evil men of the swamp? Also of the Ochori, who are four days’ march across good ground?”




  “Lord King,” said S’gono, “are there no M’gimi amongst us who have passed from the camp and have their women and their children? May not these take the spear again? And are not we M’joro folk men? By my life! I will raise as many spears from The Diggers and captain them with M’joro men — this I could do between the moons and none would say that you were not protected. For we are men as bold as they.”




  The king saw that the M’gimi party were in the minority. Moreover, he had little sympathy with the warrior caste, for his beginnings were basely rooted in the soil, and two of his sons had no more than scraped into the M’gimi.




  “This thing shall be done,” said the king, and the roar of approval which swept up the little hillock on which he sat was his reward.




  Sanders, learning something of these doings, had come in haste, moving across the Lower Akasava by a short cut, risking the chagrin of certain chiefs and friends who would be shocked and mortified by his apparent lack of courtesy in missing the ceremonious call which was their due.




  But his business was very urgent otherwise he would not have travelled by Nobolama — The River — that — comes — and goes.




  He was fortunate in that he found deep water for the Wiggle as far as the edge of this pleasant land. A two days’ trek through the forest brought him to the great city of Morjaba.




  In all the Territories there was no such city as this, for it stretched for miles on either hand, and indeed was one of the most densely populated towns within a radius of five hundred miles.




  S’kobi came waddling to meet his governor with maize, plucked in haste from the gardens he passed, and salt, grabbed at the first news of Sanders’s arrival, in his big hands. These he extended as he puffed to where Sanders sat at the edge of the city.




  “Lord,” he wheezed, “none came with news of this great honour, or my young men would have met you, and my maidens would have danced the road flat with their feet. Take!”




  Sanders extended both palms and received the tribute of salt and corn, and solemnly handed the crushed mess to his orderly.




  




  “O S’kobi,” he said, “I came swiftly to make a secret palaver with you, and my time is short.”




  “Lord, I am your man,” said S’kobi, and signalled his councillors and elder men to a distance.




  Sanders was in some difficulty to find a beginning.




  “You know, S’kobi, that I love your people as my children,” he said, “for they are good folk who are faithful to government and do ill to none.”




  “Wa!” said S’kobi.




  “Also you know that spearmen and warriors I do not love, for spears are war and warriors are great lovers of fighting.”




  “Lord, you speak the truth,” said the other, nodding, “therefore in this land I will have made a law that there shall be no spears, save those which sleep in the shadow of my hut. Now well I know why you have come to make this palaver, for you have heard with your beautiful long ears that I have sent away my fighting regiments.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “You speak truly, my friend,” he said, and S’kobi beamed.




  “Six times a thousand spears I had — and, lord spears grow no corn. Rather are they terrible eaters. And now I have sent them to their villages, and at the next moon they should have burnt their fine war — knives, but for a certain happening. We folk of Morjaba have no enemies, and we do good to all. Moreover, lord, as you know, we have amongst us many folk of the Isisi, of the Akasava and the N’gombi, also men from the Great King’s land beyond the High Rocks, and the little folk from The — Land — beyond — the — Swamp. Therefore, who shall attack us since we have kinsmen of all amongst us?”




  Sanders regarded the jovial king with a sad little smile.




  “Have I done well by all men?” he asked quietly. “Have I not governed the land so that punishment comes swiftly to those who break the law? Yet, S’kobi, do not the Akasava and the Isisi, the N’gombi and the Lower River folk take their spears against me? Now I tell you this which I have discovered. In all beasts great and little there are mothers who have young ones and fathers who fight that none shall harass the mother.”




  “Lord, this is the way of life,” said S’kobi.




  “It is the way of the Bigger Life,” said Sanders, “and greatly the way of man — life. For the women bring children to the land and the men sit with their spears ready to fight all who would injure their women. And so long as life lasts, S’kobi, the women will bear and the men will guard; it is the way of Nature, and you shall not take from men the desire for slaughter until you have dried from the hearts of women the yearning for children.”




  “Lord,”Said S’kobi, a fat man and easily puzzled, “what shall be the answer to this strange riddle you set me?”




  “Only this,” said Sanders rising, “ I wish peace in this land, but there can be no peace between the leopard who has teeth and claws and the rabbit who has neither tooth nor claw. Does the leopard fight the lion or the lion the leopard? They live in peace, for each is terrible in his way, and each fears the other. I tell you this, that you live in love with your neighbours not because of your kindness, but because of your spears. Call them back to your city, S’kobi.”




  The chief’s large face wrinkled in a frown.




  “Lord,” he said, “that cannot be, for these men have marched away from my country to find a people who will feed them, for they are too proud to dig the ground.”




  “Oh, damn!” said Sanders in despair, and went back the way he came, feeling singularly helpless.




  The Odyssey of the discarded army of the Morjaba has yet to be written. Paradoxically enough, ifs primary mission was a peaceful one, and when it found first the frontiers of the Akasava and then the river borders of the Isis closed against it, it turned to the north in an endeavour to find service under the Great King, beyond the mountains. Here it was repulsed and its pacific intentions scouted. The M’gimi formed a camp a day’s march from the Ochori border, and were on the thin line which separates unemployment from anarchy when Bosambo, Chief of the Ochori, who had learnt of their presence, came upon the scene.




  Bosambo was a born politician. He had the sense of opportunity and that strange haze of hopeful but indefinite purpose which is the foundation of the successful poet and statesman, but which, when unsuccessfully developed, is described as “temperament.”




  Bones, paying a business call upon the Ochori, found a new township grown up on the forest side of the city. He also discovered evidence of discontent in Bosambo’s harassed people, who had been called upon to provide fish and meal for the greater part of six thousand men who were too proud to work.




  “Master,” said Bosambo, “I have often desired such an army as this, for my Ochori fighters are few. Now, lord, with these men I can hold the Upper River for your King and Sandi, and none dare speak against him. Thus would N’poloyani, who is your good friend, have done.”




  “But who shall feed these men, Bosambo?” demanded Bones hastily.




  “All things are with God,” replied Bosambo piously.




  Bones collected all the available information upon the matter and took it back to headquarters.




  “H’m,” said Sanders when he had concluded his recital, “if it had been any other man but Bosambo… you would require another battalion, Hamilton.”




  “But what has Bosambo done?” asked Patricia Hamilton, admitted to the council.




  “He is being Napoleonic,” said Sanders, with a glance at the youthful authority on military history, and Bones squirmed and made strange noises. “We will see how it works out. How on earth is he going to feed them, Bones?”




  “Exactly the question I asked, sir an’ Excellency,” said Bones in triumph. “‘Why, you silly old ass—’”




  “I beg your pardon!” exclaimed the startled Sanders.




  “That is what I said to Bosambo, sir,” explained Bones hastily. “‘Why, you silly old ass,’ I said, ‘ how are you goin’ to grub ‘em?’ ‘Lord Bones,’ said Bosambo, ‘that’s the jolly old problem that I’m workin’ out.’”




  How Bosambo worked out his problem may be gathered.




  “There is some talk of an Akasava rising,” said Sanders at breakfast one morning. “I don’t know why this should be, for my information is that the Akasava folk are fairly placid.”




  “Where does the news come from, sir?” asked Hamilton.




  “From the Isisi king — he’s in a devil of a funk, and has begged Bosambo to send him help.”




  That help was forthcoming in the shape of Bosambo’s new army, which arrived on the outskirts of the Isisi city and sat in idleness for a month, at the end of which time the people of the Isisi represented to their king that they would, on the whole, prefer war to a peace which put them on half rations in order that six thousand proud warriors might live on the fat of the land.




  The M’gimi warriors marched back to the Ochori, each man carrying a month’s supply of maize and salt, wrung from the resentful peasants of the Isisi.




  Three weeks after, Bosambo sent an envoy to the King of the Akasava.




  “Let no man know this, Gubara, lest it come to the ears of Sandi, and you, who are very innocent, be wrongly blamed,” said the envoy solemnly. “This says Bosambo: It has come to my ears that the N’gombi are secretly arming and will very soon send a forest of spears against the Akasava. Say this to Gubara, that because my stomach is filled with sorrow I will help him. Because I am. very powerful, because of my friendship with Bonesi and his cousin, N’poloyani, who is also married to Bonesi’s aunt, I have a great army which I will send to the Akasava, and when the N’gombi hear of this they will send away their spears and there will be peace.”




  The Akasava chief, a nervous man with the memory of all the discomforts which follow tribal wars, eagerly assented. For two months Bosambo’s army sat down like a cloud of locusts and ate the Akasava to a condition bordering upon famine.




  At the end of that time they marched to the N’gombi country, news having been brought by Bosambo’s messengers that the Great King was crossing the western mountains with a terrible army to seize the N’gombi forests. How long this novel method of provisioning his army might have continued may only be guessed, for in the midst of Bosambo’s plans for maintaining an army at the expense of his neighbours there was a great happening in the Morjaba country.




  S’kobi, the fat chief, had watched the departure of his warriors with something like relief. He was gratified, moreover (native — like), by the fact that he had confounded Sanders. But when the Commissioner had gone and S’kobi remembered all that he had said, a great doubt settled like a pall upon his mind. For three days he sat, a dejected figure, on the high carved stool of state before his house, and at the end of that time he summoned S’gono, the M’joro.




  “S’gono,” said he, “I am troubled in my stomach because of certain things which our lord Sandi has said.”




  Thereupon he told the plebeian councillor much of what Sanders had said.




  “And now my M’gimi are with Bosambo of the Ochori, and he sells them to this people and that for so much treasure and food.”




  “Lord,” said S’gono, “is my word nothing? Did I not say that I would raise spears more wonderful than the M’gimi? Give me leave, King, and you shall find an army that shall grow in a night. I, S’gono, son of Mocharlabili Yoka, say this!”




  So messengers went forth to all the villages of the Morjaba calling the young men to the King’s hut, and on the third week there stood on a plateau beneath the king’s palaver house a most wonderful host.




  “Let them march across the plain and make the Dance of Killing,” said the satisfied king, and S’gono hesitated.




  “Lord King,” he pleaded, “these are new soldiers, and they are not yet wise in the ways of warriors. Also they will not take the chiefs I gave them, but have chosen their own, so that each company have two leaders who say evil things of one another.”




  S’kobi opened his round eyes.




  “The M’gimi did not do this,” he said dubiously, “for when their captains spoke they leapt first with one leg and then with the other, which was beautiful to see and very terrifying to our enemies.”




  “Lord,” begged the agitated S’gono, “give me the space of a moon and they shall leap with both legs and dance in a most curious manner.”




  A spy retailed this promise to a certain giant chief of the Great King who was sitting on the Morjaba slopes of the mountains with four thousand spears, awaiting a favourable moment to ford the river which separated him from the rich lands of the northern Morjaba.




  This giant heard the tidings with interest.




  “Soon they shall leap without heads,” he said, “for without the M’gimi they are little children. For twenty seasons we have waited, and now comes our fine night. Go you, B’furo, to the Chief of The — Folk — beyond — the — Swamp and tell him that when he sees three fires on this mountain he shall attack across the swamp by the road which he knows.”




  It was a well — planned campaign which the Great King’s generals and the Chief of The — People — beyond — the — Marsh had organized. With the passing of the warrior caste the enemies of the Morjaba had moved swiftly. The path across the swamp had been known for years, but the M’gimi had had one of their camps so situated that no enemy could debouch across, and had so ordered their dispositions that the northern river boundary was automatically safeguarded.




  Now S’gono was a man of the fields, a grower and seller of maize and a breeder of goats. And he had planned his new army as he would plan a new garden, on the basis that the nearer the army was to the capital, the easier it was to maintain. In consequence the river — ford was unguarded, and there were two thousand spears across the marshes before a scared minister of war apprehended any danger.




  He flung his new troops against the Great King’s chief captain in a desperate attempt to hold back the principal invader. At the same time, more by luck than good generalship, he pushed the evil people of the marsh back to their native element. For two days the Morjaba fought desperately if unskilfully against the seasoned troops of the Great King, while messengers hurried east and south, seeking help.




  Bosambo’s intelligence department may have shown’ remarkable prescience in unearthing the plot against the peace and security of the Morjaba, or it may have been (and this is Sanders’s theory) that Bosambo was on his way to the Morjaba with a cock and bull story of imminent danger. He was on the frontier when the king’s messenger came, and Bosambo returned with the courier to treat in person.




  “Five thousand loads of corn I will give you, Bosambo,” said the king, “also a hundred bags of salt. Also two hundred women who shall be slaves in your house.”




  There was some bargaining, for Bosambo had no need of slaves, but urgently wanted goats. In the end he brought up his hirelings, and the people of the Morjaba city literally fell on the necks of the returned M’gimi.




  The enemy had forced the northern defences and were half — way to the city when the M’gimi fell upon their flank.




  The giant chief of the Great King’s army saw the ordered ranks of the old army driving in his flank, and sent for his own captain.




  “Go swiftly to our lord, the King, and say that I am a dead man.”




  He spoke no more than the truth, for he fell at the hand of Bosambo, who made a mental resolve to increase his demand on the herds of S’kobi in consequence.




  For the greater part of a month Bosambo was a welcome visitor, and at the end of that time he made his preparations to depart.




  Carriers and herdsmen drove or portered his reward back to the Ochori country, marching one day ahead of the main body.




  The M’gimi were summoned for the march at dawn, but at dawn Bosambo found himself alone on the plateau, save for the few Ochori headmen who had accompanied him on his journey.




  “Lord,” said S’kobi, “my fine soldiers do not go with you, for I have seen how wise is Sandi who is my father and my mother.”




  Bosambo choked, and as was usual in moments of intense emotion, found refuge in English.




  “Dam’ nigger!” he said wrathfully, “I bring um army, I feed um, I keep um proper — you pinch um! Black t’ief! Pig! You bad feller! I speak you bad for N’poloyani — him fine feller.”




  “Lord,” said the uncomprehending king, “I see that you are like Sandi for you speak his tongue. He also said ‘Dam’ very loudly. I think it is the word white folk say when they are happy.”




  Bosambo met Bones hurrying to the scene of the fighting, and told his tale.




  “Lord,” he said in conclusion, “what was I to do, for you told nothing of the ways of N’poloyani when his army was stolen from him. Tell me now, Tibbetti, what this man would have done.”




  But Bones shook his head severely.




  “This I cannot tell you, Bosambo,” he said, “for if I do you will tell others, and my lord N’poloyani will never forgive me.”




  X. The Waters of Madness
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  Unexpected things happen in the Territories which Mr. Commissioner Sanders rules. As for example:




  Bones had gone down to the beach to “take the mail.” This usually meant no more than receiving a mail — bag wildly flung from a dancing surf — boat. On this occasion Bones was surprised to discover that the boat had beached and had landed, not only the mail, but a stranger with his baggage.




  He was a clean — shaven, plump man, in spotless white, and he greeted Bones with a friendly nod. “Morning!” he said. “I’ve got your mail.”




  Bones extended his hand and took the bag without evidence of any particular enthusiasm.




  “Sanders about?” asked the stranger.




  “Mr. Sanders is in residence, sir,” said Bones, ponderously polite.




  The other laughed. “Show the way,” he said briskly.




  Bones looked at the new — comer from the ventilator of his pith helmet to the soles of his pipe — clayed shoes. “Excuse me, dear old sir,” he said, “have I the honour of addressin’ the Secretary of State for War?”




  “No,” answered the other in surprise. “What made you think that?”




  “Because,” said Bones, with rising wrath, “he’s the only fellow that needn’t say ‘please’ to me.”




  The man roared with laughter. “Sorry,” he said. “Please show me the way.”




  “Follow me, sir,” said Bones.




  Sanders was not “in residence,” being, in fact, inspecting some recent — and native — repairs to the boilers of the Zaire.




  The stranger drew up a chair on the stoep without invitation and seated himself. He looked around. Patricia Hamilton was at the far end of the stoep, reading a book. She had glanced up just long enough to note and wonder at the new arrival. “Deuced pretty girl that,” said the stranger, lighting a cigar.




  “I beg your pardon?” said Bones.




  “I say that is a deuced pretty girl,” said the stranger.




  “And you’re a deuced brute, dear sir,” said Bones, “but hitherto I have not commented on the fact.”




  The man looked up quickly. “What are you here,” he asked— “a clerk or something?”




  Bones did not so much as flush. “Oh, no,” he said sweetly. “I am an officer of Houssas — rank, lieutenant. My task is to tame the uncivilized beast an’ entertain the civilized pig with a selection of music. Would you like to hear our gramophone?”




  The new — comer frowned. What brilliant effort of persiflage was to follow will never be known, for at that moment came Sanders.




  The stranger rose and produced a pocket — book, from which he extracted a card and a letter. “Good morning, Commissioner!” he said. “ My name’s Corklan — P. T. Corklan of Corklan, Besset and Lyons.”




  “Indeed,” said Sanders.




  “I’ve got a letter for you,” said the man.




  Sanders took the note, opened it, and read. It bore the neat signature of an Under — Secretary of State and the embossed heading of the Extra — Territorial Office, and it commended Mr. P. T. Corklan to Mr. Commissioner Sanders, and requested him to let Mr. Corklan pass without let or hindrance through the Territories, and to render him every assistance “compatible with exigencies of the Service” in his “inquiries into sugar production from the sweet potato.”




  “You should have taken this to the Administrator,” said Sanders, “and it should bear his signature.”




  “There’s the letter,” said the man shortly. “If that’s not enough, and the signature of the Secretary of State isn’t sufficient, I’m going straight back to England to tell him so.”




  “You may go to the devil and tell him so,” said Sanders calmly; “but you do not pass into these Territories until I have received telegraphic authority from my chief. Bones, take this man to your hut, and let your people do what they can for him.” And he turned and walked into the house.




  “You shall hear about this,” said Mr. Corklan, picking up his baggage.




  “This way, dear old pilgrim,” said Bones.




  “Who’s going to carry my bag?”




  “Your name escapes me,” said Bones, “but, if you’ll glance at your visitin’ card, you will find the name of the porter legibly inscribed.”




  Sanders compressed the circumstances into a hundred — word telegram worded in his own economical style.




  It happened that the Administrator was away on a shooting trip, and it was his cautious secretary who replied —




  “Administration to Sanders. — Duplicate authority here. Let Corklan proceed at own risk. Warn him dangers.”




  “You had better go along and tell him,” said Sanders. “He can leave at once, and the sooner the better.”




  Bones delivered the message. The man was sitting on his host’s bed, and the floor was covered with cigar ash. Worst abomination of all, was a large bottle of whisky, which he had produced from one of his bags, and a reeking glass, which he had produced from Bones’s sideboard.




  “So I can go to — night, can I?” said Mr. Corklan. “That’s all right. Now, what about conveyance, hey?”




  Bones had now reached the stage where he had ceased to be annoyed, and when he found some interest in the situation.




  “What sort of conveyance would you like, sir?” he asked curiously.




  (If you can imagine him pausing half a bar before every “sir,” you may value its emphasis.)




  “Isn’t there a steamer I can have?” demanded the man. “Hasn’t Sanders got a Government steamer?”




  “Pardon my swooning,” said Bones, sinking into a chair.




  “Well, how am I going to get up?” asked the man.




  “Are you a good swimmer?” demanded Bones innocently.




  “Look here,” said Mr. Corklan,” you aren’t a bad fellow. I rather like you.”




  “I’m sorry,” said Bones simply.




  “I rather like you,” repeated Mr. Corklan. “You might give me a little help.”




  “It is very unlikely that I shall,” said Bones. “But produce your proposition, dear old adventurer.”




  “That is just what I am,” said the other. He bit off the end of another cigar and lit it with the glowing butt of the old one. “I have knocked about all over the world, and I have done everything. I’ve now a chance of making a fortune. There is a tribe here called the N’gombi. They live in a wonderful rubber country, and I am told that they have got all the ivory in the world, and stacks of rubber hidden away.




  “Now, it is a fact,” — and Bones was surprised to hear it related by the stranger— “that the N’gombi are great misers and hoarders of elephant tusks. For hundreds of years they have traded ivory and rubber, and every village has its secret storehouse. The Government had tried for years to wheedle the N’gombi into depositing their wealth in some State store, for riches mean war sooner or later. They lived in great forests — the word N’gombi means ‘interior’ — in lands full of elephants and rich in rubber trees.




  “You are a regular information bureau,” said Bones admiringly. “But what has this to do with your inquiry into the origin of the candy tree?”




  The man smoked in silence for awhile, then he pulled from his pocket a big map. Again Bones was surprised, because the map he produced was the official map of the Territories. He traced the river with his fat forefinger.




  “Here is the N’gombi country from the east bank of the Isisi, and this is all forest, and a rubber tree to every ten square yards.”




  “I haven’t counted them,” said Bones, “but I’ll take your word.”




  “Now, what does this mean?” Mr. Corklan indicated a twisting line of dots and dashes which began at the junction of the Isisi River and the Great River, and wound tortuously over five hundred miles of country until it struck the Sigi River, which runs through Spanish territory. “What is that?” he asked.




  “That, or those,” said Bones, “are the footprints of the mighty swoozlum bird that barks with its eyes an’ lives on buttered toast an’ hardware.”




  “I will tell you what I know it is,” said the man, looking up and looking Bones straight in the eye— “it is one of those secret rivers you are always finding in these ‘wet’ countries. The natives tell you about ‘em, but you never find ‘em. They are rivers that only exist about once in a blue moon, when the river is very high and the rains are very heavy. Now, down in the Spanish territory “ — he touched Bones’s knees with great emphasis— “they tell me that their end of the secret river is in flood.”




  “They will tell you anything in the Spanish territory,” said Bones pleasantly. “They’d tell you your jolly old fortune if you’d cross their palms with silver.”




  “What about your end?” asked the man, ignoring the scepticism of his host.




  “Our end?” said Bones. “Well, you will find out for yourself. I’d hate to disappoint you.”




  “Now how am I going up?” asked the man, after a pause.




  “You can hire a canoe, and live on the land, unless you have brought stores.”




  The man chuckled. “I’ve brought no stores. Here, I will show you something,” he said. “ You are a very good fellow.” He opened his bag and took out a tight packet which looked like thin skins. There must have been two or three hundred of the them. “ That’s my speciality,” he said. He nipped the string that tied them together, stripped one off, and, putting his lips to one end, blew. The skin swelled up like a toy balloon. “Do you know what that is?”




  “No, I cannot say I do,” said Bones.




  “You have heard of Soemmering’s process?”




  Bones shook his head.




  “Do you know what decimal 1986 signifies?”




  “You’ve got me guessing, my lad,” said Bones admiringly.




  The other chuckled, threw the skins into his bag, and closed it with a snap. “That’s my little joke,” he said. “All my friends tell me it will be the death of me one of these days. I like to puzzle people “ — he smiled amiably and triumphantly in Bones’s face— “I like to tell them the truth in such a way they don’t understand it. If they understood it — Heaven’s there’d be the devil to pay!”




  “You are an ingenious fellow,” said Bones, “but I don’t like your face. You will forgive my frankness, dear old friend.”




  “Faces aren’t fortunes,” said the other complacently, “and I am going out of this country with money sticking to me.”




  “I’m sorry for you,” said Bones, shaking his head; “I hate to see fellows with illusions.”




  He reported all that occurred to the Commissioner, and Sanders was a little worried.




  “I wish I knew what his game is,” he said; “I’d stop him like a shot, but I can’t very well in the face of the Administrator’s wire. Anyway, he will get nothing out of the N’gombi. I’ve tried every method to make the beggars bank their surpluses, and I have failed.”




  “He has got to come back this way, at any rate,” said Hamilton, “and I cannot see that he will do much harm.”




  “What is the rest of his baggage like?”




  “He has a case of things that look like concave copper plates, sir, “ said Bones, “very thin copper, but copper. Then he has two or three copper pipes, and that is about his outfit.”




  Mr. Corklan was evidently no stranger to the coast, and Bones, who watched the man’s canoe being loaded that afternoon, and heard his fluent observations on the slackness of his paddlers, realized that his acquaintance with Central Africa was an extensive one. He cursed in Swahili and Portuguese, and his language was forcible and impolite. “Well,” he said at last, “ I’ll be getting along. I’ll make a fishing village for the night, and I ought to reach my destination in a week. I shan’t be seeing you again, so I’ll say good — bye.”




  “How do you suppose you’re going to get out of the country?” asked Bones curiously.




  Mr. Corklan laughed. “So long!” he said.




  “One moment, my dashin’ old explorer,” said Bones. “A little formality — I want to see your trunks opened.”




  A look of suspicion dawned on the man’s face. “What for?”




  “A little formality, my jolly old hero,” said Bones.




  “Why didn’t you say so before?” growled the man, and had his two trunks landed. “I suppose you know you’re exceeding your duty?”




  “I didn’t know — thanks for tellin’ me,” said Bones. “The fact is, sir an’ fellow — man, I’m the Custom House officer.”




  The man opened his bags, and Bones explored. He found three bottles of whisky, and these he extracted.




  “What’s the idea?” asked Mr. Corklan.




  Bones answered him by breaking the bottles on a near — by stone.




  “Here, what the dickens—”




  “Wine is a mocker,” said Bones, “strong drink is ragin’. This is what is termed in the land of Hope an’ Glory a prohibition State, an’ I’m entitled to fine you five hundred of the brightest an’ best for attemptin’ to smuggle intoxicants into our innocent country.”




  Bones expected an outburst; instead, his speech evoked no more than a snigger.




  “You’re funny,” said the man.




  “My friends tell me so,” admitted Bones. “But there’s nothin’ funny about drink. Acquainted as you are with the peculiar workin’s of the native psychology, dear sir, you will understand the primitive cravin’ of the untutored mind for the enemy that we put in our mouths to steal away our silly old brains. I wish you ‘bon voyage.’”




  “So long,” said Mr. Corklan.




  Bones went back to the Residency and made his report, and there, for the time being, the matter ended. It was not unusual for wandering scientists, manufacturers, and representatives of shipping companies to arrive armed with letters of introduction or command, and to be dispatched into the interior. These visits, happily, were few and far between. On this occasion Sanders, being uneasy, sent one of his spies to follow the adventurer, with orders to report any extraordinary happening — a necessary step to take, for the N’gombi, and especially the Inner N’gombi, are a secretive people, and news from local sources is hard to come by.




  “I shall never be surprised to learn that a war has been going on in the N’gombi for two months without our hearing a word about it.”




  “If they fight amongst themselves — yes,” said Captain Hamilton; “if they fight outsiders, there will be plenty of bleats. Why not send Bones to overlook his sugar experiments,” he added.




  “Lets talk about something pleasant,” said Bones hastily.




  It was exactly three months later when he actually made the trip.




  “Take the Zaire up to the bend of the Isisi,” said Sanders one morning, at breakfast, “and find out what Ali Kano is doing — the lazy beggar should have reported.”




  “Any news from the N’gombi?” asked Hamilton.




  “Only roundabout stories of their industry. Apparently the sugar merchant is making big experiments. He has set half the people digging roots for him. Be ready to sail at dawn.”




  “Will it be a dangerous trip?” asked the girl.




  “No. Why?” smiled Sanders.




  “Because I’d like to go. Oh, please, don’t look so glum! Bones is awfully good to me.”




  “Better than a jolly old brother,” murmured Bones.




  “H’m!” Sanders shook his head, and she appealed to her brother.




  “Please!”




  “I wouldn’t mind your going,” said Hamilton, “if only to look after Bones.”




  “S — sh!” said Bones reproachfully.




  “If you’re keen on it, I don’t see why you shouldn’t — if you had a chaperon.”




  “A chaperon!” sneered Bones. “Great Heavens! Do, old skipper, pull yourself together. Open the jolly old window and give him air. Feelin’ better, sir?”




  “A chaperon! How absurd!” cried the girl indignantly. “I’m old enough to be Bones’s mother! I’m nearly twenty — well, I’m older than Bones, and I’m ever so much more capable of looking after myself.”




  The end of it was that she went, with her Kano maid and with the wife of Abiboo to cook for her. And in two days they came to the bend of the river, and Bones pursued his inquiries for the missing spy, but without success.




  “But this I tell you, lord,” said the little chief who acted as Sanders’s agent, “that there are strange things happening in the N’gombi country, for all the people have gone mad, and are digging up their teeth (tusks) and bringing them to a white man.”




  “This shall go to Sandi,” said Bones, realizing the importance of the news; and that same evening he turned the bow of the Zaire down stream.




  Thus said Wafa, the half — breed, for he was neither foreign Arab nor native N’gombi, yet combined the cunning of both— “Soon we shall see the puc — a — puc of Government turn from the crookedness of the river, and I will go out and speak to our lord Tibbetti, who is a very simple man, and like a child.”




  “O Wafa,” said one of the group of armed men which stood shivering on the beach in the cold hours of dawn, “may this be a good palaver! As for me, my stomach is filled with tearfulness. Let us all drink this magic water, for it gives us men courage.”




  “That you shall do when you have carried out all our master’s works,” said Wafa, and added with confidence: “Have no fear, for soon you shall see great wonders.”




  They heard the deep boom of the Zaire’s siren signalling a solitary and venturesome fisherman to quit the narrow fair — way, and presently she came round the bend of the river, a dazzling white craft, showering sparks from her two slender smoke — stacks and leaving behind her twin cornucopias of grey smoke.




  Wafa stepped into a canoe, and, seeing that the others were preparing to follow him, he struck out swiftly, manoeuvring his ironwood boat to the very waters from whence a scared fisherman was frantically paddling.




  “Go not there, foreigner,” wailed the Isisi Stabber — of — Waters, “for it is our lord Sandi, and his puc — a — puc has bellowed terribly.”




  “Die you!” roared Wafa. “On the river bottom your body, son of a fish and father of snakes!”




  “O foreign frog!” came the shrill retort. “O poor man with two men’s wives! O goatless—”




  Wafa was too intent on his business to heed the rest. He struck the water strongly with his broad paddles, and reached the centre of the channel.




  Bones of the Houssas put up his hand and jerked the rope of the siren.




  Whoo — o — o — woo — o — op!




  “Bless his silly old head,” said Bones fretfully, “the dashed fellow will be run down!”




  The girl was dusting Bones’s cabin, and looked round. “What is it?” she asked.




  Bones made no reply. He gripped the telegraph handle and rung the engines astern as Yoka, the steersman, spun the wheel.




  Bump! Bump! Bumpity bump!




  The steamer slowed and stopped, and the girl came out to the bridge in alarm. The Zaire had struck a sandbank, and was stranded high, if not dry.




  “Bring that man on board,” said the wrathful Bones. And they hauled to his presence Wafa, who was neither Arab nor N’gombi, but combined the vices of both.




  “O man,” said Bones, glaring at the offender through his eyeglass, “what evil ju — ju sent you to stop my fine ship?” He spoke in the Isisi dialect, and was surprised to be answered in coast Arabic.




  “Lord,” said the man, unmoved by the wrath of his overlord, “I come to make a great palaver concerning spirits and devils. Lord, I have found a great magic.”




  Bones grinned, for he had that sense of humour which rises superior to all other emotions. “Then you shall try your magic, my man, and lift this ship to deep water.”




  Wafa was not at all embarrassed. “Lord, this is a greater magic, for it concerns men, and brings to life the dead. For, lord, in this forest is a wonderful tree. Behold!”




  He took from his loose — rolled waistband a piece of wood. Bones took it in his hand. It was the size of a corn cob, and had been newly cut, so that the wood was moist with sap. Bones smelt it. There was a faint odour of resin and camphor. Patricia Hamilton smiled. It was so like Bones to be led astray by side issues.




  “Where is the wonder, man, that you should drive my ship upon a sandbank! And who are these?” Bones pointed to six canoes, filled with men, approaching the Zaire. The man did not answer, but, taking the wood from Bones’s hand, pulled a knife from his belt and whittled a shaving.




  “Here, lord,” he said, “is my fine magic. With this wood I can do many miracles, such as making sick men strong and the strong weak.”




  Bones heard the canoes bump against the side of the boat, but his mind was occupied with curiosity.




  “Thus do I make my magic, Tibbetti,” droned Wafa.




  He held the knife by the haft in the right hand, and the chip of wood in his left. The point of the knife was towards the white man’s heart.




  “Bones!” screamed the girl.




  Bones jumped aside and struck out as the man lunged. His nobbly fist caught Wafa under the jaw, and the man stumbled and fell. At the same instant there was a yell from the lower deck, the sound of scuffling and a shot.




  




  Bones jumped for the girl, thrust her into the cabin, sliding the steel door behind him. His two revolvers hung at the head of his bunk, and he slipped them out, gave a glance to see whether they were loaded, and pushed the door.




  “Shut the door after me,” he breathed.




  The bridge deck was deserted, and Bones raced down the ladder to the iron deck. Two Houssas and half a dozen natives lay dead or dying. The remainder of the soldiers were fighting desperately with whatever weapons they found to their hands — for, with characteristic carefulness, they had laid their rifles away in oil, lest the river air rust them — and, save for the sentry, who used a rifle common to all, they were unarmed.




  “O dogs!” roared Bones.




  The invaders turned and faced the long — barrelled Webleys, and the fight was finished. Later, Wafa came to the bridge with bright steel manacles on his wrist. His companions in the mad adventure sat on the iron deck below, roped leg to leg, and listened with philosophic calm as the Houssa sentry drew lurid pictures of the fate which awaited them.




  Bones sat in his deep chair, and the prisoner squatted before him. “You shall tell my lord Sandi why you did this wickedness,” he said, “also, Wafa, what evil thought was in your mind.”




  “Lord,” said Wafa cheerfully, “what good comes to me if I speak?” Something about the man’s demeanour struck Bones as strange, and he rose and went close to him.




  “I see,” he said, with a tightened lip. “The palaver is finished.”




  They led the man away, and the girl, who had been a spectator, asked anxiously: “What is wrong, Bones?”




  But the young man shook his head. “The breaking of all that Sanders has worked for,” he said bitterly, and the very absence of levity in one whose heart was so young and gay struck a colder chill to the girl’s heart than the yells of the warring N’gombi. For Sanders had a big place in Patricia Hamilton’s life. In an hour the Zaire was refloated, and was going at full speed down stream.




  Sanders held his court in the thatched palaver house between the Houssa guard — room and the little stockade prison at the river’s edge — a prison hidden amidst the flowering shrubs and acacia trees.




  Wafa was the first to be examined. “Lord,” he said, without embarrassment, “I tell you this — that I will not speak of the great wonders which lay in my heart unless you give me a book [a written promise] that I shall go free.”




  Sanders smiled unpleasantly. “By the Prophet, I say what is true,” he began confidentially; and Wafa winced at the oath, for he knew that truth was coming, and truth of a disturbing character. “In this land I govern millions of men,” said Sanders, speaking deliberately, “I and two white lords, I govern by fear, Wafa, because there is no love in simple native men, save a love for their own and their bellies.”




  “Lord, you speak truth,” said Wafa, the superior Arab of him responding to the confidence.




  “Now, if you make to kill the lord Tibbetti,” Sanders went on, “and do your wickedness for secret reasons, must I not discover what is that secret, lest it mean that I lose my hold upon the lands I govern?”




  “Lord, that is also true,” said Wafa.




  “For what is one life more or less,” asked Sanders, “a suffering smaller or greater by the side of my millions and their good?”




  “Lord, you are Suliman,” said Wafa eagerly. “Therefore, if you let me go, who shall be the worse for it?”




  Again Sanders smiled, that grim parting of lip to show his white teeth. “Yet you may lie, and, if I let you go, I have neither the truth nor your body. No. Wafa, you shall speak.” He rose up from his chair. “To — day you shall go to the Village of Irons,” he said; “to — morrow I will come to you, and you shall answer my questions. And, if you will not speak, I shall light a little fire in your chest, and that fire shall not go out except when the breath goes from your body. This palaver is finished.”




  So they took Wafa away to the Village of Irons, where the evil men of the Territories worked with chains about their ankles for their many sins, and in the morning came Sanders.




  “Speak, man,” he said.




  Wafa stared with an effort of defiance, but his face was twitching, for he saw the soldiers driving pegs into the ground, preparatory to staking him out. “I will speak the truth,” he said.




  So they took him into a hut, and there Sanders sat with him alone for half an hour; and when the Commissioner came out, his face was drawn and grey. He beckoned to Hamilton, who came forward and saluted. “We will get back to headquarters,” he said shortly, and they arrived two hours later.




  Sanders sat in the little telegraph office, and the Morse sounder rattled and clacked for half an hour. Other sounders were at work elsewhere, delicate needles vacillated in cable offices, and an Under — Secretary was brought from the House of Commons to the bureau of the Prime Minister to answer a question.




  At four o’clock in the afternoon came the message Sanders expected: “London says permit for Corklan forged. Arrest. Take extremest steps. Deal drastically, ruthlessly. Holding in residence three companies African Rifles and mountain battery support you. Good luck. Administration.”




  Sanders came out of the office, and Bones met him.




  “Men all aboard, sir,” he reported.




  “We’ll go,” said Sanders.




  He met the girl half — way to the quay. “I know it is something very serious,” she said quietly; “you have all my thoughts.” She put both her hands in his, and he took them. Then, without a word, he left her.




  Mr. P. T. Corklan sat before his new hut in the village of Fimini. In that hut — the greatest the N’gombi had ever seen — were stored hundreds of packages all well wrapped and sewn in native cloth.




  He was not smoking a cigar, because his stock of cigars was running short, but he was chewing a toothpick, for these at a pinch, could be improvised. He called to his headman. “Wafa?” he asked.




  “Lord, he will come, for he is very cunning,” said the headman.




  Mr. Corklan grunted. He walked to the edge of the village, where the ground sloped down to a strip of vivid green rushes. “Tell me, how long will this river be full?” he asked.




  “Lord, for a moon.”




  Corklan nodded. Whilst the secret river ran, there was escape for him, for its meandering course would bring him and his rich cargo to Spanish territory and deep water.




  His headman waited as though he had something to say. “Lord,” he said at last, “the chief of the N’coro village sends this night ten great teeth and a pot.”




  Corklan nodded. “If we’re here, we’ll get ‘em. I hope we shall be gone.”




  And then the tragically unexpected happened. A man in white came through the trees towards him, and behind was another white man and a platoon of native soldiers.




  “Trouble,” said Corklan to himself, and thought the moment was one which called for a cigar.




  “Good — morning, Mr. Sanders!” he said cheerfully.




  Sanders eyed him in silence.




  “This is an unexpected pleasure,” said Corklan.




  “Corklan, where is your still?” asked Sanders.




  The plump man laughed. “You’ll find it way back in the forest,” he said, “and enough sweet potatoes to distil fifty gallons of spirit — all proof, sir, decimal 1986 specific gravity water extracted by Soemmering’s method — in fact, as good as you could get it in England.”




  Sanders nodded. “I remember now — you’re the man that ran the still in the Ashanti country, and got away with the concession.”




  “That’s me,” said the other complacently. “P. T. Corklan — I never assume an alias.”




  Sanders nodded again. “I came past villages,” he said, “ where every man and almost every woman was drunk. I have seen villages wiped out in drunken fights. I have seen a year’s hard work ahead of me. You have corrupted a province in a very short space of time, and, as far as I can judge, you hoped to steal a Government ship and get into neutral territory with the prize you have won by your—”




  “Enterprise,” said Mr. Corklan obligingly. “You’ll have to prove that — about the ship. I am willing to stand any trial you like. There’s no law about prohibition — it’s one you’ve made yourself. I brought up the still — that’s true — brought it up in sections and fitted it. I’ve been distilling spirits — that’s true—”




  “I also saw a faithful servant of Government, one Ali Kano,” said Sanders, in a low voice. “He was lying on the bank of this secret river of yours with two revolver bullets in him.”




  “The nigger was spying on me, and I shot him,” explained Corklan.




  “I understand,” said Sanders. And then, after a little pause: “Will you be hung or shot?”




  The cigar dropped from the man’s mouth. “Hey?” he said hoarsely. “You — you can’t — do that — for making a drop of liquor — for niggers!”




  “For murdering a servant of the State,” corrected Sanders. “But, if it is any consolation to you, I will tell you that I would have killed you, anyway.”




  It took Mr. Corklan an hour to make up his mind, and then he chose rifles.




  To — day the N’gombi point to a mound near the village of Fimini, which they call by a name which means, “The Waters of Madness,” and it is believed to be haunted by devils.




  XI. Eye to Eye
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  Bones,” said Captain Hamilton, in despair, “you will never be a Napoleon.”




  “Dear old sir and brother — officer,” said Lieutenant Tibbetts, “you are a jolly old pessimist.”




  Bones was by way of being examined in subjects C and D, for promotion to captaincy, and Hamilton was the examining officer. By all the rules and laws and strict regulations which govern military examinations, Bones had not only failed, but he had seriously jeopardized his right to his lieutenancy, if every man had his due.




  “Now let me put this,” said Hamilton. “Suppose you were in charge of a company of men, and you were attacked on three sides, and you had a river behind you on the fourth side, and you found things were going very hard against you. What would you do?”




  “Dear old sir,” said Bones thoughtfully, and screwing his face into all manner of contortions in his effort to secure the right answer, “I should go away and wet my heated brow in the purling brook, then I’d take counsel with myself.”




  “You’d lose,” said Hamilton, with a groan. “That’s the last person in the world you should go to for advice, Bones. Suppose,” he said, in a last desperate effort to awaken a gleam of military intelligence in his subordinate’s mind, “suppose you were trekking through the forest with a hundred rifles, and you found your way barred by a thousand armed men. What would you do?”




  “Go back,” said Bones, “and jolly quick, dear old fellow.”




  “Go back? What would you go back for?” asked the other, in astonishment.




  “To make my will,” said Bones firmly, “and to write a few letters to dear old friends in the far homeland. I have friends, Ham,” he said, with dignity, “jolly old people who listen for my footsteps, and to whom my voice is music, dear old fellow.”




  “What other illusions do they suffer from?” asked Hamilton offensively, closing his book with a bang. “Well, you will be sorry to learn that I shall not recommend you for promotion.”




  “You don’t mean that,” said Bones hoarsely.




  “I do mean that,” said Hamilton.




  “Well, I thought if I had a pal to examine me, I would go through with flying colours.”




  “Then I am not a pal. You don’t suggest,” said Hamilton, with ominous dignity, “that I would defraud the public by lying as to the qualities of a deficient character?”




  “Yes, I do,” said Bones, nodding vigorously, “for my sake and for the sake of the child.” The child was that small native whom Bones had rescued and adopted.




  “Not even for the sake of the child,” said Hamilton, with an air of finality. “Bones, you’re ploughed.”




  Bones did not speak, and Hamilton gathered together the papers, forms, and paraphernalia of examination.




  He lifted his head suddenly, to discover that Bones was staring at him. It was no ordinary stare, but something that was a little uncanny. “What the dickens are you looking at?”




  Bones did not speak. His round eyes were fixed on his superior in an unwinking glare.




  “When I said you had failed,” said Hamilton kindly, “I meant, of course—”




  “That I’d passed,” muttered Bones excitedly. “Say it, Ham — say it! ‘Bones, congratulations, dear old lad’—”




  “I meant,” said Hamilton coldly, “that you have another chance next month.”




  The face of Lieutenant Tibbetts twisted into a painful contortion. “It didn’t work!” he said bitterly, and stalked from the room.




  “Rum beggar!” thought Hamilton, and smiled to himself.




  “Have you noticed anything strange about Bones?” asked Patricia Hamilton the next day.




  Her brother looked at her over his newspaper. “The strangest thing about Bones is Bones,” he said, “and that I am compelled to notice every day of my life.”




  She looked up at Sanders, who was idly pacing the stoep of the Residency. “Have you, Mr. Sanders?”




  Sanders paused. “Beyond the fact that he is father preoccupied and stares at one—”




  “That is it,” said the girl. “I knew I was right — he stares horribly. He has been doing it for a week — just staring. Do you think he is ill?”




  “He has been moping in his hut for the past week,” said Hamilton thoughtfully, “but I was hoping that it meant that he was swotting for his exam. But staring — I seem to remember—”




  The subject of his discussion made his appearance at the far end of the square at that moment, and they watched him. First he walked slowly towards the Houssa sentry, who shouldered his arms in salute. Bones halted before the soldier and stared at him. Somehow, the watchers on the stoep knew that he was staring — there was something so fixed, so tense in his attitude. Then, without warning, the sentry’s hand passed across his body, and the rifle came down to the “present.”




  “What on earth is he doing?” demanded the outraged Hamilton, for sentries do not present arms to subaltern officers.




  Bones passed on. He stopped before one of the huts in the married lines, and stared at the wife of Sergeant Abiboo. He stared long and earnestly, and the woman, giggling uncomfortably, stared back. Then she began to dance.




  “For Heaven’s sake—” gasped Sanders, as Bones passed on.




  “Bones!” roared Hamilton.




  Bones turned first his head, then his body towards the Residency, and made his slow way towards the group.




  “What is happening?” asked Hamilton.




  The face of Bones was flushed; there was triumph in his eye — triumph which his pose of nonchalance could not wholly conceal. “What is happening, dear old officer?” he asked innocently, and stared.




  “What the dickens are you goggling at?” demanded Hamilton irritably. “And please explain why you told the sentry to present arms to you.”




  “I didn’t tell him, dear old sir and superior captain,” said Bones. His eyes never left Hamilton’s; he stared with a fierceness and with an intensity that was little short of ferocious.




  “Confound you, what are you staring at? Aren’t you well?” demanded Hamilton wrathfully.




  Bones blinked. “Quite well, sir and comrade,” he said gravely. “Pardon the question — did you feel a curious and unaccountable inclination to raise your right hand and salute me?”




  “Did I — what?” demanded his dumbfounded superior.




  “A sort of itchin’ of the right arm — an almost overpowerin’ inclination to touch your hat — to poor old Bones?”




  Hamilton drew a long breath. “I felt an almost overpowering desire to lift my foot,” he said significantly.




  “Look at me again,” said Bones calmly. “Fix your eyes on mine an’ think of nothin’. Now shut your eyes. Now you can’t open ‘em.”




  “Of course I can open them,” said Hamilton. “Have you been drinking, Bones?”




  A burst of delighted laughter from the girl checked Bones’s indignant denial. “I know!” she cried, clapping her hands. “Bones is trying to mesmerize you!”




  “What?”




  The scarlet face of Bones betrayed him.




  “Power of the human eye, dear old sir,” he said hurriedly. “Some people have it — it’s a gift. I discovered it the other day after readin’ an article in The Scientific Healer.”




  “Phew!” Hamilton whistled. So, he said, with dangerous calm, “all this staring and gaping of yours means that, does it? I remember now. When I was examining you for promotion the other day, you stared. Trying to mesmerize me?”




  “Let bygones be bygones, dear old friend,” begged Bones.




  “And when I asked you to produce the company pay — sheets, which you forgot to bring up to date, you stared at me!”




  “It’s a gift,” said Bones feebly.




  “Oh, Bones,” said the girl slowly, “you stared at me, too, after I refused to go picnicking with you on the beach.”




  “All’s fair in love an’ war,” said Bones vaguely. “It’s a wonderful gift.”




  “Have you ever mesmerized anybody?” asked Hamilton curiously, and Bones brightened up.




  “Rather, dear old sir,” he said. “Jolly old Ali, my secretary — goes off in a regular trance on the slightest provocation. Fact, dear old Ham.”




  Hamilton clapped his hands, and his orderly, dozing in the shade of the verandah, rose up. “Go, bring Ali Abid,” said Hamilton. And when the man had gone: “ Are you under the illusion that you made the sentry present arms to you, and Abiboo’s woman dance for you, by the magic of your eye?”




  “You saw,” said the complacent Bones. “It’s a wonderful gift, dear old Ham. As soon as I read the article, I tried it on Ali. Got him, first pop!”




  The girl was bubbling with suppressed laughter, and there was a twinkle in Sanders’s eye. “I recall that you saw me in connection with shooting leave in the N’gombi.”




  “Yes, sir and Excellency,” said the miserable Bones.




  “And I said that I thought it inadvisable, because of the trouble in the bend of the Isisi River.”




  “Yes, Excellency and sir,” agreed Bones dolefully. —




  “And then you stared.”




  “Did I, dear old — Did I, sir?”




  His embarrassment was relieved by the arrival of Ali. So buoyant a soul had Bones, that from the deeps of despair into which he was beginning to sink he rose to heights of confidence, not to say self — assurance, that were positively staggering.




  “Miss Patricia, ladies and gentlemen,” said Bones briskly, “we have here Ali Abid, confidential servant and faithful retainer. I will now endeavour to demonstrate the power of the human eye.




  He met the stolid gaze of Ali and stared. He stared terribly and alarmingly, and Ali, to do him justice, stared back.




  “Close your eyes,” commanded Bones. “You can’t open them, can you?”




  “Sir,” said Ali, “optics of subject are hermetically sealed.”




  “I will now put him in a trance,” said Bones, and waved his hand mysteriously. Ali rocked backward and forward, and would have fallen but for the supporting arm of the demonstrator. “He is now insensible to pain,” said Bones proudly.




  “Lend me your hatpin, Pat,” said Hamilton. “I will now awaken him,” said Bones hastily, and snapped his fingers. Ali rose to his feet with great dignity. “Thank you, Ali; you may go,” said his master, and turned, ready to receive the congratulations of the party.




  “Do you seriously believe that you mesmerized that humbug?”




  Bones drew himself erect. “ Sir and captain,” he said stiffly, “do you suggest I am a jolly old impostor? You saw the sentry, sir, you saw the woman, sir.”




  “And I saw Ali,” said Hamilton, nodding, “and I’ll bet he gave the sentry something and the woman to play the goat for you.”




  Bones bowed slightly and distantly. “I cannot discuss my powers, dear old sir; you realize that there are some subjects too delicate to broach except with kindred spirits. I shall continue my studies of psychic mysteries undeterred by the cold breath of scepticism.” He saluted everybody, and departed with chin up and shoulders squared, a picture of offended dignity.




  That night Sanders lay in bed, snuggled up on his right side, which meant that he had arrived at the third stage of comfort which precedes that fading away of material life which men call sleep. Half consciously he listened to the drip, drip, drip of rain on the stoep, and promised himself that he would call upon Abiboo in the morning, to explain the matter of a choked gutter, for Abiboo had sworn, by the Prophet and certain minor relatives of the Great One, that he had cleared every bird’s nest from the ducts about the Residency.




  Drip, drip, drip, drip, drip!




  Sanders sank with luxurious leisure into the nothingness of the night.




  Drip — tap, drip — tap, drip — tap!




  He opened his eyes slowly, slid one leg out of bed, and groped for his slippers. He slipped into the silken dressing — gown which had been flung over the end of the bed, corded it about him, and switched on the electric light. Then he passed out into the big common room, with its chairs drawn together in overnight comradeship, and the solemn tick of the big clock to emphasize the desolation. He paused a second to switch on the lights, then went to the door and flung it open.




  “Enter!” he said in Arabic.




  The man who came in was naked, save for a tarboosh on his head and a loin — cloth about his middle. His slim body shone with moisture, and where he stood on the white matting were two little pools. Kano from his brown feet to the soaked fez, he stood erect with that curious assumption of pride and equality which the Mussulman bears with less offence to his superiors than any other race.




  “Peace on this house,” he said, raising his hand.




  “Speak, Ahmet,” said Sanders, dropping into a big chair and stretched back, with his clasped hands behind his head. He eyed the man gravely and without resentment, for no spy would tap upon his window at night save that the business was a bad one.




  “Lord,” said the man, “it is shameful that I should wake your lordship from your beautiful dream, but I came with the river.” [I came when I could] He looked down at his master, and in the way of certain Kano people, who are dialecticians to a man, he asked: “Lord, it is written in the Sura of Ya — Sin, ‘To the sun it is not given to overtake the moon—”




  “‘Nor doth the night outstrip the day; but each in his own sphere doth journey on,’” finished Sanders patiently. “Thus also begins the Sura of the Cave: ‘Praise be to God, Who hath sent down the book to his servant, and hath put no crookedness into it.’ Therefore, Ahmet, be plain to me, and leave your good speeches till you meet the abominable Sufi.”




  The man sank to his haunches. “Lord,” he said, “from the bend of the river, where the Isisi divides the land of the N’gombi from the lands of the Good Chief, I came, travelling by day and night with the river, for many strange things have happened which are too wonderful for me. This Chief Busesi, whom all men call good, has a daughter by his second wife. In the year of the High Crops she was given to a stranger from the forest, him they call Gufuri — Bululu, and he took her away to live in his hut.”




  Sanders sat up. “Go on, man,” he said.




  “Lord, she has returned and performs wonderful magic,” said the man, “for by the wonder of her eyes she can make dead men live and live men die, and all people are afraid. Also, lord, there was a wise man in the forest, who was blind, and he had a daughter who was the prop and staff of him, and because of his wisdom, and because she hated all who rivalled her, the woman D’rona Gufuri told certain men to seize the girl and hold her in a deep pool of water until she was dead.”




  “This is a bad palaver,” said Sanders; “but you shall tell me what you mean by the wonder of her eyes.”




  “Lord,” said the man, “she looks upon men, and they do her will. Now, it is her will that there shall be a great dance on the Rind of the Moon, and after she shall send the spears of the people of Busesi — who is old and silly, and for this reason is called good — against the N’gombi folk.”




  “Oh,” said Sanders, biting his lip in thought, “by the wonder of her eyes!”




  “Lord,” said the man, “even I have seen this, for she has stricken men to the ground by looking at them, and some she has made mad, and others foolish.”




  Sanders turned his head at a noise from the doorway. The tall figure of Hamilton stood peering sleepily at the light.




  “I heard your voice,” he said apologetically. “What is the trouble?”.




  Briefly Sanders related the story the man had told.




  “Wow!” said Hamilton, in a paroxysm of delight.




  “What’s wrong?”




  “Bones!” shouted Hamilton. “Bones is the fellow. Let him go up and subdue her with his eye. He’s the very fellow. I’ll go over and call him, sir.”




  He hustled into his clothing, slipped on a mackintosh, and, making his way across the dark square, admitted himself to the sleeping — hut of Lieutenant Tibbetts. By the light of his electric torch he discovered the slumberer. Bones lay on his back, his large mouth wide open, one thin leg thrust out from the covers, and he was making strange noises. Hamilton found the lamp and lit it, then he proceeded to the heart — breaking task of waking his subordinate. “Up, you lazy devil!” he shouted, shaking Bones by the shoulder.




  Bones opened his eyes and blinked rapidly. “On the word ‘One!’” he said hoarsely, “carry the left foot ten inches to the left front, at the same time bringing the rifle to a horizontal position at the right side. One!”




  “Wake up, wake up, Bones!”




  Bones made a wailing noise. It was the noise of a mother panther who has returned to her lair to discover that her offspring have been eaten by wild pigs. “Whar — r — ow — ow!” he said, and turned over on his right side.




  Hamilton pocketed his torch, and, lifting Bones bodily from the bed, let him fall with a thud.




  Bones scrambled up, staring. “Gentlemen of the jury,” he said, “ I stand before you a ruined man. Drink has been my downfall, as the dear old judge remarked. I did kill Wilfred Morgan, and I plead the unwritten law.” He saluted stiffly, collapsed on to his pillow, and fell instantly into a deep child — like sleep,




  Hamilton groaned. He had had occasion to wake Bones from his beauty sleep before, but he had never been as bad as this. He took a soda siphon from the little sideboard and depressed the lever, holding the outlet above his victim’s head.




  Bones leapt up with a roar. “Hello, Ham!” he said quite sanely. “Well dear old officer, this is the finish! You stand by the lifeboat an’ shoot down anybody who attempts to leave the ship before the torpedoes are saved. I’m goin’ down into the hold to have a look at the women an’ children.” He saluted, and was stepping out into the wet night, when Hamilton caught his arm.




  “Steady, the Buffs, my sleeping beauty! Dress yourself. Sanders wants you.”




  Bones nodded. “I’ll just drive over and see him,” he said, climbed back into bed, and was asleep in a second.




  Hamilton put out the light and went back to the Residency. “I hadn’t the heart to cut his ear off,” he said regretfully. “I’m afraid we shan’t be able to consult Bones till the morning.”




  Sanders nodded. “Anyway, I will wait for the morning. I have told Abiboo to get stores and wood aboard, and to have steam in the Zaire. Let us emulate Bones.”




  “Heaven forbid!” said Hamilton piously.




  Bones came blithely to breakfast, a dapper and a perfectly groomed figure. He received the news of the ominous happenings in the N’gombi country with that air of profound solemnity which so annoyed Hamilton.




  “I wish you had called me in the night,” he said gravely. “Dear old officer, I think it was due to me.”




  “Called you! Called you! Why — why—” spluttered Hamilton.




  “In fact we did call you, Bones, but we could not wake you,” smoothed Sanders.




  A look of youthful amazement.spread over the youthful face of Lieutenant Tibbetts. “You called me?” he asked incredulously. “Called me?”




  “You!” hissed Hamilton. “I not only called you, but I kicked you. I poured water on you, and I chucked you up to the roof of the hut and dropped you.”




  A faint but unbelieving smile from Bones. “Are you sure it was me, dear old officer?” he asked, and Hamilton choked. “I only ask,” said Bones, turning blandly to the girl, “ because I’m a notoriously light sleeper, dear old Miss Patricia. The slightest stir wakes me, and instantly I’m in possession of all my faculties. Bosambo calls me ‘Eye — That — Never — Shuts—’”




  “Bosambo is a notorious leg — puller,” interrupted Hamilton irritably. “Really, Bones—”




  “Often, dear old Sister,” Bones went on impressively, “campin’ out in the forest, an’ sunk in the profound sleep which youth an’ good conscience brings, something has wakened me, an’ I’ve jumped to my feet, a revolver in my hand, an’ what do you think it was?”




  “A herd of wild elephants walking on your chest?” suggested Hamilton.




  “What do you think it was, dear old Patricia miss?” persisted Bones, and interrupted her ingenious speculation in his usual aggravating manner: “The sound of a footstep breakin’ a twig a hundred yards away!”




  “Wonderful!” sneered Hamilton, stirring his coffee. “Bones, if you could only spell, what a novelist you’d be!”




  “The point is,” said Sanders, with good — humoured patience, which brought, for some curious reason, a warm sense of intimacy to the girl, “ you’ve got to go up and try your eye on the woman D’rona Gufuri.”




  Bones leaned back in his chair and spoke with deliberation and importance, for he realized that he, and only he, could supply a solution to the difficulties of his superiors.




  “The power of the human eye, when applied by a jolly old scientist to a heathen, is irresistible. You may expect me down with the prisoner in four days.”




  “She may be more trouble than you expect,” said Sanders seriously. “The longer one lives in native lands, the less confident one can be. There have been remarkable cases of men possessing the power which this woman has—”




  “And which I have, sir an’ Excellency, to an extraordinary extent,” interrupted Bones firmly. “Have no fear.”




  Thirty — six hours later Bones stood before the woman D’rona Gufuri.




  “Lord,” said the woman, “men speak evilly of me to Sandi, and now you have come to take me to the Village of Irons.”




  “That is true, D’rona,” said Bones, and looked into her eyes.




  “Lord,” said the woman, speaking slowly, “you shall go back to Sandi and say, ‘I have not seen the woman D’rona’ — for, lord, is this not truth?”




  “I’wa! I’wa!” muttered Bones thickly.




  “You cannot see me, Tibbetti, and I am not here,” said the woman, and she spoke before the assembled villagers, who stood, knuckles to teeth, gazing awe — stricken upon the scene.




  “I cannot see you,” said Bones sleepily.




  “And now you cannot hear me, lord?”




  Bones did not reply.




  The woman took him by the arm and led him through the patch of wood which fringes the river and separated beach from village. None followed them; even the two Houssas who formed the escort of Lieutenant Tibbetts stayed rooted to the spot.




  Bones passed into the shadow of the trees, the woman’s hand on his arm. Then suddenly from the undergrowth rose a lank figure, and D’rona of the Magic Eye felt a bony hand at her throat. She laughed.




  “O man, whoever you be, look upon me in this light, and your strength shall melt.”




  She twisted round to meet her assailant’s face, and shrieked aloud, for he was blind. And Bones stood by without moving, without seeing or hearing, whilst the strong hands of the blind witch — doctor, whose daughter she had slain, crushed the life from her body.




  *




  “Of course sir,” explained Bones, “you may think she mesmerized me. On the other hand, it is quite possible that she acted under my influence. It’s a moot point, sir an’ Excellency — jolly moot!”




  XII. The Hooded King
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  There was a certain Portuguese governor — this was in J, the days when Colhemos was Colonial Minister — who had a small legitimate income and an extravagant wife. This good lady had a villa at Cintra, a box at the Real Theatre de Sao Carlos, and a motor — car, and gave five o’clocks at the Hotel Nunes to the aristocracy and gentry who inhabited that spot, of whom the ecstatic Spaniard said, “dejar a Cintra, y ver al mundo entero, es, con verdad caminar en capuchera.” Since her husband’s salary was exactly $66.50 weekly and the upkeep of the villa alone was twice that amount, it is not difficult to understand that Senhor Bonaventura was a remarkable man.




  Colhemos came over to the Foreign Office in the Praco de Commercio one day and saw Dr. Sarabesta, and Sarabesta, who was both a republican and a sinner, was also ambitious, or he had a Plan and an Ideal — two very dangerous possessions for a politician, since they lead inevitably to change, than which nothing is more fatal to political systems.




  “Colhemos,” said the doctor dramatically, “you are ruining me! You are bringing me to the dust and covering me with the hatred and mistrust of the Powers!”




  He folded his arms and rose starkly from the chair, his beard all a — bristle, his deep little eyes glaring. “What is wrong, Baptista?” asked Colhemos.




  The other flung out his arms in an extravagant gesture. “Ruin!” he cried, somewhat inadequately. He opened the leather portfolio which lay on the table and extracted six sheets of foolscap paper. “Read!” he said, and subsided into his padded armchair a picture of gloom.




  The sheets of foolscap were surmounted by crests showing an emaciated lion and a small horse with a spiral horn in his forehead endeavouring to climb a chafing — dish which had been placed on edge for the purpose, and was suitably inscribed with another lion, two groups of leopards and a harp.




  Colhemos did not stop to admire the menagerie, but proceeded at once to the literature. It was in French, and had to do with a certain condition of affairs in Portuguese Central Africa which “constituted a grave and increasing menace to the native subjects” of “Grande Bretagne.” There were hints, “which His Majesty’s Government would be sorry to believe, of raids and requisitions upon the native manhood” of this country which differed little from slave raids.




  Further, “Mr. Commissioner Sanders of the Territories regretted to learn” that these labour requisitions resulted in a condition of affairs not far removed from slavery.




  Colhemos read through the dispatch from start to finish, and put it down thoughtfully.




  “Pinto has been overdoing it,” be admitted. “I shall have to write to him.”




  “What you write to Pinto may be interesting enough to print,” said Dr. Sarabesta violently, “but what shall I write to London? This Commissioner Sanders is a fairly reliable man, and his Government will act upon what he says.”




  Colhemos, who was really a great man (it was a distinct loss when he faced a firing platoon in the revolutionary days of ‘12), tapped his nose with a penholder.




  “You can say that we shall send a special commissioner to the M’fusi country to report, and that he will remain permanently established in the M’fusi to suppress lawless acts.”




  The doctor looked up wonderingly.




  “Pinto won’t like that,” said he, “besides which, the M’fusi are quite unmanageable. The last time we tried to bring them to reason it cost — Santa Maria!… and the lives!… phew!”




  Colhemos nodded.




  “The due de Sagosta,” he said slowly, “ is an enthusiastic young man. He is also a royalist and allied by family ties to Dr. Ceillo of the Left. He is, moreover, an Anglo — maniac — though why he should be when his mother was an American woman, I do not know. He shall be our commissioner, my dear Baptista.”




  His dear Baptista sat bolt upright, every hair in his bristling head erect.




  “A royalist!” he gasped, “do you want to set Portugal ablaze?”




  “There are moments when I could answer ‘Yes’ to that question,” said the truthful Colhemos, “ but for the moment I am satisfied that there will be no fireworks. It will do no harm to send the boy. It will placate the Left and please the Clerics — it will also consolidate our reputation for liberality and largeness of mind. Also the young man will either be killed or fall a victim to the sinister influences of that corruption which, alas, has also entered into the vitals of our Colonial service.”




  So Manuel due de Sagosta was summoned, and prepared for the subject of his visit by telephone, came racing up from Cintra in his big American juggernaut, leapt up the stairs of the Colonial Office two at a time, and came to Colhemoss’ presence in a state of mind which may be described as a big mental whoop.




  “You will understand, Senhor,” said Colhemos, “that I am doing that which may make me unpopular. For that I care nothing! My country is my first thought, and the glory and honour of our flag! Some day you may hold my portfolio in the Cabinet, and it will be well if you bring to your high and noble office the experience…”




  Then they all talked together, and the dark room flickered with gesticulating palms.




  Colhemos came to see the boy off by the M.N.P. boat which carried him to the African Coast.




  “I suppose, Senhor,” said the duc, “there would be no objection on the part of the Government to my calling on my way at a certain British port. I have a friend in the English army — we were at Clifton together—”




  “My friend,” said Colhemos, pressing the young man’s hand warmly, “you must look upon England as a potential ally, and lose no opportunity which offers to impress upon our dear colleagues this fact, that behind England, unmoved, unshaken, faithful, stands the armed might of Portugal. May the saints have you in their keeping!”




  He embraced him, kissing him on both cheeks.




  Bones was drilling recruits at headquarters when Hamilton hailed him from the edge of the square.




  “There’s a pal of yours come to see you, Bones,” he roared.




  Bones marched sedately to his superior and touched his helmet. “Sir!”




  “A friend of yours — just landed from the Portuguese packet.”




  Bones was mystified, and went up to the Residency to find a young man in spotless white being entertained by Patricia Hamilton and a very thoughtful Sanders.




  The due de Sagosta leapt to his feet as Bones came up the verandah.




  “Hullo, Conk!” he yelled hilariously.




  Bones stared.




  “God bless my life,” he stammered, “ it’s Mug!”




  There was a terrific hand — shaking accompanied by squawking inquiries which were never answered, uproarious laughter, back patting, brazen and baseless charges that each was growing fat, and Sanders watched it with great kindness.




  “Here’s old Ham,” said Bones, “you ought to know Ham — Captain Hamilton, sir, my friend, the duke of something or other — but you can call him Mug — Miss Hamilton — this is Mug.”




  “We’ve already been introduced,” she laughed. “But why do you let him call you Mug?”




  The due grinned.




  “I like Mug,” he said simply.




  He was to stay for lunch, for the ship was not leaving until the afternoon, and Bones carried him off to his hut.




  “A joyous pair,” said Hamilton enviously. “Lord, if I was only a boy again!”




  Sanders shook his head.




  “You don’t echo that wish?” said Pat.




  “I wasn’t thinking about that — I was thinking of the boy. I dislike this M’fusi business, and I can’t think why the Government sent him. They are a pretty bad lot — their territory is at the back of the Akasava, and the Chief of the M’fusi is a rascal.”




  “But he says that he has been sent to reform them,” said the girl.




  Sanders smiled.




  “It is not a job I should care to undertake — and yet—”




  He knitted his forehead.




  “And yet — ?”




  “I could reform them — Bones could reform them. But if they were reformed it would break Bonaventura, for he holds his job subject to their infamy.”




  At lunch Sanders was unusually silent, a silence which was unnoticed, save by the girl. Bones and his friend, however, needed no stimulation. Lunch was an almost deafening meal, and when the time came for the due to leave, the whole party went down to the beach to see him embark.




  “Good — bye, old Mug!” roared Bones, as the boat pulled away. “Whoop! hi! how!”




  “You’re a noisy devil,” said Hamilton, admiringly.




  “Vox populi, vox Dei,” said Bones.




  He had an unexpected visitor that evening, for whilst he was dressing for dinner, Sanders came into his hut — an unusual happening.




  What Sanders had to say may not be related since it was quite unofficial, but Bones came to dinner that night and behaved with such decorum and preserved a mien so grave, that Hamilton thought he was ill.




  The due continued his journey down the African Coast and presently came to a port which was little more than a beach, a jetty, a big white house, and by far the most imposing end of the Moanda road. In due time, he arrived by the worst track in the world (he was six days on the journey) at Moanda itself, and came into the presence of the Governor.




  Did the due but know it, his Excellency had also been prepared for the young man’s mission. The mail had arrived by carrier the day before the duc put in his appearance, and Pinto Bonaventura had his little piece all ready to say.




  “I will give you all the assistance I possibly can,” he said, as they sat at dejeuner, “but, naturally, I cannot guarantee your immunity.”




  “Immunity?” said the puzzled due.




  Senhor Bonaventura nodded gravely.




  “Nothing is more repugnant to me than slavery,” he said, “unless it be the terrible habit of drinking. If I could sweep these evils out of existence with a wave of my hand, believe me I would do so; but I cannot perform miracles, and the Government will not give me sufficient troops to suppress these practices which every one of us hold in abhorrence.”




  “But,” protested the due, a little alarmed, “since I am going to reform the M’fusi…”




  The Governor choked over his coffee and apologized. He did not laugh, because long residence in Central Africa had got him out of the habit, and had taught him a certain amount of self — control in all things except the consumption of marsala.




  “Pray go on,” he said, wearing an impassive face.




  “It will be to the interests of Portugal, no less than to your Excellency’s interest,” said the young man, leaning across the table and speaking with great earnestness, “if I can secure a condition of peace, prosperity, sobriety, and if I can establish the Portuguese law in this disturbed area.”




  “Undoubtedly,” acknowledged the older man with profound seriousness.




  So far from the duc’s statement representing anything near the truth, it may be said that a restoration of order would serve his Excellency very badly indeed. In point of fact he received something like eight shillings for every “head” of “recruited labour”. He also received a commission from the same interested syndicates which exported able — bodied labourers, a commission amounting to six shillings upon every case of square — face, and a larger sum upon every keg of rum that came into the country.




  Sobriety and law would, in fact, spell much discomfort to the elegant lady who lived in the villa at Cintra, and would considerably diminish not only Senhor Bonaventura’s handsome balance at the Bank of Brazil, but would impoverish certain ministers, permanent and temporary, who looked to their dear Pinto for periodical contributions to what was humorously described as “ The Party Fund.”




  Yet the due de Sagosta went into the wilds with a high heart and a complete faith, in his youthful and credulous soul, that he had behind him the full moral and physical support of a high — minded and patriotic Governor. The high — minded and patriotic Governor, watching the caravan of his new assistant disappearing through the woods which fringe Moanda, expressed in picturesque language his fervent hope that the mud, the swamp, the forest and the wilderness of the M’fusi country would swallow up this young man for evermore, amen. The unpopularity of the new Commissioner was sealed when the Governor learnt of his visit to Sanders, for “Sanders” was a name at which his Excellency made disapproving noises.




  The predecessor of the due de Sagosta was dead. His grave was in the duc’s front garden, and was covered with rank grass. The newcomer found the office correspondence in order (as a glib native clerk demonstrated); he also found 103 empty bottles behind the house, and understood the meaning of that coarse grave in the garden. He found that the last index number in the letter book was 951.




  It is remarkable that the man he succeeded should have found, in one year, 951 subjects for correspondence, but it is the fact. Possibly nine hundred of the letters had to do with the terrible state of the Residency at Uango — Bozeri. The roof leaked, the foundations had settled, and not a door closed as it should close. On the day of his arrival the due found a mamba resting luxuriously in his one armchair, a discovery which suggested the existence of a whole colony of these deadly brutes — the mamba bite is fatal in exactly ninety seconds — under or near the house.




  The other fifty dispatches probably had to do with the late Commissioner’s arrears of pay, for Portugal at that time was in the throes of her annual crisis, and ministries were passing through the Government offices at Lisbon with such rapidity that before a cheque could be carried from the Foreign Office to the bank, it was out of date.




  Uango — Bozeri is 220 miles by road from the coast, and is the centre of the child — like people of the M’fusi. Here the due dwelt and had his being, as Governor of 2,000 square miles, and overlord of some million people who were cannibals with a passion for a fiery liquid which was described by traders as “rum.” It was as near rum as the White City is to Heaven; that is to say, to the uncultivated taste it might have been rum, and anyway was as near to rum as the taster could expect to get.




  This is all there is to be said about the due de Sagosta, save that his headman swindled him, his soldiers were conscienceless natives committing acts of brigandage in his innocent name, whilst his chief at Moanda was a peculating and incompetent scoundrel.




  At the time when the due was finding life a bitter and humiliating experience, and had reached the stage when he sat on his predecessor’s grave for company, a small and unauthorized party crossed the frontier from the British Territories in search of adventure.




  Now it happened that the particular region through which the border — line passed was governed by the Chief of the Greater M’fusi, who was a cannibal, a drunkard, and a master of two regiments.




  The duc had been advised not to interfere with the chief of his people, and he had (after one abortive and painful experience) obeyed his superiors, accepting the hut tax which was sent to him (and which was obviously and insolently inadequate) without demur.




  No white man journeyed to the city of the M’fusi without invitation from the chief, and as Chief Karata never issued such invitation, the Greater M’fusi was a terra incognita even to his Excellency the Governor — General of the Central and Western Provinces.




  Karata was a drunkard approaching lunacy. It was his whim for weeks on end to wear on his head the mask of a goat. At other times, “as a mark of his confidence in devils,” he would appear hidden beneath a plaited straw extinguisher which fitted him from head to foot. He was eccentric in other ways which need not be particularized, but he was never so eccentric that he welcomed strangers.




  Unfortunately for those concerned, the high road from the Territories passed through the M’fusi drift. And one day there came a panting messenger from the keeper of the drift who flung himself down at the king’s feet.




  “Lord,” said he, “there is a white man at the drift, and with him a certain chief and his men.”




  “You will take the men, bringing them to me tied with ropes,” said the king, who looked at the messenger with glassy eyes and found some difficulty in speaking, for he was at the truculent stage of his second bottle.




  The messenger returned and met the party on the road. What was his attitude towards the intruders it is impossible to say. He may have been insolent, secure in the feeling that he was representing his master’s attitude towards white men; he may have offered fight in the illusion that the six warriors he took with him were sufficient to enforce the king’s law. It is certain that he never returned.




  Instead there came to the king’s kraal a small but formidable party under a white man, and they arrived at a propitious moment, for the ground before the king’s great hut was covered with square bottles, and the space in front of the palace was crowded with wretched men chained neck to neck and waiting to march to the coast and slavery.




  




  The white man pushed back his helmet.




  “Goodness gracious Heavens!” he exclaimed, “how perfectly horrid! Bosambo, this is immensely illegal an’ terrificly disgustin’.”




  The Chief of the Ochori looked round.




  “Dis feller be dam’ bad,” was his effort.




  Bones walked leisurely to the shady canopy under which the king sat, and King Karata stared stupidly at the unexpected vision.




  “O King,” said Bones in the Akasavian vernacular which runs from Dacca to the Congo, “ this is an evil thing you do — against all law.”




  Open — mouthed Karata continued to stare.




  To the crowded kraal, on prisoner and warrior, councillor and dancing woman alike, came a silence deep and unbroken.




  They heard the words spoken in a familiar tongue, and marvelled that a white man should speak it. Bones was carrying a stick and taking deliberate aim, and after two trial strokes he brought the nobbly end round with a “swish!”




  A bottle of square — face smashed into a thousand pieces, and there arose on the hot air the sickly sent of crude spirits. Fascinated, silent, motionless, King Karata, named not without reason “The Terrible,” watched the destruction as bottle followed bottle.




  Then as a dim realization of the infamy filtered through his thick brain, he rose with a growl like a savage animal, and Bones turned quickly. But Bosambo was quicker. One stride brought him to the king’s side.




  “Down, dog!” he said. “O Kafata, you are very near the painted hut were dead kings lie.”




  The king sat back and glared to and fro.




  All that was animal in him told of his danger; he smelt death in the mirthless grin of the white man; he smelt it as strongly under the hand of the tall native wearing the monkey — tails of chieftainship. If they would only stand away from him they would die quickly enough. Let them get out of reach, and a shout, an order, would send them bloodily to the ground with little kicks and twitches as the life ran out of them. But they stood too close, and that order of his meant his death.




  “O white man,” he began.




  “Listen, black man,” said Bosambo, and lapsed into his English; “hark um, you dam’ black nigger — what for you speak um so?”




  “You shall say ‘master’ to me, Karata,” said Bones easily, “ for in my land ‘white man’ is evil talk.” [In most native countries “white man” is seldom employed save as a piece of insolence. It is equivalent to the practice of referring to the natives as niggers.]




  “Master,” said the king sullenly, “this is a strange thing — for I see that you are English and we be servants of another king. Also it is forbidden that any white — that any master should stand in my kraal without my word, and I have driven even Igselensi from my face.”




  “That is all foolish talk, Karata,” said Bones. “This is good talk: shall Karata live or shall he die? This you shall say. If you send away this palaver and say to your people that we are folk whom you desire shall live in the shadow of the king’s hut, then you live. Let him say less than this, Bosambo, and you strike quickly.”




  The king looked from face to face. Bones had his hand in the uniform jacket pocket. Bosambo balanced his killing — spear on the palm of his hand, the chief saw with the eye of an expert that the edge was razor sharp.




  Then he turned to the group whom Bones had motioned away when he started to speak to the king.




  “This palaver is finished,” he said, “and the white lord stays in my hut for a night.”




  “Good egg,” said Bones as the crowd streamed from the kraal.




  Senhor Bonaventura heard of the arrival of a white man at the chief’s great kraal and was not perturbed, because there were certain favourite traders who came to the king from time to time. He was more concerned by the fact that a labour draft of eight hundred men who had been promised by Karata had not yet reached Moanda, but frantic panic came from the remarkable information of Karata’s eccentricities which had reached him from his lieutenant.




  The duc’s letter may be reproduced.




  ILLUSTRIOUS AND EXCELLENT SENHOR,




  It is with joy that I announce to you the most remarkable reformation of King Karata. The news was brought to me that the king had received a number of visitors of an unauthorized character, and though I had, as I have reported to you, Illustrious and Excellent Senhor, the most unpleasant experience at the hands of the king, I deemed it advisable to go to the city of the Greater M’fusi and conduct an inquiry.




  I learnt that the king had indeed received the visitors, and that they had departed on the morning of my arrival carrying with them one of their number who was sick. With this party was a white man. But the most remarkable circumstance, Illustrious and Excellent Senhor, was that the king had called a midnight palaver of his councillors and high people of state and had told them that the strangers had brought news of such sorrowful character that for four moons it would be forbidden to look upon his face. At the end of that period he would disappear from the earth and become a god amongst the stars.




  At these words, Illustrious and Excellent Senhor, the king with some reluctance took from one of the strangers a bag in which two eyes had been cut, and pulled it over his head and went back into his hut.




  Since then he has done many remarkable things. He has forbidden the importation of drink, and has freed all labour men to their homes. He has nominated Zifingini, the elder chief of the M’fusi, to be king after his departure, and has added another fighting regiment to his army.




  He is quite changed, and though they cannot see his face and he has banished all his wives, relatives and councillors to a distant village, he is more popular than ever.




  Illustrious and Excellent Senhor, I feel that at last I am seeing the end of the old regime and that we may look forward to a period of sobriety and prosperity in the M’fusi.




  Receive the assurance, Illustrious and Excellent Senhor, of my distinguished consideration.




  His Excellency went purple and white. “Holy mother!” he spluttered apoplectically, “this is ruin!”




  With trembling hands he wrote a telegram. Translated in its sense it was to this effect —




  RECALL DE SAGOSTA WITHOUT FAIL OR THERE WILL BE NOTHING DOING ON PAY DAY.




  He saw this dispatched on its way, and returned to his bureau. He picked up the duc’s letter and read it again: then he saw there was a postscript.




  P.S. — In regard to the strangers who visisted the king, the man they carried away on a closed litter was very sick indeed, according to the accounts of woodmen who met the party. He was raving at the top of his voice, but the white man was singing very loudly.




  PP.S. — I have just heard, Illustrious and Excellent Senhor, that the Hooded King (as his people call him) has sent off all his richest treasures and many others which he has taken from the huts of his deported relatives to one Bosambo, who is a chief of the Ochori in British Territory, and is distantly related to Senhor Sanders, the Commissioner of that Territory.




  Lieutenant Bones (1918)
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  There was a lawless group of villages set upon a wooded ridge at the confluence of B’suri and the Great River, and these villages were called by the name of the largest, M’fumbini-falapa. It had another name which I will not give, lest this story falls into the hands of innocent people who speak the B’mongo tongue, but it may be translated in a gentlemanly way as “Everlastingly nasty.” It was neither clean within, nor picturesque from without. The huts straggled and strayed without order or symmetry. They were old huts, and patched huts, and many were uglified by the employment of rusty scraps of galvanized iron, for near by, calacala long ago, an optimistic British company had erected a store for the collection of palm nuts. The enterprise had failed, and the store had been left derelict, and in time the wild had grown round and over it. And the people of M’fumbini had in their furtive, foraging way taken scraps — they did nothing systematically or thoroughly — and had added abomination to abomination until their village was an eyesore and an offence to all beholders.




  Sanders had argued and ordered, held palaver after palaver, but all to no purpose. They were an isolated folk, for here the rivers run very swiftly together, and landing on the littered beach was attended by risks which their neighbours seldom cared to accept. So they lived alone with their skinny children and their indescribable wives, and were disowned both by the Isisi and the N’gombi, with whom they claimed tribal associations.




  The effect of environment on character has been too often noted to require enlarging upon in this narrative. The M’fumbini folk were liars and thieves, who practised magic and believed in horrible ju-jus. Lonely fishermen who speared their waters had a habit of disappearing and there can be no doubt that they were “chopped,” for the M’fumbini were cannibals. Only once were they detected.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders arrived on a certain night and surprised the villagers at a particularly unpleasant festival. At dawn his soldiers strapped the hands and feet of the chief, slipped a rope round his neck, and hanged him to a very high tree. Sanders might have saved himself the trouble. Within a year the new chief had developed a secret society called “Three Sticks,” which enjoyed a ritual which is not reducible to print.




  If they were isolated, they sent out their scouts and spies, who ranged through the Territories, wandering mendicants who lived on the hospitality of friendly or apathetic tribes, and avoided those who were neither friendly nor quiescent. These travellers learnt many things, but one N’kema, a shrewd youth with one eye — he would, of course, have been killed by the healthy tribes, which do not tolerate any kind of bodily deformity — returned on a certain day with news, and there was a grand palaver.




  “N’kema, my own sister’s son,” introduced the chief to the squatting assembly, “has heard many wonders, and my ju-ju has whispered to me that there is truth in his words. Hear him, people, s’ibi m’laka”




  And N’kema spoke, and told of a white man who had come to the Territories, and by strange instruments had made a marvellous liquid which drove people to wild happiness, and of how the people had brought rubber and ivory and all the most splendid possessions to exchange for the Waters of Madness. But Sandi, the fox, smelt him out and killed him, and now all the people were crying out for the magic waters.




  “And this I learnt, O chief and people, that in far countries, where the River-With-One-Bank runs, [The Sea — EW] there is much Water-That-Burns, and the fire-ships bring them in big pots and float them to shore. Now, I think that if we dig up our ivory, and I go to these wonderful places and trade the ‘teeth’ for the water, and bring it here secretly, we shall be rich.”




  “That is mad talk,” snarled the chief, “for what will Sandi do? Is it not the law that all ivory teeth and rubber and the beautiful things which we find shall go before Sandi, and he shall make a book for their going out? And is it not the law that all things which come into these lands shall go before Sandi and his young men and soldiers? And is it not the law and the high word of Sandi that the Waters of Madness shall not come into this land? O N’kema, I think you are a fool!”




  “Lord, Lord,” said the one-eyed man eagerly, “I have very cunning thoughts in my head, for in the night, when Sandi sleeps, I will take a big canoe filled with treasure past his fine house and along the River-With-One-Bank to the places where I may trade. Also I have found a man of the Akasava, who has lived in these far lands, who will guide me.”




  The palaver lasted until early in the morning, and all the next night the chief, accompanied by his counsellors, dug with mysterious rites the old store places of the community, and on a moonless night, when, as fortune would have it, a white mist lay over the delta, N’kema and his laden canoes passed the river sentry and struck along the seashore to the north. Of his subsequent arrival at the port of a certain independent country, of his chaffering, of his bargaining, and his ultimate success, it is not necessary to speak here. He came into a new land and a new world, and learnt, perhaps for the first time, of war great beyond his comprehension. He was, at any rate for the time being, nearer to this world convulsion than were his masters.




  The breath of war occasionally blew toward the Territories — a gusty puff of short duration, which almost carried the thunder and rumble of guns that did not cease by day and night. Then the gust would pass, and there would be a stillness and a silence which were almost painful. Literally, the War came sometimes by letter, sometimes by newspaper, and now and again, at great and glorious intervals, through another and more intimate medium. The native clerk in the telegraph office would arrive breathlessly with a large yellow form bearing many thumbprints, but conveying, in the ill-spelt message from Administrative Headquarters, a story of thrilling achievement.




  For an hour, for a day, there would be a strange silence in and about the Residency. The effect upon the three men who were the recipients of the news was strangely different. At first the news would gather four heads together over a big map which was outspread upon the dining table — the fourth was that of Patricia Hamilton, the Houssa Captain’s sister, as eager and as enthusiastic a strategist as any — and they would trace with a pencil the lines of new villages taken, and would solemnly drink the health of their Army, and then they would melt away, each to his or her separate world of dreams.




  For Patricia Hamilton it was a sad little world, peopled by suffering womenfolk. Mr. Commissioner Sanders would wander off into the woods of the Residency, and what his thoughts were, none knew. Captain Hamilton grew silent and almost morose. He had volunteered for service with his regiment, and had made the larger sacrifice by remaining in the wild Territories to keep the King’s peace amidst two million people with cannibalistic tendencies.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts howled his regret to the skies, until he was savagely dismissed by his superior, and departed in a sweat of energy, with a wholly unsympathetic platoon, to invent new trench systems.




  Sometimes days would pass before the reaction wore off and the men became wholly normal. Sanders was ever the first to recover, for wherever his sympathies might lie, however much he might regret a life misspent as a political officer, his job of work lay near at hand.




  Only once did the War come to the Territories in tangible shape. Bones was strolling on the beach one hot afternoon, when over the horizon came a big black blur of smoke. He dashed madly up the beach, leapt intervening flowerbeds, and vaulted over the rail of the veranda, to the alarm of three people who were sitting down, patiently awaiting his more dignified arrival to tea.




  “Where the dickens have you been, Bones?” demanded Hamilton. “I have been yelling myself hoarse to call you to tea.”




  Bones saluted.




  “The mail in the offing, sir,” he said.




  “The mail?” said Sanders, with a frown. “Why, she was here on Tuesday. She’s not due again for another fortnight.”




  “The mail in the offing,” repeated Bones, “sighted by me at five-twenty-five p.m., west-west, north by west.”




  There was a hasty search for binoculars and field glasses, and presently four pairs were levelled upon the smudge of smoke, from which had emerged a stumpy mast and what seemed to be one huge funnel belching black smoke.




  “I don’t know what it is,” said Sanders, after a while, “but it is not the mail.”




  “I think, sir,” said Hamilton, not taking his eyes from the oncoming craft, “it is a destroyer.”




  Now, the destroyer is a type of warship which is never seen on the African coast. There were dainty little white gunboats and occasionally a dazzling cruiser — nothing more and nothing less. Neither the submarine, nor the destroyer, nor the battleship, nor yet the battleship-cruiser, finds her way to these latitudes, and the three men experienced that sense of pleasant novelty which the introduction of the real thing provokes in a world of make-believe.




  “She is heading here,” said Bones. “I shouldn’t be at all surprised,” he said solemnly, “if the Government had sent for me.”




  “What would they want with you, Bones?” demanded Hamilton.




  “You never know,” fenced Bones. “That article I wrote for The Widford Chronicle—”




  Hamilton groaned.




  “Have you been writing to the papers again?” he said, in a tone of resignation.




  “It was a little thing,” said Bones modestly. “As a matter of fact, it was in a letter to my dear old Uncle Henry, I happened to mention casually that I had thought out a new way of upsetting the calculations of the jolly little torpedo, and, like a silly old ass, he sent the letter to the papers.”




  Whatever his words might be, there was nothing in his tone which suggested that Bones blamed his relative for his indiscretion.




  “Naturally, these things get about,” he went on deprecatingly, “and I shouldn’t be a bit surprised if the Admiralty noticed the article. Now, my idea about torpedoes—”




  “It is a destroyer, all right,” said Sanders, as the boat swung slowly round to the anchorage, and her four squat funnels stood out against the white-hot western sky. “She’s a big ship, too. There goes her steam pinnace.”




  “Of course,” said Bones, with a little cough, “it will be rather awkward, Ham, my dear old skipper, my leaving you suddenly; but when one’s country calls for the best men and the best brains” — he shrugged his shoulders— “what can one do? Naturally, I shall hate leaving you all, but I must go just I where I can best serve the jolly old Empire. War,” he babbled on, “upsets all our preconceived ideas of seniority and promotion, et cetera. Napoleon was a general at twenty-one — or it may have been twentyfour. Nelson was an admiral at twenty-six. Fellows who were lieutenants one year were commanding divisions the next. It is the fortune of war, dear old fellow.” He patted Hamilton’s shoulder sympathetically. “Don’t forget, dear old superior officer pro tem.,” he said, huskily, ‘that you will always have a friend at court in old Bones. Don’t bother to send in your name. Walk right into my office. Never stand on ceremony with me, Ham, old friend. Never think of me as Admiral Sir Augustus Tibbetts, the torpedo expert, but just as plain Bones; I will never forgive you if—”




  “I wish to Heaven you’d shut up, Bones!” said Hamilton. “Come down to the beach and give these fellows a salaam.”




  The sturdy little pinnace came swiftly across the rolling waters, crashed over the breakers, and grounded on the soft beach. A naval officer in white duck and sun helmet leapt out, and the officers exchanged perfunctory salutes before the men in the uniforms began an exchange of confidences. “Cheerio!” said Bones. “How’s the game?”




  




  The officer who had landed was a tall, goodlooking youth of twentyfive. He flashed his white teeth in a sympathetic grin, and came up the beach to greet the two.




  “Awfully sorry to come barging into your Arcadia,” he said, “but I suppose you have heard there’s a war on?” Hamilton smiled but Bones was on his dignity.




  “Dear old lieutenant-commander,” he said severely, “what is this strange news you bring us?”




  The naval officer chuckled. “Anyway,” he said, “I want to see your Intelligence officer.”




  “Our — ?” demanded the mystified Hamilton.




  “The Intelligence Officer — the Secret Service man.” The naval man looked from one to the other and Bones leapt to the occasion.




  “Dear old nameless sir,” he said, confidentially linking his arm with the visitor’s, “we understand. You want to see me about a jolly old torpedo catcher?”




  “Not on your life,” corrected the Officer firmly, “I want—”




  “Come up to the Residency, sir,” laughed Hamilton. “I’m afraid we’re all Intelligence Officers.”




  “Some more so than others, of course, dear old sea-dog,” interrupted Bones, maintaining his grip of the sailor’s arm. “Some of us — it isn’t for me to say which — have an aptitude for mystery an’ secrecy, an’ some of us couldn’t keep our silly little tongues from waggin’ if we tried. Now, talkin’ about torpedoes—”




  Hamilton was introducing the officer to Sanders. His name was apparently Bagshott.




  “I was told I should find an Intelligence Officer at most of our Coast headquarters,” he apologized, and went on to explain that he had not touched the Coast, having come straight across from a certain Atlantic island, and that he was not — this very apologetically — acquainted with these waters.




  “The fact is, sir” — he came to serious business, in the way that naval officers have, with a rush— “there’s a U-boat hanging around here. Last week she made an attack on the C. and C. mail, just missing her propellers by a fraction of an inch. She’s awfully far away from her base, but these new fellows can travel an enormous distance. Two days ago she sank a Norwegian steamer; we got her S O S in time to arrive before she went under.”




  “We can hardly help you, I’m afraid,” said Sanders, “though, of course, we will put ourselves entirely at your disposal. What can we do?”




  “Have you ever tried catching submarines with nets?” asked Bones, with sudden excitement. “Gracious goodness, dear old thing, what an idea! Came to me all of a sudden — in a flash, dear old Ham! Put a jolly old net under ’em an’ haul ’em up. D’ye see what I mean, dear old naval officer?”




  Lieutenant-Commander Bagshott did not even smile. “I’m afraid somebody has anticipated you,” he said gravely,




  “What — about fishin’ for ’em with magnets?” demanded Bones energetically and in no way abashed by the rebuff. “Get half a dozen magnets—”




  “Be quiet, Bones! What can we do?” asked Sanders.




  “You can tell me something about the river — how deep it is. The charts we have aren’t much use; these African rivers silt up, and the soundings change every week.”




  “It’s jolly deep in places’ — Bones was loath to abandon his self-appointed position as Intelligence Officer—’simply fearfully deep, dear old mariner!”




  I “I can give you all that information,” said Sanders. “What else?”




  “I want you to appoint an officer or some very reliable person—”




  “One and the same, sir an’ friend,” murmured Bones, “if you get the right kind of soldier-man.”




  “Hit him on the head, Pat!” begged her brother earnestly. “Go on, sir. What will his duties be?”




  “Watch the mouth of the river by night. She may sneak in and spend the day submerged. Also keep an eye open for any strange craft that puts in an appearance in these waters. There is a supply vessel somewhere about. It won’t be a pleasant job, because it may mean a month of watching.”




  “Say no more, sir,” said Bones solemnly, shaking hands with the visitor; “consider it done. An’ if you and your bonny old crew ever want to pass the silent watches of the night, the password’s ‘Vigilance,’ an’ the officer of the watch is Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts, R.N.” He stood erect and saluted.




  “You aren’t Royal Navy, are you?” asked the astonished officer.




  “‘R.N.’, my cheery lad,” said Bones, “stands, in this case for ‘River Nelson’.”




  “I’ll arrange for the watch to be kept,” said Hamilton, ignoring the volunteer; “it will give us an interest in life.”




  An hour later the big destroyer was steaming back over the horizon, and by sundown had disappeared.




  The duty began that night, Hamilton taking the steam launch to the middle of the one navigable channel and anchoring for the night.




  At one o’clock in the morning he heard a stealthy sound, and turned his night glass to the river’s mouth, but saw nothing. Five minutes later a canoe came out of the darkness, and somebody hailed him in a hoarse whisper: “Seen anything, dear old Captain?”




  “Is that you, Bones? What the devil are you doing here?”




  “Watchin’ and waitin’, dear old officer, watchin’ an’ waitin’. Any sign of the jolly old pirate?”




  “Go back to bed, you silly ass!”




  A muffled voice replied in accents of obedience, and the canoe was swallowed in the darkness again.




  At three, when Hamilton was speculating upon the likelihood of such an attempt being made, there was a violent bump against the side of the boat, which brought him round, revolver in hand.




  “Friend!” said the voice of Bones. “Terribly an’ desperately sorry, sir an’ fellow-watcher, but it was a slip of the paddle.”




  “Why are you fooling around? Why aren’t you in bed?” demanded Hamilton wrathfully.




  “Pass, friend, an’ all’s well!” said the philosophical Bones, evidently speaking to himself, and again faded away.




  “The point is this, Bones,” said Hamilton severely, as they sat at breakfast, “if you don’t sleep when I am on duty, how the dickens can you do your own tour when it is your turn?”




  “It’s pretty generally known all along the Coast,” began the modest Bones, ‘that I’m called by the jolly old indigenous native The-Eye-That-Never-Closes—”




  “You said ‘eye,’ I think?” interrupted Hamilton, reaching for the sardines. “You’re quite sure that was the feature mentioned?”




  “Eye,” said Bones truculently. “Bless my life an’ soul, Ham, be just! Be a sportsman, dear old fellow! Don’t rob poor old Bones of the last shreds of his poor honour! As poor old What’s-his-name says, ‘Who steals my purse steals nothing, but he who tries to pull a feller’s leg, when he’s down an’ out, is a naughty old rascal.’”




  “The-Eye-That-Never-Closes!” murmured Hamilton, and shook his head sadly.




  Bones took over his duty that night with every evidence of wakefulness. The launch had a small Hotchkiss gun in the bow, which Bones immediately loaded. In the middle of the night he forgot it was loaded, and idly snapped the trigger. Hamilton, with the trousers of his pyjamas tucked into mosquito boots, Sanders in an overcoat, and Patricia Hamilton strangely dressed, gathered on the shore and held a conference with Bones, who remained at his post in the middle of the river.




  It was a conference conducted at the top of everybody’s voice, and the hastily assembled Houssas, who had fallen in on the river’s bank, added to the volume of sound by a sub-toned discussion amongst themselves.




  “Awfully sorry!” yelled Bones. “Pure accident! Might have happened to any one. Shan’t occur again.”




  “The shell nearly hit the Residency, you — you-”




  “Not before the children!” warned Bones. No further mishap occurred that night, and the next night of watching, which fell to Hamilton, was without incident, for Bones slept the clock round.




  His turn came on the fourth night, though Sanders had volunteered to relieve him.




  “Now, listen. Bones,” said Hamilton, “and stand to attention when I’m speaking to you, you slack, insubordinate devil!”




  “Always the little gentleman!” murmured Bones.




  “Don’t go to sleep, don’t load the gun, don’t play the goat, don’t get panicky, don’t make a row, and don’t sing — that’s all.”




  “You’re sure you haven’t forgotten anything, sir?” asked Bones, with exaggerated solicitude. “You haven’t said anything about gramophones.”




  Bones went on board, and Hamilton, listening in the gathering darkness, heard the unmusical voice of his subordinate attempting the Soldiers’ Chorus very loudly, sung to cover the noise of the opening breechblock as he stealthily inserted a cartridge.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts was singularly wideawake that night, and, when the very natural feeling of exhilaration which comes to young people in moments of adventure had passed off, was singularly clearheaded. He lay face downward by the side of the gun, resting his chin on his folded arms, and stared out to sea. He felt no inclination to sleep, though the engineer and the steersman — who with four Houssas formed the crew — were snoring noisily.




  The only sound he heard was the swish of the river waters passing the boat, and the “hush-hush” of lazy breakers on the distant beach. Vampire-bats darted and circled over him, swift night-birds dipped and dived to left and right, there were alarming commotions in the water, and shapes that leapt up, all glistening in the starlight, but Bones was not to be diverted. At seventeen minutes past two — the moment “is logged” in the official records of the affair — Bones’s heart leapt to his throat.




  Something was entering the mouth of the river. He glued his eyes to his binoculars. It was a long craft — he guessed the length — and in the very centre a squat superstructure. He could not see the periscope.




  His eyes glanced along the sights, the rubbered shoulder-piece of the gun was gripped to his side. He aimed at the superstructure and fired.




  The sharp crash of the gun was echoed from wood to wood, but Bones had only eyes. He saw the superstructure leap and crumble. There was a yell which he did not hear, for he was loading again….




  N’kema had no time to mourn the loss of the spirit barrel which he had brought with such care and labour from Monrovia. He wrenched a paddle from the hands of a huddled paddler, and with a jerk of his shoulder pitched the dead man overboard. The swift current carried the canoe to sea and N’kema, aided by such of his crew as were left alive, helped the pace.




  Another shell whizzed over his head, and he heard the crash of its explosion out to sea.




  “Faster — faster!” breathed the one-eyed N’kema hoarsely. “O ju-ju beti, save N’kema! O ko-ko?”




  He stopped rowing in dismay, for right ahead of him lay the dark outlines of a ship.




  It was a strange-looking ship — a long line with a big hump in the middle. It was too late to stop the canoe, and it crashed against the frail side of the mysterious vessel, and there was a crackle and tinkle as of smashed crockery. Three spurts of flame came from the low deck of the ship, and N’kema rolled out of the canoe with a bullet through his heart.




  Bones came to breakfast that morning a picture of offended dignity. Hamilton’s wrath had subsided, but not his scepticism. He even offered gratuitous explanations.




  “No, sir and late respected friend,” said Bones coldly, “I wasn’t dreamin’, an’ it wasn’t a crocodile, nor Mrs. Hippo, with Master Hippo, takin’ a jolly old joy ride. It was a U-boat, an’ I smashed it to smithereens. Didn’t you notice the smell?”




  “There certainly was a curious smell,” agreed Sanders— “rather like rum.”




  “Now, my theory is—”




  Bones’ theory was not given to the table, for at that moment Abiboo came in with a telegram. Sanders read it aloud.




  “From Senior Naval Officer to Commissioner Sanders: U-boat picked up this morning thirty miles west mouth of river, badly holed. Captain reports fired at from your station, but holed by collision with canoe.”




  Bones beamed round the dumbfounded table. “What did I tell you?” he demanded triumphantly.




  “But holed by a canoe?” repeated the puzzled Hamilton.




  Bones shrugged his shoulders. “Did you ever know the Germans to speak the truth?” he added sadly.




  II. The Sleuth
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  Mr. Commissioner Sanders sat in the palaver house of an N’gombi village, and the deep circle of half-naked cannibals who squatted about him were not happy. The cooking-pots of the village were untended, for the women and even the children had gathered at the edge of the crowd to hear in what manner Sandi would accept an embarrassing situation.




  All the morning the chief and his headmen had been talking, walking about the semicircle and waving their arms in gesticulations which betokened at once their earnestness and apprehension, and now the last speaker had finished, and it was the turn of the Law Giver.




  “All this morning have I listened to you,” said Sanders, in the deep-chested Bomongo tongue, “until my ears have grown weary. Now, this I know. That in the full of the sixth moon I come to this village, as is the custom, to take in my two hands the taxes you must pay to Government — so much fish, so much manioc, so much corn and rubber and ivory. Now, you tell me that your hunting has been poor, and that your crops have been bad, and your young men have been too sick to go into the far forest to tap the trees, and that I must take to my King one-half of what is his due. Now, I know — because I have many spies — that you have given great feasts, and have had dances, and have traded your rubber with the Arabi for foolish trinkets. This I tell you — that I will come to you when three moons have passed, and you shall give me all that you owe, and then, when another three moons have gone, I will come again, and you shall give me full measure. This palaver is finished.”




  He rose stiffly from his stool and walked through the throng, which gave way sullenly and with lowering brows — for this order meant much work for the young men — and walked through the village. Standing before the hut of the chief M’liko was the little daughter of the house, a wilting, dejected figure. Sanders was fond of children, and he laid his hand upon the child’s head and said:




  “What is wrong with you, M’jibini?”




  “Lord,” said the child, “I have a great pain in my head.”




  “Go to my big ship,” said Sanders, “and speak with my soldier capitan, and he will give you good medicine.”




  It is a fact that the little girl did not go, but, overcome by fright at having been spoken to by so great a man, ran into her father’s hut.




  The chief M’liko came to the beach to see Sanders depart. “Lord,” said M’liko, “we are poor and feeble men, and what magic can you give us that we may perform all the terrible tasks you have set us?”




  Sanders looked at him through narrowed lids. “This day,” he said quietly, “my magic shall begin to work, and you will see that I am very powerful.”




  And he steamed away down stream, leaving a fuming and an insubordinate chief to scowl at the wake of the white Zaire,




  That night the chief’s daughter died suddenly, and a vengeful M’liko called his kindred together to tell him of the magic Sandi had wrought.




  “This we know,” said M’liko, “that Sandi has been very cruel to the people of this village. Now he has done the worst of all, for he has put his hand upon the child of my second wife, and she has died the death.”




  He touched the ground to the left and to the right, to propitiate the ghost of the dead child, and all who listened did the same.




  “Now, if we do not work,” said M’liko, “Sandi will come here, and he will blast our children by his magic, for this he has promised to do by his own mouth. Shall we wait to die?” He peered round at the terrified faces, and saw that his kindred were with him.




  This happened a week before the events which are recorded below. On a hot spring evening Lieutenant Tibbetts strutted across the Houssas’ parade-ground, his brow wrinkled in a fierce frown. Now and again he would stop, open the big book he carried under his arm, read a passage and apparently memorize the wisdom he culled, for he threw up his head, closed his eyes, and appeared to be praying.




  His superior, Captain Hamilton, watched the performance with annoyance. Mr. Commissioner Sanders was a puzzled and amused spectator, but the girl, who stood between the two men in the shade of the Residency veranda, was all gurgling merriment.




  “What the dickens is wrong with Bones?” demanded Hamilton fretfully. “Is he training for a Buddhist priest, or something?”




  Bones came nearer, discovered with an exaggerated start that he had an audience, and, with a smile wholly self-conscious and apologetic, came with quick, mincing strides to the veranda steps, humming what he was pleased to describe as a ‘snatch’ in a loud, unmusical hum.




  “Whenever you start singing, Bones,” growled Hamilton, “I am reminded of the noise which a gramophone makes before the needle strikes the harmony.”




  Bones clicked his feels and saluted. This heel clicking of his was a new accomplishment which for some reason was particularly irritating to Hamilton.




  “Where on earth did you pick up that disgusting habit of yours, Bones?” he snarled. The temperature was only a hundred and four in the shade, but the Houssa captain was shaking off an overnight attack of malaria.




  “Dear old sir an’ almost father,” said Bones airily, ‘there are certain jolly old stunts that a feller who is studyin’ for The Service has to get acquainted with.”




  “What service? Are you going to battle?” asked his incredulous chief. “And what is that book you’re hiking around?”




  Bones handed the volume to the other without a word. “Twenty Years in the Secret Service, by an ex-spy,” read Hamilton, and glared at his imperturbable junior.




  “Oh, Bones,” cried the admiring girl, “you’re not going to be a Secret Service man? How perfectly splendid!”




  Bones flushed with pride, screwed in his monocle and clicked his heels again, bowing from the waist downward. “Army’s a bit full, dear Miss Patricia Hamilton,” he said; “no chance for a feller with brains and that sort of thing. All very well for a dear old gentleman like Ham — no offence, jolly old skipper — but for a bright lad with vision an’ judgment—”




  “Do you mean to tell me that you’re swotting up this kind of stuff?” demanded Hamilton smacking the book with his cane.




  “Just pickin’ up a few hints — that’s all,” Bones clicked his heels again, saluted, and bent double.




  “Swedish drill, too? Good Heavens, Bones,” said Hamilton, wilfully dense, “what a deuce of a lot of things you have to learn in the Secret Service! Can you do conjuring tricks?”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders, raised his eyebrows, and spread out his palms in a gesture of despair. “Watch him closely, everybody,” said Hamilton admiringly, “he’s going to palm a rabbit!”




  Bones cleared his throat. “Between the diplomatic an’ the military mind, my jolly old officer, there’s a chasm which—”




  “Dinner!” said Sanders briskly. “Bones, we will anticipate your admission to the Great Service in the usual way. O Abiboo, bring me from the cold cellar of my fine house one bottle of the wine with the golden end, and also one bottle of the wine with the dust of many days.”




  “What has put me on to the idea,” said Bones, over coffee and one of Sanders’ black cheroots, which Bones, with politeness, made an heroic effort to enjoy, “was a remark dropped by that naval person — you remember, sir? — leading up to my daring conduct on the night of the fourteenth ultimo.”? Hamilton nodded. “Naturally, it is a very difficult and dangerous job, requiring a certain amount of observation and powers of deduction, but this jolly old book of mine, sir, is a regular corker. The disguises that fellow carried! The jolly old dodges he tried! Full of hints, sir. One of the most valuable works in my collection.”




  “What is your collection?” asked Hamilton, innocently. “Well, to be absolutely accurate, dear old friend,” explained Bones, “I haven’t made the collection yet, but I have written home for books on the criminal and physiognomy, all Lombroso’s stuff, an’ a complete manual on the fingerprint system. I am also thinking of getting another microscope for bloodstains and all that sort of thing.”




  Sanders was eyeing the young man thoughtfully. “Do you really think you have an aptitude for following clues?”




  “An aptitude!” scoffed Bones. “My dear Excellency, it’s a gift. Why, when I was a kid about so high—”




  “Suppose something very important disappeared from the Residency, do you think you could track it down?” asked Sanders, and added: “I am asking you this because, seriously, Bones, if you are keen on that kind of work I might be of some assistance to you.”




  “Give me,” said Bones impressively, “a button off the jolly old criminal’s coat, a bit of his cigar ash, a handkerchief he has worn — anything you like — and leave the rest to me.”




  “I wonder,” said Sanders.




  That Bones was an advanced pupil in the art of deduction he demonstrated the next morning, when he met Hamilton on the edge of the reservation wood. Hamilton was rather burdened, for he carried a fisherman’s creel and under his arm a thick bundle of rods.




  “You’ve been fishin’, sir,” said Bones carelessly. “From certain indications I gather you’ve had no luck. On your way back you met a man of the village, who asked you whether he might hunt in the reservation forest, to which you replied—”




  “How on earth did you know this?” demanded Hamilton.




  “Simple, dear old sir,” said Bones, with an indulgent smile. “In the first place, your creel is empty.”




  “As a matter of fact, it is full,” said Hamilton, opening the lid of the basket and revealing an orderly mass of silver trout, “only it happens to be Sanders’s creel.”




  “Well, anyway,” said the unruffled Bones. “You’ve been fishin’.”




  “On the contrary, I have been shooting,” replied Hamilton with annoying calm. “But I happened to overtake the chief, and he asked me for my gun — he saw a hawk over the trout pond. I took his rod and traps, and came on.”




  Bones rolled his head from side to side in a gesture of impatience.




  “But tell me, how did you know I met a man who wanted a licence to shoot?”




  “Ah,” said Bones, in triumph, ‘there I’ve got you, dear old fellow. In the first place, by the dust on your boots—”




  “To be perfectly frank, I didn’t meet him,” interrupted Hamilton, “but Sanders did. M’fufa of Besibi. He said you had told him you couldn’t give a permit, and had sent him along to me. Am I right, sir?”




  Bones coughed. “Deduction, dear old man, is one of those dinky little sciences that are in their infancy,” he said hurriedly. “An’ now let’s turn to more serious subjects.”




  Bang! Bang!




  “I wonder if Sanders got his hawk,” said Hamilton, turning his face in the direction whence the sharp explosions came.




  “Personally,” said Bones, “I should not have taken two shots at a hawk. I should have taken only one, dear old sportsman.”




  “At the end of which time,” suggested Hamilton, “your hawk would have been halfway home. What is your serious subject, Bones?”




  They strolled together to the Residency, and Bones poured forth a story concerning a certain shortage of stores, due apparently to the fact that the last man who visited the store forgot to turn and remove the key. Bones condemned, in the fiercest language, the stupidity, the carelessness, and the criminal folly of a man who leaves a store unlocked in the midst of representatives of the Kano race. He concluded that the last person who had gone to the store had forgotten to lock the door — had, in fact, left the key in the lock — and invited Hamilton to search out the offender and visit upon him the severest penalties that military law allowed.




  “You were in the store after lunch yesterday,” accused Hamilton.




  “Me?” said the indignant Bones. “Certainly I was in the store.”




  “Did you lock it?”




  “Did I lock it?” gasped Bones, clasping his forehead. “Did I lock it? Now, I wonder, if I did lock it?”




  “Of course you didn’t lock it, you silly ass!” said Hamilton. “Who else could it have been? I gave you the key, which you did not return.”




  “It was a mistake,” said Bones mildly, “that anybody might make — anybody — I don’t care who it is, dear old Ham. You might have made it yourself. If you cannot trust your own men, whom can you trust? Dear old lenient superior, have a heart!”




  The matter of the rifled store — no more than a bolt of cloth was missing, and that had been heavily drawn upon — lasted until the lunch gong sounded.




  Patricia Hamilton joined them on the veranda at a moment when the argument was becoming rather heated, and managed to soothe them both. Ten minutes passed but there was no sign of Sanders.




  Another five minutes passed, and Hamilton was growing a little alarmed, when Sanders appeared on the edge of the wood and came walking slowly toward the Residency. His gun was under his arm, and there was in his face that faraway look of detachment which came to him in very critical moments. He mounted the steps of the veranda, slowly put down his gun, and then, as on second thoughts, took it up again and carried it inside the building.




  “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said. “If you don’t mind I will wash my hands.”




  “What have you got there, sir?” asked Hamilton, for Sanders was holding very gingerly a thin arrow.




  “Be careful,” warned the Commissioner, and held up the point. The two men looked, and Hamilton uttered an exclamation, for the point was covered with a thin coating of brown gum.




  “Poisoned! Where did you find it?” asked Hamilton.




  “It nearly found me,” said Sanders grimly. “I was looking for my hawk, when it whizzed not an inch from my shoulder.”




  “But who—” began Hamilton.




  “I didn’t see the gentleman,” said Sanders, with a little smile. “I fired twice at the bush whence it came, and searched the path.”




  He went into his room and reappeared cheerily enough, in time to hear the conclusion of the many suggestions which Bones was making to bring the miscreant to justice.




  “Leave the matter entirely in my hands, dear old sir,” he said, rising to his feet. “Already I have one or two clues which are working themselves out in my mind.”




  “They will die from lack of space,” said Hamilton.




  “It seems awfully alarming,” said the girl seriously. “Do you think they will make another attempt?”




  “No, I don’t think so,” said Sanders airily.




  He was a poor hand at a lie and convinced nobody.




  Later he brought the two men together. “I don’t know who the fellow is, but from the news I had from the N’gombi this morning, I should imagine it is M’liko. Ahmet sends word that the chief is spreading a story that I killed his child by witchcraft — that is always a murder palaver. I expect him to make another attempt tonight, but I don’t want your sister to know.”




  “Why not let me put a guard round the reservation?” suggested Hamilton.




  Sanders shook his head. “You could do it for one night, or for two, but you could not keep it up with your small force. No, let him come as soon as he likes — tonight for preference.”




  Bones suddenly rose. “This jolly old rascal can’t come by the beach,” he said rapidly, “he can’t come by the quay, he must come along the bush path. Leave it to me. I have got an idea in my head, sir.” He tapped his forehead, and was all aquiver with excitement. “Trust old Bones! I will save you!”




  “Where are you going, Bones?” asked Hamilton.




  “Trust me, sir,” said Bones incoherently. “This is one of the grandest ideas—” He stumbled out of the room, crossed the veranda, and reached the ground in two strides, and they heard his raucous voice calling for Ali Abid before he was halfway across the parade-ground.




  They saw no more of Bones that day, but late in the afternoon came his solemn servant with a strange request.




  “Sir,” said Ali confronting Hamilton, “my lord needs a consignment of brown enveloping paper, or alternative supplies of ancient press journals.”




  “What does he want them for?” asked Hamilton, in surprise.




  “Sir,” said Ali profoundly, “for criminal detections by scientific brainwaves.”




  He was handed a roll of brown paper, and made his way back to his master.




  What Bones was doing, none knew. There was a tangle of bush behind his house, to which he retired with a large saucepan, and they saw the smoke of his fire, and Abiboo and many others complained bitterly of a vile smell that came therefrom, permeating the married quarters to an unbearable degree.




  Bones sent his excuses for dinner, and they did not see him again that night.




  “So far as I can make out by judicious inquiry,” said Hamilton, “he is making a peculiarly messy kind of fly-paper with a patent bird-lime which he and his infernal servant are concocting together.”




  “Bones means well,” pleaded his sister.




  “Bones does well,” said Sanders, with that fleeting smile of his, “but I can scarcely imagine that he hopes to catch M’liko by that method.”




  They made a show of retiring to bed for the night at ten o’clock. The girl was the first to go.




  “Are you going to bed soon?” she added.




  “In a few minutes,” said Hamilton glibly.




  He and Sanders sat talking in quiet tones for half an hour, then Sanders disappeared into his room and came back with two rifles, one of which he handed to Hamilton.




  “The moon will be down in a quarter of an hour,” he said, “and that is about the time we may expect to meet our friend in the forest.”




  “What is the plan?” asked Hamilton, taking the rifle and softly opening the breech.




  “I will go forward into the woods,” said Sanders, “and do a little stalking. You remain halfway between the Residency and the wood, in support.”




  They passed noiselessly from the house. The moon was already behind the trees, and there was only the light of the stars.




  “I wonder what Bones is doing,” whispered Hamilton.




  “I have great faith in Bones,” replied Sanders.




  He left Hamilton at the appointed spot, and went forward into the black wood. He moved silently and cautiously, for Sanders was a great hunter. There was no sound when he stopped, as he did from time to time, and he came to the narrow entrance of the forest path without discovering any sign of his enemies.




  He stood at the entrance of the leafy alley for some time, and then:




  “O white man,” said a mocking voice right ahead of him, “I see you!”




  Something snicked past him, and Sanders ducked and brought his rifle to his shoulder. There was another twang, and this time the arrow passed over him. He fired right ahead, though he knew that the men who were attacking him had taken cover behind the trees. In a momentary flash of the explosion he thought he saw a face, and fired again. He heard a scamper as of men running, and springing up, took two steps forward; but something caught him by the foot and held him.




  He stumbled, put out his hand, and touched a soft gluey mess. Before he could think what had happened, he had put down his other hand to get a purchase to raise himself, and found that caught also. He pulled sharply, and there was a tearing sound, but the limed paper, though it came away, still clung to him. In an incredibly short space of time he was almost enveloped from shoulder to foot in a score of flapping, detaining squares of paper which literally held him to the ground. He forced himself forward, only to fall upon his knees into yet another well-limed trap. Bones had done his work very thoroughly. The paper had been glued to the canvas, and canvas had been staked to the ground, and over all had been spread this horrible viscid composition.




  In that moment of quick anger Sanders spoke of Bones. He did not speak of him nicely. He did not refer to the excellent services which the enthusiastic young sleuth-hound had rendered to the State in other capacities.




  Hamilton heard his shout, and came running up, but someone was there before him.




  “Is that you, dear old Excellency?” said a voice from the bush. “Have you got ‘em? What do you think of old Bones now?”




  Sanders said nothing for a moment, and then: “I will tell you later, Bones. I was hoping you had heard.”




  “Surely,” gasped Bones, “surely, sir — surely you haven’t walked in it! Bless my heart alive! This is terrible! I shall never forgive myself, dear old Excellency!”




  It took them half-an-hour to strip the ‘fly papers’ from Mr. Commissioner Sanders. Fortunately, Hamilton had an electric pocket-lamp, which assisted materially in the operation, but neither Sanders, nor his helpers, for that matter, were very presentable when the last of the papers had been forcibly torn from his person and flung into the bush.




  “The men got away, sir, I am afraid,” said Hamilton.




  Sanders nodded. “I saw M’liko,” he said. “That was quite enough. In another two strides I’d have had him. Lend me your lamp.” He flashed the light ahead. “Bones, I shall find it difficult to—” He stopped. “Hello!” he said.




  He went cautiously ahead, keeping his lamp on the ground, and with the butt of his rifle he tapped the grass-covered path before him. As he did so, the whole of the path, for a length of four feet and a width of three, caved in and vanished. He flashed his lamp into the hole. It was a small trap, such as the natives construct when trapping elephants, with this exception, that at the bottom were twenty upturned spearheads, and each was coated with brown gum.




  




  Sanders looked. He knew that one scratch from any of those spearheads meant death, and he saw the whole plan in a flash. That wild scamper in the dark had been intended to lure him on. All that night M’liko had been working at the hole and planting his poisoned spears, covering his work with thin reeds and grass, lest his, victim carried a lantern and discovered the trap.




  “Two more strides!” said Sanders thoughtfully. “If I hadn’t struck your fly-papers, Bones—”




  “Exactly, your Excellency,” said Bones, not without dignity. “You grasp my idea?”




  “You are a great man, Bones,” said Sanders, “a truly great man.”




  “That is what I say!” said Bones.




  III. A Change of Ministry
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  Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts, of the Houssas, sat in his canvas chair under the thatched shelter which constituted his orderly-room. Before him was a table neatly set with the paraphernalia of justice. There were three yellow crime reports, a sheet of foolscap paper, an open volume of “The Manual of Military Law,” a company report ledger, and the defaulter sheets of the delinquents, who waited, between an escort with fixed bayonets, for the word to step up and accept the judgment of the gods.




  By the side of Bones, in his most comfortable wickerwork chair, gaily cushioned and not wholly in harmony with the solemnity of the proceedings, sat Patricia Hamilton in a big and shady panama and a dress of dazzling white drill.




  “You are sure that I am not in the way, Bones?” she asked anxiously.




  Bones screwed his monocle into his eye and turned slowly and impressively toward her.




  “Dear old miss,” he said, with a certain stern quietness, “havin’ invited you here, havin’, so to speak, given you a seat on the bench, I ask nothin’ of you save that you—” He coughed and looked at her significantly, and, turning again to his front, cried fiercely: “Silence in court, all of you, confound it!”




  “Bones,” said the horrified girl, “you really mustn’t use strong language.”




  Bones blinked at her. “Must terrify ‘em, dear old Miss Patricia,” he said, in a hoarse whisper. “Iron hand in the velvet glove, an’ all that sort of thing. Silence!” This to the wholly silent group before him.




  He nodded to the sergeant, and the first prisoner stepped smartly forward, accompanied by one of the escort. “Lord,” said the sergeant, in liquid Arabic, “this man owes Mahmut Ali twenty cupfuls of salt, and because Mahmut Ali asked for his own this man beat him.”




  Bones glared at the offender, but the offender was unperturbed.




  “Lord Tibbetti,” he said suavely, “it is true that I owed Mahmut Ali ten and ten cups of salt, but Mahmut Ali borrow my beautiful breeches for the wedding of his woman’s sister, and fought with them on his legs, so that they came back to me in rags.”




  Bones beckoned the witness, the offended one.




  “Lord, that is true,” he said frankly; “but I did not promise this man that I would not fight in his breeches, whereas he promised he would give me back my salt.”




  Bones stroked his chin.




  “For beating Mahmut Ali you shall drill for two days in the hour of sleep. As for the breeches, Mahmut shall pay you their value and shall have the breeches. You shall pay him his salt. The palaver is finished.”




  “What happened?” asked the girl, in some anxiety, for Arabic was Arabic to her, as Greek was Greek to Cicero.




  “A rather indelicate matter,” said Bones gravely.




  “I’m sorry,” said the girl hastily, and settled back.




  “Summon the next case,” said Bones.




  The next case was, as it happened, a serious military offence, and had been sent from the Upper River for judgment.




  There had been an outbreak of measles in the territory of the Old King Beyond the hills, and a quarantine guard had been set upon the Ochori frontier. It was alleged that the three men and a corporal who constituted that guard had abandoned their post for two days. In a European force this would have been a very serious offence indeed, but there were certain extenuating circumstances which permitted Captain Hamilton to allow his subordinate to deal summarily with the offenders.




  “Lord,” said the spokesman for the prisoners — the offending corporal— “it is true that we men left the hill path and went back and feasted with the chief of the Ochori, but before now we have taken his commands and obeyed them. And, lord, we knew that Bosambo had a very cunning plan to overthrow Sandi’s enemies, so that when he sent for us, and there came ten warriors of the Ochori to take our places, we went away.”




  “Hum!” said Bones profoundly. “Very serious — ver-y serious!”




  “Is it really?” asked the girl, impressed. “What are you going to do?”




  “I ought to shoot ‘em,” said Bones, shaking his head.




  “Bones!”




  “I really ought—’pon my word, I ought! O man,” — this in Arabic— “because this offence was ordered by a reigning chief, it shall stand against him and you shall escape.”




  The third and last one, curiously enough, had also a connection with Bosambo. It was a charge preferred by a native against a Houssa who had taken the law and a pliant rhinoceros whip into his own hand. There was no question as to the fact, for a corporal had witnessed the assault.




  “This is true, lord,” said the soldier; “but this Kaffir told me many lies, for he said that the Chief Kulubu was the rightful Chief of the Ochori, and that all men knew this thing and that Sandi kept Bosambo in his place because they were sons of the same father.”




  “Is this true, man?” asked Bones.




  “Lord, I said the thing, yet I meant no evil,” confessed the complainant, “for this way men talk all along the river. And, lord, was not the mother of Kulubu the daughter of the old king of the Ochori, and was not Bosambo a foreigner who came from a strange land, and did he not seize the Ochori city by wickedness?”




  An embarrassing question for Bones, since Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, had undoubtedly come from Monrovia, a fugitive from justice. He had in fact, broken out of prison whilst serving a twenty years’ sentence, and, making his way across country, had found himself in the city of the pusillanimous Ochori, and had been received as a guest. And when the weak chief of the tribe had died most mysteriously and unexpectedly, Bosambo had seized the reins of chieftainship and had turned the Ochori — whose courage had been a reproach and a shame — into a first class fighting tribe. Also it was true that the rightful heirs had been set aside by Bosambo, and that Sanders in his wisdom desiring an end of the old dynasty, had confirmed Bosambo in his self-appointment.




  “Let all people hear this,” said Bones, after a long pause. “Bosambo is the true Chief of the Ochori, for Sandi has made him so by law; but men will always speak badly of those who are in authority and give the law to their people. Therefore you did wrong to speak against Bosambo, and you, Mahmut, did wrong to beat this man, for it is written in the Sura of the Spider, ‘Dispute not except in kindliness.’ Therefore you shall drill for one day in the hour of sleep. The palaver is finished.”




  He explained the last case to the girl as they walked to the beach to meet Sanders and Hamilton, who had been out to sea with their fishing lines.




  “And if you ask me my opinion, dear old miss,” he said, “I think that Kulubu is a silly old silly.” A statement which proved to be true.




  “Bosambo must be warned not to interfere with the men,” said Sanders later. “I particularly wish to keep infectious disease out of the country, and by his folly he might have caused an epidemic. I am more annoyed because I explained to the villain the rapidity with which the disease spreads. It isn’t really very dangerous, for natives are seldom susceptible to a bad attack.”




  “Poor Bosambo!” smiled the girl. “He is always in trouble lately.”




  Sanders nodded. “He is in bad trouble now. There’s a big plot on foot to weaken his authority. I believe Kulubu has some hereditary right to the chieftainship, and it might be extremely awkward if the people of the Ochori demanded a union between the Territories. Some of Bosambo’s headmen have been visiting Kulubu lately — that smells like trouble.”




  “Do you think we ought to warn Bosambo?” asked Hamilton, and Sander’s eyes lit with a transient smile.




  “He has already warned me,” he said. “The fact is, the Ochori are very poor; their crops have been bad, and their fishing unsuccessful. Kulubu is a rich man — the fighters are always rich — and he has bribed and corrupted the Ochori until poor Bosambo hasn’t a friend he can trust. The Ochori have treated him badly, for he made them a nation. However, we shall see. Send ten men and a sergeant to within marching distance of Wumbi, Hamilton, and let Bosambo know they’re there.”




  Between the day and the night, in that thinnest grey wedge of dusk which marks the close of the tropic day, an ironwood canoe swung in from the centre of the Upper River, and, caught broadside on by a swift current, drifted a diagonal course to the white beach of Wumbi. The man who sat in the stem of the boat had judged the distance perfectly, and digging his paddle first to the left and then to the right with long strong strokes which set the water gurgling about the polished blade, he drove the nose of the canoe to the sloping beach. Wumbi lay against the red west, a purple blot of high trees sparkling with the fires of the village. The lazy blue smoke spiralled first greyly against the forest background until it topped the tree heads and waved in little streamers of black gauze against the glowing skies.




  The man in the canoe rose slowly and stepped with that peculiar deliberation which is wholly native into the shallow water. He pulled the canoe higher on the beach, and, bending over, took from its interior a bundle of spears, a skin food bag, and a dead monkey. This he slung over his shoulder and walked slowly toward the path which, running an erratic course between the trees joined the beach near the hut of N’guro, the fisherman. Beyond was a thick tangle of grass reaching to the water’s edge, and this he investigated. He found a long canoe well hidden by the vegetation, and was satisfied.




  The hunter was tall and, save for the leopard skin about his waist, naked. His shoulders were broad and muscular, his neck well-set, and there was in the swing of his body a suggestion of unusual strength and agility. He halted at the edge of the village, leaning on a spear, the blade of which stood higher than his own tall head, and peered forward, for the light was growing dim. What he saw was evidently satisfactory to himself, for he resumed his advance. Before him, and evidently his objective, was a hut larger than any other. Before its door were two thick posts set at such a distance apart that a big man with outstretched arms might just touch either with the tips of his fingers. They were carved in strange designs, and were veritable fetishes through which an enlightened man might, with proper ceremony, commune with ghosts and ju-jus. Ahead of this a log fire smouldered, and, grouped about, the stranger could see the vague figures of five men. There were no others near, for this was the great house of Kulubu, Chief of the fighting Akasavas, and there was a clear space of ground about the hut, across which no man might walk without invitation, for Kulubu, who had started this era of chieftainship in the most promising circumstances— “All men shall be my brothers, and I shall be the slave of my people,” was the rash promise he had made in grand palaver — had edged toward a greater autocracy than even the Akasava had known.




  The newcomer took three steps towards the fire before the surprised “Wa!” of one of the low-speaking group indicated that he had been seen. For a second he stood at the implied challenge of that “Wa!” and in that second he was recognized.




  Swiftly two of the five melted away in the darkness, leaving Kulubu, the king, and his two gnarled counsellors alone to greet the visitor.




  “I see you,” boomed the stranger conventionally.




  “I see you, Bosambo,” said Kulubu quickly. “This is a wonderful day for me that the great Chief of the Ochori should come to my village and sleep in my hut. Now, my young men shall feast your paddlers and spearmen, and for you I will kill a fat goat.”




  Bosambo had sunk on his haunches by the side of the fire, his spears, gripped in his powerful fist, lying across his knees, his head cocked sideways and upward, for the king sat upon a fine carved stool, and was higher than he.




  “O Kulubu,” said Bosambo, “there shall be no feasting for me or for my men, for I killed near the Pool of Stones, and, more than this I journey alone.”




  The three men did not speak, but Bosambo, eyeing them keenly from under his drooping lids, saw the swift exchange of glances.




  “Lord,” said Kulubu at length, “we three men who have sat alone, thinking great wonders for the good of our people—”




  “Sometimes there is a sickness which comes up from the river this day,” interrupted Bosambo, “and men see those things which are not. Now, I tell you, Kulubu, that I saw not three, but three and two.”




  “Slaves are never seen,” quoted Kulubu glibly. “That is the saying of the Akasava. And these men were slaves, Bosambo, who brought fish and manioc.”




  “Between a slave and a warrior is the length of a spear,” Bosambo returned tag for tag, “and it was part of my madness that I saw spears in the hands of your slaves. And though all men know that you are very rich, with great stores of ivory buried beneath your hut, yet even great kings are not served by spearmen.”




  Kulubu coughed and looked first to one and then to the other of the grim visaged old men who sat on either side of him. They offered no assistance, and Kulubu rushed in where many wiser men might have hesitated.




  “It is true, Bosambo, that these men carried spears,” he said, “but they were the brothers of my second wife, and, being lowly men, felt shame for me that you saw them at my palaver. Now, Bosambo, I will tell my women to sweep a great hut for you.”




  Bosambo blinked up at his host. “I sleep in the forest this night, Kulubu,” he said, “for I am on my way to meet Sandi, our father, for he desires to speak secretly with me.”




  Kulubu’s head craned forward. “There are many stories here in the Akasava,” he said softly, “for bad news floats with the river. Some men say that your people have made a cry against you to our Lord Sandi, and that they took their spears to your great house because you struck them cruelly. Also they ask for another chief.”




  He paused invitingly, but the Chief of the Ochori stared at him in silence.




  “Now, I think,” Kulubu went on, with a certain confident insolence which was duly noted, “that the Ochori are fools, for you are a good king and, by all sayings, well loved by Sandi. Yet men are born to rule, and have a great ju-ju from their eyes-opening to help them. If you have not this ju-ju, Bosambo, you cannot rule.”




  Bosambo shifted his position. “Listen to me, O Kulubu M’faga,” he said, “for I speak with the tongue of wisdom. Between me and my people is a bad palaver, for they are lazy, and on the day when I must take rubber and corn to Sandi for his Government, they bring me empty palms, and I am put to shame before my lord. Therefore I beat them and set them to make roads for me. Then came men plotting against me and against Sandi. Kulubu, from whence do they come? Also, certain headmen of the tribes go down the river and make a secret palaver with my enemy, and sit by his fire and speak evilly of me. Who is that enemy? Wa! Kulubu, I have seen three kings of the Akasava die — two upon a high tree and one under my spear. Shall I see three and one?”




  Kulubu stood up, his eyes upon the bunched spears on Bosambo’s knee.




  “All this is madness, Bosambo,” he said mildly, “for is not Sandi more powerful than devils? And if you cannot hold your people, is it not true that they need a stronger hand? Now, I have taken counsel with my brothers because I love you, Bosambo, and I will do a great thing. On a certain day I will go to your city and be as king over your people and you shall come to Wumbi and sit in my place and at the full of the next moon I will ask the Ochori and you shall ask the Na-aka-sava: ‘Who shall be king of you — Bosambo or Kulubu?’ This I will also ask the people of my own country, standing by your side, and by Ewa and the head of my head by salt and blood and by all the Ghosts of the World, I will abide by their word. But this I say, Bosambo — that in the time of change you shall not go to the Ochori, nor shall I come to my land.”




  Bosambo rose.




  “This is a big matter,” he said, “and I must have my thoughts.”




  He strode out of the circle of light along the path that led to the river. On the beach he halted and sat down.




  “I think Bosambo will let you go,” said Kulubu’s headman, “for he is a very simple one.”




  “Then there will be no more Bosambo in the Ochori,” said Kulubu, “for after a while I will go to Sandi, and I will show him how I have ruled these people, and I will take him great gifts of rubber and fish, more than the taxes, and then Sandi will put down Bosambo.”




  “O chief,” said the other counsellor, “what shall Bosambo do here? For if you put him in your place, may he not do evil things against you? And, chief, is there not buried in a secret place behind your great house much treasure of ivory and rubber?”




  Kulubu nodded. “But are you not here, and also my brethren, and the little chiefs who come and go from the villages about? And will there not always be at his side those in authority to watch him? Let all headmen know that I have gone to steal Bosambo’s country, and that, while Bosambo stays, they shall be very cunning toward him.”




  On the first day of the new moon the change was effected. Bosambo came with his belongings in a canoe which brought also his four faithful attendants, and was installed in the great hut of Kulubu, and all men — at any rate, outwardly — gave him obedience, and the head men brought him salt and corn, and the warriors their spears to touch, and though they were mirthful at this game, they did not show their mirth.




  Bosambo took their homage very seriously. He called a small palaver of petty chiefs and headmen of villages, and discussed with them certain improvements of the law, such as, for example, the rights of husbands to claim a return of a portion of a price they paid for unsatisfactory wives, and the small palaver listened attentively and politely, agreed with all he said, acclaiming his wisdom in set phrases, and went out of his presence painfully charged with unuttered laughter.




  They had less cause to laugh when they discovered that Bosambo did not discharge them to their several avocations as was the custom after a council, but maintained them in the village, calling them together every morning and night, demanding their views upon problems as far apart as the breeding of crocodiles and the preparation of manioc. At the sixth of these conferences Gisivulu, a person of some importance, since he ruled eighty square miles of territory, abandoned any pretence of polite interest.




  “O Bosambo,” he said, “we are men with many tasks, and for six days and six nights you have kept us here, talking of fish and corn and rubber and hunting, whilst our people are awaiting our return, and our wives are very sorrowful, and our children cry for us. Give us leave to go, O chief!”




  Bosambo looked at him thoughtfully.




  “On a certain day you may go to your villages, but that day is not yet,” he said.




  Bosambo summoned a palaver of ‘all chiefs and heads of families’ for that evening, to discuss the effect of moons upon fishing, and held a weary assembly from eight o’clock in the evening until dawn. He followed this up by an afternoon palaver which lasted till close on midnight, and this meeting was in the nature of Convocation of Laymen, for the matter under discussion was “Ghosts.”




  At the end of the second week the petty chiefs had a palaver of their own, and sent a delegation to Kulubu, urgently requesting that he should return; and Kulubu, who had enlisted the enthusiastic allegiance of his new subjects by a succession of dances and feasts, and by the remission of all ‘chief taxation’ — a monthly tribute paid by the tribe to their lord — was puzzled.




  “How may I come, Gisivulu,” he asked, “for have I not sworn with Bosambo that neither shall I go to the Akasava, nor he shall go to the Ochori, until an appointed time? And yet another week must pass before the full of the moon. I tell you, therefore, to go to his palavers and listen with deaf ears, and speak whatever your stomach tells you. In three and four sunsets I will come to my people, and as for Bosambo, he will neither have land nor people.”




  “Lord,” said the aggrieved Gisivulu, “this Bosambo has made a great call for taxation. When the full moon wastes to a rind, we must bring him from every village, and for every man of that village, as much rubber as one may hold in four hands.”




  Kulubu beat his fists together in joy.




  “O ko-ko!” he chuckled. “At that time there will be no Bosambo sitting in my house, for I shall return chief of two great tribes.”




  The delegation went away a little comforted, and Kulubu turned his mind to the entertainment of the Ochori people, for he had planned that night a festival of superlative grandeur, being no less than the Dance of the Weaver Birds. At three o’clock in the morning Kulubu went to his sleeping hut and sat down upon his skin bed, only to jump up again very quickly, for somebody was already lying upon his robe.




  “Fish!” said Kulubu. “Who are you that comes to my fine house and sleeps upon my bed?”




  “Lord,” said a quavering voice, “every night I have lain on your wonderful bed whilst your lordship has been dancing. Also my sister, who is here beside me.”




  Kulubu dragged them into the light of the fire outside, and saw a youth and a girl obviously not of the Ochori people. A shout from Kulubu brought Bosambo’s treacherous counsellors to him.




  




  “Who are these people?” asked Kulubu.




  “Lord,” said the headman, “they are foreigners.”




  Kulubu turned to the trembling intruders, who were staring at him.




  “Master,” said the youth — he was a thin reedy creature, wearing nothing more than a girdle of native cloth— “master,” he said, “this is magic, for I thought I lay in the hut of the great chief Bosambo.”




  “You speak true, little snake,” said Kulubu, “for this is the hut of Bosambo. Speak and tell me how you came here.”




  The boy looked at the frightened girl at his side, and then from face to face before he sat down and began, in that singsong tone which is peculiar to the people of the Old King, the recital of his strange story.




  “Master,” he said, “I come from the village of Lichi-lichi; which is beyond the mountains, in the territory of the Great: King. And there was much sickness amongst the people, and also our chief beat us, and some he killed to please the devils who put fever in our bodies. So we came across the frontier, this woman and I, and we saw the soldiers of Bosambo, who brought us to him, and he told us that by his magic he would cure us. He took us away to a hidden place in the forest and gave us food, and every night we were to come and sleep in his bed whilst he was at the feasts. Lord, he made a secret door to the hut, through which we could crawl, and every night we have come, this woman and I, and have lain on his bed, so that his magic might cure us, and every night when we heard his feet we have crept away, save only tonight, lord, when we were tired and slept.”




  Kulubu listened without understanding. “This was madness of Bosambo,” he said at last, “for if you slept on his bed, might he not also get the sickness? Go back to your place in the wood, and, it you return to this city, I will: have you beaten.”




  In the days that followed the natives of the Lower River saw many pigeons flying north and south, and they knew there was a big book palaver between Sandi and his spies. One letter in particular which came to head quarters may be quoted:




  “From Ahmet Ali, by the fork of the river, with ten soldiers.




  “To Sandi at his grand house by the sea.




  “In the name of God the Compassionate and Merciful, etc. Peace on your house.




  “There is a new sickness in the Ochori which has come across the hills from the land of the Old King, and even Kulubu is stricken. So I have put a guard on the river, and none may leave nor enter the Ochori. Thus you told me, should the sickness come to any of the tribes. Bosambo is now the chief of the fighting Akasava, is giving many dances. This he does because Kolubu has not returned. He has sent all the little chiefs to their villages, and they are glad to go; because of the long palavers which Bosambo made, they are weary. Also Bosambo has dug up the great treasures of Kulubu, and has given every chief and headman a beautiful present. And he has dances and feasts in the city of Wumbi, and all men love him.”




  Sanders read the missive at breakfast, his lips twitching with sheer delight.




  “And the end of that adventure is,” he said, “that Bosambo has a new country, and Kulubu has measles. Get the Zaire ready, Hamilton. This will take a lot of straightening out.”




  “Is there nothing I can do, dear old Excellency?” asked Bones eagerly. “No little job for poor old Bones?”




  “You can go to the Ochori,” said Sanders, “and settle the measles.”




  IV. The Lover of Sanders
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  Ali abid was a stoutish man, a man of many black, rolling chins. He was the possessor of a plump, cherubic face innocent of beard, and his eyes were round and wondering.




  Though he affected the jellab of the Moorish people, and wore scarlet tarbosh and the bright yellow slippers which the folk of Morocco affect, he was indubitably “Coast.”




  The Kano folk, who are followers of the one Prophet, resented his tarbosh and his easy assumption of the faith of El Islam, and most bitterly of all resented the green turban in which he appeared upon certain great occasions, for the green turban is the outward and visible sign of Hajdom which an acceptable pilgrimage to Mecca confers upon the adventurer.




  Abiboo, a most faithful and devout Mussulman, once challenged him to prove his right to the green turban, and Ali had recited the first two Suras of the Koran almost without stopping to take breath, whilst an abashed Abiboo sat crushed down beneath a torrent of unfamiliar but very holy words, for Abiboo, being of the Kano people, was but an indifferent student of the Inspired.




  Ali Abid sat one afternoon nodding in the shadow of his master’s hut. The day was very warm and drowsy — a murky western sky and a thin haze that blended sea and sky lay on the lazy blue waters of the Atlantic. There was a lifelessness in the atmosphere which was reflected in every living thing. The big fronds of the palms drooped at a steeper angle; the weaver birds, usually so noisy, were silent, save for a testy “Cheep!” which came at intervals from some irritable father of a restless family. On a white sandbank in the delta of the river a big crocodile lay slumbering, his ugly mouth wide open, whilst, as motionless, near at hand, stood a long-legged bird, his head buried beneath his wing. Even the milk-white rollers crashed more languidly and, as it seemed, at more infrequent intervals, as though the great machine which governed their activities had run down and was badly in need of rewinding.




  The white Residency, set on a knoll beneath the shading gum trees, showed no sign of life, and the yellow barrack square was deserted. No wonder that Ali Abid nodded, for the world was taking its siesta, and Ali was oppressed with that incomparable sense of loneliness which only wideawake people feel in a world of slumber.




  Again and again he addressed himself to the copy of the book which he held in his lap.




  To Ali Abid it was the most precious book in the world. It had been presented to him by a certain professor of bacteriology, who had lived for twenty years on the Coast, studying tropical diseases, and Ali had spent the greater portion of his life in the service of that learned man. Thus it came about that Ali Abid could read and speak English, and, more remarkable, that his English was not the Coast English as we know it, but the English of the lecture-room and the anatomical theatre.




  He blinked himself awake, and for the tenth time addressed his attention to the great work. Its chiefest charm in Ali’s eyes, apart from the fact that it had often helped him baffle and confuse his enemies, was that it had been legally bequeathed to him by the old man, who had died at his post — he had been found dead in his laboratory over a half-finished treatise on ‘embryonic trypanosomes in the proboscis of the Glossina.’




  The will had specifically stated that “my native boy who calls himself Ali” should inherit “my annotated copy of El Koran in the Arabic language, as a memento of his master.” And Ali, pocketing the dubious description of himself, had taken the book with greater happiness because it bore the professor’s autograph and book-plate.




  Thus Lieutenant Tibbetts, on a brief visit to Cape Coast Castle, had discovered what proved to be an excellent servant — a fat, disconsolate man sitting on the edge of a wooden jetty, with a book hugged under his arm and Tragedy written largely upon his expansive face.




  Ali flattened the book on his raised knees and read aloud slowly, deliberately, and somewhat appropriately:




  “And among His signs is this — that thou seest the earth drooping, but when we send down the rain upon it—”




  A red and wrathful face appeared at the window above him — the face of a young lieutenant of Houssas whose wild blue eyes and tousled hair proclaimed the awakened sleeper, than whom there is nothing more remorseless or fiendish.




  “What the dooce are you howlin’ about, Ali, you jolly old trumpet?” snarled Lieutenant Tibbetts, called by his intimates Bones. “What the dickens are you ravin’ about, you naughty old silly?”




  Ali closed his book and rose in one motion. “Sir,” he said, “if studious application of study to holy book disturbs superior officer, it is desirable to make reprisals on myself and migrate to other spheres.”




  Bones came yawning into the open, smacking his lips and indulging in that ritual of contortion which accompanies the return to consciousness of the young and healthy. His servitor disappeared into the interior of the hut and returned carrying a large cane chair, which he placed on the cool side of the hut.




  Bones scowled at the chair.




  “My poor unlettered savage,” he complained testily, “what the dooce do you mean? Routine, Ali! Timetable, Ali! Goodness gracious. Heavens alive! Pull yourself together, my boy — wake up an’ look round!”




  Ali passed through the torrent of protest to the hut, and returned with a board on which a neatly-written sheet of paper had been pasted. It was ruled in red and heavily underlined in places. At the head of the sheet in old English characters, were the words:




  ROUTINE FOR THE WEEK.




  Lieutenant A. Tibbetts.




  Bones took the board in one hand and tapped it with the skinny forefinger of the other.




  “System, my jolly old bird,” he said solemnly, “is the essence of success. Havin’ a definite objective, stickin’ your jolly old beak to the grindstone of routine, layin’ down a path an’ followin’ it, orderin’ your days an’ nights so that not a second is wasted, for, as dear old Thingummy says, ‘the movin’ finger writes, an’ all that sort o’ thing’ — this is the only way, Ali, my downy old lad, the only way to make anything of life.”




  “Sir,” agreed Ali humbly, “methodical classification of matter assists subject to regulate jobs.”




  Bones nodded with a complacent smirk, and turned his attention to the Board.




  “Rise at five-thirty. Bath an exercise with dumb-bells,” he read, and paused. “What time did I get up, Ali?” he demanded.




  “Sir, owing to absence of Captain in piscatorial hunt,” said Ali cautiously, “subject’s exit from bedstead was dated nine hours of the clock.”




  “Nine?” said the horrified Bones. “Didn’t I get up till nine? You’re a naughty old storyteller! It was a quarter to nine!”




  He wrangled through the timetable, tactfully skipping such accusing items as “Two p.m. to three p.m. — Study of field tactics.”




  “Don’t get it into your silly old head that I’m sleepin’, because I happen to be thinkin’ with my eyes shut,” said Bones sternly, and Ali spoke learnedly of “cerebral subconsciousness.”




  “Anyway,” said Bones, jumping to his feet, “three to four — map-reading. I’m in time for that.”




  It was at that moment that the guardroom gong struck five, and Bones went briskly to his hut and had his bath, whistling flatly “The Day is Past and Over” with great vigour.




  He dressed, spent his customary quarter of an hour over his hair, singing violently the while, and stepped out of his hut.




  “Hello!” he said.




  There was a man sitting patiently before the door — a tall, broad-shouldered man with a laughing eye and a strong, goodnatured face. He wore the leopard skins of chieftainship, and about his neck hung the silver medal which was the token of his authority.




  He rose to his feet and brought up his hand in salute.




  “Well, I’m dashed!” said Bones. “If it ain’t old Bosambo! Why, you wicked old josser, when did you arrive?”




  “Sah,” said Bosambo, Chief of the Ochori, in his best English, for he had been educated at a mission school at Monrovia, “sah, I lib for dis place dis minute. I make um canoe t’ree days.” He held up his three fingers. “I find um Sandi, I speak um Sandi, but I speak um you first onetime.”




  Bones sat down, and at his nod Bosambo sank again to the ground.




  “O Bosambo,” said Bones, in the Bomongo tongue, ‘this is a good sight, for it is many moons since I have seen your face. You shall tell me why you came.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo earnestly, “I came to make a palaver with Sandi. For I desire many things, but most do I wish that Sandi should let me go out of this country to see my mother, who is very sick.”




  Bones shook his head in melancholy reproof. “You’re a naughty old storyteller, Bosambo,” he said.




  “I be big liar sometimes,” admitted Bosambo frankly; “I don’t be big liar this time. I look um my farder. She be bad.”




  Bones chuckled, for Bosambo had had leave to pay a visit to his home in Monrovia, and there had been some trouble with the police. Also Bosambo had, in a moment of exaltation, thrown a coal-black cabinet minister into the sea, and had fraudulently converted to his own use the uniform of a Monrovian admiral, a theft which was not detected until Bosambo had returned and — at the urgent request of the Monrovian Government — his baggage had been examined by Sanders.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “I made a bad palaver with a dog of Monrovia, and now I will tell you the truth. My mother is not bad, but I wish to go to Monrovia to see certain wonders and to buy stores for my people. Now, if Sandi will be merciful, I will not go to Monrovia, but to Lagos, where I have a cousin. For, lord, these Ochori people I rule are fish, and I grow very sick in my heart because I stay with them all the time.”




  “My dear old chap,” said Bones, in English, “just come along with me to the Commissioner. I will fix it for you in five minutes. You’re a bad boy!”




  “You be fine chap,” retorted Bosambo; “you be big fine fellow, Bonsie.”




  “Not so much of the Bonsie,” said Bones, turning haughtily. “I am surprised at you, Bosambo. You may call me Tibbetti or Maglibani, The-Eye-That-Never-Shuts, but not Bonsie.”




  “You changed um name?” asked Bosambo, interested.




  “That will do,” said Bones sternly, and led the way to the Residency. Sanders came out to see his protege, and greeted him with a significant glance.




  “I thought I’d just bring him up, sir,” said Bones. “He wants to go down to Lagos, and, of course, there’s no objection to that.”




  “None at all,” said Sanders.




  “I have given the matter a great deal of earnest thought,” said Bones.




  “I expect you have, Bones,” agreed Sanders mildly.




  “And whilst I don’t think we had better let the jolly old rascal go to Monrovia, there seems no reason why he could not go to Lagos,”




  “None at all,” agreed Sanders.




  “So I can tell him he can go, sir?” Bones put his head on one side like a perky bird.




  “No, you cannot tell him that,” said Sanders. “If Bosambo leaves the Territories, he doesn’t come back. O Bosambo” — he turned to the waiting chief— “the lord Tibbetti has spoken for you, and thus I say: If you leave these Territories, you do not return, for your people are unsettled, and when you went away before, there was much bad talk. Did I not go in my fine ship to the Ochori city and punish your counsellors? Now, I think you are growing too rich, and though I love you, and it would make me sad if you went away from this country, I will give you no book to return.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo stoutly, “I am your man. And I will go back to the Ochori, and perhaps your heart will be made softened, and you shall send word to me that I may go to my uncle, who is dying.”




  “Mother,” murmured Bones.




  “Also my mother,” said Bosambo, “who has the sickness mongo.”




  “When that time comes,” said Sanders, the ghost of a smile twitching on his lips, “I, too, shall have the sickness mongo, for I shall be mad. This palaver is finished.”




  Hamilton had joined the group, and as Bosambo went across the square, accompanied by Bones, Sanders turned to him.




  “Bosambo wants a jamboree,” he said. “No, I don’t think he drinks, but he has a very good time, from what our consul wrote me, and I certainly do not think it is good for Bosambo to renew his acquaintance with civilization at too frequent intervals.”




  Bosambo was expressing very much the same view to a sympathetic Bones.




  “Sandi is the father and mother of all the owls,” he said, “for he knows, when I go into these wonderful places, I do many mad things because I am so joyful. But, O Bonsie—”




  “Bosambo, Bosambo!” said Bones testily.




  “O Tibbetti,” corrected Bosambo, “my heart is too big for the Ochori, and it swells until I am full of sorrow. I think I will go home,” he said philosophically, “and from time to time I will send word to Sandi, and perhaps he will think well of me and let me go.”




  Bones did his best to entertain the visitor, for he remembered many things for which he had to thank this great-hearted Chief of the Ochori folk. He entertained him with his gramophone. He showed him his many photographs. He produced his literary treasures, explained the value of the Thesaurus of Mr. Roget — which did not interest Bosambo at all — and the functions and value of a small volume called “The Ready Letter Writer,” to which Bones had frequent recourse in his official correspondence, and finished up by presenting the grateful Chief of the Ochori with a bound volume of ‘Little Tots’, that had been inexplicably sent to Bones by a well meaning lady of Guildford, to whom Bones had addressed a letter when remitting a guinea for a local charity of which the lady was honorary secretary.




  That the letter accompanying the bound volume began, “My dear child, how perfectly sweet of you, etc.,” was a matter for still greater mystery; and though Hamilton had pointed out that the lady’s erroneous impression arose from the atrocious spelling in Bones’s original epistle, this did not satisfy the young officer of Houssas, though it was undoubtedly the true explanation.




  When the gong sounded for dinner, Bosambo took his leave, but not before Bones had placed him in the hands of his placid servitor.




  “This night I go back, and I will carry my beautiful presents to my wife, and shall thank you, Bonsie” — Bones made a weary gesture— “and perhaps I shall move Sandi’s heart. Also this Coast man, who is cunning may give me great thoughts.”




  “Cheerio,” said Bones.




  “Sir,” said Ali, with dignity, “chief of indigenous natives may listen something to his advantage if he will accompany alleged Coast boy, but truly Arabic man, to suitable speaking place.”




  Bones left them together, talking very earnestly.




  It was some five weeks after the departure of Bosambo that Patricia Hamilton came down the sunlit steps and, shading her eyes, looked earnestly across the great yellow square, with its fringe of palms and its neat rows of barrack huts. There was nobody in sight, save the Houssa sentry, who marched resolutely up and down before the guard hut, and no other sign of life but the pigeons which wheeled and circled about the big post-office loft. Certainly there was no view of Bones. She went round to the shade of the western veranda and looked toward the sea. The beach was deserted, and here the world might have been empty, but for the dun cloud of smoke upon the horizon which told of the passing of a Coast boat. She looked at her watch. It was eleven o’clock.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders and her brother had gone up to a village on the Lower River, to sit in judgment on the claim of a husband who, finding his wife had too many undesirable acquaintances of pre-nuptial days, was demanding the return of the goats, the salt, and other goods.




  Patricia went back to her room and put on her solar topee, grabbed, in passing, a walking stick from the hall stand, and made her way across the hot square.




  The rays of a tropical summer sun beat down, scorching her shoulders and her arms through her thin silk blouse. There was not a breath of air in all the world, and she was very thirsty and unaccountably irritable by the time she reached the door of Bones’s hut.




  That young officer was hot, but happy. A big pipe was stuck in the corner of his mouth, his shirt sleeves were rolled up, and he was writing with great violence.




  There were sheets of paper covered with uphill lines on the table, sheets half filled on the floor, sheets crisscrossed madly with marks of deletion in special reserve on his bed.




  “Bones,” said the girl ominously, “it is eleven o’clock.”




  Bones dropped his pen with a start and blinked at his visitor, then jumped up with such energy that he all but upset the table.




  “Dear old Miss Hamilton! Bless my soul!” he said, groping for his helmet. “Well, well! Eleven o’clock, and I promised to be with you at twelve!”




  “At eleven — at ten minutes to eleven,” corrected the girl, with set lips.




  “At ten minutes to twelve, dear old girl,” insisted Bones gently. “I can prove it — my diary.”




  He held a large volume before her eyes, and laboriously unfastened the lock which bound its covers together.




  “Twelve o’clock,” he murmured, as he turned the pages. “Tuesday, Wednesday — here we are — Thursday. ‘See Pat’ — that’s you—’see Pat at twelve’.”




  “Let me look,” said the girl, but Bones held the book at arms’ length.




  “Private thoughts, dear old miss,” he protested urgently. “Secret communings of poor old Bones’s heart! Play the game, sister!”




  She snatched the book from his hand. “See Pat at eleven o’clock,” she read, and eyed him accusingly.




  “Eleven o’clock?” said Bones incredulously. “Are you sure?”




  “What do those two strokes stand for, if they don’t stand for eleven?” asked Pat.




  “Those two strokes,” said Bones slowly, “they stand for twelve o’clock. Everything I do is in secret cipher, dear old miss.”




  She closed the book and put it down. “Bones,” she said, “on your honour?”




  “Say no more about it, dear old Miss Hamilton,” said Bones briskly. “And now to work.”




  He led the way out on to the square, turned religiously toward the sentry, and returned a salute which was not offered, then set forth with giant strides toward the Residency, leaving the girl well in his rear.




  “Bones,” she called desperately, “where are you going?” He stopped dead, turned, touched his helmet. “Where are we going?” he asked, in a puzzled voice. He scratched his chin and looked aimlessly round the landscape for inspiration. “Where are we going?” he repeated.




  “You promised to help me make Mr. Sanders’s office tidy,” she said.




  Bones slapped his thin thigh with great energy. “What a silly old ass I am!” he said. “Why, of course!”




  Sanders had agreed to this cleaning up process with great reluctance. His private bureau could, on occasions be a chaos of stationery, of old memoranda, of official orders. Blue Books, White Papers and annual and biennial returns.




  She led the way through the big common room to Sanders’s office, unlocked the door, and passed in. She stood a moment looking down at the littered desk, biting her lower lip thoughtfully.




  “Bones,” she said, “have you noticed anything strange in Mr. Sanders lately?”




  Bones frowned. “Now you come to mention it,” he sad, “I have.”




  “What have you noticed?” she asked quickly.




  “Well,” said Bones, “for one thing, he never takes his eyes off you.”




  She went the colour of a peony. “I think you are very stupid,” she said, “and, of course, it isn’t true. But have you noticed he has been preoccupied?”




  “Indigestion,” said Bones. “My dear Miss Hamilton, they always get it. These dear old gentlemen—”




  He met her cold eye and quailed. “No offence, dear miss, dear old sister of mercy,” he said incoherently.




  “Take off your coat and help me sort these. Mr. Sanders told me I might read everything and destroy anything I thought was no use.”




  They had been working for an hour before Patricia Hamilton came upon a packet tied with red tape.




  She unfastened the tape and opened the first letter, and the colour left her face. It was written in an almost illiterate hand.




  For a moment she hesitated. Sanders had told her she could read everything, yet he could not have meant her to read these. He must have known they were there. A cold hand was gripping at her heart, and her fingers shook as she took the letter up.




  “My own dear darling Sanders,” it began.




  She looked at Bones. He was busy arranging in chronological order some official returns which had been rescued from the heap. She turned to the letter again.




  “How my heart beats with rapture when I recall the moments I have spent in your arms! The memory can never be effaced. The rapture of our parting lingers with me like a fragrant dream.”




  There was more in the same strain. She did not read it through. It was incredible, impossible. She put the letter down and took up another, and almost uttered a cry of amazement at the changed tone of the correspondent. It began as did the other:




  “My own dear darling Sanders,” but went on— “I have received yours of the 15th, for which I thank you. I enclose, under separate cover, copies of the invoice, which I trust you will find in order.”




  It bore no signature, and, looking at the first of the letters, she discovered that that also was without any name. She picked up the third letter, and, after the inevitable flowery beginning, it went on —




  “Will you never return to me? This is the thought that haunts me night and day. How often I kiss our dear Eustace, and tell him that his father will come back to him soon! How I long to welcome you at the quay, and to tell you all my little troubles and my little joys. The money you send me is quite sufficient, dear one, and I am saving some to give you a great surprise when you return.




  “Your loving and affectionate wife.”




  She was numb now. She read the letters mechanically. The fourth in the same writing was more formal. It began, “My own dear darling. Dear Sir” and continued:




  “We have this day shipped you, as per S.S. Calgary, the articles as per bill of lading and we have drawn against you for the amount specified. We are forwarding this letter in duplicate to your agents, Messrs. Brown and Smith. Assuring you of our best attention at all times, We are, sir. Yours faithfully.”




  “What is the matter, dear old sister?” said Bones suddenly.




  She shook her head. She had just finished the sixth letter, and it had been a more passionate love letter than the first.




  “I think the weather is affecting me,” she said faintly. “Let us go outside, Bones.”




  He took her to the veranda and found her a comfortable chair, and then went in search of the water for which she asked. Before he could return she saw her brother and Sanders walking across the square from the little riverside dock.




  The Zaire had arrived while she was in the bureau. Bones came back with the water as the two men reached the veranda.




  




  “What is wrong?” asked Sanders.




  She did not look at him. She felt physically sick. She wanted to go away. “I think it is the heat,” she said to her brother. She did not address Sanders. “It is nothing to worry about — I shall be better soon. Did you have a good trip?” she asked Hamilton.




  “A tiring one.” It was Sanders who answered. “Oh, by the way, Bones, I think this is yours.” He drew from his pocket a little brown volume and passed it across the table to Bones.”




  “I have had a palaver with Bosambo,” he said, “and this was the outcome.”




  “How the dickens did he get this book?”




  “What is the book?” asked the girl, her curiosity getting over her repugnance to obtrude herself upon the conversation.




  “It is a volume that Bones has probably found very useful. You see, Bosambo has some sort of education,” he explained, “and he can write a fairly good fist. With the aid of this he has — on the advice of Ali — been bombarding me with letters taken haphazard from the book, the idea being to produce a certain softness of heart on my part.”




  The girl looked at the volume. It was entitled “Lover’s and Business Man’s Letter Writer.”




  She opened the book and the first thing that caught her eye was a letter headed:




  “Suggested letter from a lady to her lover.




  “My own dear darling (insert name).




  “How my heart beats with rapture when I recall the moments I have spent in your arms… !”




  The girl dropped the volume on the table and laughed. She laughed and she cried, and three men looked at her with horror-stricken faces. “Can I have that book?” she gulped.




  “Of course you can, dear old sister,” said Bones heartily, “but you needn’t cry for it! You can have anything you ask for. Bless my soul! Don’t you know old Bones well enough for that?”




  V. The Breaking Point
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  Twice in the year of crops there rose in the undisciplined hearts of men a desire for liberty and freedom. As these two high words convey to the mind of the idealist an altogether mistaken impression of the sentiments which animated the savage souls of the cannibal territories, they may be elaborated to connote liberty to slay and spoil and ravage, and freedom from all those unhappy consequences which civilization, in the shape of an unsympathetic Commissioner, might exact.




  Such desires grow in a night and fructify at dawn, for native folk, albeit great talkers and given to interminable rhetoric, do not, as the river saying goes, “carry their passion to palaver.” The mob sense overtakes them and dictates a common aim. They surge forward to their fate without knowing why, save that in every one there is a certain instinct of direction and purpose. Whether there was any preliminary treaty between the Akasava, the Isisi, and the Outer N’gombi, none knew. It is probable that there was. It is certain they rose in a night, some twenty thousand spears, and that Bakuro, the paramount Chief of the Isisi, was the guiding spirit and chief general of the war-fleet that gathered on a moonless night in that reach of the great river which is known as “The Many-Many Branches,” for here a score of tributaries run into the great river at right angles, and incidentally form excellent cover for a concentration of war canoes.




  Midway between the Isisi and the mouth of the river, where the Residency stands, is the tribe called Bulafa, but known from one end of the river to the other as “The Little Mice,” because they are notoriously peaceable. On the river it is a famous retort to the teller of an incredible story, that “I saw a man of the Bulafa with a spear,” which means, “I also have seen the impossible.”




  The tribe were sufficiently far removed from the fighting races, and sufficiently close to the paternal eye of Government, to dwell in great security and to enjoy a measure of prosperity which was not approached save by the Akasava, who were workers in iron, and were therefore rich. They fished, they raised goats, they cultivated great fields of maize, and they had even begun the cultivation of rice under the beneficent patronage of Sanders. But mostly they bred edible dogs, which were famous in the land.




  The Chief of the Bulafa was awakened in the middle of the night by the arrival of a delegation which included the great Bakuro himself. It was an agitating moment for the Bulafa chief, for these men had spears, and their faces were smeared with camwood. The log fire, which glowed day and night before the chief’s hut, was wakened to liveliness, and the palaver of those who squatted about the place was a short one, but intense.




  “All peoples are joined together,” said Bakuro, “and we will make an end of Sandi and his cruel ways, and when he is finished we shall rule this land according to the old customs. Now it would be shameful, O Chief of the Bulafa, if your great tribe stands aside, for when we win, how shall I stop my young men from ravaging your land? Therefore I tell you to bring your spears to this great killing.”




  The Chief of the Bulafa, one N’ko, was a stout man and he shook with fright.




  “Lord king,” he quavered, “we are peaceable folk, who love our dogs and our women, and we make no war on any, for we are great cowards, and our hearts are like water. And how might we stand up against Sandi, with his soldiers? Also, lord, if I were to call my young men, they would run away and hide themselves in the forest.”




  Bakuro pleaded for a hundred, for twenty, for ten men. The movement had been unanimous, save that he had not recruited from the Ochori, and he was cunning enough to see that, if his stroke failed, it might benefit him to produce representatives of the spineless Bulafa to testify to the general character of the movement. But the chief could do no more than continue his feeble protest.




  When the chief and his headmen had departed, N’ko aroused his people, and before the morning was far advanced, from the land of the Bulafa arose a great yapping and whimpering, for the dogs were being led or carried to a secret hiding-place in the forest.




  “Shall we not send the women too, N’ko?” said a fearful counsellor.




  “We can find women,” said N’ko, “and one woman is much the same as another. But there are no dogs like ours in all this world.”




  Amid the tasks, irksome or mechanical, that a man must perform in the course of his day, there is usually one which is particularly and peculiarly pleasant. Most men leave such duties to the last, and Lieutenant Tibbetts, of the Houssas, was no exception. Not until he had avoided and forgotten all that was without colour in the day’s work, and had reached the two hours appointed — in red letters — to this pursuit, did he settle himself down, with a sense of luxury and satisfaction, to the working out of his scheme of schemes — the creation of the Pan-African Army group.




  He who in his life has not created something with pencil and pens knows nothing of the joy which Bones felt in the moist heat of his hut, the perspiration of his bare arms marking the paper in weird design. The author and the artist know that joy. The Government lawyer drafting his new bill, the begging-letter writer, the maker of prospectuses, the architect, the inventor — visionaries all that have tasted the sweet dope and have grown dreamily happy, as the poison grew more and more active!




  There were forty million natives in British Africa. Ten per cent were men of military age — an army of four millions! Bones produced two hundred divisions and gave them artillery. He opened iron mines and erected munition plants all over the map. He designed uniforms and equipment, and devised great broad roads leading through the heart of the wilderness to Egypt, and on these he erected store towns and dug wells and put down filter beds. He cut canals and laid railways, and reclaimed the wild — and all with a ruler, a pencil, and a pair of dividers.




  He was debating with himself the need for connecting the Nile and the Congo, when Captain Hamilton strolled into the hut.




  Bones blushed and drew a newspaper over the map and his scattered data.




  “How’s the army going, Bones?”




  Hamilton dropped into a chair and lit his pipe, “Fine,” said Bones politely, “fine an’ healthy, reverend sir.” He was at the stage of his dream where he dreaded the application of cold logic from the outsider.




  Hamilton puffed thoughtfully. “There’s a lot in your scheme, though I shall not live to see its accomplishment,” he said quietly. “Isn’t it absurd that all the cultured people of the earth should engage themselves in the barbaric destruction of one another, whilst the barbarian himself enjoys the ease and peace which the warring civilizations bring to him?”




  “A perfectly silly ass idea, my jolly old skipper,” agreed Bones, but with caution, for he had learnt by bitter experience that his superior’s preliminary approval was frequently an artful dodge to nail Bones down to the championship of a theory which Hamilton would afterwards proceed to demolish. “At the same time, dear old pacifist, wars are the big pushes of our jolly old civilization. Where would you be if it wasn’t for the war?” Bones demanded truculently. “You talk about peace, but there ain’t such a thing as peace. There is only a time between wars. Put that in your naughty old pipe and smoke it!”




  For a wonder, Hamilton did not attempt to argue the matter, and continued on his way to the Houssa lines, for he had certain important instructions to give to his company sergeant-major. Later he joined Sanders in the tennis-court, an innovation due largely to the presence of Miss Patricia Hamilton, and at the finish of the set, when they were taking tea in the shade of a spreading cedar, he repeated wonderingly the gist of the views which Bones had expressed.




  The girl laughed. “Poor Bones — he’s so bloodthirsty!”




  “Bones is right,” said Sanders quietly, “all peace is an interregnum. It may be a hateful thought, but it is nevertheless true. Peace is merely a period of reaping the crops which the seeds of war have sown, and the replanting of new seeds for a new and more terrible harvesting. People talk of a status quo ante helium, but it is an empty phrase — things can never be as they were before war.”




  “Surely nations may grow rich by peace?” protested the girl.




  Sanders shook his head. “They can neither grow rich nor great. England’s greatness was founded on a score of battlefields. The wonderful prosperity which the United States enjoy springs from the Civil War. The nations that have ceased to fight have decayed to third-rate Powers, at the mercy of the fighting tribes. What is true of civilization is true of this country.” He jerked his head sideways to indicate the vast hinterland he governed. “War is natural, peace is unnatural.”




  “If that were so, even your third-class Powers would fight,” she suggested, and he nodded.




  “There is a breaking point where peace is no longer the most desirable condition, even with these,” he said. “I have only known one tribe that has never found anything worth fighting about — the Bulafa folk.”




  Hamilton laughed softly. “They may have their breaking point, too,” he said.




  “I doubt it,” said Sanders. He looked at the girl with a twinkle in his eye. “I suppose there is a point where even you would fight?”




  She shivered. “I can’t imagine it,” she said.




  Sanders looked over to Hamilton and caught his eye, and the Captain of Houssas nodded.




  “I wish you would let me go with you, sir,” he said earnestly.




  “And rob Bones of his great adventure?” laughed Sanders. “No, I think Bones and I can manage.”




  “Are you going away?” asked the girl quickly.




  “For a week or two,” said Sanders. “I am due in the Territories. There are one or two palavers that I must attend.” She was not deceived by the airy way in which he dismissed his forthcoming journey. She had now been long enough in the Territories to read the signs of trouble, and she knew enough of the routine of this little government to be able to ask inconvenient and embarrassing questions.




  “How many men are you taking, Mr. Sanders?” she demanded.




  Sanders hesitated. “About fifty,” he said.




  “That is forty too many for an innocent palaver,” she said reproachfully, and keeping her grave eyes fixed on his. “Is there really bad trouble?”




  “Honestly, I don’t know,” said Sanders. “The only information which we have received came last night after you were in bed and asleep. There have been some meetings between the Akasava and the Isisi. Beyond that we know nothing. If it had happened three months ago, I should take no notice, but there has been a good harvest, and the corn is cut, and good harvests mean war. I am sending Bones with the Wiggle. I think he ought to go tonight, Hamilton; the river is navigable in the dark. I will leave tomorrow with the Zaire. The disturbance is too widespread to be dealt with by a single expedition.” He turned to Hamilton. “You had better warn Bones.”




  Bones had reached the delightful point of his scheme where he was appointing his friends and acquaintances to the supreme commands of his paper army, when Hamilton strode into the hut.




  “Awfully sorry to interrupt you,” he said briskly, “but Sanders intended telling you tonight. There is trouble in the Akasava, and he wants you to take the Wiggle upstream. Make some sort of reconnaissance as far as the lower edge of the Akasava country, and if there is any kind of trouble, don’t barge into it, but retire on Sanders. Here are your instructions in writing.” He passed an envelope across the table.




  “In accordance with your jolly old sealed orders, sir,” said Bones, “I will proceed. Give me twenty minutes to pick my men and provision the cruiser.”




  “The boat has been provisioned and the men have been picked,” said Hamilton. “All you have got to do is to get your manicure set and your silk pyjamas on board.”




  “Spoken like a heartless one,” murmured Bones, and raised his unmusical voice for his servant.




  As the sun was dropping into the western ocean, Bones put the nose of the Wiggle upstream, his unauthorized white ensign flying at the one stumpy mast, and Bones himself standing with folded arms at the stem of the ship, his head sunk on his breast in the deepest meditation, an attitude which Patricia Hamilton believed, not without reason, was adopted especially for her benefit.




  When Bones had rounded the bend of the river, he turned his mind to practical things. He could sail through the night with little fear of danger, since the river for fifty miles has only one or two shallows, and once the group of islands which occur ten miles from headquarters were passed, the course was plain sailing.




  Bones for all his dreams and his make-believe was an eminently practical young man. He might make extravagant entries in his log— “Wind freshening to S.S.W., moderate sea. Passed unknown craft inward bound” — but he had also a comprehensive knowledge of the river and its eccentricities. He judged that he would pass Bulafa city at three o’clock in the morning and gave instructions to the steersman that, if he was asleep at the time, he was to be called, for Sanders had particularly requested him to note the condition of the city as he passed.




  The Bulafa served Sanders in the same stead as the white mice served the ancient submarine. They smelt danger and twittered audibly, and if there were any sign of fires burning and people stirring at this early hour — the one hour in the day that the native hates, since it is that in which devils are most potent — Bones had orders to go ashore and investigate. He was not in the danger zone yet, and would not be till the following night, so he could afford to sleep, putting a conventional sentry to assist the steersmen, with whom he could safely leave control of the ship.




  Bones retired to the little cabin, undressed himself leisurely, and slipped into his pyjamas, those vivid silk garments which were the scorn of his superior. He stepped again on to the deck and leant over the rail, watching the black water, illuminated with innumerable points of light as they reflected the sparks which belched from the Wiggle’s chimney-stack, and speculating in his own strange way upon the wonderful possibilities which this mission offered. This was no unusual attitude of mind, for Bones saw opportunities for achieving merit in every task that came to his hand. He involved the commonplace in a rosy mist of dreams, whether that commonplace took the shape of a prosaic visit to Administrative Headquarters— “I sent for you, Mr. Tibbetts, by the King’s command, to confer upon you the order of the Crown of India with Swords, for your many heroic and artful achievements” — or whether it was a hut tax collection which took him into the near-by river villages (here he turned old stones and discovered vaults crammed with treasures of a lost civilization).




  He straightened himself with a comfortable sigh, went back to the tiny cabin, put his revolver and cartridge belt near his head — Bones affected a picturesque but unauthorised equipment — and, stretching himself upon the bed, he drew a thin coverlet over him and fell slowly but deliciously into the land of dreams.




  He dreamt that he had rescued a beautiful maiden from a horde of wild savages, who, curiously enough, wore the sombreros and ‘chaps’ of American cowboys mounted on wild horses — the horse has never been seen in the Territories, by the way — and had brought her to safety. She was very distressed because she had no boots or stockings on, although otherwise she was dressed in the most fashionable attire, and as it was raining heavily she wept. Nor was she content with weeping, for she howled, which was an unladylike thing to do, and all the time the rain was pattering down, tap, tap, tap, from the palm tree under which they stood.




  “The best thing I can do for you, dear old thing,” Bones was saying, “is to get a cab.” For he was growing irritated, not only by her wild yells, but by the incessant tapping of the rain, and then he woke up.




  The yells were real enough, as were the tap, tap, of arrows striking against the side of the vessel.




  Bones slipped on his mosquito boots, buckled his revolver about his waist, and stepped out to the deck. The river was full of canoes. Men were clambering up over the side of the boat, and he heard the yell of Yoka, the steersman.




  “O Tibbetti, swim!”




  A man jumped towards him from the bulwark, and Bones fired. He heard another shot from the stem of the boat — probably one of the Houssa guard who had shaken off his assailants — and Bones fired again and brought down his man.




  Instinctively he knew that there was no hope of beating off this attack. Who were the assailants he could only guess. The Akasava were bringing war into Sanders’s country, and had come in force. In one stride he reached the side of the Wiggle, and without a second’s hesitation he dived between two canoes. He was a splendid swimmer, but he knew his only chance of escape was keeping under water, and he struck out with swift, strong strokes for the opposite shore to that which had faced him when he had dived.




  He passed under the keel of the Wiggle, and, when he could remain under no longer, came up to fill his lungs with air.




  He was now some distance from the steamer, which, helmless and unattended, was keeping on its course, for Yoka had jumped at the same time as his master. He had not been seen, though there were two canoes between himself and the shore, and he dived again. Before he had leapt into the water he had replaced his revolver in its waterproof holster, a fact which gave him some satisfaction, though he was by no means out of danger. Hereabouts, as he knew, the river was swarming with crocodile, and the forest itself might hold a hundred perils.




  He had reached the sloping beach, and had staggered ashore, when a canoe, which had come gliding along the river a few feet from the shore, shot out of the darkness, and there was a jabbering yell which told Bones that he had been sighted. He dashed into the thicket, his pyjamas torn to shreds by the thorns, his thin-shod feet bruised and lacerated by the sharp needles of the undergrowth.




  He could not outrun these men through the wilderness, but fortunately he struck the inevitable path which followed the river. His eyes, now accustomed to the darkness, picked out the way, and though he ran full tilt into a sapling, he suffered no other mishap. He knew he was being followed, and might have made a fight of it, but the first explosion of his revolver would bring the whole pack on his trail; there was a chance that the main flotilla did not know that he had been discovered. He felt rather than knew they were gaining on him, and whipped out his revolver. Then suddenly the path ceased. He did not realize the fact until he drove full pelt into a thick reed fence which had apparently been erected right across the track.




  It was not an insuperable obstacle, being made of thick rushes loosely plaited, and he was able to thrust his hand through and tear a hole in the reeds big enough to scramble through. His shoulders and one leg were through, when he heard ahead of him a curious whimpering and growling, and every hair on his head stood up. There was no time to hesitate. His pursuers were now close on his heels, but he stood on the far side of the fence, hot and panting, and levelled his revolver to cover the path along which he had come.




  He saw a shadowy figure loom into sight, and fired, then he resumed his flight. He had not gone half a dozen paces when he trod on something soft, something which yelped in terror. He heard a rustling and a scampering, and there came to his nose a scent which was unmistakably dog. He stepped forward cautiously now. It was as though he had come into a world populated by members of the canine family. He heard them whimpering, growling and yelping, and the explanation suddenly flashed upon him. He had heard of these dog kraals to which the Bulafa sent their precious stock when danger threatened, and evidently he had reached it. Behind him arose shrill noises of delight. Evidently the Akasava folk who had been chasing him had discovered the kraal, too. He found the watchman, a shivering man half dead with fright, who had seen him long before Bones had detected his presence, and had crawled to his feet in a condition of abject funk.




  Bones kicked him erect.




  “O man,” he said, “you need have no fear, for I think these men have found your dogs, and they will not ‘chop’ you. Now you shall show me the way to your chief’s village.”




  “Lord, lord,” whined the man, “what shall I say to N’ko and the people if these men take our beautiful dogs?”




  “Blow your dogs!” growled Bones, in English.




  An hour later he arrived at the town of Bulafa, and found that community, as Sanders had anticipated, in a condition of twitter. Fires were burning in the streets, little groups sat about each fire, and before the chief’s house were assembled the headmen of twenty villages. To this scene of panic entered Bones, bedraggled and ragged, his feet swollen and bleeding, his eyes wild, and his hair unkempt. He had looked around for his guide as they had entered the town; but that terrified man had disappeared, preferring the exclusive calm of the forest to the storm which he knew his tidings would evoke. “O Tibbetti,” gasped N’ko, “I see you.”




  Bones dropped down on to the stool they brought him, and wiped his steaming brow.




  “N’ko,” he said, after he had recovered his breath, “this is a bad palaver. For the fighting men are out, and many will die before this new sun goes down.”




  “I think it will be Sandi,” said N’ko hopefully, “for we are peaceable folk, and Bakuro will not ‘chop’ us.”




  “Tell me all this,” said Bones quickly. But the chief, standing first on one leg and then on the other in his embarrassment, had no information to give.




  “You shall tell me all this,” said Bones wrathfully, “or I will whip you till you die!”




  Which ferocious threat produced the full story. Now, in every loyal village on the river there is kept a pigeon-house set upon a high pole, and from time to time a man of the Government comes, releases the pigeons, which fly home to headquarters, and puts two others in their place. These emergency post offices were the especial charge of Sanders’s secret agents. Bones made his way to the loft, passed up the ladder, and took from the small box fastened to the side of the pigeon-house a little block of thin paper, to which was attached a pencil. He wrote his note quickly, searched for and found the indiarubber bands, and inserting his hand, took out a pigeon. He fastened the thin paper to the leg of the bird, and with the first hint of dawn he flung the messenger into the air, and watched it circling above the village, and rising higher and higher, until it turned and sped southward out of sight.




  The warning message came to hand at the Residency half an hour before the first of the war canoes came in sight, and the Zaire’s Hotchkiss sent a bursting shell above the crowded river.




  In the meantime Bones had not been idle. The Bulafa could muster fifty canoes and a thousand men; but, unfortunately, the Bulafa were not a fighting race. Bones pleaded, he urged, he cursed, he threatened, he spoke in English, in Arabic, in Bomongo, but all to no purpose. The shivering men sat about the palaver house with Bones, a ludicrous figure in his torn pyjamas and the straw boots they had plaited for him. “Lord,” said the headman of an inner village, “we are not fighting men, and, when we hear the drums beat for war, we desire to run away. And we have suffered already, for Bakuro took with him a male child from this village to make sacrifice, and we have heard that he has slain this child and sent its spirit in a canoe to Sandi.”




  The unanimous “Wa!” with which this sentiment was received gave eloquent support to this statement.




  Bones groaned in despair, and ran his hands though his already disordered locks. He knew that Sanders could keep his enemy at bay throughout the day, and that headquarters would be rushing reinforcements down. But no reinforcements could reach the Residency within twentyfour hours, and in the night-time the headquarters defences would be rushed, and — Bones went white at the thought.




  If he could only make a diversion in the rear! If he could bring fifty war canoes downstream and attack the tribes unexpectedly from behind, he was well enough acquainted with the native mind to know that they would scatter in panic.




  He made his last effort.




  “O people of the Bulafa,” he said. “I know that you are all terrible cowards, and that your hearts are filled with fear.”




  There was a murmur of applause from the Bulafa folk. They were grateful that at last their inmost sentiments had been faithfully translated.




  “Yet I tell you this,” said Bones. “After these men have made an end of Sandi, they will come to you, and they will burn your villages and they will take your wives.”




  “Lord, that they will do,” said N’ko comfortably; “but there are many women in this land, and if Bakuro is cruel to us, we can hide in the forest and come out again and build our houses.”




  “Also,” said Bones, ‘they will take your crops, as they have taken your dogs.”




  “Lord,” said N’ko, “if they take our crops, will not the earth bring other crops? And it is better that we should be unhappy for a little while than be dead for all time. As for our beautiful dogs,” he said, “they are in a secret place.”




  A fierce and joyous smile dawned upon Bones’s face.




  “O N’ko and people of Bulafa,” he said softly, “your dogs have gone, for as I came near I heard the Akasava make a great killing.”




  The chief leapt to his feet, his eyes and his mouth round in astonishment.




  “Lord, they are by the river path,” he began.




  “There I found them,” said Bones cheerfully, “and there also the Akasava found them.”




  “O N’ko, it is true!”




  It was a tearful voice on the edge of the group, and Bones recognized the frightened man who was his companion of the previous night. Brokenly he related the story of the ravaged kraal. “And this morning, lord, I went back, and there are no dogs, and I went secretly to the river, and I saw many dogs in the canoes of the Isisi folk.”




  A howl, in which bitter anguish and unquenchable hate mingled, rose from the great assembly. N’ko danced up the little hill to the palaver house, and it was a dance of rage.




  “Are we snakes?” he roared. “Are we fish, that Bakuro should do this terrible thing?”




  He raised his hand and uttered one shrill yell, which no living man in the Bulafa had heard for thirty years — the war call which is common to the Lower Isisi, the Bulafa, and the Lesser Akasava.




  Twenty war canoes swept down the river that day, and came like a tornado upon the unprotected rear of their enemy, and bitter and bloody was the fight they fought.




  *




  “The Bulafa?” said Sanders incredulously.




  He stood, smoke-grimed and weary, by the port gun of the Zaire, and the deck was littered with expended shell cases. From the bush on the opposite bank of the river came the shrill cries of a party of the Isisi, who had hastily landed and were now fleeing before certain avengers of dogs.




  




  “Bulafa, sir an’ Excellency,” said a tatterdemalion Bones, in triumph. “They—”




  He stopped suddenly for Patricia Hamilton had made an appearance from Sanders’s cabin. She, too, was uncleanly — her face was smudged, her hands were black.




  “Hello, Bones!” she said calmly. “I worked the Maxim…. They sacrificed a little child… and floated it down river… I saw it…. That was my breaking point.”




  VI. The Madness of Valentine
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  Miss Valentine Decarron was one of those people who speak their minds, which practice argues either financial independence, unusual business capacity, or, in a woman, remarkable personal attraction. For only the wealthy, the capable, or the pretty can afford the luxury of saying right out just what they think, and blow the consequence.




  Miss Decarron — pronounced Dek-a-run — had the inestimable advantage of being well off in her own right, of being immensely capable, self-sufficient, and beautiful. She had wonderful grey eyes, very large, and shaded with thick curly lashes. She had a milk-and-rose complexion, a somewhat retrousse nose, and a perfectly-modelled mouth and chin.




  She lived with a maiden aunt, who was in awe, but disapproved of her. The maiden aunt’s sister had been Valentine’s mother, and when the late Mr. Decarron had also passed from the scene. Miss Pennyworth had transferred her tacit antagonism to the orphan and heiress of John B. Decarron’s four hundred thousand dollars, for Mr. Decarron was a veritable American, in spite of his Heathside estate and his Thames bungalow at Bray.




  Valentine did not resent the sniffs and shiverings of her aunt, and, strange as it may appear, but little exercised her candour at her relative’s expense. She realised, in her decisive way, that maiden aunts, whether they were English or American, had certain definite privileges, not the least of which was the right to sniff at the goings-on of modern youth. It is impossible, within the limits imposed by circumstances, to enumerate all the things of which Miss Pennyworth disapproved, but it may be said that, when Miss Pennyworth was a girl, young ladies did not wear pyjamas, or smoke cigarettes, or ride astride, or punt or use slang, or meet men without a chaperon. From which it may be gathered that Miss Pennyworth’s youth was spent in the dullest period of British history.




  Valentine Decarron did all the things which produced a crepitus in Miss Pennyworth’s nerves. There was a certain war in Europe which was responsible for many changes in the social order. It enriched its thousands and impoverished its millions, and was responsible for many remarkable and interesting innovations, ranging from poison gas to the lonely soldier.




  Valentine had some ten lonely ones on her books before the authorities came down with a heavy hand upon the advertisers for reasons not wholly unconnected with enemy agents. Valentine’s list dwindled, but she retained to the end one correspondent — whose tragic lot, whose valiant and hair-raising adventures, whose modesty and whose power of description — albeit his spelling would have disgraced the Third Form — held and fascinated her, for this man gave her pictures of a new world, a world peopled with savage and remorseless cannibal tribes, a world of dark, grim forests, of sunlit rivers, of mystery lands which the foot of all other white men than the writer had never penetrated, a land of terrifying storms, of gorgeous flowers, of vivid birds, and of silent and noble men.




  One morning she sat in the pretty drawingroom which overlooked a gay lawn sloping down to the river, a letter upon her knee. She was dressed for the river, and the disapproving Miss Pennyworth stood outside the open french windows, with downy punt cushions under each arm and her head held at such an angle that even the Recording Angel could not miss the fact that she was no party to the frivolity which Valentine had planned.




  That young lady, with pursed lips, and knitted brows, read the letter again.




  “Dear old unknown friend,” said the letter, “once again, amidst the turgid emotions following a narrow squeak, squeak, which nearly brought an end to my young life, I take up my pen to send a few lines, a few lines, across the sea! Little you know, dear old miss, what joy I feel in writing to my unknown friend! Little did I think, when I put the advertisement into The Wildford Chronicle, nine long months ago, that I should discover, as dear old Shakespeare says, ‘a sympathetic and understanding heart’! Picture me writing this in the midst of the jungle, jungle! As I dip my pen in the ink, tigers come and go; but my trusty rifle is by my side. Elephants, crocodiles, etc., etc., fill the forest…”




  She raised her eyes from the letter and looked again toward the river. An electric launch, filled with laughing girls and young officers, passed slowly upstream. She sighed. It somehow seemed almost dreadful that people could laugh and be happy…




  “Some day, perhaps, I shall see you, if ever I return alive, which is extremely doubtful.” (The latter sentence was heavily underlined.) “But it may be a pleasure for you to know, a great pleasure for you to know, that there is one who thinks of you, and who would delight to honour you, who would build a great house for you, overlooking the sea, and would make you queen of a million loving cannibals, who call me — I am sure I don’t deserve it—’The Eye-That-Never-Sleeps.’”




  Miss Decarron folded the letter and put it in her little bag. She thought a while, then rose with determination.




  “I am not going on the river, Auntie,” she said; “I am going to London.”




  It was a custom of Mr. Commissioner Sanders to distribute the mail after breakfast. The mail boat usually arrived, and the Residency postbag was put ashore, soon after dawn had broken. The bag was then carried to Sanders’s office, and the official tares separated from the private wheat. Because breakfast, and particularly the colonial breakfast, was designed to be a cheery and a sociable meal, Sanders made it a strict rule to postpone the distribution of the correspondence until after breakfast was finished. For when three people say “Excuse me!” in unison, and read letters with one hand, and grope blindly for their cup handles with the other, the fourth of the party, who is not so favoured with private correspondence, is apt to feel a little out of it, unless he takes refuge in long official documents which address him as “Sir,” and begin fulsomely enough with the altogether untrue statement that they “have the honour” to address him at all.




  Sanders had few letters from the homeland. He had friends who loved the shy, taciturn man, but he did not encourage them to write. Letter-writing worried him, and, besides, his friendship was of that kind which did not require a stimulation.




  On a morning in October the mail was rather a heavy one. The activities of the enemy were largely responsible for the somewhat irregular arrivals of mails and when Sanders distributed the letters, he found he had more than twice the ordinary number to sort. In fact, three weeks’ mails had arrived by this packet.




  Breakfast being over, he proceeded to his work. Hamilton had the two letters which usually came to him — one from a friend in France, and one from a mysterious person whom the young captain of Houssas seldom mentioned, but who was occasionally referred to by Patricia Hamilton in such general terms as “Is Vera well?” or “Is Vera still in Scotland?” Sanders never asked any questions, and Hamilton never advanced explanations. Only Bones, who made a practice of dashing madly along all the paths which the angels had marked verboten, would occasionally offer a bland inquiry after “jolly old Vera,” an inquiry which was met by a stony and solemn stare which would have disconcerted ninety-nine men out of a hundred and reduced them to a pulp. Bones was the hundredth, and would shrug his shoulders, raise his eyebrows, and address himself to his own correspondence, or what was worse, would offer an apology in a set little speech.




  Patricia’s share of the letters was a heavy one, but Bones invariably monopolized fifty per cent of all the mail matter which arrived. There were books and pamphlets and circulars on “How to improve your memory,” and “How I make fifteen hundred dollars a year on a five-dollar outlay” — Bones was an assiduous reader of the advertisement pages of magazines — and generous offers of encyclopedias, which are yours for the prepayment of a ridiculously inadequate sum, and thereafter of regular instalments for the rest of your natural life. In addition to these, there were the dozen letters which he never read in public, but which he put into his breast pocket and carried away with him to the secret places of his hut.




  It was estimated that Bones spent not less than half his military income upon postage stamps and courses of training. They had an irresistible attraction for him, and either the prospectuses or the courses themselves arrived with every mail.




  He had learnt law in twelve lessons. He had become an aviator by correspondence, and an electrical engineer in twentyfour lessons. There were very few courses which Bones could not master, and about his hut were the framed certificates of innumerable correspondence colleges, testifying alike to his versatility and his unconquerable optimism. He made two little heaps on the table, the one of his private letters, the other of prospectuses and textbooks, and Hamilton, who noted out of the tail of his eye a certain familiar mauve envelope, launched an innocent inquiry.




  “Everybody at home all right, Bones?”




  “Thank you, dear old officer,” said Bones cheerfully, “everybody is in the pink.”




  “And in the mauve?” demanded Hamilton archly.




  Bones blushed, picked up the letter, and hurriedly placed it in his uniform pocket.




  “Between gentlemen, sir,” he said a little stiffly, “such inquiries are rather unusual. Far be it from me, dear old sir, to reprove you or to suggest that your jolly old manners—”




  “Don’t be peevish, Bones,” said Hamilton, possibly with the memory of certain references to the mysterious Vera, “and don’t be a humbug. He has half a dozen letters a week” — he turned to his sister— “each from a different girl. It is my opinion that young Lothario Bones is getting more than his share.”




  Bones giggled, became instantly self-conscious, and smirked from the girl to Sanders.




  “Who is she, Bones?” asked Patricia. “I also have seen those mauve envelopes.”




  Bones cleared his throat.




  “The fact is, dear old Miss Hamilton,” he said, “I have a sort of aunt.”




  “Now, Bones,” warned Pat, raising her finger, “you know that isn’t true. You’ve told me about everybody, your mother, your auntie — the one with the funny voice — I know all the girls you write to — Grace Middock, Ethel Baymore” — she ticked them off on her fingers— “Queenie, Mildred, Agnes, that Stallington girl—”




  “Ida,” suggested Bones complacently.




  “Ida, Gwennie, Madge, Irene — that’s the lot, isn’t it?”




  “Billie Caslon, Mary March, Madge Broadward, and Cissie Fairfax,” said Bones rapidly, “Gertie Boyd, Phyllis Martinbourne—”




  “Phew!” said Hamilton, rising, and for the first time in his life he regarded Bones with admiration and respect.




  “Anyway, I don’t know Miss Mauve,” said Patricia.




  “Ah, well,” said Bones, gulping down his coffee, “live an’ learn, dear old miss.”




  Bones did not immediately open his letter. It pleased him to carry it about with him until he attained to a fitting condition of mind.




  That afternoon he secured the necessary atmosphere. He sat in a deep cane chair on the shady side of his hut. He held in his hand, the fierceness of his grip testifying to the art of the writer, a pleasant volume entitled “Saul Sure of the Secret Service.”




  Bones was blessed with an imagination of a peculiarly luxuriant type.




  Ever and anon he would lower the book to his lap and, squinting across the crater of the huge pipe which he affected in moments of intensive brain culture, would riot in a visionary world, where mysterious men met in unlikely places, and slipped into one another’s hands documents which caused or averted terrible wars. Sometimes they wore masks, and occasionally they were the butler who stood behind the chair of the foreign spy, and saying: “Hock or Burgundy, sir?” leant over and snapped bright steel handcuffs on the miscreant’s wrists.




  Across the straggling smoke — he had never mastered the art of lighting his pipe so that it ‘drew evenly’ — he conjured to his vision midnight meetings in churchyards, distressed damsels falsely accused, who in the end owed their lives to the handsome young Secret Service man — for Bones was never a common detective.




  Now and again Bones would put down his book and extract Romance from his pocket — Romance written in a sprawling hand on mauve paper faintly scented with roses.




  There was this point in common between Valentine Decarron and Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts — that both wrote a vile hand, and were superior to certain rules of orthography, a fact which had caused Bones considerable misgiving.




  There were horrid moments of doubt and of self-reproach — moments when he “took his pen in his hand” to break off this queer friendship. And yet there was a certain clean charm about the correspondence, a freshness of view, which went beyond the independence implied in the original spelling, that attracted him, even as the dogmatism in the letters irritated him.




  He laid his book down for the twentieth time and took out the letter.




  “Sweet little child of Nature!” he murmured, as he opened it. It was dated six weeks before.




  “Dear Friend (it ran),




  “I simply can’t bear to think of you — too vivid — too depressing — alone under the stars, exposed to the elements and all that sort of thing. So I’m just going to give you a surprise—”




  Bones smiled.




  “Aunty thinks I’m mad, but I’ve always wanted to do it, and I’m just going to!!!”




  “Impulsive child!” murmured Bones indulgently, as he turned the page.




  “By the time you receive this I shall be on my way out to you—”




  Bones stopped smiling.




  “I am writing this to catch the fast mail. I am leaving Tilbury tomorrow.”




  A tiny bird, brilliantly blue, alighted almost at Bones’s feet and dropped his head first one side and then the other, eyeing Bones with some uncertainty, as if he mightn’t be a worm, after all.




  “I am leaving Tilbury tomorrow,” read Bones slowly.




  “Tchwitt! Chee!” piped the little bird.




  “Yes, sing, you little blighter!” said Bones bitterly. “There’s a fat lot to sing about!”




  He read the letter again, then rose unsteadily.




  “Hello, Bones — ill?” Hamilton came down the steps of the veranda to meet his subordinate, and his tone betrayed concern.




  Bones shook his head, staggered to a seat and collapsed into it, an inert heap.




  They gave him a cup of tea. “I hope it isn’t bad news?” Bones nodded his head. “Nobody — ill?” Bones shook his head.




  “Out with it, Bones!” demanded Hamilton sternly. “Chuck it off you!”




  Bones swallowed, waggled his head, looked pathetically from Sanders to Patricia, from Patricia to her brother, clasped his brow, and groaned.




  “Dear ol’ friends,” he began, “in this jolly old world a feller does perfectly disgraceful, naughty things without thinkin’ what a low-down rascally wicked old officer he is. Everybody does ’em — Ham’s done ‘em—”




  “If it makes your confession any easier to bring false accusations against me, go ahead,” said Hamilton. “Now, what is it, Bones? Own up!”




  “Of course, it was conduct unbecomin’ to an officer and a gentleman,” continued Bones incoherently. “I suppose I ought to resign my commission, on the threshold of my career” — he gulped— “but, dear old Ham, not the slightest intention of playin’ fast an’ loose with the tender affections of the workin’ classes—”




  “A breach of promise!” yelled Hamilton. “Oh, Bones, you gay dog!”




  Bones raised a feeble hand in protest. “No, sir, no, sir — lonely officer.” Hamilton stared. “No harm meant, dear old sir,” Bones went on rapidly. “Did it for a lark.”




  “Do you mean to tell me, Bones,” said Patricia, in shocked tones, “that you inserted an advertisement in a newspaper, describing yourself as a lonely officer and asking nice girls to write to you?” Bones hung his head. Pat smiled. “Well, it isn’t so very dreadful, after all — unless you made love to them.”




  The young man handed the letter to the girl. “Read it,” he quavered; “there’s nothing private in it.”




  Patricia Hamilton read and gasped. “She’s coming out to you — here!”




  Only Hamilton retained his presence of mind when the bombshell burst. He called the house orderly, though he knew that the visitor could not arrive until the next day.




  “O Abiboo,” he said, “lay another plate on the table and put another chair.”




  There was a family conference held after lunch.




  “It’s a very nice address,” said the girl; “I know Riverwood House.”




  “She’s probably a lady’s-maid!” groaned the young man. “Oh, lor, oh, lor!”




  “What makes you think that?” demanded Hamilton.




  “Look at the writin’, dear old sir, look at the spellin’ — she spells ‘simply’ without an ‘e’.”




  “That, I admit, is eccentric,” nodded Hamilton, unmoved, “but, after all, spelling isn’t everything, Bones. The question — is what are we going to do with her?”




  Sanders — who knows what chuckling joy was hidden behind the set mask of concern? — had been a silent listener, and now, when with one accord all faces were turned to him for a solution, he spoke. “Obviously she must not find Bones living in the lap of luxury. We can’t disillusion the poor girl so rudely. Bones will leave tonight for the Lower Isisi. There the conditions fulfil all requirements. If we cannot get rid of the lady by persuasion, we can send her along to find him.”




  “It seems fair,” said Bones, brightening up. “Shall I take the Zaire or the Wiggle, sir?”




  “You will go by canoe,” said Sanders. “You will have four paddlers, and will take a rifle, ammunition, some canned beef, and a waterproof sheet. The rainy season has already started, and I have a feeling that, if the lady does insist upon going up country, she will find you in a condition which justifies her worst fears.”




  “Good lor’, sir, can’t I take a tent?”




  “Alone under the stars, exposed to the elements and all that sort of thing,” quoted Hamilton.




  It was a very sad young man who paddled away at dawn next morning. A thin drizzle of rain was falling, the dawn wind blew in chilly, thoughtful gusts, as though the directing force were waiting for favourable opportunities when rubber coats gaped at the neck. The river was choppy, and Bones managed to get one boot full of water before he eventually stepped into the canoe. It was the oldest dug-out on the station, and Hamilton, who had chosen the paddlers with great care, had selected representatives below the average of decrepitude.




  Even the luxury of his servant and bodyguard, the English-speaking Ali, was denied him, and that stout man sat shivering on the quay, wrapped in an Army blanket and his native profundity.




  “Good luck. Bones,” said Hamilton at parting. “Shoot a brace of tigers for me — I’m making a collection.”




  Bones had not the spirit to frame an adequate reply.




  At four o’clock that afternoon the supplementary mail stood in from the sea and hoisted the signal: “Send surf boat.”




  Sanders, Hamilton and Patricia waited on the beach for the visitor.




  “I do hope she isn’t too awful,” said the girl. “I expect a pert little Cockney, wearing one of Bones’s uniform buttons, made into a hatpin.”




  “I don’t think you need worry,” smiled Sanders; “a lady’s-maid isn’t so well off that she can indulge in an expensive whim of this character. It is more likely that she is a determined spinster of uncertain age, with a parrot and a Persian cat that has taken prizes at all the local shows.”




  “That’s curious,” mused Hamilton. “I think you will find she is rather a stout widow, with a cameo brooch containing a photograph of the late lamented.”




  The surf boat came dancing landward, switching over the glassy rollers, and finally beached in a white froth of tumbling water. One of the rowers lifted out a girl and deposited her upon the sands — a trim, neat figure of a girl in white.




  “Bones’s luck!” murmured Hamilton. “She’s as pretty as a picture!”




  “And a lady, I think,” said Patricia.




  Sanders had walked down to meet the girl. She met him with a little nod and a quick smile.




  “You’re Mr. Commissioner Sanders, aren’t you?” she asked.




  “That is my name,” He took the proffered hand.




  “I’m Miss Decarron,” she said. “You have probably heard of my coming.”




  Sanders introduced his party, and the two girls having discovered one another in an exchange of glances, they moved up the beach to the Residency.




  “I’m afraid you think I’m awfully unconventional,” said Valentine, and stopped to laugh. “Forgive me — I’m thinking of my aunt! I’ve been doing things I wanted to do for so long, and I didn’t quite realize how terribly shocking my behaviour was until I was at sea. Mr. Tibbetts is not here, of course?”




  She seemed to take it for granted that they knew all about her, and equally that Bones would not be finding a resting-place in such pleasant surroundings.




  “Oh, no,” said Hamilton; “Bones is up country.”




  “Bones?”




  “We call him Bones,” explained Hamilton quickly, “because — er — it’s — er — short for Tibbetts.”




  She looked round at the neat Residency gardens, the big white house with its cool, purple, shadowed stoep.




  “No, he wouldn’t be here,” she said again.




  She was a very pretty girl — Hamilton forgave the implied reproach for that. She had a bubbling sense of humour — Patricia forgave her more readily for that. As for Sanders, very little offended him, and he was fond of clean-looking white people who looked him straight in the eye and spoke their thoughts.




  “You see,” she explained at tiffin, “I felt it was a great adventure — dropping from the blue upon someone I had been in correspondence with — a lonely officer on the outposts of things. I felt I was doing my bit.”




  “Exactly,” said Sanders. “It’s a thousand pities you’ve missed him. I suppose you will go on by the next steamer?”




  She looked at him.




  “If I see Mr. Tibbetts before the next steamer sails, I may go on,” she said, “but — Oh, I forgot!”




  She opened the little moire bag she carried, and produced a long blue envelope which she had folded into four. An official envelope which has been folded and rolled and creased, to reduce its dimensions to the capacity of a lady’s bag, is an unimposing exhibit. It was addressed to Sanders, and the Commissioner extracted a single sheet of white paper which commended Miss Valentine Decarron to the care and guidance of Mr. Commissioner Sanders, C.M.G.




  “What would you like to do?” asked the Commissioner.




  “I want to go up country to visit Mr. Bones — Tibbetts,” she corrected, “because — Do you mind if I am frank?”




  “Go ahead,” encouraged Sanders.




  “You don’t see things as we see them, Mr. Sanders — you are too near and too intimate with the conditions. You don’t realize what a difference there is between even this life, where you have comfortable surroundings, and the life a lonely man lives in the — the—”




  “Forest?” suggested the Commissioner.




  “Think of it — you must know what it is — in all sorts of peril by day and night, surrounded by savage tribes and wild beasts, eating your heart out for want of companionship! I suppose he comes down here sometimes?”




  “Sometimes,” said Sanders gravely.




  “How the poor fellow must revel in the change!” she said, with tears in her eyes. “I want to bring a little joy into his life. I know it’s awfully impertinent of me to tell you all this, but I’m not censuring anybody — I realize that officers must do this work. I am only justifying myself and my rudeness.”




  Sanders patted her hand. (Patricia Hamilton at this point looked through the window without any expression whatever.) “My dear young lady,” he said, “a kind heart carries its own justification. Tomorrow we’ll go in search of Bones and rescue him from his deadly peril.”




  “You’re laughing at me!” pouted the girl.




  “Only nicely so,” said Sanders.




  “We shall overtake Bones on the river,” he explained later, when the girl had gone to her room. “He ought to be looking unkempt enough by now even to fulfil her worst expectations.”




  “Bones is rather a nuisance,” said Patricia Hamilton. “She’s much too nice a girl to be fooled. Don’t you think she’s very pretty?”




  Sanders’s unaffected surprise was very cheering.




  “Pretty? I suppose she is,” he agreed; “she’s quite a pleasant young lady.”




  “But isn’t she pretty?” insisted Pat.




  “Yes, I should say she is; but I have a standard — Heaven knows how I found it!” he smiled. “I like a girl to be tall and fair, I like eyes that are a darker grey, and that smile readily, and—”




  “I’m afraid you’re exacting, Mr. Sanders,” she laughed.




  “Is this room hot?” asked Sanders, when she had swept out. “I thought your sister was looking rather flushed.”




  “‘Blushed’ is the word, sir,” said Hamilton dryly. “You see, you described her rather faithfully.”




  It was, for Hamilton, a day of gasps, but also a day of preparation, for the trip up river was to be in the nature of a picnic. There were fowls to be roasted, blancmanges to be made and cooled, savoury dishes to be prepared. Never had the Zaire slipped from her mooring-ropes and faced the river currents with so gay a party on board. She left an hour after sunrise, and she tied up at dusk.




  News of Bones was scanty. They had found his camping-place of the previous night, but by the time they had reached this spot, the day was well advanced, for the heavy rains up country had swollen the river, and the little Zaire, breasting the mid-current, went very little faster than Bones’s canoe had gone through the slack water under the river’s banks.




  So that the dinner-party was rather subdued, although one at least of that party had never expected to reach her objective on the first day, and was content with the fascinating novelty of her surroundings.




  She shared the best cabin with Patricia Hamilton, and it had been arranged that the girls should not be called until after a start had been made in the morning. Patricia woke expecting to hear the thresh of the paddle-wheel but there was no sound save an occasional footfall on the deck outside. She looked at her watch; it was eight o’clock. She rose from the settee and dressed quickly, and the girl who occupied the bed turned.




  “Is anything the matter?” she asked.




  “I don’t think so. Perhaps they haven’t been able to get up steam. You see, the fuel is all wood, and sometimes they have a difficulty to get the right amount of heat. I will come back and tell you.”




  She found her brother and Sanders in earnest conversation with a native, and by the seriousness of their faces she guessed that something out of the ordinary had happened.




  “It’s the quaintest development,” said Hamilton. “Come here.”




  He led her to the side of the ship and pointed across the water. The big river is a mile broad at this point. Usually the banks are fringed with tall grass and behind this is a jungle of undergrowth and bush which hides whatever features the country holds. But here the grass had disappeared, and the brown earth was clearly visible, and one looked across a parklike plain to a belt of distant trees.




  “Take my glasses,” said Hamilton, “and look just to the left of that big clump of gum trees. Can you see anything?”




  “I can see some things moving,” she said.




  “How many?” asked Hamilton.




  “About a dozen,” said Patricia. “What are they?”




  “Look closely,” warned Hamilton; “you will see, not a dozen, but two or three hundred.”




  “Why,” said the girl excitedly, ‘they are elephants! I have never seen them before. Are you going to shoot them?”




  “It would be very difficult and very dangerous to get up to them,” he said; ‘the ground looks smooth, but it is broken, and we are to windward. Now look far away to the left — you will see one tall tree.”




  “I see it,” she said. “There is a big bird or something on one of the top branches.”




  “That is Bones,” said Hamilton grimly. “So far as we can make out, the elephants have been raiding a village and trampling down the gardens, so that, when Bones arrived providentially on the scene, the villagers hailed him and Bones went ashore with one express rifle and no carriers worthy of the name, and took on the herd. From what we learn they chased him for about five miles, until he found a tree they couldn’t uproot.”




  “Why didn’t he go into the forest?” asked the girl. “Couldn’t he have got away? These forests are dreadfully thick.”




  “The forests,” said Hamilton cheerfully, “are filled with little fellows about so high, whom we have never quite tamed. They use a blowpipe and a poisoned dart. They are not true pygmies, but they are true enough for Bones’s purpose.”




  “Poor Bones!” said the girl sympathetically. “He is having a rough time, after all.”




  “You had better get some breakfast, and wake Miss Decarron,” said Hamilton; “we shall clear for action in ten minutes.”




  Valentine came on deck and heard the story, which was told in a manner very creditable to Bones, and left her with the impression that he had chased the herd, and gone up the tree to observe their retreat, and that whilst in that unhappy position he was surprised by large reinforcements.




  She went very white. “How dreadful!” she said. “Can’t you send somebody to shoot them?”




  “I think the elephants would send them back,” said Sanders gently. “You see, these are not tame elephants. There is only one thing to do, and that is to shell ‘em, and give Bones a chance of getting away.”




  For the next quarter of an hour Miss Valentine Decarron witnessed a curious combat (she in her mind had already decided that this was an everyday incident in bush life). The guns crashed incessantly, the deck was a litter of empty shell cases, and the plain above the herd was white with puffs of bursting shrapnel.




  “They are moving,” said Hamilton, whose eyes were glued to his glasses; “they are going off to the right.” He turned his prismatics upon the tree. “Bones is down. If they don’t wind him, and we can keep their young minds occupied, we can get him away. Carry on, Ahmet!”




  The guns pounded furiously. The grey mass of the big brutes moved very deliberately to the north, but there was no sign of Bones. Then suddenly the orderly moving herd broke.




  “They have smelt him,” said Hamilton. “Shorten your range, Ahmet!”




  More furious became the fire of the little Hotchkiss gun; but though shrapnel was now bursting between them and their prey, a group of a dozen bulls were trotting furiously across the ground, their trunks swaying, their trumpets of rage sounding above the din of the guns. Nearer and nearer they came.




  “He is coming along the little river bed,” said Hamilton. “There he is!”




  The foremost elephant, fifty yards ahead of his fellows, was gaining upon the flying figure. It seemed that Bones and the elephant reached the edge of the bank together. Then Bones leapt, and the swinging trunk of the big beast missed him by inches. Straight into the river be dived.




  “Get away that canoe!” yelled Sanders, and paddlers tumbled into the dug-out, which was roped by the side of the Zaire.




  “All right now!” said Hamilton soothingly.




  “What is that?” asked the frightened girl by his side.




  “Oh, that,” said Hamilton, with a smile, “is just the current, the—”




  By his side was a stand of rifles. He snatched up one and rammed home a cartridge, brought it to his shoulder and fired, for abreast of Bones was an unmistakable ripple of water.




  “A croc!” shouted Hamilton.




  The canoe was now in midstream, the paddlers working furiously.




  The girl saw the bulging forehead of the crocodile as it came up — and hid her face on Patricia’s breast. “Got him!” said Sanders.




  An explosive bullet hit the head of the great reptile, exploded with a blue flash, and he sank with a mighty churning of waters.




  A minute later Bones was hauled on board. He had lost a boot, one of the legs of his trousers had been torn off to the knee. He had thrown away his coat, and his shirt was in tatters and black with mud. A lank lock of hair reached halfway down his nose, and Valentine Decarron eyed him with awe and wonder.




  




  “This,” introduced Hamilton gravely, “is your lonely officer, Mr. Tibbetts.”




  She put out her hand and took his damp paw.




  “I am so glad,” she breathed.




  “Glad to meet you,” said Bones cheerily — it took a lot to upset Bones. “Hope you weren’t alarmed. Little things like this are all part of the jolly old day’s work.”




  “Every day?” she asked, openmouthed in surprise.




  “Every day except Saturday,” said Bones.




  VII. The Legendeer
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  “Bones,” said Captain Hamilton, shaking his head, “has a stunt.”




  Patricia Hamilton, swinging in a hammock which had been hung for her under the deep veranda of the Residency, laughed and flicked away a large and inquiring elephant fly with her whisk.




  It was an approving laugh, and her dancing eyes traversed the limited range of her vision in search of the object of her brother’s doubt.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts was not in sight, for this was mail day, and he had a voluminous correspondence. Therefore did he sit in the hot atmosphere of his hut, his solemn orderly squatting at his feet, fulfilling at once the function of wastepaper basket and chief approver.




  “Bones has always had a stunt,” said the girl lightly. “Stunts are the breath of his nostrils; they are his stimulants and his opiates, his children and his family. What is the stunt?” But Hamilton shook his head again.




  “Anything wrong with Bones?”




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders, a spotless white figure from the mushroomed crown of his solar topee to the tip of his white buckskin shoes, stepped from the cool of the darkened diningroom to the stoep.




  “He has a stunt, sir,” explained Hamilton. “Whenever I’ve been to his hut lately, I have found him writing furiously. As soon as I arrive, he turns his papers over — in a way that I can only describe as infernally uncivil — and blandly ignores any hinted request for information.”




  “Perhaps he’s writing a book,” suggested the girl.




  “Of course he’s writing a book,” said her brother; “but what kind of a book?”




  Sanders smiled as he dropped into a deep cane chair.




  “What does it matter?” he asked lazily. “It will certainly share the fate of ‘Who’s Who on the Coast,’ ‘Savage Tribes I Have Conquered,’ ‘Alone in Cannibal Africa,’ to name a few of his great works. So far as I can understand, Bones exhausts his subject in ten pages, and then starts on another tack.”




  “Ask him,” suggested the girl, and nodded toward the barrack square.




  Bones was skipping across the clearing, a large portfolio under one arm, a smaller splash of black in the region of his left breast. For Bones was arrayed in snowy duck, and had very carefully placed his fountain pen in the pocket of his uniform in defiance of those printed instructions which accompany even the most well-behaved of stylographs, and which enjoin upon their users that (a) the vulcanite cover must be firmly fixed over the pen; (b) the pen must on no account be carried nib downward.




  But his heart was light and his spirit was eager. He was altogether satisfied with himself and the world, but mostly with himself. For had not there arrived by the mail a publisher’s letter saying, that “We” were very pleased indeed with the two opening chapters of a certain work, and “We” would be equally pleased to publish the said book on terms discoverable in the enclosed rough draft of agreement, the said rough draft being a somewhat incomprehensible document which referred to Bones impressively as “hereinafter-called-The Author-on-the-one-part”?




  It is true there was a fly in the ointment, for the manuscript which Bones had believed to be sufficient to make a large and serious tome contained little more than material for forty printed pages.




  Fortunately, Bones had already started work on a companion volume, and this new matter could be added to the chapters already sent forward. If the unguent held yet another insect, it was that Bones found his subject was running uncommonly thin. He had been compelled, for example, to tell one story twice, and, further, had been reduced to the expedient of quoting extensively from the work on a similar subject, of a rival author.




  But that morning Bones had had an inspiration — a veritable illuminating flash of genius. Therefore was he happy. After all, the great river was very far from the ken of book reviewers, and the land and its people were little known.




  “You’re very pleased with yourself, Bones?” said Hamilton suspiciously.




  “Dear old officer,” said the bland Bones, “I’ve a jolly good reason. If I may be allowed to offer a few unworthy remarks to the honourable captain—”




  “You’ve been reading a Japanese book,” accused Hamilton, and Bones inclined his head.




  “Always pickin’ up facts. I’ve got a positive passion for them, dear old fellow, whether they’re solid, sober, simple, sane—”




  “Or stolen,” suggested Hamilton, as Bones paused in his alliterative flight.




  “Facts have always been a perfect passion with me, dear old skipper,” continued Bones, resting in a graceful attitude against the veranda. “I remember when I was a boy—”




  “If you are going to give us the story of your miserable life,” said Hamilton, “I’m going. By the way, Bones, what is the great work?”




  Bones screwed up his mouth and eyes into a simulation of innocence. “Work, dear old sir?” he asked.




  “What are you writing?”




  “Aha!” said Bones waggishly.




  “Oh, come, don’t be mysterious, Bones,” pleaded the girl; “we are all dying to know.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders and spread out his large hands. “Dear old miss,” he said graciously, “I can deny you nothing. Tell me to jump in the beastly river, ask me to climb to the topmost brandies of yon tree, I’d do it like a shot.”




  “Get on with it,” said Hamilton wearily.




  “I am writing a book,” began Bones, “about some of the funny things you see and hear on the river.”




  “Oh, that!” interrupted the disappointed Hamilton. “I didn’t know it was going to be an autobiography.”




  Bones bowed to the girl and saluted his officer.




  “Insultin’ and ungracious to the last, sir and superior,” he said, shaking his head in reproach, “freezin’ up the taps and faucets of brotherly love and kindness, chillin’ the eager young heart which, in its jolly old confidence, was pourin’ forth its secrets, wet-blanketin’ the enthusiasm of the young and strugglin’ artist — I have no more to say, sir. In due course you shall hear from my publishers.”




  He saluted again and strode past into the interior of the bungalow.




  For the remainder of the afternoon he refused to be more than icily polite to his senior officer, but towards the evening he unbent, and Hamilton noted with curiosity that Bones set himself to work to draw out the Commissioner.




  Now, Sanders was a very difficult man to “draw,” for although he had volumes of strange experiences behind him, he never spoke of his accomplishments, and very seldom passed on the wisdom he had garnered in his adventurous career. Ordinarily, this reticence of his was respected, but tonight, for some reason or other. Bones plied him with question upon question. Was it true that the natives of the Upper River never ate salt save with the left hand? What was the real story of the N’gombi and the tiger-cat, and why was that animal never hunted or slain? Particularly was he anxious to know something of the legends which had grown around the superstitious Akasava.




  “Now, what the dickens are you trying to get at?” asked Sanders, after an hour’s interrogation. “You are not so frightfully keen on this sort of information as a rule, Bones.”




  “It’s his book,” said Hamilton suddenly. “By Jove, Bones, I have found you out!”




  Bones blushed, choked a little, and finally with a giggle of embarrassment, confessed. “The fact is, dear old Excellency,” he said, “although I have a very wide and, I might say, unique knowledge of the jolly customs and habits of the flora and fauna, I recognize, and I don’t mind owning,” he admitted handsomely, “that there are lots of dinky little stories which I have missed, and which you, sir, Excellency and almost father, have picked up.”




  “And so you set forth to pump the Commissioner, you low and miserable subaltern!” said Hamilton, sternly.




  “I am a historian, dear old peevish one,” said Bones, with a lofty wave of his hand.




  “You are a robber,” said Hamilton.




  “You are a gentleman,” said Bones, with extravagant politeness. In truth, Bones, had tried to do the right thing. He had even suppressed his great idea in his effort to sustain the character of historian in its purest aspect.




  Two days later, when he departed for the Akasava on a hut-tax collection, he washed his hands of all responsibility for consequences, placing upon the broad shoulders of Hamilton, very unjustly, the full weight and burden of the criminal design which he had made and elaborated. He was absent for three weeks, and returned more cheerful, more elated than ever, and Hamilton reported that he had brought back a portfolio positively swollen with data.




  This Sanders remembered to Bones’s discredit when, a few weeks later, complaints began trickling down the river to headquarters of certain inequalities of treatment which the tax collector had shown. For some villages had, in Bones’s absentminded way, been altogether overlooked.




  It fortunately happened that Sanders was called north to a palaver of a peculiar nature, so the negligence of Lieutenant Tibbetts could easily be corrected en route. Yet it was not the knowledge of his omissions nor the memory of Hamilton’s sarcasm which so troubled Bones as he stood on the quay and watched the Zaire thrashing against the current to the interior.




  The storm which came down from the mountains of the Old King’s country was of not unusual vehemence. The brick-red clouds, so low that they seemed to brush the treetops, twirled and revolved in a thousand eddies, the lightning nickered and snapped bluely, and the crack and crash of the thunder were deafening.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders, standing on the forebridge of the Zaire, had watched the storm approaching, and had made his preparations. The little ship was made fast bow and stern to the “wooding” beach, and steel cables which tethered her were, as a precautionary measure, duplicated. All awning cloths had been hastily dismantled and stowed, deck chairs had been stacked away in empty cabins, the two Hotchkiss guns had been jacketed in waterproof, and the munition lockers fastened and sheeted.




  Presently would come M’shimba-m’shamba that mighty devil wind, bringing a deluge of rain that would bear resemblance to nothing so much as a slightly diffused Niagara.




  Sanders passed down the companion ladder to the steel deck, and picked his way through a hundred squatting natives to the “engine-room’ — an open space protected from the elements by a canvas screen. He looked at the steam-gauge and nodded approvingly.




  “O Yoka,” he said, speaking in Bomongo, “presently comes my lord M’shimba-m’shamba, and I think he will blow very fiercely. Therefore you shall keep steam so that you may ease the strain upon our ropes-of-iron.”




  “Lord,” replied Yoka, with a troubled face, “I have it in my stomach that the storm which comes is the very end of the world.”




  Sanders favoured the engineer with a speculative stare, for this trembling man was not the Yoka of old. His head was drooped, his shoulders were hunched, and across those broad, muscular shoulders ran little involuntary shivers.




  Now, it is not natural for a native man to show any apprehension at natural phenomena. The story of the explorer who deluded the simple native by utilizing an eclipse of the moon to illustrate his own powers is, of course, apocryphal, because hundreds of generations of natives have seen eclipses of the moon, and have their own explanation for these happenings.




  As for storms, which are of frequent occurrence in the months of rain, no native is greatly perturbed beyond the fact that they unmistakably demonstrate the existence of M’shimba-m’shamba. And Yoka had weathered many such a storm as was now gathering, and had expressed neither concern nor interest at its approach.




  Sanders did not ask any questions, but returned to the upper deck, and, after a final look round, retreated to his cabin and pulled the sliding door fast. Through the thick windows he watched the centre of the storm approach. He saw the great trees bend over till they reached cracking-point. He saw the river lashed into white, tumbling, frothy waves, he saw a great bird swept helplessly before the wind, and went back in his mind to find a storm of parallel fury. He could recall half a dozen There was the storm of ‘12, which had capsized the mission steamer, the storm of the year of famine, which had caught the Zaire unprepared, and had snapped her one steel cable as though it had been packthread, and he had searched round for some cause which would explain the strange terror, not only of Yoka, but — as he had seen out of the corner of his eye — of all his staff. The rain had come with its full fury, lashing madly against the windows of the cabin, striking from every point of the compass so thickly that the world outside was a blur, and the glass ceased to be transparent.




  The shriek of the wind was fearful and terrifying, the Zaire swayed and rocked, jumped and shivered, the heavens grew dark, and intensified the brilliancy of the lightning. The little ship was fenced by irregular palings of flickering light. He saw dimly a great tree that stood on the edge of the water flare bluely and collapse; but he had seen these things before, and was less interested in the storm than the curious effect it had produced on one upon whose steady nerves his life had so often depended. For Yoka was not only engineer, but was a steersman who despised all charts, and had a thousand times piloted the Zaire by sheer instinct through the danger channels of the river.




  The lightnings passed, the winds ceased to buffet and thump at the door, and the rains became a steady downpour, falling vertically. Sanders pulled open the door and stepped out. He was attired from neck to heel in a rubber coat, and wore a sou’-wester over his head.




  The mooring-rope had stood the strain, and the storm had passed the Zaire without inflicting the slightest damage. The Commissioner looked down river, and had no difficulty in identifying the storm centre, for it had cut a path through the forest some hundred feet in width. Tumbled and uprooted trees marked the wake of M’shimba-m’shamba. He stepped down to the lower deck to find Yoka, a pitiful figure, shaking as though he were in the grip of a fever.




  “O Yoka,” he said gently, “this storm has passed and the world is. Now, you shall tell me why you spoke like a little old woman, or I shall find for myself a new driver of engines.”




  Yoka lifted his face from his hands, rose unsteadily to his feet, and faced his master.




  “Lord,” he said, and his voice was shaky, “it is said that when M’shimba-m’shamba comes nine days after the full of the moon, that day is the end of the world.”




  “Who said this thing?” asked Sanders curiously, for no man had a more extensive knowledge of native lore than he, and this theory was new to him.




  The man hesitated. “Lord,” he said, “this is a great saying that all men know, even Tibetti, who is very wise in the ways of the river people.”




  Sanders was puzzled and a little piqued. The native folks, their lore, their fables, and their mythologies, had been almost a life-study of his. He thought he knew M’shimba-m’shamba and most of the legends that were attached to that awful god. He knew, for example, that M’shimba-m’shamba never killed a black goat, and that he had a strange respect for bats; he also knew that the god was left-handed, and in consequence always moved from right to left, and that he spared villages that had no dwelling-hut nearer than fifty paces from the river’s edge. He knew, too, that M’shamba-m’shimba invariably spared those who kept their hands under their armpits, but any legend which associated the dissolution of the world with the juxtaposition of a new moon and the passing of the wind god was in the nature of information.




  He dismissed the curious incident from his thoughts, and gave his undivided attention to the continuance of the journey. He was due that night at Busulu, and since Busulu was twenty miles up river, and he had only four hours of daylight to negotiate that distance — the river by this time was running seven knots — Sanders could not afford to wait for the rain to stop.




  He took his stand by Yoka’s assistant at the wheel, a dozen men tumbled ashore, loosened the mooring-ropes, and splashed back to the deck of the steamer as Sanders rang the engines “Ahead.” Later came Yoka to relieve his assistant, a calmer and much ashamed man, whose very silence was proof of his contrition.




  At a place where three islands divide the channel of the river, and at the furthermost end of a little gulf, which, for some unaccountable reason — due probably to the action of the currents — ran inland for a quarter of a mile, was the village of Busulu, which was unlike most villages in that it stood on one of the slopes of one of those infrequent hills which are met in the river country.




  Busulu was a model community of the Akasava. It was also a rich community, for somewhere in the hill was a rich but small deposit of iron, and the Akasava shared with the N’bombi the distinction of being great workers in that metal.




  The Zaire swung in to the little beach, and Sanders landed immediately, for, had he not known that the palaver was an urgent one, the presence of the village chief and the headmen of the neighbouring villages, no less than the silent crowd that were gathered behind the elders, would have marked the importance of the occasion.




  He took grain and salt from the outstretched hands of Katu, the chief, and walked straight to the palaver seat beneath the widespreading branches of an ancient tree. The crowds followed slowly, and slipped without fuss or confusion into their places according to their ranks, and before the chief had begun his inevitable speech the whole village was squatting in a semicircle about the seat of justice.




  “Lord,” said Katu, “we are simple men, and, because this thing is too great for us, we have sent for you, knowing of your wisdom. For you make paths in the jungle of foolish minds, and burn up the huts which hide mysteries. Now, it is known all up and down this river that a man with five daughters and no sons between them is a great witch. And when he puts his eye upon his neighbour’s crops, those crops wither, and when he looks at chickens, they lay no eggs, and pigs get the sickness; and thus he remains a witch and a spreader of evil until he dies, or until his five daughters by the same mother become the slaves of one man, from the moon’s coming to the moon’s going, and him they must serve, cooking his dinner and weeding his garden for all this time, and if the man does not look on them with eyes of love for that space, nor does not take them or any of them as his wife, then the spell is removed.”




  Sanders listened, all his faculties tense and receptive. For the second time that day he had heard of a native custom of which he was ignorant. It could hardly be a coincidence, and yet —




  “This is strange news to me, Katu,” he said quietly, “for, though I have been many years living amongst you, I have never heard of such a bewitchment. Now you shall tell me the rest of this story.”




  “Lord,” said Katu, after a pause, “we have found amongst our people one who is a fisherman and lives by the pool of White Ghost. This man has five daughters by one wife, and no sons between them. Now, this is very strange, and its like I have never heard before, not from one end of the river to the other, and I am an old man. And my people have taken this Fubeli, and my young men would put him to death, and I have no authority over them, for I am a little chief, but, because I sent for you, they have held their hands.”




  “I will see this Fubeli,” said Sanders. And they brought before him a man whose wrists were tied together with papyrus — a dejected, bewildered man, who rolled his head helplessly and was obviously something of a fool, a condition into which solitary fishermen sometimes sink.




  “Take off his bonds,” said Sanders sharply, and with some reluctance the man’s custodians obeyed.”




  “Fubeli,” said Sanders, “you have heard of these strange tales of witchcraft.”




  “Lord,” said the man dully, “I am no witch, but a fisherman.”




  A shrill old woman rose from the edge of the crowd and pointed an accusing finger.




  “Sandi,” she cried, “I have a field of maize, and this man looked upon it and it died.”




  Another accuser, stout and voluble, sprang up from the circle.




  “This man bewitched my pig, Sandi, and also my goat has a cough because he looked at it.”




  “Silence!” said Sanders. “Let this man speak. Have you five daughters, Fubeli?”




  “Lord, I have five,” replied the man.




  He looked round and called sharply. Standing a little apart was a group of girls, the eldest eighteen, the youngest twelve, as far as Sanders could judge. A woebegone group, very frightened, they came forward shyly and nervously.




  “Now, it seems to me,” said Sanders, “that for this palaver there is no need to call me from my fine house, for if they serve some man for the space of a moon, tilling his field and cooking his fish, the spell is past.”




  “Lord,” said Katu proudly, “that also I thought and I called a palaver of all the young men; but not one of these would take these girls, because they fear their wicked eyes, and, since none would take them, my young men would make an end of Fubeli.”




  Sanders sat, his chin on the palm of his hand, thinking rapidly. The man, of course, was safe, and, if necessary, these superstitious villagers could, be cowed, but that was not Sanders’s way.




  “Let all men hear this,” he said suddenly, “All this talk of witchcraft is madness, and this man shall not die, because I am The Law, and, if men do evil, I judge them. And if they do great wickedness, then they die at my hand; but because you are my people, and have foolish ways of your own, I must be foolish with you, and make a palaver with my spirit. Tomorrow morning you shall come to me, and I will give judgment.”




  He sent the accused man and his daughters aboard the Zaire, and that night he called a little palaver of the chiefs and headmen.




  “I have been many years on this river,” said Sanders, “and I am very wise in the ways of my people, and I have heard many tales such as young men and old women tell between the cooking-pot and the bed, yet I have never heard the tale of the Father of Five Daughters.”




  Katu shifted uneasily on his stool.




  “I tell you this, Sandi,” he said frankly, “and I speak truth — that neither had I heard till Tibbetti told me at a dance palaver, when he came to catch rubber and fish for the Government; but because I am a vain old man, and would not say before my people that I was ignorant, I told Tibbetti that I knew this tale.”




  A great light dawned on Sanders.




  “Tibbetti!” he said softly. “So Tibbetti told you?”




  “Lord, he told us many strange things,” said a headman, “for Tibbetti is a great storyteller.” Sanders smiled behind his hand. “He told us that when three crocodiles come head to head in the stream, putting their noses together, good luck will come to any man who sees this. Also if one watches the sun rise through his open fingers, he will be happy all the day, and there will be no sorrow on his stomach. This I had never known.”




  “Also, lord,” said a third member of the conference, “if a man is followed by an enemy who is a woman, he will dip his head in the waters of the river, and she will run away.”




  “I see,” said Sanders.




  He went slowly back to the ship and roused Yoka from his sleep.




  “Speak truly to me, Yoka,” he said. “What man told you that if M’shimba-m’shamba comes on the ninth day of the new moon, the end of the world is here?”




  “Lord,” said Yoka, “Tibbetti, the wise one, told me this.”




  “I thought so,” said Sanders in English.




  The palaver he held the next morning was very satisfactory to all concerned, for he gave a definite promise, and, as the saying goes, “Sandi’s word has one face.”




  He reached headquarters in time to join a little party that sat at tea on the shadiest side of the Residency.




  “Yes, I had a good trip,” he said to Miss Hamilton as she handed him his cup.




  “Was it really a serious palaver?” asked Hamilton.




  “Oh no,” said Sanders airily.




  “Good!” said Hamilton, “I was afraid they would kill the man before you got there. What was it all about?”




  “I’ll tell you later,” said Sanders.




  Bones was silent and watchful.




  “How goes the book, Bones?” asked the Commissioner.




  “Fine, sir,” said Bones, with spurious heartiness.




  “By the way, what are you calling this book of yours?”




  Bones hesitated, then: “‘Folklore of the great River’, sir.”




  “How extremely interesting!” said Sanders, and sipped thoughtfully at his tea. Then: “I suppose the stories you tell are quite authentic?”




  Bones coughed. “Oh, quite, sir,” he said.




  “You haven’t invented a few, by any chance?” asked Sanders carelessly.




  Bones went very red, and the girl, whose laughing eyes had never left his face, almost choked in her joy, for Bones had made the great confession.




  “Of course, if you invent them, you should invent things which are not likely to be seen, as, for example, three crocodiles rubbing their noses together in the middle of the river,” said Sanders, not a muscle of his face moving.




  Bones twisted uneasily in his chair.




  “Of course, sir,” he said faintly.




  “Sometimes an inventor has bad luck,” continued Sanders, reaching for the cucumber sandwiches. “For example, it was any odds against a bad storm coming up on the ninth day of the moon, Bones.”




  “You don’t mean to say it happened, sir?” asked Bones hollowly.




  Sanders nodded. “Oh, yes, it happened, and you would not imagine that the long arm of coincidence would produce the unusual phenomena of five daughters to one unfortunate man, thereby jeopardizing his comfort, his peace of mind, not to say his life.”




  Bones turned pale. “Do you mean to tell me, dear old Excellency,” he quavered… “a jolly old invention… dear sir… no harm intended… just a little bit of poetical licence.”




  Sanders whistled softly, and Abiboo, his orderly who had been squatting in the shade of the veranda, rose.




  “You shall go to my ship, Abiboo,” said Sanders, “and bring me the five women. I am sorry you are going to be inconvenienced.”




  Sanders turned to the uncomfortable young man. Bones had nothing to say; he could only shake his head and indulge in sporadic salutes.




  “The fact is,” explained Sanders to Hamilton and the girl, “Bones, finding his supply of legends and folklore was running short, went up the river and invented a few, imposing them upon the simple natives in such a manner as to convince them, as he almost convinced me, that they were ancient legends which had been overlooked in the hustle and bustle of life. One of these was that the father of five daughters possessed the evil eye, which could only be removed either by his death or by the five daughters serving some man as hewers of wood and drawers of water for the space of one lunar month. Correct me if I am wrong, Bones.”




  Bones shook his head.




  “Quite right, dear old Excellency,” he said dismally. “You might have invented the jolly old yarn yourself.”




  “Obviously it was impossible,” said the suave Sanders, “for the man to die in order that Bones should swell his publisher’s cheque, so the other alternative has proved remarkably useful.”




  He looked round. Abiboo was leading across the square a string of five nervous girls, clad in the simple fashion of the Upper River, and Sanders did not speak till they were marshalled in an apprehensive row parallel with the veranda.




  “O women,” said Sanders, in the sonorous Bomongo tongue, “this is my lord Tibbetti, and for the space of a month you shall follow him wherever he goes, and shall sit with him when he eats, and shall bring him water that he may wash himself, and if he does not love you by the end of the moon, your father shall be free from the spell which is of him.”




  “Good Heavens!” gasped Bones. “Do you mean to tell me that every morning I have got to see these terrible persons? Why, it will drive me mad, sir!”




  “I think not,” said Sanders. “All you have to do is to look at the rising sun through your fingers and you will feel perfectly happy.”




  “But, bless my life and heart, sir, they can’t follow me about!” protested Bones, his voice rising to an agitated squeak.




  “If you don’t like them following you about,” said Sanders, “you must dip your head in the river water every morning, and they will disappear.”




  Bones looked from one to the other, and found no help and no encouragement. He rose, pushing over his chair in his agitation, and walked along the veranda, down the steps, and, without looking to left or right, strode off to his hut, followed by five interested ladies of the Akasava, who, finding they could not keep up with his long legs, broke into a jogtrot.
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  Viewed from the sea, the headquarters of Mr. Commissioner Sanders was a strip of golden sand, fringed to the seaward side by a green backing of trees. You caught a glimpse of the white Residency, with its red roof, and on a very clear day the little flagstaff, where the national standard hung limply. Perhaps you might even see the long rows of yellow barrack huts where the Houssas lived, but you saw little more.




  Officers of passing steamers which came sufficiently near the West African coast would point out the mouth of the river, and show the passengers how the yellow waters ran far out, cutting a muddy roadway into the indigo blue of the sea, and sometimes a mail steamer would slow down and drop into a waiting surf-boat a small mailbag. But the Territories and the three white men who ruled them had no personality to the ocean-going wanderers, until a certain day when a beneficent Government placed in the hands of the Commissioner a means by which he and his fellows might become at least articulate.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, coming to breakfast one fiery morning, discovered a folded sheet of foolscap paper beneath his plate.




  “Ha! Monday, sir,” said he, with an extravagant start, as though the discovery that this was indeed the second day of the week came in the nature of a shock, “and Orders of the Week, as per regulations.”




  “Read ‘em, you lazy de — fellow,” said Hamilton, catching his sister’s reproving eye.




  “Quite unnecessary, my jolly old tyrant,” said Bones airily, as he shook his serviette free with a loud flap, and all but caught Mr. Commissioner Sanders’s coffee cup. “Quite superfluous — I know ’em by heart:




  “1. The orderly officer of the week is poor old Bones, who will do everything every day.




  “2. Field trainin’ will be carried out on Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday, an’ Saturday, under the command of poor old Bones.




  “3. Kit inspection on Thursday — Bones will arrange. By order.”




  “Read it,” suggested Hamilton.




  With a hoist of his shoulders Bones opened the paper and read.




  “Orderly officer for the week: Lieutenant Tibbetts.” What did I say? “Field trainin’ in accordance with paragraph” — um — um— “Lieutenant Tibbetts,” as expected. Hullo, dear old sir, what’s this!




  “On the erection of the new flagstaff and signal yard, Lieutenant Tibbetts will assume the duties of O.C. Signals. He will be responsible for the maintenance in good condition of the signal locker and flags, codebooks—”




  “They are sending the pole down from H. Q. Administration,” explained Hamilton, “and it should be up by the end of the week. Do you know anything about signals, Bones?”




  Bones smiled.




  “I think I may say in all modesty, dear old sir,” he said, with a fine carelessness, ‘that there’s jolly little I don’t know about signals. I hate to boast, dear old Ham, as you’ve often said—”




  “I’ve never said anything so untruthful, but I should not let that discourage you,” interrupted Hamilton. “Nor should it divert your mind from the fact I asked you a very simple question, to which you have not yet replied. Do you understand signals?”




  “I won’t deceive you,” said Bones solemnly. “I do.”




  And this he proved, for when the great new flagstaff had been erected, and the Government tug which had towed the pole to the beach had turned its nose for home. Bones, with the aid of the Government codebook, signalled:




  “Wish you pleasant voyage.”




  Whereupon the tug spun round and came back at full speed. “The signal flags H.L.M.I., sir,” said the exasperated skipper of the tug, “do not mean ‘Wish you pleasant voyage,’ but ‘Return at once; natives in revolt.’” [The signal groups given here are, for obvious reasons, fictitious. — E. W.]




  “Dear me!” said Bones. “How jolly romantic!” And so the tug went off again, and Bones, undeterred, sent a string of flags fluttering up to the yard, which the skipper read: “Am short of coal. Can you tow me?” and which he rightly interpreted as being something rather complimentary in farewell messages.




  Bones not only took kindly to his new job, but it became for him an absorbing passion. Not only did he spend his spare hours poring over the Government and mercantile codes, but he invented a code of his own.




  Not only had he signal flags, but in a great box, each enclosed in a neat canvas bag, were the ensigns of the nations, “For employment,” said the printed instructions, “in saluting war-vessels, governors, commissioners, etc., of foreign Powers.”




  “Some of ’em wholly superfluous, dear old sir,” he complained, “unless we receive a visit from the Swiss Fleet, or hobnob with the jolly old King of Siam. An’ who the dooce am I to salute with the German Royal Standard! It can’t be done, dear old thing!”




  Life had a new interest, not only for himself, but for every native within ten miles of the station. Visitors and residents alike would gather about the flagstaff and watch Bones as he played with his new toy. And one of these visitors was the son of the sister of a certain Buluta, and a notorious thief. Of this small fact Bones was oblivious in the ecstasy of new discoveries, for he found friends which in olden days moved outside of his orbit.




  He sent astounding greetings to little old tramps that came rolling over the edge of the ocean, spoke hilariously to passing liners, which answered briefly and often coldly — the ‘affirmative,’ in answer to a sixteen-flag message, was little short of a snub — and once, when a lean, grey American warship came nosing out of nowhere, looking for submarines. Bones surpassed himself in a cordial greeting which ran literally:




  Y. D. S. Y — Y. D. has arrived at this port.




  L. X. A. B. — Have cavalry chargers on board.




  T. S. Y. R. — Am carrying feathers and hats.




  U. G. M. O. — Please arrange supply wine and macaroni for Italian emigrants.




  The commander of the American warship, fortunately, thought that there was a regatta or a Fourth of July celebration on shore, and contented himself with signalling “Goodbye.”




  “And what the dickens were you trying to say?” asked Hamilton, when Bones complained bitterly of the lack of international courtesy.




  “My dear but dull old landlubber,” said Bones wearily, “it’s as plain as your jolly old nose. If Sanders were here, he’d understand it in a minute. I’ve studied the dashed thing an’ worked it out.”




  “But what does it mean?” insisted Hamilton. Bones uttered impatient sounds.




  “It’s a verse,” he said shortly—’that jolly little tune. ‘Yankee Doodle came to town, Riding on a pony; He stuck a feather…’




  “If you’re going to laugh,” said Bones huffily, “there’s nothin’ more to be said, sir.” And he closed the book with a bang.




  Bones was frankly bad-tempered that morning, for, in addition to other vexations, he had discovered the loss of a certain national ensign which had disappeared from under his eyes.




  About this time, in the forest village of Kasanga, a man fell sick. He had pains in his head, shooting, throbbing stabs of agony that did not cease by day or night.




  He was lucky in that there lived in this village a very famous witchdoctor, one Buluta, to whom all the forest folk went in their hour of adversity. His fame passed the frontiers of his own land, and you might not travel for a day anywhere in the river territories without coming upon a man or woman who wore on his or her breast one of those charms which were characteristic of Bulata. If you take a palm kernel, soak it in a solution of gum and camwood, thread it neatly with two steel wires, and turn the three ends of the wires until each forms the letter P., you have a fair imitation of that powerful spell-maker, which cured coughs and ensured for married men the fidelity of their wives.




  The sick would pay him a chicken for his services, and this gift was tied to one of the legs of the sufferer, and Buluta, kneeling by the patient’s side, would knead and pound the unfortunate body of his victim, starting from the head and working down to the feet, until the evil spirit which possessed the patient, and which caused his unhappiness, would depart with a loud cry — which Buluta himself supplied — into the body of the bird. Whereupon he would cut off the head of the bird, sprinkle a few drops of its blood upon the gratified patient, who by this time should have felt such relief as would enable him to rise and call his doctor blessed.




  And in most cases this relief was instantaneous and complete. Sometimes Buluta would find no response to his treatment, but that was invariably explained to his own credit by the discovery of bewitchment or a peculiarly strong devil whom the sick man had offended. In such cases as these Buluta would go into the forest for a consideration, and conduct an expensive wrestling match with the devil. Usually by the time he returned to the village to discover what had happened to the patient, the patient had died.




  Now, this man who lay so grievously sick was rich, and Buluta had long envied him his wealth, so that when he was summoned by the man’s principal wife he saw the magnificence of the opportunity.




  He had the patient stripped and laid upon a wooden grille, and beneath him he lit a fire of herbs that sent up a very thick and pungent smoke. He also painted all the toes of the sick man with red camwood, that the devils might not enter his body. Then he cut little patterns in the chest of Kofubu — that was the man’s name — with a small keen knife. What other treatment he would have introduced may only be surmised.




  Since it was acknowledged that none was greater than Buluta, and that, if he could not cure Kofubu, no other witchdoctor could perform that service for him, the philosophical villagers decided that he must be left to die; and death would certainly have been his fate but for the happy circumstance that Mr. Commissioner Sanders was making a tour through the forest villages, and arrived one evening when the seven wives of Kofubu were discussing the division of his property.




  Sanders carried a hairy little medicine chest which contained a few, but powerful drugs designed to meet the half a dozen epidemic or simple maladies native to the country. If the disease was outside the range of the six diseases for which he had made provision, the sick man or woman was treated for the commonplace ailment which it most nearly resembled.




  Sanders went into the hut of the man, and found two strands of wire tightly bound about his skull, these strands having been in place for some twelve years. They were rather difficult to cut, and Kofubu suffered something in the process; but when they were removed, and after the man had spent a night under the influence of one of Sanders’s six medicants, he discovered that his pain had disappeared.




  “I think you are a fool, Kofubu,” said Sanders, “for who but a fool would put wire about his head?”




  “Lord,” said Kofubu ruefully, ‘that was a very powerful charm which kept from me ghosts and evil devils.”




  “You were nearer to ghosts and evil devils than you know, my man,” said Sanders, with a wry smile. He had no use for witchdoctors of any kind.




  Sanders sent for the medicine-man. “Buluta,” said he, “do you believe in devils?”




  “Lord — I do,” replied the man, apprehensively eyeing the stick which Sanders carried.




  “And do you believe that your devils will save you pain?” The man, still with his eye on the stick, edged away. “Answer!” said Sanders sharply.




  “Lord, it is said that we wise men do not feel. Ouch!”




  “And now,” said Sanders, when the flogging was finished, “hear my words. I will have no witchdoctor who draws blood in this land. This time I beat, but if I send for you, because you have done this evil again, I will await you at the Village of Irons, and there you shall stay for ten years.”




  The Commissioner passed on the next day, and Buluta was forgotten, but Buluta did not forget.




  It was a month or five weeks after Sanders had come and gone, that Buluta sent secret messengers to all the tribes, to the N’gombi, the Inner N’gombi, to the Akasava, the Lesser Akasava, and the Three-Streams Akasava, to the Isisi, the Lesser Isisi, to the Ochori and the Upper Ochori, and even into the forgotten land of the Old King.




  To no chiefs or headmen did his summons go, but to strange old men who lived apart from the communities to which they were attached, and on the night his call reached them they left their villages furtively and came by hidden ways to the rendezvous which Buluta had appointed. This was one of those famous islands where bats hang in great bunches from the trees throughout the hot day, and fly by the thousand over the river at night.




  There never was such an assembly in all the history of the land since the day when they buried Gufufu, the witchdoctor. There were old men and there were young men, too, men fantastically arrayed in skins of unknown animals, men belted about with teeth and claws, men cloaked in feathers, men streaked and circled with paint, and they came to sit at the feet of Buluta and learn his will.




  “Wise goats,” said Buluta, “I have called you that I may tell of wonders, for I, who understand devils and have fought with terrible ghosts, have been beaten by Sandi because he hates me. Also I have discovered a great wonder. All men know that Sandi has a ju-ju which tells him when any man breaks the law, for have not the people of the river held very private palavers, and has not Sandi come swiftly? And when the Akasava went secretly to make war, and none knew, save the king, where the goats would bleed, was not Sandi waiting in the Isisi River for their coming?”




  “Wa!” chorused his audience. “All men know this.”




  Buluta’s eyes blazed.




  “Now I have found the mystery,” he shouted in triumph. “Sandi has a wonderful fetish.”




  “That is foolish talk” said a sceptic in the circle, “for all people know that Sandi is a white man, and white men have no fetishes.”




  “Wa! That is true,” said another, “for did not Sandi beat me cruelly because I smelt out one who had bewitched the daughter of Kumulugu, the Chief of the Lesser Isisi?”




  “Let all men hear this!” cried Buluta. “Sandi, who lives in a fine house by the sea, has put up a great stick near where the big water runs, and that is his fetish, for the son of my sister, who has newly come from Sandi’s home, tells me this, and every morning Tibbetti, the young one, goes before this stick and bows himself, and picks up pieces of cloth and hangs them upon the stick, and puts his hand to his face thus.”




  One of the old witchdoctors nodded. “I also have seen Bonesi put his hand to his face when he speaks to my lord Sandi and to Militini, and a soldier of Sandi’s told me that he does this thing to do honour to Militini and to Sandi, who are his chiefs. Now tell us, Buluta, what may we do?”




  Buluta raised his hands; he was almost incoherent in his excitement.




  “We will make a dance and a devil palaver — such a palaver as never was seen in this land — and we ourselves will put up a great stick, so that we may talk with ghosts, for the son of my sister has stolen a wonderful cloth such as Tibbetti hangs, and this is surely a great magic and a charm for sickness. And since we shall be as great as Sandi, he shall not harm us if through our medicine men die. Also, because he beat me, I will lay a spell upon him, and he will go mad. Wa!”




  For six days there were mysterious doings on the Island of Bats, fifty separate fires burned and smoked, and the awestricken villagers on the mainland watched this evidence of the witchdoctors’ activity with their knuckles to their teeth. There was sacrificing of goats and chickens, and a score of snakes died in the course of twenty different rituals. There was a pounding and a mixing, a dancing and a chanting beyond all precedent, and when a week and three days had gone by, Buluta and five delegates launched their canoe and struck down the river to the forest of tall trees to choose ‘The Stick’ and anoint their find with proper ceremony.




  News of a gathering of witchdoctors reached Sanders, and the Commissioner acted quickly. Bones was torn from his tangled halyards and his chaotic signal locker, and dispatched, he protesting, in search of proofs. Near the Forest of Happy Dreams the river broadens until it forms a great lake, where, on hazy days, it is almost impossible to see from shore to shore. Steersmen loathe this breadth of water, because sandbanks grow in a night, and islands that you chart on your way up give way to five fathoms of water on your way down stream. There are places in this lake where a steamer can bump her way into deep water and find herself within a sandy circle from whence there is no escape. On such occasions all the crew descend into the water and literally lift the steamer from her embarrassing situation.




  On a hot day in July a little steamer, specklessly white, her tall twin funnels belching a constant billow of black smoke, picked an erratic way through the lake. Two sounding boys sat in her bows, and stabbed the water at intervals of a few seconds with long rods, transmitting the depth in tones of abysmal weariness.




  Bones, standing on the bridge of the Zaire, with a telescope under his arm, and a very severe and disapproving frown upon his forehead, watched the manoeuvre of the Government ship with every indication of impatience.




  “O Yoka,” he said at last, turning to the steersman, “is there no straight course, for when I brought the Zaire through this broad river, I turned neither to the left nor to the right?”




  “Lord,” said the Kano boy who steered, not taking his eyes from the waters ahead, “who knows this river? Every day the water finds a new way.”




  Bones turned to a weary “Tut!” and his thoughts went back longingly to a cool beach and a high white flagstaff.




  Presently he spoke again in Arabic.




  “Now, my great eyes can see the course,” he said, “you shall go to the middle waters.”




  “Master,” said Yoka earnestly, “I think there is sand in the middle waters.”




  “It is an order,” said the imperious Bones.




  The wheel spun round under the helmsman’s hand, and the nose of the Zaire pushed round. They struck the strong river current. The black waters piled themselves up before the bows.




  “Exactly,” said Bones complacently; “I thought we should do it.”




  Suddenly the speed of the vessel perceptibly stopped, and Yoka, who knew that this meant that she was reaching shallow water, spun the wheel with feverish haste. There was a shivering bump, another, and a whole series of frantic little hops, and, though the stern wheel thrashed furiously, the Zaire went neither backward nor forward.




  “Master,” said Yoka simply, “this is a sandbank.” Bones said nothing. He took his big pipe from his pocket, deliberately loaded it with tobacco, struck a match and lit it, and puffed cloudily. He was apparently deep in thought. Then at last he spoke.




  “We shall have to get her off,” he said.




  Unfortunately, the Zaire on this trip was carrying a skeleton crew. There were a dozen Houssas, a few deck hands, a native engineer, also half a dozen villagers who had begged a passage to Youkombi. Moreover, part of the Zaire lay in deep water, so that it was impossible to wade. Bones rang the engines first to stop and then to astern, but the Zaire was firmly fixed.




  “But presently the river will rise,” he said to Yoka confidently, “and the water will wash away the sand.”




  Yoka scratched his chin.




  “I think the waters are going down, lord,” he said, “for the river was in flood six days ago, and there have been no rains.”




  “You are a silly old ass,” said the annoyed Bones.




  He scanned the horizon for a sign of a village, though he might have known that there was none, for he had passed through the lake fifty times. Bones’s motto, however, was that “you never know,” and such was his optimistic spirit that he, at any rate, would not have been surprised to have discovered that a fairly large-sized township equipped with, amongst other things, a complete dredging plant, had established itself since his last visit.




  There was only one thing to do. Bones ordered the canoe to be launched, and, with four paddlers and one Houssa as an escort, he made his way to the nearest village, which, as it happened, was situated on the big middle island that lay athwart the northern end of the lake. There was, as he knew, a footpath close to the river, and he started off on his two-mile tramp to Youkombi, the village in question.




  A mile from the point of his departure the path divided, for here the land forms a promontory. One path naturally followed the water, but the other cut straight across the neck of the salient and formed a short way for such people as did not fear ghosts. Bones took the nearer path, and in consequence he did not see the two watchers who squatted by the side of the water, only waiting for a glimpse of the Zaire to fly back with their discovery to Youkombi.




  It also happened that when he reached the point where the paths were reunited, instead of following the one broad track that leads to the village, he followed the forest path which took him away to the left, for he was anxious to see for himself whether certain allegations against the people of the Youkombi were well founded. Though he was not conscious of the fact, he thereby missed the second group of watchers, who, as a matter of precaution, had been placed on the road half a mile from the village.




  Bones searched diligently and patiently, for in all matters of strict and serious duty Bones was conscientious to a fault. His search was well rewarded, for under a dwarf mimosa, and almost hidden by the rank foliage which smothered the ground, he discovered a bundle wrapped in native cloth, and containing certain little wooden pots of native manufacture which were filled with varicoloured clay. There was red and green and vivid orange, blue and brown. Also there was a necklace of human teeth, a mask of feathers, and a strange-looking ivory instrument shaped rather like a tuning fork.




  Bones met no villager, and it was extremely unlikely that he would, because the whole of the Youkombi was sitting in rapt silence, watching a man, fantastically hued with great white rings painted round his eyes, and blue and green stripes of ochre running across his shrunken breast. They would have been interested in Buluta under any circumstances, for his name was a household word from the territory of the Great King to the villages by the sea. But what added fascination to his own personality was the fact that he was at that moment engaged, under the professional inspection of fifty witchdoctors, in curing the first wife of the headman of the Youkombi.




  The cure was a simple business. She lay spreadeagled on the ground, ankles and wrists attached by stout raw hide thongs to little sticks which had been driven in the ground, and he was letting out the ninety-and-nine devils with which she was possessed, from time to time lecturing as an anatomical professor to his fascinated audience.




  “O people and wise ones, thus you see my magic,” he said, brandishing his little knife and rubbing his nose with the back of his lean hand. “Because of the wonderful things I do now, Sandi would hate me and follow me with guns. But now, because of the great magic which I have done, I am greater than Sandi, and I may do many things which were forbidden. I cut this woman a little — so. What do you see, wise brothers and people of the Youkombi? Just a little blood. Do you see the little devils with eyes like moons? Only Buluta sees those. Look, there he goes!”




  His bony finger pointed and traced the passage of the mythical devil, and as it indicated a progress nearer and nearer to the circle, those who stood in its line leapt out and sprang, shivering, back to allow its passage.




  “There it goes,” he croaked, “into the forest! I see it! It is gone! Presently it will come back a very beautiful wonder. None will see it but I.”




  He bent his head as though listening, his hand to his ear. “My ju-ju tells me it is coming! Look, look!” He pointed again to the forest. “It comes!”




  An appropriate moment, this, for Bones to make his appearance, which he did, quite unknowing that he fitted so well into the scheme of clairvoyance. The people stood dumbfounded, their knuckles to their mouths.




  “This is a great wonder,” said the headman of Youkombi, “for this good devil looks like Tibbetti.”




  But the witchdoctor did not reply. This was a moment too great for words. As for his fifty hideous colleagues, they faded into the shadow of the woods.




  Bones marched into the circle, his helmet pulled rakishly over one eye and an eyeglass in the other. He stood looking down at the medicine-man and his victim, and dropped his cane lightly on the shoulder of the headman.




  “Take this woman away, Kabala,” he said. “Afterwards you shall call a palaver of your people.”




  He turned his attention to the witchdoctor.




  “O Buluta,” he said, “Sandi wants you.”




  The witchdoctor licked his lips. Before him was the supreme injustice of a ten years’ sentence, and that it was unjust he stoutly believed.




  He looked round helplessly — and then: “Lord,” he cried, his eyes bright with hope, “by my magic and my ju-ju you may not touch me, for I am favoured by a fetish stick greater than Sandi’s! Look!”




  Bones’s eyes followed the pointed finger. For the first time he saw the tall, roughly-dressed flagstaff.




  “Good gracious, heaven an’ earth!” gasped Bones.




  “Lord,” Buluta went on proudly, “that is a great devil, more terrible than M’shimba-m’shamba, very fierce and terrifying, who eats up people. I call this thing Ewa, which is death.”




  Bones shaded his eyes and looked steadily upward at the one standard that floated at the head of the staff.




  He saw the big black cross on the ground, and the double headed eagle with its clutching talons and nodded.




  “Ewa, which is called death,” he repeated soberly. “I think you are wiser than you know, Buluta.”




  His automatic pistol cracked three times, at the third shot the rope that held the Imperial ensign aloft was severed, and the flag came fluttering down.




  IX. The Pacifist
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  “There’s somethin’ about me,” said Lieutenant Tibbetts, in tones of wonder and admiration, “that’s very cowin’. I’ve been told by people, dear old officer, that there’s a strange look in my eye — a sort of terrifyin’ glance — er — you know the sort of thing I mean — a sort of concentrated stare like — like—”




  “Like a squint?” suggested Hamilton helpfully.




  “Behave yourself, dear sir and senior,” enjoined Bones testily. “Of course, I don’t mean that. It was rather neatly described here.”




  He slipped a small leather case from his uniform pocket and extracted a newspaper cutting. Clearing his voice, he read: “Lieutenant Tibbetts, one of the most respected of our Empire builders — a son of Blackford, we are proud to say — is a typical Empire builder. Like other Empire builders, he is modest almost to a fault, quiet, retiring, and courageous—”




  “Where did this fairy story appear?” asked Hamilton curiously.




  “It is from the Blackford Herald,” said Bones. “When he was being unusually severe, he dropped his chin to his breast and stared solemnly over invisible spectacles. It was a habit he had explained which he had caught from a whilom schoolmaster. In such a manner did he now regard his: unabashed superior.




  “Read on, good gossip,” said Hamilton cheerily.




  “Quiet, retiring, and courageous,” continued Bones. “He has the Empire builder’s eyes — grey, deepset, and inscrutable. He has the Empire builder’s—”




  “Nose,” suggested Hamilton— “long, red, and impossible. Really, Bones, when did you build all these theatres? You never told us anything about it, you secretive dog. Go on.”




  “There’s no more,” said Bones shortly. “Inscrutable” was the word I was after.”




  “But what is this all about, Bones?” asked Patricia Hamilton, balancing herself on the broad ledge of the veranda rail. “Nobody said you weren’t overpowering. I’m sure that when you look at me, I go quite shivery.”




  “Do you really?” demanded the delighted Bones. “Do you really, dear old sister? It’s personality, dear old princess — a sort of — well, it’s somethin’ that inspires confidence.”




  “Angels and ministers of grace!” exclaimed Hamilton piously.




  “Why do people bring their troubles to me?” demanded Bones rapidly. “Why do people ask me to act as a sort of mediator, dear old Ham? I ask you why?”




  “Am I bound to answer?”




  “I ask you, sir and Excellency,” Bones was getting excited; Hamilton, in his flippant mood, usually had that effect. “Why is it, sir and jolly old Excellency, if it ain’t personality?”




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders put down the Blue Book he was reading, and smiled up at the redfaced young man.




  “Because you’ve a clean mind and a clean heart, Bones,” he said, “and people know that.”




  “And because I’m jolly shrewd, sir,” insisted Bones immodestly, “an’ I’ve got the knack of pacifyin’ people with a word in season.”




  “It might even be that,” admitted Sanders from behind his book.




  “By the way, Bones, who wrote that thrilling description of Bones, the Empire builder, you’ve just read to us?” asked Hamilton.




  Bones hunched his shoulders. “Dear old Ham,” he said carelessly, “these things get into the papers.”




  “Did you write it yourself?”




  Bones eyed the other with a painful smile. “What a perfectly horrible opinion you have of me, dear old sir!” he said reproachfully.




  “But did you?”




  “There are some matters, sir and respected captain, which I must refuse to discuss.”




  “But did you?”




  Bones wagged his head in sheer exasperation. “If you insist upon poking your — upon prying into my affairs, sir — deuced ungentlemanly I call it — I admit that I supplied a few particulars.”




  All this was the sequel to the fact that Bones had undoubtedly pacified the enraged wife of Sergeant Ahmet Ali, upon whose character the wife of Private Mahmud Kabbatt had cast aspersions. The husbands of these ladies being temporarily absent from the station. Bones had set himself the task of restoring harmony between the Kano women — who had reached the stage of annoyance when they were searching their huts for their lords’ razors — and had marvellously succeeded.




  “You’re a truly great pacifier. Bones,” soothed Hamilton. “You are wasted on the Coast. The next time there’s a war palaver, sir” — he turned to Sanders— “I vote we let Bones turn loose his personality upon the belligerents. Unfortunately, we’re all at peace.”




  “Touch wood,” said Sanders, reaching for the rails.




  Bones, behind his superior’s back, winked at the girl and gently tapped Hamilton’s helmet — a huge jest which sent them both into shrieks of insane laughter.




  “Oh you Empire builder!” said Hamilton scathingly.




  Well might Sanders touch wood, for war was stewing on the Upper River. Bosambo, chief of the Ochori and ruler of the High Rivers, was patient and kindly up to a point. Beyond that he was both brusque and rude. It was not long before he came to that point with Gigini, the elder son of M’furu, chief of the Inner N’gombi. For Gigini was a tedious talker and given to roundabout metaphors, utilizing the imagery of forest and river and heavens to convey his turgid thoughts.




  “Since the sun came up I have listened to you Gigini,” said the weary Bosambo, “and you have likened me to the strong trees and the little weaver birds, also to snakes and monkeys, and yet I am no wiser. Also you speak of kings and chiefs and of people as of leopards and ants, and yet I know nothing of your meaning.”




  “Lord Bosambo, I am a great talker,” said the other proudly, “and I am very cunning. Few understand me, for I am a mystery. Often I sit for days in the forest, thinking of wonderful sayings which are mysterious to all but me, therefore I am called ‘O-Ko-churu, The Surprising Speaker.’”




  Bosambo looked at the other for elementary evidence of lunacy. But his eyes were clear and his skin was bright, and if he spoke wildly he spoke coherently. “Gigini,” he said, “because your father is a great chief and my friend, and because calacala you came to me in the forests of your father and showed me where the okapi had been, I will do much for you. Now, tell me no riddles, but speak straight, for I have sat with you since sun-up, and I am tired.”




  But to speak straight was not the way of Gigini, and he propounded a riddle, simpler than all the rest— “Ten men went, by dark of night, to fish in a little river, and that which they took with them was as great as the canoe, yet the rain came, and there was nothing left.”




  “Salt,” said Bosambo.




  “A father had a loving son, but the father was cruel and beat the fruit that grew from him, if he stole. Yet it was not stealing, for one day the father would die, and all that was his would be his son’s. Moreover, it was a shame that the city of the Inner N’gombi should see its future chief beaten for ten bags given to the wife of the slave M’lami-Kosogo.”




  “O Gigini, your father will beat you because you have taken ten bags of salt and given them to a woman; and I am to give you ten bags, and one day, when you are a chief, you will repay me. O ko! Do I sit here from the sun-under-the-trees to the sun-without-shadows for salt?”




  “Lord,” said the abashed Gigini, ‘this is not all. For my father has many men who are not men, who are free, yet are bound, who live, yet are dead.”




  “Slaves,” guessed the exasperated Bosambo. “O tongue that runs like a river! O monkey that says ‘Cheepi-chee’! Tell me all before the shadow touches my foot, or go.”




  So the talkative man spoke of a grievance. For the father had amongst his slaves one who had lost two fingers, and as such was worthy of death. For the native secretly slays the maimed and the abnormal, and not all the laws of white men will prevent the practice of his crude eugenics. And this slave it was who had betrayed Gigini, telling of the salt which he gave to the woman, and now Gigini desired the man’s life.




  “And because you are my friend, Bosambo, I ask you to buy this man and give him to me, for the chief — my father — will not let me take him, and if I kill him and he is not my slave—”




  Bosambo rose. “Gigini,” he said, “salt you may have from my great store, which Sandi has given me because he loves me, but I buy no slaves, and if I buy them, they come to me as mine. Also Sandi has spoken the word that no man shall die save at his hands, whether he be a slave or a noble. And I am Sandi’s man, and I keep the law for him through all this land; and I tell you, Gigini, that if you kill this slave, and it shall come to my ears, I shall take you and hold you for my master. This palaver is finished.”




  Gigini went away, carrying ten bags of salt, and Bosambo heard no more of him for a month. Then one day his spies brought word from the city of the Inner N’gombi that M’furu had taken his son into favour, and had given him two slaves, one of whom had certain fingers missing from his right hand. That day Bosambo took a pigeon from a great cage which had been made in the shade of the trees, and flung it into the air. He watched it circle higher and higher, until it turned southward and disappeared.




  Two days later there fluttered down to the cage another pigeon, very weary and very hungry, and Bosambo carefully removed the slip of thin paper which was fastened to the red legs of the bird, smoothed it out, and read, with some labour, the answer to his message:




  “To Bosambo, in the Ochori city.




  “Peace on your house.




  “Send word to Gigini, the son of M’furu, that when the rains cease I will come, and he shall bring to me this slave without fingers; and later I shall come again, and also he shall bring the slave, and if he says that his slave has gone a long journey, or has died or is ill, I shall take Gigini, the son of M’furu, with me to the Village of Irons, and there he shall stay until his slave returns.




  “At my fine house where the river ends by the sea.”




  Bosambo was instructing his messengers before his hut, when he heard a shrill outcry at the southern end of the village, and stood up. He heard a dozen voices cry: “Salt, salt!” and he saw the crowd open to allow the passage of a dust-stained man, who swayed as he ran. A minute later, the newcomer had flung himself at his feet. He was panting, almost breathless, his arms and his legs were scratched and bleeding, which showed that he had left the beaten path and had run through the thorn bushes; but the hand which was raised in supplication to Bosambo interested the chief most of all, for it was minus two fingers.




  “Salt!” cried the man hoarsely.




  Bosambo looked down at him and stroked his chin. The man’s eyes were wide with fear. He watched Bosambo eagerly, appealingly, for on the next action which the chief took depended his life. Bosambo turned to his headman, nodded, and his capita disappeared into the hut. The chief’s keen eyes looked back the way the man had come. He saw a group of running men passing from the forest towards the village street, and the sunlight glittered and gleamed upon their polished spearheads. The headman returned, and in his hand was a small heap of salt, which Bosambo scooped into his open palm. He leant forward and offered the salt to the man. With trembling fingers he took a pinch and smeared it on his lips, deliberately, finickingly almost. The chief followed his example. He damped his finger, lightly touched the salt, and as lightly touched his own lips, emptied the salt from his hand into that of the waiting headman, and leant back expectantly.




  [In some parts of wild Africa, particularly in the Lower Congo, the exchange is made by the sharing of goat flesh; in others, by the breaking of bread. The custom may very easily be traced to the Semitic influences which are observable throughout Central Africa, and probably dates back to the period anterior to the growth of the Babylonian Empire. — E.W.]




  He had not long to wait. Gigini, at the head of four spearsmen, elbowed his way through the group.




  “This is my slave, Bosambo,” he said.




  Bosambo held out his hand. The white glittering dust of the salt still lay on his palm. “Look, Gigini,” he said, “this man has eaten salt.”




  The young man’s face was puckered with rage. “This man is my slave,” he repeated. There was a murmur from the big crowd who now surrounded the group, for Gigini’s insistence was little short of indecent, for if a slave escapes from one chief and is given salt by another, he has automatically changed masters. That is the law of the country, and has been the law from immemorial time.




  “Salt is salt,” said Bosambo briskly, “and I tell you, Gigini, that this man is a slave of the Ochori, and lives behind my spears.”




  “Am I so little a one? Am I not the son of M’furu, the great chief?”




  “Who knows?” said the philosophical Bosambo. “But if you were the son of all the chiefs, this man is salt.”




  Gigini restrained himself with a mighty effort. Threats would not serve him, that he well knew. “Bosambo,” he cried, “you have been my friend and the friend of my father; also I have given you many kindnesses, and we have been like brothers.”




  “Also,” said Bosambo, “I have lent you ten bags of salt, which is most wonderful of all, and I think you have now come to give me back those ten bags and one other bag for interest, for I am very poor.”




  “I will bring you twenty bags,” said Gigini eagerly, “also ten fathoms of cloth and two pigs, and you shall return me my slave.”




  Again there was a murmur, for a slave who buys his freedom by the supreme risk of salt cannot be bought. He automatically gains his liberty on that strange ceremony, and Ochori sentiment was outraged at the suggestion that ancient custom should be amended.




  “This palaver is finished,” said Bosambo.




  “You shall remember me,” said Gigini, shaking his fist.




  “Gigini,” said the other, “when I go into my fine store, I see ten little circles with dust about them, where once were laid ten beautiful bags of salt, and when I think of these fine bags, I remember you also.”




  Gigini went away with his four spearsmen, and the slave who had lost two fingers became a freeman of the Ochori, And Bosambo learnt that his name was M’lanu-Kosogo, the same M’lami-Kosogo to whose wife Gigini had given his treasure of salt.




  And then, a fortnight later, in the darkest hour of the night, came M’furu and three hundred spears to the edge of the Ochori village. They were selected spears, drawn from people who are notorious fighters, but they had little opportunity for displaying their valour.




  It was unfortunate for him that M’furu himself led the band that passed, in single file, along the forest road that led to the village, for Bosambo had constructed a large elephant trap right in the centre of the path to the royal kraal, and M’furu and his son, who held the post of honour, were at the bottom of a ten-foot pit before they realized that the ground they trod lacked stability. And for their followers, they fled.




  The side of the pit was very smooth — Bosambo had seen to that. Neither M’furu nor his son could secure a grip of the edge, which had been most carefully rounded, and from which all the long grass and bushes had been cleared. Bosambo had seen to that too. Nor did their stabbing spears, when dug into the angle of the pit, give them the slightest assistance to escape; and, if the truth be told, had they reached the surface of the level of the ground, they would have been pushed back again by the four headmen who squatted patiently in the bashes, not only willing to do the command of their supreme lord, but most anxious.




  It so happened that that night it rained, and a native caught in the open under these circumstances is naturally supremely miserable, so that when the grey morning dawned, and Bosambo, with well-simulated surprise and concern, arrived on the scene and assisted his victims from captivity, his enemies, father and son, were decidedly unhappy — the more so since neither had a legitimate grievance against Bosambo, for he had the rights of spear and bow, fair hunting and trap, net and trident, over all this area.




  He entertained them for two days, and, by all accounts, fed them on bad fish and cakes of manioc, which gave them terrible griping pains, and then he sent them back to their villages, two very vengeful men.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said Gigini, at parting, and his voice shook with the rage of injured vanity, “I have many wonderful thoughts, and I shall sit in the forest making riddles which no man can guess.”




  “Riddle me ten bags of salt,” said Bosambo brusquely, “that you gave to the woman whose husband you would have killed. Do I know the answer to that riddle, Gigini?”




  M’furu and his son took long counsel together, and they called to their palaver several wise men, notoriously artful. And they discussed all manners of means by which Bosambo might be brought low, none of which were entirely satisfactory.




  “For if we go to Sandi,” said Gigini, discussing one possibility, “how shall we tell him, for whom every leaf in the forest is an ear and every flower an eye, why we went to the Ochori city with spears?”




  “And if, lord King, you take your young men to a killing,” said one of the wise headmen called to the conference, “and you follow the river, how may you pass Bosambo’s guards, who watch the river by night? It seems to me that Gigini, who makes riddles, must go to Sandi, and by his great cunning bring Sandi to a mind which will order the punishment of Bosambo.” Now, it is remarkable that the conference should have reached a decision, and that men should have spoken throughout one long day, and have discussed ways and possibilities, should have canvassed methods and causes, and yet that none should have spoken of the principal cause or offered the simple remedy which the situation called for.




  Sanders was delivering judgment in the bend of the Isisi, and the white Zaire was surrounded by the canoes of litigants. Gigini, being the son of the ruling chief, was granted an immediate audience. “Lord,” he said, squatting at the feet of the Commissioner on the sunlit upper deck, “I have a great riddle.” He settled himself down to a most enjoyable morning. “My greatest enemy is a red snake behind a hedge of thorns,” he began.




  The opening riddle was designed to puzzle, if not, indeed, to paralyse; but Sanders knew the answer, for he had a large stock of conventional native proverbs, and this was one of them. “O Gigini,” he said, “you speak of a man’s tongue which sits behind his teeth, and you would tell me that your enemies are speaking evilly of you. Now, I tell you that there is no tongue more dangerous than your own, and you shall speak me straight, for I am here to give the law in plain words, and to hear of men’s grievances without disguise, and I tell you this, that if you give me another riddle I shall say: ‘Gigini, go home, for this is a very difficult palaver, and you must wait three moons before I give you an answer.’”




  Whereupon Gigini, accepting the situation told his story. “Bosambo has done no wrong,” said Sanders, when he had finished, “for the law of salt is not only the law of the Territories, but the law of this great land. As for your slave, he has gone, and there is an end of it.”




  He rose from his canvas chair and looked down at the supplicant.




  “Much you have told me, Gigini, but on one thing you have not spoken.” He paused and eyed the other steadily. “What of the woman?”




  “The woman, lord?” stammered Gigini. “O ko! Now I think you have ears bigger than an elephant,” he complained, dismally, “for none knew of this woman except me and the chief, my father.”




  “And the slave,” said Sanders softly.




  Gigini shifted uncomfortably, swaying his body from side to side in his agitation.




  “The slave’s wife is a slave, too,” said Sanders, “yet they tell me she lives in one of your villages like a queen, and has women to wait upon her and young men to dance for her.”




  “Lord, you know everything,” said Gigini bitterly.




  Sanders returned to headquarters a few days later, and after dinner, on the night of his arrival, he held what Lieutenant Tibbetts described, in his magnificent way, as an imperial council. It was not in accordance with the regulations laid down for the government of Crown territories that one of the four who sat round the Residency table should be a slim girl with grey, laughing eyes, but somehow Patricia Hamilton had made herself indispensable at these “women palavers,” and even the fact that they dealt with the elementary passions of a primitive people embarrassed nobody but Bones, who was given to the practice of coughing very loudly and quite unnecessarily at the wrong places.




  “It may, of course, be only a salt palaver,” said Sanders, ‘though we have had very few of these in the past years. But salt palavers usually lead to war, and when behind the trouble there is a woman, the signs are not promising. Apparently Gigini, after making her his principal wife, is endeavouring to rid himself of her husband. Nothing can come of this trouble if the lady — whose name, Ahmet tells me, is M’seri — has no particular reason for desiring her husband’s death. But since, in this country, it is not considered to be good form for a woman to have two husbands living at the same time, and that fact is taken to reflect both upon her thrift and her ingenuity, I think we may expect some kind of trouble.”




  “Why not deport the woman?” asked Hamilton.




  “That means postponing and spreading the trouble,” said Sanders.




  “Of course it does. Hamilton, I am surprised at you!” said Bones reproachfully. “How often have I told you that the best thing to do in these circumstances is to go up to the jolly old dame and say: ‘Look here, Mrs. What’s-your-name, you’re giving us a devil of a lot of trouble—’”




  “There are ladies present, Bones,” said Patricia Hamilton calmly.




  Bones blushed, rose, saluted, apologised, and resumed his seat in almost one movement.




  “I see no reason to suppose that you could argue with the lady,” said Sanders. “The only thing to do is to send somebody up on the Wiggle, to patrol the river between the Ochori city, and the mouth of the Isisi. Neither M’furu nor Gigini would move if they knew we were on the spot.”




  “I am not so sure Bones isn’t right,” said the girl thoughtfully. “He has a wonderfully persuasive way with these women. Why not let him go up and speak to her?”




  “I’ve got it!” said Bones, jumping up. “I’ve got it! Brain!” He tapped his forehead. “I know the exact solution.”




  “What is it?” asked Hamilton curiously but Bones shook his head.




  “Give me the Wiggle and a free hand, sir, and I’ll restore the troubled situation. Not for nothing, dear old sister, am I called the great peacemaker. I’ll have ’em like cooing doves in a fortnight, dear old Excellency. Trust old Bones!”




  “What’s your plan?” asked Sanders.




  “A free hand,” said Bones imperiously. “Give me a free hand, dear sir and Excellency. I’ve got one of the dinkiest little plans — worthy of Napoleon, dear old Ham.” He departed the next day full of confidence.




  Bones’s first call was at the Ochori city, where he interviewed the slave who had lost two fingers.




  “Lord, I am of the Inner N’gombi,” said the man, “and I was taken prisoner calacala long ago, and have been a slave always. And the woman M’seri, she also was of my tribe, and I built a hut for her, giving her father two fat dogs and a goat as the price of her. This M’seri was a wonderful dancer, and Gigini wanted to take her to his hut as his wife, but his father would have no slave wife for his son. So there was a great palaver, and M’furu beat his son, and also he beat me with a chicotte, but he could not put me to death because he feared Sandi. But M’seri spoke in Gigini’s ear and cried all night because I was not killed, for she hated me, saying that I shamed her by living when she was Gigini’s wife. Then Gigini bought me, and M’seri and he were making a secret killing palaver in the forest, but one of his women cut the hide that bound me.”




  “Very sad, my poor old sport,” said Bones sympathetically. He spoke in English, for Bosambo — something of a linguist — was present, and Bosambo loved an opportunity to display the learning he had acquired at the Fathers’ School at Monrovia.




  “That womans, her be bad,” said Bosambo. “She be no good. She lib for make dis feller dead one time. Then she get spliced dis Gigini bloke.”




  “My dear Bosambo,” said Bones faintly, “your language! Where did you find ‘bloke’?”




  “She be fine word,” said the proud Bosambo. “Plenty ship feller use um.”




  Bones had a theory, and in his choicest Bomongo he explained his plan. The husband of M’seri listened in perplexity. There were parts he understood and his eyes brightened. There were other parts that were beyond his grasp.




  But when the husband of M’seri had agreed to all that was suggested — though he little comprehended many of the highfalutin arguments that Bones adduced — that young man addressed a letter which he sent by fast canoe to headquarters.




  Spelling was never his strongest point, so please excuse:




  “Your Excelency, ladies and gentlemen,




  “I have accomplished the imposible!! My idea was this as follows. Recconcile the husband and wife show her how naughty etc. she is was is, make her feel sorry for him and awfully ashamed of herself and then let her steel silently away with her true love love. Gigini will be upset but I’ll talk to him for I’ve got a wonderfull argument which will do the trick do the trick. Dear old old Escelency trust Bones!!! There’ll be no trouble no war palaver no trouble. Everything will pass off quietly and you wont know that the velvet glove has been taken off the iron hand. Salute for me noble lady Patricia and the jolly old Centurian Ham.




  “Bones P. B. (Pax Britanicca).”




  To the village of N’chu — the pleasant, knoll-covering community which lies at the end of a long, broad road through the stateliest trees of the N’gombi forest — came Bones, accompanied by a small escort. He halted on the edge of the village and gave instructions to one of these, a certain man who had lost two fingers from his right hand.




  “You shall remain hidden in the wood,” he ordered, “yet you shall so stand that you may see me, and when I wave my hand so, you shall make your way secretly to the hut of your wife, and you shall speak very kindly to her and presently take her away to Bosambo’s city.”




  As for Bones, he walked through the village and stopped before the largest hut, where a woman sat grinding corn with a big pestle and mortar — a woman with a straight back and a small, proud head well set upon a graceful neck, who looked up at Bones curiously and without fear.




  “O M’seri,” said Bones, “Sandi has sent me to make a palaver with you, also with Gigini.”




  “Gigini is in the forest, lord,” said the woman, and went on pounding her corn.




  “Then I will make a palaver with you, M’seri,” said Bones, “for the heart of Sandi is very sad because you have left your man and gone to the hut of M’furu’s son.”




  “My husband was a slave and a dog,” she said calmly, “and Gigini has given me many fathoms of fine cloth, and salt, and other treasures.”




  “Yet this man — your husband — loved you, M’seri,” said Bones, with a choke. “Every night he cries for you in his empty hut.”




  “If he were dead, he would not cry,” replied the woman, pounding the corn viciously.




  “O M’seri,” persevered Bones, “if he came to you, would you give him hands?” [Literally, “would you welcome him?”]




  She thought. “If he came, Tibbetti? I wish he would come here,” she said, and Bones glowed.




  “Go to your hut, M’seri,” he said, “and I will hold a palaver with my spirit.”




  She hesitated, but obeyed, gathering up the heavy pestle and mortar, and disappearing, with one backward glance, into the hut.




  The slave without fingers came swiftly to Bones’s signal. “Go — she is there,” said Bones, in a low voice.




  He saw the man vanish in the dark opening of the hut, and took out his pocketbook.




  “Dear old Commissioner,” he wrote, “I have done the trick! Without fuss, without trouble, I have—”




  He stopped. There were voices in the hut, and he heard a woman’s wail that ended in a sob.




  “I have reconciled them. All is peace.”




  There was a mighty rustling in the hut, and he heard the slave speak sharply. Then the man without fingers appeared. He was a little out of breath, and he was bleeding from a cut in the shoulder. “Lord, it is over,” he said.




  “Good business,” said Bones in English.




  “The woman I killed with my hands,” said the man, “but Gigini, who was in hiding, I slew with his own spear.” Bones rose, speechless. “Now, I will kill M’furu, the father, and burn his village,” the man went on, and, turning, he ran into the forest.




  Bosambo heard the news, and flew his pigeons. He took six hundred spears and fought back M’furu’s northern army, whilst the loyal chief of the Isisi held the rush to the south. On the seventh day came the Zaire, which shelled the last stronghold of the enraged king before the Houssas stormed the palisade.




  M’furu was dying when Sanders reached him. He was lying with his back to a tree, on which he had crucified the slayer of his son and the attempting murderer of himself.




  




  “Lord,” he gasped, “it would have been better if you had given me my slave.”




  “It is better that you die, and all your land is blackened, than that the law be broken,” said Sanders sternly.




  Later he sought out a very humble Bones — that Bones who had come flying down the river, followed by M’furu’s war canoes, and had been rescued by the timely intervention of the Zaire.




  “It was my fault, Bones,” said Sanders. “I should not have allowed you to go without proper equipment. The pacifist who hasn’t the support of a Hotchkiss gun isn’t a pacifist — he’s a provocation.”




  X. The Son of Sandi
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  When Tigibini, the headman of Bulagongo, took to himself a seventh wife, and that the straight, sulky daughter of M’kuru, the Akasava small chief, he did not consult the girl upon the matter, for Tigibini lived in a little village on the River-that-comes-from-the-forest, and he was ruler, lawgiver and executor of the law, and headed forty young fishermen, who speared fish with a cunning and lightning swiftness which was fascinating to see. Also they could spear men with equal dexterity and as little remorse, if the truth be told.




  M’kuru, the father of the girl, sat on his bed — which was a squat-legged oblong frame of ash, over which was stretched the skin of a buck — and fingered the straggling grey hairs at his chin.




  “It is very wonderful to me, Tigibini, that you should desire a woman of mine for wife,” he said timidly. “Now, I think you will find a better woman than N’misi; also it is said that Bulagongo is a place haunted; also six wives you have had, Tigibini, and where are they? Their cooking-pots are broken, for they are dead.”




  “Women die very easily, M’kuru,” said the suitor, baring his white teeth in a quick, hungry smile. “And who am I, to speak vile words about ghosts and devils, for are they not, like fleas and grass, in all places?”




  “Lord Tigibini,” said M’kuru humbly, “there is a young man of my own people who desires this woman—”




  Tigibini interrupted him. “Ten bags of salt and a thousand rods I bring,” he said. “What young man will bring you that? The woman shall have a great brass collar about her neck, such as none of my women have ever had. Now, I say to you, M’kuru” — he stood over the other, his great legs straddled, his big arms braceleted from wrist to elbow in shining steel, a sinister but commanding figure— “I desire this woman, and you shall give her to me; for you are a solitary man, of no tribe, living alone and spearing fish, and my young men say that you have a bad fetish that frightens the fish away.”




  “Lord!” said the alarmed M’kuru, “I have no fetish!”




  “Some day they will dance,” said Tigibini significantly, “and on that day who shall call them back to their huts?”




  M’kuru passed the back of his hand across his dry mouth.




  “Tigibini,” he quavered, “take the woman.”




  So the headman had placed the girl in his canoe, and had passed beneath the overhanging branches of the trees which fringed the little river, and M’kuru secretly smeared dust on his breast and crooned the death-song of the Akasava, which begins “Spirit here is an axe for trees, here is a bowl for water.”




  K’misi learnt her duties in three lessons, and each lesson ended with a beating, administered with thin and pliant hippo skin, which is at once painful and shocking.




  On the fifth day of her marriage she went into the forest — in defiance of her lord’s command that she should not leave his hut during his absence — and after a long search she found a plant with flowers of a gorgeous blue. This she carefully pulled from the earth, broke off the radish-shaped root, which she thrust into her cloth, and resumed her search. She came back to her hut with half a dozen roots, and these she hid in a hole which she dug.




  She was beaten that night more severely than before, because the fish had changed their water and had gone down nearer to the junction of the great river; and since Tigibini must needs follow, and as necessarily be absent for two days, it was inevitable that he should give his wife something to occupy her thoughts.




  “Woman,” he said breathlessly, as he shut his eyes and flung his thongs behind him, “if you throw your whip before you and see it, be sure you will one day feel it. This night I go a journey, and you shall remember me.”




  The shivering heap on the ground moaned and drew herself to her feet.




  “Lord,” she said in a low voice, “I shall remember you.”




  This is the truth about Tigibini’s wives — that they had died because they had no desire to live. Yet though a scandalous man, and the reproach of every fishing village up and down the River-that-comes-from the-forest, so powerful was he, and so much dreaded were his forty young fishermen, with their too-quick spears, that none spoke openly of his crimes.




  Once he had had forty-one young men, but the forty-first had been bold.




  “O Tigibini,” he had asked, “why do you beat your wives until they die?”




  Tigibini glowered up from the fire at which he was squatting, but did not answer, and the next morning the young man had disappeared. His body was washed up on the shores of the great river, and that was all, save that none of his men ever questioned him again.




  The headman, leaving a quivering K’misi to her thoughts, passed down the river, and in the morning came to a fishing of his fatherin-law, and there he sat him down to spear, his young men taking possession of the small village and ousting the timid people of M’kuru from their hats with little ceremony.




  “They shall sleep in the forest,” he said to his perturbed relative, “for they are common people and most of them are mad.”




  “Lord,” said the diffident M’kuru, “if you shall take this fishing, how may I live? For is it not the law of the river that all waters ten spears’ throw to the left and right are proper fishing for villagers?”




  “There is no law on this river but the law of the spear,” said Tigibini, “and that law I bring. For your evil fish have called my fine fish away, and I spear for my own.”




  “Also, lord,” said M’kuru, “there is talk amongst my young men that Sandi is in the forest behind” — he waved his hand at the olive-green gloom of the hinterland— “that he is travelling with many carriers, and holds a palaver with the Inner N’gombi, and, if he should come here, it might be shameful for you.”




  “Sandi is a white man,” said Tigibini, contemptuously spitting on the ground. “I am too great for Sandi, because I know the secret of white men who bewitch us and secretly sell our bodies for cloth. Also, M’kuru, all men know that Sandi never walks, but comes on his white ship, so I think you are making a mock of me.”




  [It is a legend with most of the Coast savages that the cloth or calicoes, prints, etc., which come into the country are made from the dead bodies of natives which are smuggled out of the country, are thrust into a deep hole, from whence presently issues the end of a cloth, which is pulled and rolled until a sufficient length is obtained, when it is cut off and sold back to the native. — E.W.]




  He turned to his insolent young men, who stood in an amused group, behind him. “Tie M’kuru to a tree,” he said.




  So they bound the naked body of the old man to a gum tree, and Tigibini flogged him with his right hand and his left till the old man’s shrieks and moans died away in silence.




  “Let all men see this,” said Tigibini, appealing to the frightened villagers who gathered round, hugging themselves in an ecstasy of apprehension.




  “I see,” said a voice.




  Tigibini whipped round. A man was looking at him, a wiry man of medium height, dressed in khaki, his big white helmet set squarely on his head, his brown hands twirling an ebony cane. But it was a look in the cold grey eyes that made the headman’s mouth go dry.




  “Lord Sandi,” he stammered, “I have had a bad palaver with M’kuru.”




  “A bad palaver for you, man,” said Mr. Commissioner Sanders. “Let everyone leave his spears in the ground,” he said, and the reluctant young warriors of Tigibini thrust their spearheads deep and fell back.




  One of Sanders’s guard of Houssas collected the spears to a bundle. Two other men first released M’kuru then strapped Tigibini in his place.




  “I have heard of you, Tigibini,” said Sanders, “also of your forty young men who love you and do evil things.”




  He took up the rhinoceros thong and beckoned one of the forty.




  “Strike once,” he said, “and, if you strike lightly, be sure I shall see.”




  One by one the forty came forward and wielded the thong, and Tigibini accepted the punishment without a sound, for he knew that this was the end of his lordship, and that the men who flogged him would presently vanish for fear of him, and he would be left a leader without a following. When the punishment was over, and the sick M’kuru had been carried to his hut, the thongs about Tigibini’s wrists were untied.




  “Go back to your village, Tigibini,” said Sanders. “In two moons will come the rain, also will come one of my officers collecting taxes, for you shall give him not only his due, but twice his due, for it seems to me that many moons have come and gone since you brought your full palms to the Government.”




  “Lord, I am your man,” said Tigibini in a low voice, and without another word walked down to the river, stepped into his canoe, and went alone to his village.




  His wife did not expect him so soon, and he all but surprised her in the act of kneading together with great labour and patience a certain flour which she had extracted from the roots she had furtively gathered. She had wrapped the mess in some green leaves, and was thrusting it into its hiding place, when Tigibini strode into his hut.




  She folded her arms meekly and waited for the blow of his whip, but to her surprise it did not fall. “Get me food,” he said, and she sidled past him into the open.




  Now Tigibini, after the fashion of native men, was usually naked to the waist, and she thought it strange that, with the beads of perspiration standing on his forehead, he wore over his back a robe of monkey-skins. It was stranger to see him wince now and then, when a movement surprised him into an expression of pain. But the greatest mystery of all was that he did not beat her, neither then nor in the morning.




  He rose at the first grey streaks of dawn and crept from the hut, and she, who had not slept all that night, watched him and presently followed. She found him at the edge of the river, bathing his hurts, and seeing the weals across his broad shouldeis, and guessing from what cause they came, her heart leapt in fierce exultation. She crept back and prepared his morning meal, which he ate in silence. When he had finished and stood up, he said: “K’misi, I think you have a bad ju-ju, for since I have bought you I have had no fortune. My fish have gone away and my young men have left me. Also Sandi has put me to the greatest shame.”




  He looked at her long and thoughtfully, and her keen native instinct told her that he was planning her death. Nevertheless, she sat imperturbable, giving no sign of her knowledge.




  That night Tigibini spent in his canoe. He made a journey down the little river, calling — an unwelcome guest — at the fishing villages en route. Some had heard of his disgrace; others through the accident of their isolation, had heard nothing, and at one of the latter Tigibini learnt that Sanders had joined the boat at that very village and had gone northward towards the Ochori.




  “O man,” he said to the fisher chief, “how many soldiers had Sandi?”




  “He had the tax soldiers — four and four,” replied the little chief; “also there went with him Tibbetti who sits tonight at the village of the Four Pools, for tomorrow Ukusu, the N’gombi man, will ask Tibbetti in full palaver that his wife may be put away from him because of her naughtiness.”




  Tigibini had intended returning to his deserted village when his inquiries were through, but now he changed his plan.




  “Of Tibbetti I have heard, but him I have never seen,” he said. “Men say that he is the son of Sandi.”




  “Of that I have heard,” said the little chief wisely.




  Tigibini, squatting over the fire, smoking a native pipe, seemed to be taking counsel with the flames, for his bright eyes never left the glowing logs.




  “The woman who is the mother of Tibbetti,” he said at last, as he knocked out the ashes from his pipe, “must be very beautiful in Sandi’s eyes, for Tibbetti, his son, is always with him, and, as the saying goes, ‘To fondle the son is to love the mother.’”




  He paused. “I sleep this night with you,” he said decisively, which he did, sleeping on the chief’s bed.




  Eight miles away Lieutenant Tibbetts slept as soundly, and rose at dawn to take his bath — a function which it was his most earnest desire should be of a private character, but which was, in fact, witnessed by all the little boys and girls in the village, who gathered about his hut and, thrusting their fingers through the reed walls, brought Bones and his rubber bath within the focus of twenty bright pairs of eager eyes.




  “Alepo! Zar! Go away!” roared Bones. He splashed the apertures with handfuls of water, but water has no terrors for the young people of the river. Bones tried another tack.




  “I have a ju-ju,” he said hollowly. “Presently, when you pull your faces away, you will leave your eyes behind you!”




  This terrifying threat gave him time to garb himself hastily before he did his great constitutional, four times up and four times down the village street at the rate of six miles an hour — a practice with which the villagers were quite familiar, and the reason for which was popularly believed to be that, if Bones stood still his knees, would grow together — a disquieting affliction to which white men were subject.




  He had been left with one soldier as an escort to unravel a certain matrimonial tangle which had been the talk of the countryside for four months. For the wife of Ukusu was, not without reason, in some disfavour with her husband, and Bones sat under the thatched cover of the palaver house throughout the day, and heard all that Ukusu had to say, all that his wife had to tell — there were some hair-raising countercharges which need not be enumerated — and he also took the evidence of Ukusu’s mother — the villain of the piece according to Ukusu’s wife — Ukusu’s wife’s father — who had a bitter grievance against Ukusu regarding the quality of the goats which formed the purchase price of Mrs. Ukusu — and divers willing and voluble neighbours who had been eyewitnesses of certain suspicious incidents — incidents which occurred when the witness should have been in bed and asleep — and all this evidence was told with a freedom and a frankness which sometimes caused Bones to look up at the thatched roof of the palaver house and pretend he was not there.




  From nine o’clock in the morning till half-past ten that night witnesses came and went. Sometimes they would break off in the midst of their narrative to go home and cook the family meal, and another would be called to take their places, but at ten-thirty by Bones’s watch the verdict was delivered.




  Ukusu received the equivalent to a decree nisi with the custody of the goats, whereupon all the witnesses, especially those who had lied themselves livid on behalf of Ukusu’s wife, came forward and congratulated him in their naive way upon the justice of his finding, and Bones went to bed with a sense of a day well spent.




  He called his orderly. “Tomorrow, in the first light of the day, let the chief’s canoe be ready with twenty paddlers, for I go to my lord Sandi, who waits for me in his big ship by the Isisi River.”




  He took the cup of tea the orderly prepared for him, said his prayers, and went to bed.




  The guest hut was at the edge of the village, within a dozen paces of the path which followed the bank of the river. As Bones stretched himself, he could hear the swish and swirl of the fast-running waters, a pleasant sound to accompany a man to the land of dreams.




  In the middle of the night he woke suddenly and sat up in bed. He did not know why, for there was no sound save the rush of the water and the regular snore of the soldier who slept outside his hut. Bones swung his legs from the bed, pulled on his mosquito boots, and walked to the door of the hut.




  There was a bright moon, and he could see the village streets and the huts as clearly as in daylight. The village was silent. At odd intervals he saw the dull red of dying fires. He looked down at the sentry.




  “My dear lad,” he said softly, “you are making a noise like a jolly old pig.”




  He kicked the man gently, but the sentry was too deep in sleep, the sleep that comes to soldiers when they lie down conscious of security. Had they been camping in the forest, the lightest word of Bones’s would have wakened the man.




  “I must have been sleeping on my back,” thought Bones, and was half turned to reenter the hut, when he lost consciousness.




  He did not feel the blow which struck him on the nape of the neck, he experienced no pain, only that the world went suddenly black and he collapsed.




  Tigibini caught him in his arms, lifted him cautiously past the sentry, and, hoisting the limp body to his shoulder, he strode along the river path into the bush. His canoe was waiting, and he dropped Bones to the bottom, jumped in at the stern, and swung the head of the canoe to midstream. The river was running swiftly. Long before dawn came, and the escort entered the hut of his master, to find it empty, Tigibini had reached his village.




  Bones had half returned to consciousness in the boat. He wholly recovered his faculties in the hut of his captor. His legs and hands were tightly bound by ropes of pith. His head ached terribly for a while but somebody gave him water, and with that the acute pain passed, and Bones blinked his eyes open and stared around. At first he thought he was in the hut where he had laid down, but slowly it dawned upon him that he was elsewhere. He tried to move first his hands and then his feet, and only then realized his bondage.




  He looked round, to find a girl sitting on her heels by his side, her hands clasped between her knees, watching him without sympathy, but with interest.




  “O woman,” said Bones thickly, “where am I?”




  She put her fingers to her lips, rose and moved stealthily to the door, and looked out. She stood at the door as she spoke, one eye upon the path down which her husband must come.




  “You are in the hut of Tigibini of Bulagongo,” she added in a low voice, “and Tigibini has gone into the forest to make ready the young trees for the killing.” She did not use the colloquial word for “killing,” but employed the compound phrase which means literally ‘the fly-apart death’. If you take four young saplings and bend them down so that their heads meet, and secure them all to one rope, and then you take a human being and fasten his two ankles and wrists by ropes to the bent saplings, and then you cut the master rope which frees the treetops, they leap back to their naturally erect positions, carrying with them such portions of your anatomy as are attacked to their feathery heads.




  “Oh, lor’!” said Bones in dismay. Then in Bomongo: “How long will Tigibini be?”




  She shook her head. “He is very strong,” she said, “but the saplings are stronger, and the sun will be in this hut before he is finished.”




  Bones made a rapid mental calculation, and decided that he had about six hours to live. “Why does Tigibini do this thing?” he asked.




  “Lord,” said the woman bitterly, “who knows the heart of Tigibini? He does not tell me because I am his wife, but I know he hates Sandi. Also he said you were the son of Sandi.”




  “Oh, lor!” said Bones again. Then again in the native tongue, “O woman,” he said. “If you cut this rope and let me go, I will give you riches. Also Sandi will be a shield for you in all things.”




  She shook her head. “Lord, if I did this,” she said, “Tigibini would see me. For though he cannot look inside the hut, yet from where he stands he can see all who leave the hut, and he has his killing spears, and, lord, you have nothing, and I think you had better wait.”




  Her caution was justified, for five minutes later she slipped softly across the room and sank down on her knees, and almost immediately after the great bulk of Tigibini filled the doorway. He looked down at Bones. “I see you, Tibbetti,” he said.




  




  “I see you, Tigibini,” replied Bones. “This is a very shameful thing, and be sure you shall suffer.”




  “Tibbetti, when I suffer you shall know nothing of my suffering,” said Tigibini, “for you will be dead.”




  He swung his thick whip in his hand, but he did not attempt to strike his prisoner. He sent the lash flying across the naked shoulders of the girl.




  “I am hungry,” he said, and she slipped out of the hut on to her knees before the fire and the black cooking-pot which swung over it. He said no more to Bones, but went out and ate a prodigious meal.




  “Presently I shall come again,” he promised, wiping his mouth on his hand preparatory to taking up his gruesome labours, “and then, Tibbetti, Sandi will have no son.”




  The girl changed her position. She now sat in the doorway cross-legged, her elbows on her knees, her chin in her palms, looking wistfully down the bush path to where now and again she caught a glimpse of her husband. From time to time she spoke to Bones across her shoulder.




  “He has finished,” at last she whispered, “he has finished!” There was a note of anguish in her voice which awoke surprise even in Bones in his then perturbed and preoccupied state of mind.




  Tigibini came in, looked at his prisoner, hitched up his waist cloth, and swung Bones to a sitting position. The young man’s head swam, and he would have fallen over, but Tigibini helped him. “Tigibini!”




  The big man turned in surprise. The audacity of the address stupefied him, for a woman never calls her husband by name save in affection or sheer insolence.




  “O Tigibini,” she said, “when you have ended Tibbetti, what of me?”




  “You will wait, K’misi,” he glared at her, wrath and indecision in his eyes.




  “O beater of women, what of me?” she said again. With a howl of rage he sprang up, dashed from the hut and sped back along the path.




  “Where has this man gone?” asked Bones.




  “Lord, he has gone to get his whip,” said the girl calmly.




  Tigibini came blundering back, the whip in his hand, and for three minutes Bones winced and raved as the sharp thong rose and fell against the unprotected body of the girl.




  He beat her till he was tired, then flung down the whip; but she rose on her elbow and smiled at him.




  “O beater of women,” she mocked, “where is your fine axe?”




  “It is in the forest, woman. Presently I will return with it,” he said hoarsely.




  “Go now,” said the girl, with a smile. “Or do you fear because this white man shall see?”




  “That you shall know,” said Tigibini, and again left the hut.




  The girl pulled herself to the doorway and stared out, and Bones, from where he sat, could follow the direction the man had taken.




  He disappeared into the thicket, and after a while they saw him come out. He did not immediately return. He stood for a moment leaning on the long haft of the axe. When he moved he seemed to reel. The girl flung herself upon Bones.




  “Quick, Tibbetti!” she said between her teeth, and slashed away at the ropes with a knife.




  Bones rose with a groan and staggered to the entrance, and the girl was before him.




  Tigibini was on his way back, half running, half walking, but swaying all the time from left to right. They watched his progress. He came nearer and nearer. Once he fell to his knees and scrambled up again; then with an effort he pulled himself together, staring at the man and the woman who now stood before his hut.




  “I see you!” he yelled and leapt. Then he fell on his hands and knees, slipped over to his side, and the axe fell away from him.




  The girl walked to him and looked down.




  “Let us go away, Tibbetti,” she said, “for tonight I think Tigibini will die.”




  In truth, Tigibini was not dead even the next morning, when Sanders came upon the spot, for aconite — even aconite crudely obtained from the roots of the wild flower — kills slowly, though it stupefies very quickly.




  “It seems incredible,” said Sanders, “but it is obviously true what the girl says — that she took her beating to give the poison time to work, and every blow she accepted was to save your life.”




  The inquiry was held on the deck of the Zaire, and the girl looked from one to the other, for she could not understand this strange tongue.




  “Tell me, Tibbetti,” she said, “does Sandi say I have done an evil thing?”




  Sanders shook his head.




  “You have done well, K’misi,” he smiled, “and I will give you many presents.”




  “Lord, I did not do this for reward,” said the girl, “but because Tibbetti is your son.”




  “In fact, sir and Excellency,” said Bones, who had long since recovered his good spirits, “it was for dear old mother’s sake.”




  “Don’t let us keep you, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Sanders coldly.




  XI. King Andreas
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  There were four generations of Seccondis, each one richer than the last. They moved in the best English circles, but they did not stay permanently in any. Two of the generations were exceedingly presentable persons, were Bachelors of Art and of Science, and a great deal besides. They endowed cottage hospitals and made generous contributions to charities. They had boxes at the opera, owned and ran racehorses, were to be seen at Cowes and at Ascot — though never in the royal enclosure — and one at least appeared in the Divorce Court.




  Even to the fourth generation there was on the finger nail of every Seccondi a liver-coloured half moon just where nail and cuticle meet, and this was probably one of the explanations of Society’s reluctance to clasp the Seccondis to its bosom; and though there was a Baron Seccondi of the Holy Roman Empire — Julius of that clan secured the distinction — not even the most careless of Society writers really believed that Seccondi was an ancient Italian title.




  There was native blood in the family, as the finger nails betrayed, and there was bad blood, too, for there were at least four members of the family of whom the Baron never spoke, and as to whose fate there was some mystery. They had been traders on the Coast for twenty generations, they had been millionaire traders for four. Their stores filled the foreshores of twenty ports. They had agents from Dakka to Masamonese. They owned railways and ships, distilleries and slipways, whilst their mineral and forest rights mottled the intimate maps of five colonial foreign offices.




  Andreas Seccondi, a brilliant young man — Scholar of Corpus Christi College, first-class Classical Moderations, second-class Lit. Hum., Barrister of the Outer Temple — had a career before him of the greatest promise. His wealth, his attainments, and his excellent manners were most certainly wasted in a one-horse Coast town which consisted of two hundred deplorable hovels, a strip of sand, two habitable houses, and the acrid scent of synthetic rum, which came from the low-roofed shacks in which Seccondi Ltd., maintained their stocks.




  All sorts of theories had been put forward as to why Andreas Seccondi came to the Coast, but neither the most romantical nor the most uncharitable were well founded. Andreas left London and established himself in the gaunt white trading house because this hot, damp land called to him through his blood. The dominant voices of twelve unmentionable generations spoke to him in the decorous silence of his library in Hans Crescent. They whispered alluringly of firm, golden sands, of tossing palm fronds, of great heart-swelling forests, of broad sunlit rivers, of a licence and a freedom he had never experienced. Dark eyes laughed at him; the smoke which rises straightly from the fires of dawn were a sign and a summons, and he came to the Coast and lived what to him was a desirable life, at a temperature which ranged between one hundred and one hundred and four in the shade. All this was natural and proper, though wholly inexcusable from the point of view of his sometime friends.




  He had arrived at Little Masam with an enormous equipment, including trunk-loads of clothing specially designed for wear in the tropics, patent tents, filters, mosquito destroyers, rifles — in fact, everything that a man who had designed a holiday in that most unlikely part of the world could need.




  It is a curious fact that, although he was ordinarily abstemious — he had no sooner arrived on the Coast than he developed a taste for gin — a spirit which he had never drunk in his life. He sent home by the first mail steamer a requisition for the very choicest brands of this spirit, and consoled himself, during the time of waiting, by testing the quality of that strange liquor which was contained in square bottles also labelled “Gin,” but which was especially manufactured for native consumption. He found it very hot and breath-snatching, but wildly exhilarating. When, three months later, many cases of the real article were landed on the beach and were duly sampled, he discovered the genuine article to be insipid and tasteless compared with that which was literally the gin of his forefathers, for on this squarefaced poison the second generation of the millionaire Seccondis had added enormously to his wealth.




  He lived alone and, what was worse, he drank alone. There were two white men on the station, who were the merest creatures of his house, the sort of men you buy for sixteen pounds a month and their “chop”. He found them very dull, and their crudities offended him. So he removed from himself what might have been a brake.




  Many representatives of the Seccondi family remonstrated with him, writing, cabling, doing everything, in fact, but coming in person; but their remonstrances were mild, because he was the richest of the Seccondis, and nobody wished to offend him. For his part, he took no notice of these letters and cablegrams, which he kept on his table, using as a paper weight a full bottle of ‘squareface.’




  About this time he began to draw heavily on his account which he kept at Cape Coast Castle. He had brought with him a hundred-ton petrol yacht, which was sent regularly every week to collect letters and exchange his cheques for gold and banknotes. Why he should want money at all was a mystery, because the only store at which it could be spent was his own.




  He made several excursions into the bash, unaccompanied by white men, and there were stories of dances and drink palavers which the Seccondi family subsequently paid a great deal of money to suppress.




  Twelve months after his arrival he rose from his bed, shaved and bathed, and sent for the store manager, whose name was Brown.




  “I am going away, Mr. Brown,” he said quite calmly.




  He was sitting at breakfast, hollow-eyed and a skeleton of his former self, and the hand which carried the glass to his lips shook violently.




  “Going away, sir?” said Mr. Brown, his heart full of happiness as his face was full of simulated woe. When you buy a man for sixteen pounds a month, you buy an actor, because people earning that salary cannot afford to show their feelings.




  “I am afraid I have been a nuisance to you,” said Andreas Seccondi apologetically, “but naturally, during the time of my probation, I was a little nervous. One never quite knew how the examination would go off.”




  “Quite so, sir,” replied Mr. Brown, to whom the reference was incomprehensible.




  “I haven’t been very sociable” — said Andreas, looking out of the window, “but then some of the papers were fearfully hard — the one I did last night particularly so. But thank goodness, it’s all over!”




  Mr. Brown murmured his conventional sympathy.




  “I am going to give you a thousand pounds,” Andreas went on, “and I want to give your assistant five hundred. I have the money here.” He pushed over a pile of notes neatly fastened together with a rubber band. “I think you will find it correct.”




  “But — but—” stammered Brown.




  Mr. Andreas smiled.




  “It is a little present,” he said, “and I should be glad if you would make the presentation to the other man before I am too bored to see him. Tell my engineer to load up the Seagull with petrol and sufficient food to last a week, and any letters that come for me you may return to the London office. I think that will do.”




  Mr. Brown, who had never had a thousand shillings of his own in his life, was moving lightheadedly out of the room, when Andreas called him back. He turned, and saw on his employer’s face a queer little smile.




  “I must show you — I’m sure you will be interested,” said Andreas. “I nearly showed you last week. Do you remember I had a package from Cape Coast Castle?”




  “Yes, sir, I remember,” said Brown; “it came by registered post. It was very heavy.”




  “You will understand why,” said Seccondi.




  He took a bunch of keys from his pocket, walked to a big unpainted cupboard which hung on the wall, and after many painful attempts he inserted the key in the lock and opened the door. He put in both his hands and took something out and placed it on the table, and Mr. Brown gasped and stared, as well he might, for the object which was being displayed to his astounded eyes was a crown.




  From its jewel-encrusted rim to the emerald that glittered above its red velvet it was a rare and beautiful thing.




  “It cost twelve thousand pounds,” Andreas volunteered, “and I was in an awful state last night, for fear I didn’t pass. Of course, it would have been absurd,” he said, with a little deprecating smile, “if I had got it out here, and then was ploughed at the last minute.”




  He pulled open a drawer in the table and brought out a thick wad of papers. They were covered with writing in his boyish hand, and Brown, who had had a fairly good education, recognized some of the problems. As Andreas turned the sheets, he saw that one “paper” was an essay on the Scandinavian Sagas.




  “A little folklore,” said Mr. Andreas in explanation. “One has to work that up, because really there is very little difference between the folklore of the Viking and the folklore of the Coast. Thank Heaven I pulled through!”




  He replaced the papers and lifted the crown to his head, and stood for five minutes staring at himself in the glass; then this, too, was replaced in the cupboard and the door locked. “I think you understand now,” he said.




  “Quite so, sir,” said Mr. Brown untruthfully. “Naturally, sir.”




  “When you come to think of it,” Andreas went on, half speaking to himself, “it is much better to rule a great kingdom like this than to occupy a minor position in a purely artificial society.”




  Mr. Brown quite agreed, and when Andreas told him that the object of his projected trip was to make treaties of alliance with neighbouring states, he nodded gravely.




  “There are so many things to do, I hardly know which to do first,” said Andreas. “Of course, if I am to be king, I must have some sort of state, I have arranged for the building of a new palace at San Merthe. The difficulty I am in is to arrange a marriage. You see. Brown, it is impossible for kings to marry anybody but people of our own class, and the people here have so intermarried that it is just as impossible to discover a pure line. I am hoping, however, during the course of my trip, to eliminate that difficulty.”




  When Mr. Seccondi sailed in the Seagull, with his one native engineer and his own high thoughts, he did not take with him a single drop of liquor, a fact which Brown remarked upon. Moreover, before he left, Seccondi not only destroyed his own stock, but insisted upon every barrel of rum and every case of gin which was in the store of the company being destroyed.




  “Drink does a great deal of harm to the country,” he said, “and I am determined that it shall cease.”




  Mr. Brown stood upon the beach watching the Seagull until it was out of sight, and then he walked slowly back to his hut, carefully concealed his money, and drafted a cablegram to the second greatest of the Seccondis in London.




  A hundred miles away Lieutenant Tibbetts, of the King’s Houssas, had a platoon in the forest, wrestling with some brand-new tactical exercise invented in the Cameroons and cursed fluently by all commanders of native infantry, from Dakka to Massi-Kassi. Therefore it was cursed in English, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and even in Cape Dutch by commanders of native police on the Rhodesian border.




  The man who invented these peculiar tactics is now in heaven, for his name was Konrad von ze Hoffenzoll, and he was smitten sorely by a French shell at the intaking of Bomsubisi; but because in his life his system of rearguard defence in forest retreat had caused great annoyance to the enemies of his country, those enemies — and certain neutrals — sat down and elaborated his system, reducing it to cold print in five languages, in the wistful hope that they, in turn, would successfully employ the new system against the enemies that time would produce.




  The Hoffenzoll rearguard defence concerns this story to this extent, that it caused Lieutenant Tibbetts, of the King’s Houssas, to feel that the hand of the world was against him, that every door was shut in his face, and that he was the least considered of all junior officers.




  On the third day of the exercise Captain Hamilton, his superior, strolled out to examine what was technically known as a checking redoubt. He went over the work carefully; he inspected the trenches, the barricades, the machinegun emplacement, the observing post and fire-direction platform, and when he had finished he said: “The trenches are too shallow, the barricades should be protected by a spiked ditch, you have not given your machineguns a good field of fire, and you should have cut down all the underbush which would hide the approach of a flanking attack. In fact, my dear Bones, you have not displayed the foresight which is the essence of this system.”




  Bones listened with compressed lips. He had worked like a galley slave for three days. He had got wet to the skin, the night before, in a tropical thunderstorm; he had a bout of fever on him, and he was conscious of the fact that the point chosen for the establishment of the checking redoubt had been chosen — and ill-chosen — by Hamilton himself.




  “Altogether, Bones,” said Hamilton cheerfully, “it isn’t a very creditable performance. It lacks foresight and imagination. To plan a successful rearguard action — well, you know what I mean — one must always know what the other fellow will do.”




  “I see, sir,” said Bones.




  Hamilton sensed the resentment and something of the genuine bitterness in the tone, and wished he had taken another line. Also he knew that he himself had been partly responsible for whatever error there was in the construction of the defence. “I suppose it’s my fault as much as yours,” said Hamilton.




  “Not at all, sir,” said Bones, with icy politeness.




  “March your men back. You’ll be in time for tiffin.”




  Bones fell in his men, checked the entrenching tools and the equipment, and marched back to headquarters.




  “I’m afraid I’ve peeved Bones,” said Hamilton. He was sipping at a long lemon squash before lunch.




  “Poor Bones!” said his sister. “Is he awfully tired?”




  “He hates things,” said Hamilton, “and he hates me worst of all.”




  Sanders strolled out to them. “How did Bones acquit himself?” he asked.




  “Very well, sir, really. I chose the wrong place for the redoubt — I saw that the moment I arrived. The ground is bad — full of tree roots — and he couldn’t very well get a field of fire for his Maxims without demolishing half the reservation forest. Hullo, here’s his factotum! I suppose old Bones is sulking.”




  Ali Abid, the stout Arab who was to Lieutenant Tibbetts secretary and privy council, came to the stoep with a salaam.




  “Sir,” he said soberly, “Lieutenant is seriously imposed with supernormal temperature and accelerated pulsation. He excuses his society for grub.”




  “Is he ill?” asked Patricia anxiously.




  “Leave him alone,” smiled her brother. “He’ll feel better later in the day. Poor old Bones. I’ve made him raw.”




  The girl looked dubiously from Ali to her brother. “Don’t you think we ought to do something, — get him some chicken broth—”




  Hamilton growled. “Chicken! If you take any notice of Bones and his sorrows, you’ll have no time for anything else. Come along — there goes the gong!”




  Bones was not peeved in the ordinary sense of the term — he was genuinely hurt and genuinely unwell. He laboured under a sense of injustice which hit him in a moment of physical depression, and he was in that state of mind when less normal men think of suicide. Ali Abid, with his profound knowledge of human nature, could see only one panacea for his master’s distress. He busied himself over a ragout which was his great speciality. By the time Bones had finished a very excellent dinner in the solitude of his hut he felt a little better physically and, as it naturally follows, in a more tolerant frame of mind. Nevertheless, the sting of the morning’s interview had not wholly passed, and if he had the energy, he had not the desire to stroll back to the Residency, as he had so often done, and over coffee slip back to his proper place in the smooth-running social machine. He lit a cigar, read the last mail papers through and, taking his stick from a stand, he made his way to the beach, intending to enjoy a long walk along the hard, level sands.




  He came through the little bit of bush and rock which hides the beach from the reservation, and stopped. He saw a big white motorboat, her nose grounded on the sand, and walking slowly toward him a young man well and carefully dressed. Such an unusual sight caused Bones to forget all his own personal troubles and quicken his steps toward the visitor. “Good evening!” drawled the newcomer. “This is Mr. Sanders’s headquarters, isn’t it?”




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones, scrutinizing the wan face in a vain effort to identify the visitor.




  “You don’t know me,” smiled the man. “My name is Seccondi. I dare say you have heard the name. We are rather a nuisance to you people.”




  “Oh, the traders,” said Bones in surprise.




  “The traders,” smiled the other. “I have not come to trade, but just to pay a little call. I am Andreas Seccondi.”




  “Glad to meet you,” said Bones, and offered his hand.




  He had all the white man’s aversion to that blood which was the distinguishing feature of the Seccondis. The native he understood and loved. The white man splashed with tar raised all his hackles. But, as against this, the Seccondis were a little different, and represented the phenomenon of interracial marriage. They were unique, not because they were very rich, not because the word of a Seccondi had before now blasted the career of a promising official, but because they were undoubtedly brilliant.




  He wondered what brought the super-trader to the Territories, for Sanders did not encourage the Seccondis, and had successfully fought off every attempt they had made to exploit the hinterland. The young man appeared to divine his thoughts.




  “I suppose you wonder what I’m doing up here,” he said, as he fell in by Bones’s side on his way to the Residency. “I have a particularly interesting mission. It is hardly fair to tell you that much without telling you the whole,” he laughed, “and I dare say you will hear about it in time.”




  He shot a swift glance at Bones, but in his present mood the young Houssa officer was not inclined to pretend to a knowledge which he did not possess. He was a little embarrassed that he should be compelled to go near the Residency at all, but his state of mind may be best judged by the very fact that his embarrassment was so slight that he was able to give a cool unhumorous reply to the facetious little smile with which Hamilton greeted him. But the coolness of Bones was as nothing to the icy politeness of Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  “This is an unexpected pleasure, Mr. Seccondi,” he said in a tone that left no doubt whatever that nothing could be more unexpected than any pleasurable sensation at meeting the young man. He waited for Andreas to disclose his business. “Can I see you alone for a little while?” asked the latter. Sanders nodded and led the way to his private bureau.




  “I don’t like that man,” said Patricia Hamilton when he had gone; “there is something peculiar about him. Who is he?”




  Hamilton waited for Bones, but Bones was silent, and the captain of Houssas briefly sketched the history of the house of Seccondi and the career of this, its most polished representative.




  “They have coloured blood, of course, but I believe Andreas is rather a smart fellow, a barrister, and, so far as I know, remarkably well behaved.”




  “I have heard of him,” said the girl. “He was staying with Lord Clayborough when I was at Henley and I think I did meet him. Are you feeling better, Bones?”




  “Never better in my life,” said Bones cheerfully. “I don’t think you want me, sir,” he said, turning to Hamilton.




  “Now, look here. Bones,” said his superior, “I am awfully sorry for what happened this morning. I was in a very bad temper, and I was very unjust. You must admit, Bones, that you are at times rather a shortsighted ass—”




  “I’ll admit anything you wish, sir, if you will excuse me,” said Bones freezingly, and, touching his hat to the girl, he strolled leisurely back to his hut.




  Hamilton looked after him, shaking his head.




  “I have got rather into the ribs of Bones I’m afraid,” he said.




  “You’re not exactly tactful, my dear,” said his sister. “An apology with reservation is a new affront.”




  “Oh, blow Bones!” grumbled her brother.




  “You’re very rude,” said Patricia tartly.




  The family jar did not develop any further, for at that moment Sanders came out with the young man.




  “I am sorry I have no sleeping accommodation to offer you,” Sanders was saying.




  “That’s all right,” said Andreas easily. “I have my yacht here, and she has very excellent accommodation. I will see you in the morning.” He lifted his hat to the girl and made his way back to the beach.




  “I cannot understand that fellow,” said Sanders. “And what he is doing here, Heaven knows.”




  “Didn’t he tell you, sir?”




  Sanders shook his head. “He has some kind of scheme on, about which he was frightfully mysterious. I know no more now than I did when I took him into the office. All I do know is that he is staying here for a few days. I had to ask him to come and take his meals with us. I hope you won’t mind?” — he turned to the girl.




  “I do not object at all,” she smiled. “You see I have not lived long enough on the Coast to share your feelings about the little patch of colour. I don’t like him, but that is unreasoning feminine prejudice.”




  Sanders nodded slowly. “I trust unreasoning feminine prejudice,” he said, “before my own judgment. In this case my judgment coincides with your instinct.”




  Andreas came to breakfast next morning, and was most interesting. He talked learnedly and modestly of things and people, was deferential to Sanders, polite to Hamilton, courteous and restrained in his attitude toward the girl, and made an honest attempt to be friendly with Bones, but Bones was not inclined to be friendly with anybody.




  “I have heard a great deal about you, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Andreas. “I am told you are one of the coming men on the Coast.” Bones glared at him. Presently he tried again. “You are an Etonian, aren’t you, Mr. Tibbetts? My younger brother was at Eton, and has often spoken of you.”




  Bones mumbled something, but gave no further encouragement.




  On the second day of his stay Andreas sought out Bones and carried off that unwilling young man to the forest. “Mr. Tibbetts,” he said, “I am afraid I have annoyed you in some way.”




  “Not at all,” said Bones stiffly.




  “I wanted to discuss a matter with you,” Andreas said, “because you have initiative and judgment, and you have got just the qualities which I want.”




  “I think we are going to have some rain,” said Bones.




  “You have just the qualities I want,” the other went on. “In fact, in this little Arcadian spot I have discovered the two things for which I have been seeking in my mind for the past six months.”




  “You surprise me,” said Bones.




  “The first of these,” Andreas went on, taking no notice of the sarcasm, “is the man to control my troops.”




  “Your what?” Bones stopped and looked round at him in surprise.




  “My troops. You know, of course, that I have had the authority of the British Government to raise ten thousand native soldiers?”




  Bones gaped at him.




  “Now, I can make you an offer,” Andreas went on slowly. “You know the island of San Marthe?”




  San Marthe was a tiny island about four hundred miles from the mainland, and chiefly remarkable for the fact that it was the property of Messrs. Seccondi, Ltd. There had been a great talk about the use to which this fertile little land would be put and some talk of a company being floated to cultivate cocoa palms. So far as Bones knew — which amounted to the sum of the information he had obtained from occasional visitors to the island — it was at present an uncultivated spot, inhabited by a docile tribe of natives, who supported body and soul with very little trouble, since the ground was wonderfully fertile, and fish and flesh and fowl were in abundance.




  “I see you know it,” Andreas continued. “I have built a villa there, and I am establishing the state which is naturally and properly mine. I want somebody to organize the army which I am raising, and you are the man for the job. As to the other matter” — he paused, fingered his chin irresolutely, and smiled— “I think we can get over the other matter,” he said briskly. “Now what do you say.”




  “My dear old Seccondi person,” said Bones irritably, “what the deuce has your army got to do with me?”




  “Would you raise it and train it if I made you commander-in-chief at a salary of five thousand pounds a year?”




  Bones stared at him blankly. “Not for five millions a year. I don’t know what your little game is, and I don’t want to know. In the first place, San Marthe is not a British possession, and, in the second place, I am a King’s officer, and have no desire to change my boss.”




  “I was afraid you’d say that,” said Andreas, turning back with a little shrug. “You see, I have everything cut and dried, all except the other matter.”




  “What is the other matter?” asked Bones, his curiosity getting the better of his repugnance to share the other’s confidence,




  “The other matter is the matter of the queen,” replied Andreas soberly. “Naturally, if I am to be a king, I must have a queen. I hope to secure her by negotiation, but it seems unlikely that I shall succeed. We monarchs, Mr. Tibbetts, have a way of our own.”




  He spoke quizzically; his eyes, fixed on Bones, held a little gleam of laughter, and Bones was puzzled.




  “I don’t quite get you, my dear old Highness,” he said, “but I gather that you are going to start a little Ruritania of your own, and you are thinking of getting married. Is that the idea?”




  “That’s the idea,” said Andreas. They were nearing the Residency now, and Andreas stopped, as though he wished to complete his disclosure before they joined the little party on the step.




  “Well, what the dickens has it got to do with us — your getting married?” asked Bones. “Of course, you’re a very nice fellow, and all that sort of thing, but really, my dear old sportsman, we don’t know very much about you, and we are not passionately interested in your private plans.”




  “That I realize,” said the other; “it is a great pity.” He sighed and shook his head. “I thought you might assist me in the other way. Can’t be helped!” he laughed, turned abruptly away, and walked towards Sanders.




  At dinner that night the conversation turned upon the speed of ships. Andreas was a mine of information on the subject, as was natural, since he owned the bulk of shares in two companies possessing between them a fleet of thirty vessels.




  “Of course, you will never get the speed and the carrying capacity at one and the same time,” he said. “Now, the Seagull is faster than the fastest destroyer.”




  “You mean your little yacht on the beach?” asked Hamilton in surprise.




  He nodded. “I can get thirty eight knots out of her. Why don’t you let me run you round the bay?” he asked. Bones noticed that, as he made this suggestion, Seccondi’s eyes dropped to his plate.




  “Oh, do!” said the girl suddenly, “I have never been in a fast motorboat.”




  Hamilton hesitated. “I shall be glad,” he said. “I suppose you would like to go, wouldn’t you, Pat?”




  “Oh, rather!” she cried. “It will be great fun!” The prospect of the novelty overcame her feeling toward the man — a feeling which had worn off a little in the few days of their acquaintance, for his attitude had been faultless. “Will you come, Bones?” she asked.




  “I’m sorry, I’ve a lot of work to do,” mumbled Bones.




  “Rubbish!” said Hamilton. “Come along!” But Bones was adamant.




  He went to his hut that night, closed the door, lit the lamp, and sat down. He went over and over again his conversation with Andreas. It had left a curious uneasy feeling in his mind. There was something vaguely sinister in the revelation which Seccondi had made. He sat for two hours smoking, until the hut was blue with fumes, then rose, put out the lamp, opened the door, and walked out into the cool night air.




  The sky was laced with stars; a screech of a distant night-bird and the roar of the river were all the sounds he heard. From the men’s quarters came the hum of voices. Bones looked toward the Residency then toward the hidden beach. He scratched his head, hesitated, then turned and walked slowly in the direction of the beach….




  *




  “Bones!”




  There was no answer.




  “Bo-ones!”




  The reservation wood echoed “O-ones!” but the cheery, albeit raucous, voice of Lieutenant Tibbetts, of the King’s Houssas, was not heard in the land.




  “Where the dickens has he gone?” demanded Hamilton wrathfully, and, indeed, his wrath was justified. For Captain Hamilton had walked on to parade for a miniature, ‘general inspection’ of his company, and instead of being greeted by two lines of men standing stiffly to attention behind a subaltern doing polite things with a drawn sword, Hamilton had found the company slackly ‘at ease.’ As for the sworded subaltern, he was nowhere to be seen.




  Therefore was Captain Hamilton compelled, contrary to King’s Regulations, and to the immeasurable loss of his dignity, to search hut and Residency, and finally to go hotly to the edge of the still woods and — in his own language— “whoop for stragglers like a bally teacher at a Sunday-school picnic.”




  Hamilton came back by way of the Residency.




  “Found him?” asked Sanders.




  “I can’t understand it.”




  “Here comes his man,” said Sanders.




  Stout Ali Abid, a linguist and a scientist, was waddling across the square.




  “O Ali,” greeted Hamilton, “where is my lord Tibbetti?”




  “Master,” said the man, “I regretfully report that Tibbetti is non est. Sleeping machine untenanted and pyjamas noticeably unoccupied.”




  “Hasn’t he been in the hut all night?”




  “Indications support that hypothesis,” said Ali seriously.




  “I can’t understand that,” said Hamilton, troubled. “I wonder if the young devil has gone up the river? Bones is rather hating me, I think. I shall have to speak to him rather plainly. This is not the game.”




  Mr. Seccondi noticed the absence of Bones, which Hamilton excused in the terms of his theory.




  “A very pleasant young man,” said Andreas. “I was hoping that he would go out with us.”




  Hamilton observed that Mr. Seccondi was brighter and more cheery than he had been before, and, so far from the absence of Bones depressing him, it added considerably to his gaiety. After breakfast was over they made a move to the lower of the quays, where ordinarily the Wiggle was berthed. That staunch boat was now high and dry on a slipway, and undergoing repairs, and in her place were the long, beautiful lines of the Seagull.




  “I have had a truant, too,” smiled Andreas, as he stepped on board. “My engineer has taken a holiday. But you need have no fear; I understand this boat much better than Master Jacob.”




  He went down to the well of the boat, into the glass-covered engine-room, and Hamilton and his sister followed. The beautiful Deissler engine was a picture of burnished steel and glittering glass. Mr. Seccondi explained the functions of the various parts.




  “She is one of the few engines fitted with a self-starter,” he said. “I can control everything, even to the regulation of the petrol and oil supply, from the forebridge.”




  He led the way forward, past a handsome little cabin, with its glass skylight and a glimpse of luxurious furnishing. Forrard of the cabin was a semicircular dais, protected by rails and a thick canvas screen.




  “This is the navigating bridge,” the proud owner explained, and showed them the rods and switches which controlled the engine, uncovered a jewel of a compass, and invited Patricia to test the small brass wheel.




  Sanders had stood on the quay. He was not greatly interested in luxurious motor yachts, and had merely accompanied the party as an act of courtesy.




  “I am afraid your helmet will blow off,” said Andreas, suddenly turning to the girl. “Have you a motor veil?”




  “There is one in my room.”




  “I’ll get it for you,” said Hamilton. “I had better get my cap.”




  “You will need it,” said Andreas pleasantly.




  Hamilton stepped ashore, and Andreas walked slowly along the alleyway on the side nearest the quay, all the time talking pleasantly to the Commissioner. The girl had strolled forward and seated herself amidst the cushions of a big cane chair, one of two which had been placed before the bridge.




  “I flatter myself,” said Andreas, as he strolled leisurely aft and threw off one of the mooring ropes, “that this is a boat worthy of a king.”




  He strolled as leisurely toward the nose of the boat, and, stooping, unhooked the second mooring rope.




  “Be careful,” warned Sanders. “The river is running very strongly, and you will swing to midstream before you know where you are.” His warning was justified, for a space rapidly grew between the boat and the quay.




  “My dear sir,” drawled Andreas, “I know exactly where I am.”




  “Captain Hamilton will find it difficult to get aboard,” warned Sanders again.




  “He will find it exceedingly difficult to get aboard,” said Andreas in his slow, even tone. “I repeat. I know where I am.”




  He stepped on to the little platform and turned a switch. Instantly the engine-room buzzed and hummed, and a streak of white froth appeared at the stern.




  “I am in the company of the loveliest woman in the world, whom you shall know as the Queen of San Marthe,” he said.




  The truth flashed on Sanders and left him white. He dropped his hand to his side, but he was unarmed. He measured the distance. It was too far for a leap, but he made the attempt. He fell a few inches short, and dropped like a stone into the water. When he came up to the surface, the little vessel was rushing seaward with ever-increasing speed.




  “Where is my brother?” said the girl. “What has happened?”




  Andreas did not reply. He walked aft, scrutinized the engines, and favoured them with an approving nod. Leaning over the rail of the little “bridge,” he looked down at her.




  “My queen,” he said, “you are on your way to your kingdom.”




  “What do you mean?” she gasped.




  “I have found my kingdom. I have raised, or am about to raise, my army. I need only a queen, and the choice, my pretty lady, my Helen, my Cleopatra, has fallen upon you!”




  He was not offensive, but there was something in his mien which was terrifying. She stepped back.




  “Don’t come near me!” she cried in a panic. He laughed.




  “I shall not hurt you, and whoever hurts you dies!” He smiled. “That is the order of King Andreas.”




  He walked toward her, fastening the wheel, and leaving the boat to follow a straight course to sea. She put out her hand to ward him back, and found her wrists gripped. “Your cabin is waiting,” he said.




  With a quick movement he flung his disengaged arm around her and drew her toward him. His lips were at her cheek when she heard a voice.




  The man spun round and faced the level barrel of a revolver, and that revolver was in the hand of Bones. With a quick twist the man placed the girl between himself and danger.




  




  “I fear we must die together,” he said pleasantly, “a possibility which I had foreseen, Mr. Tibbetts. I suppose you know that you are trespassing and that you have no right whatever on my yacht, and that you are liable to very heavy damages? You will, however,” he went on, “be able to testify that my queen and I died royally, locked in one another’s arms.”




  He edged the girl nearer to the rail, and, though she struggled, she was a child in the powerful grip of the madman. Bones had a second to act. To shoot the man across the girl required a quality of marksmanship which he felt he did not possess. He had reached the control platform, and now, swift as a flash, he threw down the lever which he knew would stop the engine. There would be no hope of rescuing the girl, once she was in the water, and there was only one chance, and that chance lay in disturbing the uncanny equanimity of the man. Bones thrust forward his jaw, and into his eyes came that look of scorn which Andreas could not mistake.




  “You infernal nigger!” snarled Bones.




  The man stepped back as if he had been shot, and the girl stumbled forward to Bones’s feet.




  “You — you—” breathed Andreas, and dropped his hand to his hip.




  Both revolvers cracked together, and Andreas Seccondi dropped limply to the white deck.




  *




  “I don’t know how to thank you. Bones,” said Hamilton brokenly. “Poor old Pat! And yet I am awfully glad you didn’t kill the poor brute. How did you come to be on board?”




  “Dear old sir and officer,” said Bones easily — he had recovered all his old jauntiness— “a little astute detective work, dear old sir, forethought and foresight. If you had been wandering about the beach at two a.m., and heard a seminative gentleman instructing his wholly native engineer to make himself scarce in the mornin’ and you had sneaked on board the yacht and seen a dark-looking white gentleman drinking champagne, with a golden crown on his head, and admirin’ himself in an expensive looking glass, and if you had looked through a skylight and seen him drawing up a marriage advertisement for The Times, employing a highly-respected lady’s name, you would have drawn your own conclusions, hidden yourself in a locker, and waited the moment to pop out. It’s foresight, dear old fellow. You’ll never get it, not in a thousand years, my poor old Ham; it’s a gift that only comes to keen students of the Hoffenzoll rearguard defence.”




  “You are entitled to rub it in,” said Hamilton, and it was very true.




  XII. Bones and a Lady
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  Years Ago, before any tangible form of government came to the lands which form the watershed of the Big River, there was a missionary who was not like other missionaries, for he combined the rare qualities of zeal for his dark brethren with the possession of great wealth. He was the son of a rich New York financier, and was, in consequence, able to gratify his every whim; whilst his brother’s took the form of ballooning — at that time regarded as the smartest of hobbies — Henry T. Fellin’s peculiar eccentricity lay in the belief that the difference between black men and white men was largely a matter of colour and environment.




  He spent an exciting year in the Akasava district. His departure was rendered necessary by the failure of his brother’s parachute to open at the psychological moment. He arrived in New York with two small boys, one from the Isisi and one from the Akasava, and the heartless reporters of the city suggested that he had brought his mourning with him.




  One of those small boys died with the first shrivelling blast of winter, but the other thrived and justified Henry T. Fellin’s experiment to a most remarkable extent. At the age of nineteen he had already won considerable distinction as a lecturer, and at twenty founded the Pan-Ethiopian movement and that remarkable chain of schools and colleges throughout the United States which was later to fall into some disrepute as a result of the Bouzier conspiracy, and was liquidated by order of the Supreme Court. Professor Zeburn, as Mr. Fellin’s protÚgÚ was called, was undoubtedly a great educationist, and one of the most remarkable coloured teachers of all time.




  Long before this story opened he left America “for his health.” Then one morning a tall, thin, emaciated native, in a ragged pair of duck shorts, had stood before Sanders on the stoep of the Residency, and had explained, between paroxysms of coughing, that he had come back to the land to die.




  “O man,” said Sanders gently, “that is a bad end; yet you have seen many wonders in the far world, and you have memories.”




  The thin face of the returned exile twitched in a smile. “Lord, that is so,” he said simply, “and I am wise with the wisdom of vast peoples. For I have been to schools great and small, and I have learnt medicines and many tongues, yet none of these things is as wonderful as the sight of elephant grass by the river, and the weaver birds chattering in the Isisi palms.”




  Sanders had looked compassionately upon the man, for Sanders loved his people, and at this moment he appreciated the innate delicacy of the wanderer in refraining from the employment of English. He went away, this thin man, in a Government canoe laden with the provisions and the books he had brought from the great world beyond the blue waters. Sanders saw him rarely in the years that followed, for he chose for his habitation the banks of a forest stream, and took to himself a wife, one Sigibi, daughter of a certain genial chief of the Lower Isisi, that veritable home of ghosts and superstitions.




  Sanders was sitting one afternoon on the stoep before his house. His feet were elevated to the rail on the veranda, and he was dividing his time between killing flies with a long-handled wire whisk, and reading a colourless report on the condition of the district, by an administrator who feared fever worse than the Devil, and had written his views on the Isisi from a distance.




  Suddenly, for no apparent reason, Sanders brought his feet to the ground and stood up swiftly. There was not a soul in sight. The big garden which fronted the bungalow danced quiveringly in a heat haze. The broad, yellow path which led to the Houssa quarters was deserted, and between the thatched huts set in four lines, not so much as a dog stirred.




  The Commissioner stood, a frown on his face, his head bent listening. The harsh cry of parrots, the distant ruff-ruff-ruff of the breakers on the golden beach, the thin, shrill chirrup of a cicada — these things were the tone of a normal day. But piercing through the day noises came a faint rattle of sound, as though in the woods to the north some musician was rattling his drumsticks upon an upturned saucer. It was no more than a faint metallic tinkle, sustained and urgent — a mad little tattoo, half heard, half missed. Sanders blew a shrill blast on his whistle and there was a faint patter of footsteps along the back veranda as Sergeant Abiboo, his orderly, came running.




  “Abiboo,” said Sanders softly, “a lokali is sounding.” Abiboo might have said that the hollow tree trunk by which village signals to village does not sound in the daytime, but on the river there are few precedents which are not upset from day to day, and he bent his head, listening.




  His ears, sharper than his master’s, caught and translated the sound.




  “Men fighting on river,” he read…




  “Sandi’s-man-in-canoe-running-from-spears.”




  Sanders’s eyes narrowed and his eyebrows met in a frown of perplexity. Then, nearer at hand and more distinct, he heard the hollow rattle of another lokali.




  “Lord,” said Abiboo, “this lokali says, ‘one man flies and many follow’; also that ‘he runs in the Eye of Sandi.’ I think it is Ahmet, your lordship’s spy.”




  He swung round, and his high-pitched voice rang across the square.




  The guardhouse disgorged six hesitating men, until Abiboo’s voice put life and direction into their limbs. Then they ran, each man gripping his rifle, each making for the Residency wood. Presently, from that part of the river which the woods concealed, came the “click-clock, click-clock!” of Mauser rifles, and then into sight there swept a long, narrow canoe, and the man who sat in the middle paddled with the weary energy of desperation. Left and right and to the rear of the canoe, little fountains of water spurted from the river, and the rattle of the Mausers was now incessant till— “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” From the hidden jetty where the Zaire lay berthed rapped the staccato laughter of a Maxim gun, and Sanders heard the shrill whistle of its bullets.




  “Bones!” said an admiring voice at his elbow. “Good old Bones!”




  “But the rifles — the rifles!” said Sanders, with a gulp. “In the name of Heaven, who gave the natives rifles?”




  The man in the canoe had reached the bank and run ashore. He leapt out, not troubling to secure his craft — which turned slowly and drifted out to midstream — and walked with bent head and shoulders across the parade ground. Sanders hurried to meet him.




  “Peace on your house, Sandi baba,” said the man thickly. “There is a bad palaver in the lower Isisi, and the people have guns.”




  He stumbled, and Captain Hamilton of the Houssas caught him. He was bleeding from three wounds, for the marksmanship of his mysterious assailants had not been wholly unskilful, and Hamilton lifted him and carried him to the cool shade of the veranda The rattle of rifles still continued in the forest, but the shots came more leisurely and at longer intervals now.




  Abiboo, who had been sent to superintend the defence, came back with a story of four war canoes, each with twenty paddlers and two rifle men, which had turned about and were going upstream at full speed.




  “Shall I get steam in the Zaire?” asked Hamilton. “I could overtake them before night falls.”




  Sanders shook his head. “They will take to the bush at the first sight of the boat,” he said “Whatever solution there is, must come from our friend.”




  Ahmet, the spy, was sitting with his back resting against the walls of the hut. “Oh Ahmet,” said Sanders gently, “what is this bad palaver in the Isisi?”




  The man drank eagerly from the cup of water which Patricia Hamilton, brought to the scene by the rattle of musketry, extended to him, and then spoke. “Lord,” he said, “there is a certain woman in the Isisi who has made a secret palaver with the Araby [The Arab Trader. ‘Arab’ is a word used rather loosely to describe alike the true Arab and the Zanzibar!! — E. W.], and has bought guns for her young men. This I found by the favour of God, for the Araby came over the border from the old king’s land, and she met him with her young men, and traded ivory and rubber, and day by day in the Forest of Devils, where no man goes, she taught her young men certain drills.”




  Sanders frowned. “What woman is this, Ahmet? For I know no woman on the whole of the river who has such magic with men since D’rona Bululu died.”




  “Lord, she is the chief M’Soba’s daughter, and the widow of the wise man Z’buri.”




  A light dawned upon Sanders. “I see,” he said. And, giving orders to Abiboo for the care of the man, he turned abruptly into the bungalow, beckoning, with a jerk of his chin, the Captain of Houssas to follow him.




  He went through the big diningroom to his little bureau, and Hamilton, waiting without — for Sanders’s office was a holy of holies — heard the click of a key turning in the safe. Presently Sanders reappeared with a sheet of paper in his hand.




  “Look at this,” he said.




  Hamilton took the sheet. It was covered with fine writing, written in a perfect hand.




  “DEAR MR. SANDERS,




  “My husband, Dr. Z’buri, wishes me to explain that owing to his long illness, he has been unable to collect the necessary hut-tax, and he trusts that you will agree to exercise the authority provided for in the 38th Clause of the Territories (Taxation) Law, and remit this levy.




  “Yours very sincerely,




  “SIGIBI Z’BURI.”




  Hamilton gasped.




  “When did you get this?” he demanded.




  “Six months ago — before Z’buri died. I nearly had a fit.”




  “But, good lord, it’s not possible!” expostulated the Houssa captain. “A native woman — I remember her as a slip of a child!”




  “I used to wonder how Z’buri passed his time. Now I know,” said Sanders. “He was a wonderful teacher, and in his freakish humour he has educated the girl. You could do much in five years. Now, what are we going to do?”




  “You can’t go, of course,” said Hamilton. And then, as a thought struck him: “Look here, sir, this is a woman palaver; let’s ask Pat.”




  He went out of the room and returned with the girl.




  “It’s war, and the worst kind of war,” explained Sanders. “If I go up, I must take every Houssa you have.” He looked at Hamilton. “It may mean sending to headquarters for another battalion, and that is one of the things I have no wish to do.”




  “Send Bones,” said Patricia Hamilton.




  “Bones!” repeated her brother disapprovingly. “My dear girl, what can Bones do?”




  “You’ll laugh at me,” said the girl earnestly, “but I have great faith in Bones. Bones has a star.”




  “My dear girl!” protested Hamilton, with a smile.




  “Now please don’t be superior, dear,” she said. “I somehow feel that Bones will blunder into the right kind of attitude, and the people of the Lower Isisi are very fond of him, and he is young, and, after all, it’s a woman he has to deal with, even though she is a native woman.”




  The two men looked at each other thoughtfully.




  “I don’t like to do it,” said Sanders quietly. “It may mean the end of Bones, and I would never forgive myself.”




  “Don’t you think I care, too?” asked the girl. “Here he is. Let’s ask him.”




  Bones strutted into the diningroom beaming. He clicked his heels and saluted, and his chest was swollen with pride.




  “There is no cause for apprehension, dear old Excellency, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “Single-handed I have destroyed, by barrage, important enemy forces which attempted to reach our lines. At first hint of danger the jolly old machinegun officer, sleepin’ with one eye open by the side of his battery, leapt to arms. Certain elements which obtained a footin’ in our advanced line were annihilated. On the rest of the front there is nothin’ to report.” He saluted again.




  “I heard your gun going,” said Hamilton. “Did you hit anything?”




  Bones eyed his chief with scorn. “Oh, no!” he said sarcastically. “Oh, dear, no — oh, no, certainly not!”




  “You did splendidly, Bones,” said the girl. “I am sure that you were wonderful. But Mr. Sanders wants to tell you something.”




  Clearly and concisely Sanders reduced the situation to a few sentences, and Bones, with an unnecessary hand to his ear and his face screwed up to represent his appreciation of the importance of the news listened with no other interruption than an occasional “Bless my life!” and “Dear, dear, dear!” which he thought the occasion warranted. When. Sanders had finished, he rose from the chair on to the edge of which he had sunk, carefully wiped the interior of his helmet with a gaudy bandanna, replaced his headdress, and looked thoughtfully at the floor.




  “Tact,” he said.




  “Exactly,” said Hamilton. “That is what I am afraid of.”




  “Tact is my long suit, dear old sceptical captain,” said Bones complacently. “I shall treat this good lady firmly, but gently, realisin’, if I may say so, that I alone am qualified to deal with a most embarrassin’ situation.”




  “You leave at dawn tomorrow,” said Sanders, as the girl, at his inquiring lift of chin, rose from the table. “Do your best, Bones. If it is warm send for me haec dum — I’ll have the pigeons put aboard. If it is possible, disarm the men — they have eight rifles between them — and remove the woman to headquarters.”




  Bones left at daybreak the next morning, after bidding an officious farewell to everybody. With a large leather portfolio under his arm, he made what he was pleased to term ‘official visits’ to Patricia, Hamilton, and Sanders.




  “I am sure, Bones, that you will be awfully diplomatic.”




  “We Shall Do Our Best,” replied Bones, in capital letters.




  Hamilton was writing in the orderly room when his subordinate appeared.




  “His Excellency Lieutenant Tibbetts, Minister Plenipotentiary and Envoy Extraordinary,” announced Bones.




  “Good luck, Bones,” said Hamilton extending his big hand. “Don’t make an ass of yourself.”




  “We Shall Do Our Best,” murmured Bones, and bowed his way out.




  Sanders was on the quay when the Zaire swung out to midstream.




  “Anything but war, Bones,” he said.




  Bones waved a superior hand. “We Will Do Our Best,” he said.




  Sanders waited until the boat was out of sight, then called his orderly to him. A few minutes later, with a very tame pigeon scientifically held in the waiting Abiboo’s hand, the Commissioner wrote rapidly in the crabbed Arabic of the Coast, and this was the message that the wheeling bird carried to the north:




  “In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful.




  “From Sandi, where the river meets the sea.




  “To Bosambo, Paramount Chief of the Ochori, in his city by the river.




  “Peace upon your house. This day, the third before the rind of the moon, the lord Tibbetti goes to make a palaver with Sigibi, the daughter of M’Soba, of the lands near the Isisi, and the widow of Z’buri the wise. Now, I hear there is to be war and a joining of all the peoples against my King, because of this woman. This to you, Bosambo, my friend: You shall take your spears near to the Forest of Dreams, which is by M’Soba’s village, where this woman is, and if a call comes from Tibbetti, you shall strike without mercy, and destroy all the fighting men of M’Soba and the woman Sigibi also, and you shall put their villages to the fire, and hold their women and goats for my disposal and I will be strong for you and be your shield against all men.




  “Written at my large house of Government.”




  The Zaire made the bend of the river where the Isisi divides the N’gombi from the lands of the Good Chief, and no mishap befell her, in spite of Bones’s system of navigation. He arrived in the dark before the dawn. It was a propitious hour to arrive, by the Isisi reckoning, for at this moment of half light all devils and ghosts die, and the stranger cannot import foreign and disastrous spirits.




  Bones took counsel with his bodyguard and factotum, one Ali, whose youth had been well spent in the laboratory of an eccentric scientist on the Coast, and whose language was, in consequence, not only English, but the English of technology.




  “Tact,” said Bones, “is the only weapon in the jolly old armoury of the Diplomatic Service. Ali, you’re going to see your employer an’ patron in a new light.”




  The solemn fat-faced “Arab” — so he called himself, though, in truth, he was no more than a Coast boy with a touch of Kano blood — turned his glassy eyes upon Lieutenant Tibbetts.




  “Tactful application of philosophy represents theoretical syllogisms,” he said deliberately; “but if subject of tact should work adversely by violent demonstrations against factor or tactist, precautionary loadment of artillery armament painfully desirable.”




  Bones shook his head violently.




  “No war. All, you bloodthirsty old rascal — tact an’ diplomatic pressure.”




  “Sir,” said Ali gravely, “just as swordfish (Xiphies gladdius) is provided with elongation of superior maxilla to combat shark (Carcharius vulgaris) when diplomatic intercourse non est, so Government artillery—”




  “No war,” said Bones loudly.




  He dressed with extreme care, packed his portfolio with many virgin sheets and a fountain pen, and, with an escort of two Houssas, started off to interview the magic woman with rare confidence.




  Ali met him at the gateway.




  “No, Ali,” said Bones sternly, “you’re a naughty boy! I’ve told you this is a diplomatic—”




  “Sir,” said Ali, and slipped the loaded Browning pistol he carried into the coat-pocket of his employer, “in periods of peace preparations for belligerency are not only admirable, but demandable.”




  Bones walked through the village, and noted little cause for apprehension. The women were about their cooking pots, the children were gathering sticks for the fires, and such men as were to be seen were engaged with their fishing nets. But if the serenity of the village was encouraging, there was this remarkable circumstance — his arrival had excited no unusual attention. The little crowd which gathered on the beach to welcome the Zaire, at whatever hour she arrived, was entirely absent. There was a sense of unreality — of careful rehearsal about the proceedings which caused Bones a certain uneasiness, since, for all his vagaries, he had that instinct which is the peculiar possession of all who have dwelt in authority in native lands.




  He crossed the broad village street to a man he knew, and the native did not raise his eyes from the net in his hand. “O N’lema,” said Bones, “why is it that none came to the beaches to welcome the puc-a-puc of Government?”




  “Lord,” said the man, without looking up, “the woman Sigibi has said that all things should be as they are. And now this woman speaks the truth, for she was born on a night of storm and nursed through a bad harvest. Also two great Isisi ghosts are related to her.”




  “Where may this woman be?” asked Bones, accepting this impressive evidence of Sigibi’s infallibility as inevitable, for as the saying goes, “As the hunter without a spear, so is the Isisi without a ghost.”




  The man pointed.




  “Master, she waits for you; also her great soldiers with guns.”




  Bones followed the outstretched finger with a curious little tickling of his spine.




  At the far end of the street were the chief’s huts, and to the right of these a clearing had been made, and one great new hut stood in lordly isolation. But it was not the thatched dwelling-place that attracted Bones’s attention.




  Before the hut stood a girl, slim and straight. A length of blue silk was wound about her to breast level, and around her waist was a girdle of leopards’ tails. He saw, as he approached slowly, that she was finer of countenance than any native woman he had seen. Her skin was chocolate-brown, the lips were full, but not negroid. About her short hair was a fillet of brass, whilst round her neck were three rows of pearls which Bones judged to be imitation, such as traders sell.




  She looked at him with big, sad eyes, and came to meet him.




  “O Sigibi,” said Bones, in the Bomongo tongue, “we hear of your power and your fine soldiers, and my lord Sandi desires that you shall come to him that he may learn many things; also that you shall bring to him your warriors.” —




  The girl smiled — a smile that transfigured her face. Bones looked round out of the corner of his eye for the riflemen, but they were nowhere to be seen.




  “My dear Mister Tibbetti,” she drawled in English, “how perfectly charming of you to visit us! I hope Mr. Sanders is enjoying his customary health?”




  Bones looked at her in blank dismay. All his confidence, his inbred assurance, departed from him in a flash. Sigibi, the native woman, he could handle, be she witch or devil, but a proposition which drawled the conventional phrases of polite society had him beaten before he started.




  “I hope you will stay to breakfast,” said the girl. “Don’t you find the weather fearfully trying? I suppose you’ve been hearing fearful stories about me.”




  She fanned herself with a tiny abanico she drew from the bosom of her primitive gown.




  “The natives are so amusing,” she smiled; “they exaggerate, and they are so awfully credulous — are they not?”




  Bones opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water.




  “My dear husband,” she went on easily, as she led the way to the far side of the hut, “used to say that they were children who never grow up, and really they are no better.”




  Behind the hut was a table, which was unusual. It was covered by a white cloth, which was wonderful, and there was spread a respectable breakfast — steaming coffee, eggs, chicken ragout, and white bread.




  Bones seated himself like a man in a dream. Throughout the meal he was silent. He took every dish the girl urged upon him without even worrying whether he was — as he was — covered by the rifles of his concealed enemy.




  “I hate Browning,” she was saying; “he is so elusive. Tennyson is sugary, don’t you think?”




  “My heaven an’ earth!” said Bones involuntarily.




  He knew — as though the written record were before his eyes — that there was danger. He felt it in the air, he sensed it in the averted glances of the native woman who waited at table. And he was helpless. Once or twice she looked at him keenly, and once she approached the subject with a directness which took his breath away.




  “You do not believe that there is going to be a rising, Mr. Tibbetts?” she asked. “It is so absurd, but quite a lot of people think so.”




  At a sign one of the women disappeared into the hut and came out with a chubby little boy.




  “Come, Harold,” she said — Bones nearly swooned— “recite that little piece about ‘La Marguerite sans peur.’”




  That recitation was never to be given. Bones made a desperate bid for the initiative. “Sigibi,” he said in the native tongue — it was his only hope of retaining her at a distance from which he could operate— “much is said. Now I tell you I will see the chief, your father, for he is a good man and the loyal servant of Government.”




  She laughed softly.




  “He is asleep in his hut,” she said. “Presently you shall see him.”




  A shrill cry trembled in the air — the shriek of a man in agony. It came from the river end of the street. Bones jumped up, but before he was on his feet came a thunderous crash that seemed to split the heavens. Bones knew that sound — it was the crash of the Hotchkiss gun on the Zaire. He leapt into the middle of the street, his Houssas behind him, and he heard the switch of their breechblocks open as they loaded.




  The street was alive with armed men. Bones turned and saw the smile on the girl’s face. He shut his eyes tight, then opened them to their fullest extent.




  “My dear Mr. Tibbetts—” He heard her mocking tone, and then his pistol rang out, and he saw her drop.




  “As per instructions!” he groaned, and broke for the king’s hut.




  It was the hut of the dead. The good chief had been speared in bed, and with him all the people of his household.




  “O Mahmut,” he said to his one remaining Houssa — the other lay dead, transfixed with a throwing spear— “fire carefully at their stomachs. I think I have killed the woman.”




  “Lord, she is alive,” said the man. “I saw her running when Tipoo fell.”




  The Zaire was in the hands of the enemy — that Bones was sure. He could not see the boat from behind the breastwork he had created. It puzzled him that the spearmen did not attempt to rush him, but the explanation came when he saw the slim figure of the girl approaching. She carried a branch of palm and showed no evidence of fear.




  She came closer until Bones raised his Browning, when she stopped.




  “I’m afraid you have been inconvenienced,” she drawled, “and please don’t raise your pistol, because if you do, you will be killed by my people. Mr. Tibbetts, I fear you are in a sad position, for my soldiers have your little ship.”




  Bones stood facing the girl and thinking rapidly. If ever there was a moment for the exercise of that quality of diplomacy on which he prided himself, that moment was the present.




  “O Sigibi,” he said mildly, “this is a very bad palaver.”




  “Speak in English,” she smiled, but Bones ignored the request.




  “If you kill me as you have killed my men, be sure Sandi will come, and there will be an end of you all.”




  She laughed, but nodded to him to continue.




  There was only one chance for Bones, and it was in the faintest hope of seizing that chance that he continued his oration in the native tongue.




  “Be sure, too, O Sigibi,” he said, ‘that I have a powerful ju-ju, more terrible than M’shimba m’shamba.”




  “How childish!” she murmured, but kept her eyes on his. “My dear Mr. Tibbetts, how can you be so ridiculous?” Yet there was something in her tone — an uneasiness, a tremulous petulance.




  Bones went on with relish. “My ju-ju has eyes like great suns and a mouth like a pool of rocks, and when he speaks the river runs up the hills, and the big trees crack and shriek, and sickness falls on the land.”




  He saw the men behind her shrink back, their knuckles to their teeth, but, most wonderful of all, he saw her eyes open wide in a panic of terror, and her shaking hand go up to her heart.




  “Tibbetti,” she cried hoarsely, “this is a lie! Mr. Tibbetts — absurd! O Tibbetti baba—”




  Bones’s voice rose to a squeak. “Iwa!” he cried, and at the dreadful name of “Death” the girl’s knees trembled and bent. “Famine and sickness my ju-ju shall bring — death to the child and the woman and the man—”




  With a shriek she flung herself grovelling on the ground before him, and when Bosambo’s war canoes came sweeping down the river to save or avenge him, the Chief of the Ochori found his lord complacently sipping lemonade on the newly-washed bridge of the Zaire, eight Mauser rifles stacked before him, and a wild-eyed native woman hugging a naked child who alternately snivelled and recited scraps of “La Marguerite Sans Peur” in a shrill monotone.
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  In a country where gossip runs from village to village as quickly as fire flicks from straw to straw you may maintain a small force of spies, and yet never know of most important events which happen almost at your front door. For, though your native man, and no less your native woman, is a born gossip, there are certain secret things about which he does not talk, and there was a time when half the Akasava was fighting half the Isisi and no one was the wiser, because both sides had tacitly agreed that the riparian villages which were directly under the white man’s eye should preserve the semblance of peacefulness, and Akasava and Isisi folk bartered and traded with one another on the beaches, and men went from one country to another in perfect security, though ten miles in the interior the flower of their fighting-men were at death-grips.




  Thereafter Mr. Commissioner Sanders was wont to probe into the “bush”, sending small parties of Houssas on long journeys into the forest, to test the condition of public sentiment. Further than this he made it known in grand palaver that the sins of the interior should be visited upon the river villages, and that he would exact reprisals of a peculiarly drastic character whenever these — to the native mind — innocent deceptions were practised,




  The natives did not believe him, because they have few theories and no abstract philosophies; but after a few river villages had been burnt, and a few headmen summarily sent to penal servitude, the people of the river changed their views. Nevertheless, this did not put an end to secret fighting, because war is a biological process, which cannot be eradicated by legislation until you eradicate the desire in the savage animal to defend his mate and his young from the attacks of enemies. When men reach a point where they can gaze unmoved upon the danger to their women, they have arrived, not at a high development of civilization, but are far down the opposite slopes of mental and moral degeneracy.




  There were two communities which dwelt upon the B’sumbi River. One of these was of the Akasava, and the other of the Isisi nationality, and theoretically they dwelt together in harmony, though they were far from the great river and the vigilant observation of Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  The chief of the Akasava village, one K’soga, sent secret word to the countryside that the spirit of his father had moved him to hold a Grand Feast. He sent out gifts of chickens, goats, and dogs to the headmen — this being the form that important invitations take — and on a certain night the countryside gathered in the village and watched the Dance of Young Hearts, performed by forty-two boys. There is, from the white point of view, something amusing in the spectacle of forty-two sturdy urchins with beards made of red goat hair gummed to their fat little faces, and there is something even admirable in the excellent discipline of the boys as they strut and stamp and sway in line and in circle through this mystic measure.




  But after the boys have done their part, there is a great drinking of palm wine and a certain beer which is brewed from maize, and Sanders had placed the ceremony amongst the prohibited festivals. This particular Dance of Boys — each representing an arrogant and masterful familiar of the Akasava nation — lasted for a day and two nights, and on the dawn of the second day K’soga gathered his spears and raided the Isisi village, killed a few men, carried off a few women and many goats, and returned in triumph. His success was made more easy by the fact that the chief and most of the men of the ravished Isisi village were away hunting when the raid occurred.




  Two days later K’lavo-bolo, the chief in question — well descended from high fighting-men — came southward through the Little-by-the-Big forest where the B’sumbi forest throws out a tangled promontory and with him came his two own brothers, three other brethren by his father’s other wives, and a cousin named M’Kema.




  They went at a gentle jog trot along the forest path, in single file, each carrying a wicker shield of great size and significant design, and the arms that were thrust through the wooden brackets of the shields grasped fistfuls of throwing spears.




  At the Wishing Water, that green and stagnant pool, the breeding-place of tsetse and gnat, K’lavo-bolo halted to sluice his spears.




  “That K’soga of the Akasava may meet us without his brothers, and that he may die swiftly,” he prayed; “that Sandi may never hear of K’soga’s end; that Militini, the soldier, may sleep and no word come to him; that Tibbetti, the young one, may pass without looking.”




  His own brother swept the pool’s surface with his broad spear.




  “That no spy of Sandi shall hear of our great killing, nor carry word to the soldiers; that K’soga’s ghost shall not walk in the forest nor frighten us,” he said.




  Each of the men had his prayer for vengeance and security.




  “Let us sleep by the pool,” said K’lavo-bolo. “Tomorrow our young men will come, and then we shall meet K’soga, for his boys will dance this night, and we shall catch him when he is asleep.”




  The next morning they were joined by an Isisi fighting regiment, and, descending upon the Akasava, their prayers were more or less answered, for they crucified K’soga before his own hut, drove the women to the forest and burnt the village.




  “Now let us make an end of these boys,” said the own brother of K’lova-bolo, “for they will carry stones to Sandi, and he will come with his soldiers.”




  K’lavo-bolo looked at the ludicrous little group of children who were huddled together in the midst of his warriors and shook his head.




  “If Sandi comes,” he said, “he will not hang us for what we did in hot war. If we kill these children, I think we shall hang. Let us drive them into the B’sumbi, where they will all die, and then we can tell Sandi that we have not seen them.”




  So some thirty-eight small boys — four had made their escape — with tear-stained faces and red goat beards, were marched out of the village, and the great forest swallowed them up.




  Captain Hamilton, of the Houssas, came swinging across the parade-ground, and Bones, who saw the vicious way his superior was twirling his cane, felt a sudden sinking of heart, and hastily reviewed his delinquencies. Suddenly he remembered. He had forgotten to mail the monthly payroll, — in duplicate! — to divisional headquarters. “Oh, lor!” said Bones dismally. He stood rigidly to attention and saluted with great humility as Hamilton took the steps to the stoep in one leap.




  “Hello, Bones!” Hamilton turned upon his lieutenant with an unpleasant glitter in his eyes.




  “Hello, and good mornin’,” replied Bones rapidly. “Everythin’ correct an’ no jolly old defaulters. Morale of troops excellent an’ health of the army good.”




  “Hello, Bones,” repeated Hamilton softly, and his stick whirled more furiously than ever. “I want to see you about something.”




  “Certainly, Captain Hamilton, sir,” said Bones, with badly-simulated surprise, “though what on earth it can be about — I’ve had several bouts of fever lately, an’ my poor old head isn’t all it might be—”




  “Do you, by any chance,” interrupted Hamilton with sinister deliberation, “contribute character sketches of your superiors to The Reading County Star?”




  A great light dawned upon Bones. “Did they put it in, dear old Ham?” he demanded eagerly.




  Captain Hamilton drew from his pocket a newspaper and glanced at the column which it was folded to expose. “There is an article here,” he said with studied calm, “entitled ‘Types I Have Met. — No. 2. The Martinet, by Senob.’”




  “That’s ‘Bones’ spelt backward,” the young man explained complacently.




  “Any ass can see it is ‘Bones’ spelt backward,” snarled Hamilton. “What I want to know is, did you describe me as a middle-aged man of irascible temper?”




  “Did,” stammered Bones guiltily, “now, did I, dear old officer?”




  “And again,” continued his remorseless chief, reading, “The tropical heat early saps the vitality of men whose lives have not been all they might have been. Alas! Drink! How many a promising career hast thou blighted!”




  Bones made no reply. He stared round-eyed at the top of Hamilton’s left ear, and sniffed.




  “Did you write that?” demanded the wrathful Captain.




  “It was purely — allegorical,” said Bones incoherently, “intended, dear old officer, to point a moral and adorn a tale — nothing further from my thoughts — don’t misunderstand me, sir an’ commander.” He gulped, saluted, and hurried from the scene.




  “I’d have kicked him, for tuppence,” said Hamilton, describing the interview.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders smiled. “That was Number Two. Did you see Number One?” he asked dryly.




  “Good Heavens, no! Who was the subject — not me as well?”




  Sanders shook his head. “I was the victim,” he said. “Bones described the Territory fairly well, but went on to prove that what was needed was young blood.”




  “Well, I’m—”




  Sanders laughed, which was a rare occurrence.




  “Young people should not be allowed to handle dynamite or fountain pens,” he said. “Yet scribimus indocti doctique! When I was new to this strange continent, I wrote voluminously. Novelty of surroundings and an ardent temperament have produced more literature than any of the vital phenomena of life. There never was a tourist who went to Switzerland who did not describe his emotions at the sight of Pilatus.”




  Patricia Hamilton came later to tiffin, and quoted the absence of Bones. “In disgrace?” she said, in surprise. “What has Bones done?”




  “He has adopted a literary career,” said Sanders, “and has faithfully described your brother. Show your sister the paper, Hamilton.”




  The girl read the offending article, punctuating her reading with delighted little gurgles of merriment. “Poor Bones!” she said, wiping her eyes. “You aren’t really cross, are you, dear? And it is all so beautifully spelt.”




  “I was a little annoyed,” admitted Hamilton, “and my annoyance was aggravated by the discovery that the silly jack — the stupid fellow had forgotten to forward the payroll to H.Q.” He chuckled. “I’ll bet the printer had a bad quarter of an hour with Bones’s spelling!” he said.




  The object of his scorn was at that moment sitting on the edge of his bed, leaning forward with clasped hands between his knees, a picture of dejection. “Sir,” urged his factotum, “consumption of food necessary for subject. Unless subject revitalizes tissues by administration of proteins to stomach, subject suffers in cranium from feverish symptoms.”




  Not in vain had Ali Abid served as assistant to an eccentric bacteriologist who had made his home and pursued his studies of tropical diseases at Grand Bassam.




  “Don’t talk about food, dear old Ali,” said Bones testily. “This is a case where a gentleman either chucks the service or shoots himself. What’s that?” He sniffed the pleasant fluid in the bowl which Ali held.




  “The juice from a young he-chicken enveloped in boiling water flavourably enhanced with onions,” said Ali alarmingly, but with detail.




  “I’ll try to pick a bit,” said the melancholy Bones with remarkable briskness, “an’ whilst I’m doin’ it, put out my writin’-case.”




  He “picked a bit” to such purpose that Ali was a thoughtful man when he brought the last plate to the Houssa orderly to be washed.




  “Truly Tibbetti is the son of a wolf and the great grandson of a vulture,” he said bitterly, “for he hath left me a skeleton and a scent!”




  Bones squared himself before his writing-table and made four ineffectual starts at his letter. Spelling was not his strong point, for he had been on the mathematical side at school, and had never understood why words should not be written as near phonetically as possible.




  “SIR (began the letter),




  “I have the honour to submitt for your favrable attention, Mor your favrable attention, my resignation, from the Army, the Army. I feel that, under the circumstances, I can do no less than ask you to forward the same to the proper quaters. L-Dear sir and friend (of other, other days), believe me I am sorry that I wrote in the beastly paper in a wild moment, in a misguided moment. I did not describe you — that was far from my thaughts, far from my thaughts. It was rather a melanje (mix-up) of various fellows I had met. The male leaves leaves on Tuesday, and I shall begin packing at onse. My sorrowful regards to your sister and respectful salaams to our dear old Sanders.




  “Yours ever,




  “BONES,




  “Augustus Tibbetts Lieut,




  “P.S. — Ali makes simply ripping chicken soop soop; you aught to get Abiboo to take a few lessuns. — B.”




  Hamilton received the letter with the afternoon cup of tea that woke him from his doze. He finished his tea and went across to interview his subordinate. He could hear Bones singing long before he reached the hut. It was a song sung in a cracked falsetto, and Bones, who was not quite sure of the words, and was ignorant of the time, filled up the deficiencies as he went along.




  “Oh, ma honey! Ain’t it funny? Di diddle dumpty doo de di de day! When we meet in Tennessee — Oh, tumpty tumpty tee! — We’ll be so happy all the day!”




  The song broke off suddenly, and when Hamilton knocked at the door, it was a weak voice that bade him enter.




  Bones was sitting limply on his bed in his shirtsleeves, his banjo thrust hastily under the pillow, and artlessly, but only partially, covered by a large bath towel. He rose feebly to his feet and saluted.




  “Not feeling well, Bones?” asked Hamilton, with spurious sympathy.




  “Touch of fever, sir,” said Bones, in a hollow voice. “Afraid I’ve been overdoing it. Six months in England will pull me round. Then I must find some sort of job to occupy my mind.”




  “Why not go on to the staff of The Reading County Star?” suggested Hamilton blandly.




  Bones made a deprecating gesture and shook his melancholy head. “I deserve it, dear old sir. Rub it in,” he said brokenly, “hit a fellow when he’s down! Have no mercy on the jolly old blighter! Rattle old Bones Over the stones, Diddly, diddly, diddly Jones!”




  Hamilton said nothing, and then, after a while, he said: “I had your letter.”




  “Ah, yes.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders with the most despairing shrug he could muster at short notice. “There’s nothing else for me to do, dear old captain. I had to send in my resignation or shoot myself, an’ I don’t want to use Government ammunition on a purely private job. That wouldn’t be honest, dear old sportsman,”?




  “Yes, I have had your resignation,” said Hamilton, “and I have decided to accept it.”




  All the weariness, all the dejection and the gentle unhappiness with which Bones was clothed fell from him like a cloak, and he stood bolt upright.




  “You have accepted my resignation, jolly old friend?” he, said incredulously. He looked at his superior with a searching eye. “Dear old captain,” he said gently, “you are not well. You’ve been standing in the sun.” He took the wrist of his indignant superior in his hand and began counting rapidly. “One, two, three, four, five, six — temperature up, pulse racing like a jolly old paddle-wheel, eye bilious. Off you go to bed, my pallid old sir. Bones will look after you.”




  So confident was his tone that Hamilton was almost deceived. “What the dickens do you mean?” he demanded and felt his own wrist. “There’s nothing wrong with my pulse.”




  “Patient suffers from illusions,” murmured Bones, “hears strange singing noises in his jolly old nut. Very bad, very bad, old officer! You go right to bed.”




  Hamilton recovered himself. “I think this arises out of the fact that I have said I will accept your resignation,” he began.




  “Sit down on the bed, dear old Captain Hamilton,” soothed Bones, patting his commander’s hand. “You’re all right — feelin’ better? Shall I sing you to sleep?”




  “No!” said Hamilton hastily. Then: “Seriously, Bones, you’ll have to give up writing to the papers. In the first place, it is against King’s Regulations, and, in the second place, it makes your pals look silly. You’re in the Army to fight, not to write—”




  Sergeant Abiboo stood in the doorway of the hut, his hand raised rigidly to the salute.




  “Lord,” he said, in the Arabic of the Coast, “it is the order of Sandi that your high lordships shall go to him, for the chika chik has brought a great message.”




  Hamilton hurried out of the hut instanter, for a telegraphic message from Administrative Headquarters was an event, and portended big happenings. Before he had reached the veranda Bones was hopping and skipping in his wake, buttoning his tunic as he ran, and bawling for him to ‘slow down.’




  Sanders sat in his big cane chair, two telegram forms, closely filled with the crabbed writing of the operator, upon his knees, and these he was regarding with a scowl.




  “Anything wrong, sir?” asked Hamilton.




  Sanders made a wry little face. “Headquarters have opened an ethnological branch,” he said dryly. He looked up. “What do you know of the B’sumbi?”




  It was Hamilton’s turn to frown. He knew the B’sumbi forest, but as to what lay within its depths neither he nor any man who had lived in the Territories could say for certain. It was less of a forest than a swamp, or, rather, it was a series of islands, peninsulas, and isthmuses connecting lands thickly covered with virgin forests and separated by marshes which were infinitely more difficult to negotiate than open water.




  A few intrepid travellers, Sanders included, had penetrated into the B’sumbi, but had done no more. The frontier line between the Territories and a certain friendly Power ran somewhere through the forest in a straight line. In theory that line was definite. In practice neither the Government of the Territories nor the Government of its friendly neighbour could actually say whether this or that village was on one side of the line or the other.




  The forest had never been surveyed. It was extremely difficult to take any kind of observation, and in places — particularly in the more dense forests of the Inner B’sumbi — impossible.




  “I know as much as most people,” replied Hamilton slowly. “It is a filthy country, full of wild people.”




  “Have you ever heard of the Negrito?” asked Sanders, and Hamilton shook his head.




  “Negrito, dear old Excellency,” began Bones, bursting into the conversation like a whirlwind, ‘the jolly little Negrito! I have shot hundreds of them, dear old sportsman. Funny little thing, like a squirrel — very good eatin’, if you know how to cook ’em .”




  “The Negrito,” said Sanders calmly, “is a race of dwarf-negroes who inhabit certain parts of the Philippine Islands.”




  “Ah,” said Bones, greatly relieved, “the Negrito! I thought you said the Negreto! Of course, everybody knows the Negrito. He lives in the Philippine Islands, dwelling amongst the swamps and feeding on the herbage—”




  “The Negrito,” said Sanders patiently, “is a negroid race living in the high mountains of the Philippines.”




  “Then they are not the kind of Negrito I have met,” said Bones, unabashed.




  “Just shut up for one moment, Bones,” snapped Hamilton.




  “Anybody knows where the Negrito come from,” murmured Bones gently.




  “They have all the characteristics of the pygmy of the Ituri,” Sanders went on, “and the pygmy of the B’sumbi.” He tapped the telegram on his knees. “Administration wants somebody to go into B’sumbi and make a report on these people, their customs, and their habits. It sounds a perfectly horrible job, but it has got to be done.”




  “Perfectly beastly job,” said Bones, and looked at Hamilton with a speculative eye. “Well, dear old Ham, when do you start?”




  “The only thing,” mused Sanders, looking up to the roof of the veranda thoughtfully, “the only thing is that I want to secure a really good report. It must be written by someone who is accustomed to writing — somebody who can reduce to fluent English all he sees and hears.”




  Bones coughed. “Naturally,” he said.




  “It ought to be a man with a style of his own,” continued Sanders, “a man respected by the natives, someone quick and alert, and someone who can master the new dialect — which he will have to learn — and someone, moreover, who can inspire confidence in these little people, who are rather shy.”




  “Why didn’t you say ‘Bones’ at once, sir?” demanded that gentleman. “Of course I’ll go!”




  “It must be a man with an iron constitution,” Sanders went on, “who doesn’t know what illness is, a quick observer, a man of resource—”




  “You are quite right, sir,” interrupted Bones, shaking his head. “Our dear old Ham would never do for this job. I will be ready in ten minutes.”




  As a matter of fact, it was not until two days later that H.M. Launch Wiggle set forth on her adventurous voyage.




  In a green dell far in the interior of the B’sumbi forest thirty-eight disconsolate little boys sat in a circle, in the fashion of their fathers, and held a palaver. For more than a week they had lived upon their resources by trapping monkeys and by the digging of edible roots.




  They had held many palavers, but this was the most serious of all, because their bush instinct told them that they were nearing a wholly unfriendly people. It was a cheerless assembly, since none saw reason for merriment in the fact that each of the dancers had industriously regummed his goat-hair beard to his face. Since each was the representative for the time being of a domestic devil of great potency, it was necessary for their salvation that their parts should be maintained.




  One, Titu, who had suggested that the facial adornments should be removed, had been met with such a volley of scorn that he had almost wilted from the circle.




  “Titu is a fish,” piped a small boy insultingly, “for, whilst we are devils, no other ghost will attack us.”




  “But the B’sumbi people are not devils,” protested Titu feebly, “and they will chop us.”




  “Wa!” said the chorus with such unanimity and alacrity that it was easy to understand what was uppermost in each small mind.




  Buku, the boy who had assumed leadership, shook his head. “We shall frighten them with our terrible faces,” he said confidently.




  One of the circle jumped up, a terrified expression on his face. “I hear!” he whispered agitatedly.




  They were all on their knees, their ears to the ground. There was no mistaking the continuous pad of bare feet. But the difficulty was to know from what direction the sounds came.




  The boy Titu suddenly jerked himself erect. “There is a wooden foot*,” he said. “Perhaps it is Sandi.”




  [* A shod foot — i.e. a man in boots. — E.W.]




  They listened again in complete silence. The trained ears of the boys easily detected the sound of shod feet. It must be a white man, for no other wore boots in the forest.




  “If it is Sandi, he will beat us because the Dance of the Boys is against the law; and if we tell him everything, then he will beat our fathers, and they will beat us. Now, I shall not speak when Sandi comes.”




  Titu had stolen from the group and had moved rapidly, but noiselessly, along the forest track in the direction of the sound. It was he who first sighted Bones at the head of his carriers, and passed the word to the conspirators. Bones, coming suddenly upon a silent watching circle, stood still and gaped.




  




  The complaint that Sanders made about Bones’s report was that three-quarters of it was devoted to a description of the incidents of a perfectly commonplace journey, for the adventurer had insisted upon recording everything that had happened to himself, irrespective of its intrinsic importance or its bearing upon his quest. After wading through sheet after sheet in Bones’ vile fist — containing such thrilling items as “11.27, bitten by large fly on rist; applied first-aid by sucking, cotton wool, iodin, etc.” — Sanders at last reached that portion of the report which Bones had been sent to make. He had described his meeting in the forest, sixty miles farther west than he had expected to come upon any trace of the people he had been sent to study, and went on:




  “The pygmy of the B’sumbi is, in my well-considered judgment, judgment, a pure Negrito type. His average height is three foot seven, and he wears a long red beard (detachable). Very intelligent, but dumm, but dumm, crys when smacked, but very fond of sugar. Eats cake from hand, but very taim, but very taim, taim. Also playful.”




  There were many other characteristics which Bones mentioned in the course of his report, but none which so excited the curiosity of Sanders as:




  “Unlike other natives of Territory, they accepted all gifts reddily except sope.”




  In a faraway Akasava village Buku narrated to his admiring relatives such as had survived the great raid, the story of his adventures.




  “As for Tibbetti,” he said grandly, “he gave us many wonderful things which were good for the stomach, and these I ate, also my friends. But this one cruel thing he did, that he made us wash ourselves with a certain white stone which made the eyes very painful; but baba though he told us many times to do the thing, we would never wash our necks, for the water made us feel unhappy.”




  Boys of all races and colours have much in common.




  XIV. The Northern Men
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  Patricia Hamilton awaited Bones by the wire gate which leads to the Residency woods. She sat on a camp stool, fanning herself with the brim of her big white topee, and the gentle breeze which blew in from the sea sent her fair hair straying.




  She had changed very little since the day she had arrived and had been so unceremoniously greeted by Lieutenant Tibbetts. She was of the kind that takes the sun evenly. A little browner of face and hands, and a little finer, perhaps — only Sanders noticed this, curiously enough — she had lost none of her vigour, nor had the hot days and the evening mists brought to her that state of lethargy which her friends had warned her would accompany a year’s residence in a coast town.




  She was a little distraite this morning, for the end of her stay was in sight, and although her visit to England would only be in the nature of a break, and she had resolved to return at the end of six months, she grudged those one hundred and eighty odd days in which she would sink into insignificance, amidst some forty millions of people.




  Ordinarily, she would have been very angry indeed with Bones for keeping her waiting, but today, she welcomed the opportunity for melancholy meditation on the edge of the little forest, every yard of which she knew. Bones, an angular figure in white duck, sprinted across the square, his helmet on the back of his head, a fishing rod in one hand and the lunch basket in the other. On his face was the look of one in pain, and now and again he would check his gait to hop on one leg.




  “Bones, you’ve kept me waiting,” she said sternly.




  Bones, with an agonized expression, was searching gingerly in his trousers pockets.




  “Fish hooks, dear old sister,” he explained breathlessly. “I thought I’d forgotten ‘em, but — ouch! — I haven’t. Come out — ooh!” He extracted them one by one. “Rush of business, jolly old miss,” he said in answer to her reproach. “Beastly old forms an’ requisitions, pay vouchers and & company accounts. Oh, Ali!”




  He whistled vulgarly to his dignified servant, who was sailing majestically in his wake.




  “He’ll carry everything,” said Bones, and dropped basket and fishing-rod as though they were hot coals.




  “You’re lazy, Bones,” she said.




  “It’s not laziness, dear old friend,” said Bones, falling in by her side; “it’s — well, it’s something else. I haven’t the heart to do any kind of work. I’m just desperate, dear old Hamilton’s sister, I’m reckless — I don’t know what I shall do tonight!”




  “What can you do?” she asked, unimpressed.




  Bones shrugged his shoulders. “Drink,” he said sombrely, “take opium, gamble—”




  “Don’t be silly, Bones,” she laughed. “There’s nothing to drink but lime juice, and Mr. Sanders wouldn’t give you opium, and who could you gamble with?”




  A staggering question for a man bent upon a career of vice. “Ali plays a good game of double dummy bridge,” he said hopefully.




  “You don’t take enough exercise, Bones,” she said gently; “your liver is out of order.”




  “Don’t be indelicate, dear old friend,” he begged and heaved a great and jerky sigh.




  He scarcely spoke again until they were seated on the river bank, their lines cast upon the placid surface of the blackwater, where, according to legend the edible river fish most do congregate. Presently, and after an unusually long silence, Bones cleared his throat.




  “Dear old Patricia, you’re going away,” he said huskily.




  “Yes, Bones. Aren’t you glad?”




  “Oh, very,” said Bones dismally. “Ha, ha! Hear me laugh!”




  “You’ll frighten the fish,” she warned. “But I have been an awful nuisance to you all.”




  “Pull yourself together, silly old Miss Hamilton. Why, you’ve been a jolly old beam of sunshine on a dark an’ dreary day You’ve been primroses on a dust-heap!”




  He put down his rod, and, diving into his inside pocket, he drew forth a sheet of blue official paper. He hesitated before he placed it in her outstretched hand.




  “You won’t laugh?” he said, more huskily than ever.




  “Oh, Bones, how could you think I would?” she reproached him.




  “It’s dashed off. I’m not sure the spellin’ is all that it ought to be, but the soul, dear old—”




  He choked and sniffed, and, thrusting the paper into her hand, he rose and strode away.




  Patricia opened the paper and read it. It was obviously poetry, because every line began with a capital letter.




  Dear old Miss Hamilton, farewell! What I suffer, nobody, nobody can tell.




  (Bones had a trick of repeating words, and even sentences! in the agony of his compositions.)




  Far away ore the briney foam You’re going, dear old Miss Hamilton, home, Leaving Sanders, Ham, and Bones, Making noise of moans, of moans and groans. The spring is coming, and the flowers are blooming gaily —




  It went on surprisingly:




  And we are dreading the hour, the hour, The hour of your departure daily. Oh, Love! How strange it seems to be! Has it come at last — can it really be? I, who was adermant, addimant, adoment to feminine charms, At last I fall in the monster’s arms! Farewell! But not good-by, but not good-by, If you don’t come back, I’ll gladly, gladly die!




  The girl read it through, and her eyes were dim with tears.




  “Have you finished?” demanded the muffled voice of Bones, who stood with averted head a dozen yards away.




  “Yes, Bones,” she said gently.




  “Did you laugh?”




  “Oh, Bones, you don’t think I was such a pig?”




  Bones turned his red face to her and walked slowly to where he had dropped his rod. “Of course,” he said gruffly, “it’s not playin’ the game — writin’ poetry, an’ all that — but — but I know you’re too sensible to have your jolly old head turned.”




  She checked the laugh, divining something of his distress.




  There was a long interval of silence.




  “You wouldn’t like to marry anybody, would you?” he asked, his face still averted.




  “I don’t think so, Bones,” she answered softly.




  “You wouldn’t like to marry a silly ass, ugly ass, awkward ass, or anything like that, I suppose, dear old — dear — Miss Hamilton, I mean?”




  “I shouldn’t like to marry even as brave and kindly a gentleman as you, Bones,” she said.




  “I meant me,” said Bones, in surprise.




  “I guessed that,” she said, without a smile. Again the silence.




  “I’m not much,” said Bones, with a sigh; “I’m a pretty good shot, a whale at languages, a bit of a scientist, an’ I can write — whatever else I can’t do, I can write.”




  “You write very nicely. Bones,” she said meekly.




  “In the military line of business,” he went on, in tones of comfort, “I can give points to some of those jolly old professors at the Staff College — I’ve got tact an’ initiative an’ a knowledge of navigation.”




  “You have everything you really want, Bones,” she said, rising. She crossed to behind where he sat and put her two hands on his shoulders. “You’re a dear, Bones, and when you’re a little older you’ll make somebody very happy.”




  “My young life is ended,” said Bones miserably, “an’ if it wasn’t for the fact that jolly old Sanders couldn’t get along without me, an’ your dear old brother, who, if you will excuse the criticism, dear old friend, is like a child without me, I’d — I’d—”




  “Get up, you humbug!” she said, and Bones rose with what he hoped was a sad, wan smile, but which in reality was a very broad grin.




  “That is for all your sweetness,” said Patricia Hamilton, and kissed him lightly on the cheek.




  It was noticeable all that day that Bones walked about with his head in the air, and that his attitude towards equals and superiors alike was one of arrogant condescension.




  He assumed toward Patricia Hamilton an attitude which might only be described as one of ponderous protection. Sanders — a busy man preparing for Patricia Hamilton’s farewell trip — remarked upon this evidence of sinful pride.




  “Perhaps he has a boil on his neck,” suggested the practical Hamilton.




  Whatever was the cause — which we may well guess — Bones was cheerful enough, and went to work wholeheartedly to assist in the organization of Patricia’s “joy ride.” The Zaire was to go the full journey to the Ochori, and Sanders was to utilize the occasion to hold three State palavers.




  “There should be four,” he explained to Hamilton. “Borbini, of the Northern Ochori, has been selling slaves across the mountains to the Great King. Bosambo has very wisely kept out of the palaver, because it could only end one way. There will be a struggle one of these days between the north and the south, and I am not anxious to bring matters to a head — at least, not on this trip. Once your sister is out of the country, we will have a clear-up in the north.”




  It was a joyful holiday party which sailed at dawn the next day, and no shadow of the northern feud lay over them.




  On the river they have a cumbersome saying which, literally translated, runs: “Long-sun-much-sweetness; sun-road-sweeter; no-sun-road-evil; beware-short-sun-road (or — way).” Made into a passable epigram for white consumption this saying is: “Beware of the northern men, for little sunshine makes them sour.”




  The Territories which Sanders rules lie partly upon and partly to the north of the equator, and there is very little difference between the river mouth and far borders of the Great King. It is astounding that an unlettered people should realize that there is any difference at all, yet the saying stands, and has stood, perhaps, for a thousand years, as a rough generalization.




  The northernmost State on the Territories is the Ochori, and the northern lands of that country invariably supplied the insurgent elements of its population. In the days when the Ochori were a slave-folk and easy prey to the Akasava, Bomongo, and Isisi tribes, the northern section of the country never fell under the influence of the invader. One Akasava chief had led an army into the broken forest country of the north, and had returned most thankfully. His scattered army straggled home at intervals. Then Bosambo, a prison-breaker, a Krooman of Krooman, had come upon the scene, and had usurped the rights of kingship over the timid southern Ochori. From that day the Akasava had been checked, raids on the goats and women of the Ochori had ceased, and Bosambo had made of his folk the most feared and the best hated of all peoples.




  The northmen accepted his kingship with amused tolerance; they had sent him tribute and nominal taxes. Sometimes they would send him nothing. On such occasions Bosambo, a very tactful man, who recognized the delicacy of the situation, and the extreme disfavour in which Mr. Commissioner Sanders viewed anything like civil war, had a way of his own.




  The main communication between the Upper Ochori and the outside world was the Machengombi River, a deep, narrow stream which emptied itself into the Great River twenty miles north of the Ochori city. When news came that, on one excuse or the other, no tribute might be expected, Bosambo acted. The canoes of the northmen, laden with skins, rubber and gum, on their way to the Government trading posts on the Lower Isisi, would find their progress blocked.




  On a certain day, following a very prolonged abstention from tribute there arrived at the Ochori city a northern chief named K’fen. He was the son of the greatest of all the northern chiefs, Borbini-M’shimi, and he came with an imposing array of councillors. Bosambo held a great palaver, for he recognised the importance of the visit.




  “O Bosambo,” said K’feri, a tall, forbidding man, who spoke as to his equals, “I talk for my father, Borbini, the chief paramount of all lands from the swamps to the borders of the Great King, the friend of chiefs and of kings.”




  “A squeaking rat may speak for a leopard,” said Bosambo, “yet I should hear no more than a squeak.”




  K’fen scowled at the tittering people who squatted about the palaver house. “Lord,” he said, “if I am a rat, you shall hear my great squeak, for there is shame in my stomach for all that you have done. When the moon was full, Borbini, my father, sent twenty canoes to the Great River, and midway between the village of K’nama and Sugundi they found many trees felled so that they lay across the river, and the canoes could not pass.”




  “M’shimba-m’shamba has been abroad with his fearful lightning,” said Bosambo glibly. “Who can check the strong one who plucks trees as men pluck grass?”




  K’feri’s nose wrinkled in a sneer. “M’shimba-m’shamba is very wise,” he said, “but he does not take an axe to the trees, nor fasten them with ropes. Now, Bosambo, my father knows that you have done this thing because he sent you no rich gifts.”




  Bosambo rose and kicked away the carved stool on which he had been sitting, and K’feri drew back apprehensively, for the overturned stool had a special native significance.




  “K’feri,” said Bosambo gently, “I am the king of this land, and take no gifts from little chiefs. I may take tribute, and so much I keep for myself, and so much I send to my lord Sandi, who is my king and friend. This I shall take for my lifetime, and he who follows shall also take it, and so for ever.”




  K’feri drew his mantle of monkey tails about his generous person and delivered his thunderbolt. “Chief,” he said boldly, “we people of the north know no king and send no more tribute — thus says the paramount chief, my father. This also he says—” So far he got when the nearest missile within Bosambo’s reach — which was a carved stool — struck him full in the chest, and he went down with a little hiccough. “Who touches K’feri dies quickly,” said Bosambo, and balanced his light spear in the palm of his hand.




  He stood now with his back to the entrance of his great hut, a tall figure of a man, muscled and like an Andalusian bull. Out from his hut came the brownfaced Kano girl who was his wife, his high shield in her hand, the hide belt of his heavy elephant sword slung over her bare shoulder. With not so much as a glance at the scowling men about him, she passed the shield and its armoury of spears to her husband, and deftly strapped the belt about his waist. He glanced at her with the light of great kindness in his eyes, then fixed the group — the northerners ripe for murder, the southern people a little awestricken.




  K’feri lay gasping on the ground, half conscious and wholly helpless.




  “Which man of you calls K’feri his chief friend?” demanded Bosambo. There was an awkward pause, and then the little chief of a northern village stepped forth hesitatingly. “Lord,” he said sullenly, “I am that man.” Bosambo dropped his left hand and whipped out the broad elephant sword. He gripped the keen blade and offered the hilt to the reluctant man. “Strike!” said Bosambo.




  The other licked his dry lips, and looked from left to right, then, raising the sword, he brought it down with a deep “Huh!” across the neck of the prostrate K’feri.




  Bosambo took back the sword amidst a dead silence. “O people,” said he, “here lies K’feri, who spoke evilly to my face, and would act worse, since he would lead the Ochori to war. Who follows him? Speak now!” But there was no speech.




  They carried away the dead man and buried him in a shallow grave. Within a week Borbini, chief of the northern Ochori, collected a thousand spears and struck southwards in a hot rage, for K’feri had been his favourite son.




  “There shall be a great killing,” he promised his head men, “and as for Bosambo he shall die very slowly, for he is Sandi’s spy, and carried the story of the women we sold to B’slanogoso, of the Big Hills.”




  He went by the River Machengombi in fifty great war canoes, halted half a day to remove the tree-barriers which lay across the stream, and struck the big river at sundown. To attack directly from the river was impossible, since there were fishing villages to be passed, and these could sound a lokali alarm which would put Bosambo on his guard. Borbini camped for the night and started at dawn.




  That same daybreak saw one of the river watchmen at the door of Bosambo’s hut, and his low call brought Bosambo into the chill morning air. “Lord,” said the watchmen, “Sandi’s great puc-a-puc has passed northward.”




  “You are a mad goat,” said Bosambo, “for if Sandi came, he would tie up at my beach.”




  “Listen!” said the watchman.




  Bosambo bent his head.




  Faintly, but well defined, came the “puc-a-puc-a-puc,” as the broad paddles of the stem-wheeled Zaire struck the still waters of the river.




  “Sha-a!” said Bosambo, in dismay. “Now this is bad. For if Borbini is not bringing his spears to a killing, then I am a fool. Go quickly and rouse my paddlers.”




  “Lord,” said the philosophical watchman, “who shall overtake the puc-a-puc against the stream?”




  “I am afraid,” said Bosambo. And a few minutes later his big war drum was rolling its summons to the sleeping warriors of the Ochori.




  Patricia Hamilton stood on the bridge of the Zaire by Sanders’s side, dumb in the presence of the wonder of dawn. The high trees that fringed the bank were indigo against the pearl-grey of the pallid heavens. She had seen dawn on the Lower River, but here there was a savage wildness, a menacing freedom, a challenging violence of composition and colour which kept her silent. Here was Nature in a passion, with gaunt black rocks upflung from the bed of the river, with a riot of undergrowth writhing about the stems of great trees. Here was a silence as of death, for this world was too big for the whispers which came with dawn.




  “Isn’t it wonderful?” she whispered. “You wouldn’t think that these people would venture—”




  “Which people?” asked Sanders quickly, and, following the direction of her outstretched finger, he saw the canoes ahead.




  Hamilton heard the agitated ring of the engine telegraph, and felt the quiver of the Zaire’s hull as she forged ahead at full speed. Bones, completing his toilet, heard a familiar sound and went pale.




  It was the thud and cough of a man stricken to death, and the thud was against the door of his cabin.




  He lifted down his revolver belt and stepped into the little alleyway over the dead body of a native deck hand, and ran forward.




  The air was a-whir with flying arrows, and the girl was crouching in one corner of the bridge, her white dress stained red with the blood of a dead steersman. Sanders alone stood erect, staring grimly ahead, his eyes glued to the river for a sign of sand banks.




  “Stay where you are, Pat.” Bones heard Hamilton’s voice and half turned. That motion saved his life, for a long steel-tipped arrow just missed his face and snicked into the woodwork of Sanders’s cabin.




  “Get that Maxim working, Bones!” The young man was at the gun before the order was completed; and the girl even in her fear recognized a new Bones — a Bones wholly alert, with a quaint little smile in his blue eyes and a mouth set very firm.




  “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” laughed the Maxim, and jammed.




  “Damn!” said Hamilton.




  Bump! The Zaire jumped up and settled again.




  “We’re stuck,” said Sanders, as the boat swung round broad side on. “I don’t know what it is all about, but I rather fancy this is our Waterloo.”




  He looked down at the girl and smiled, and his smile was infinitely tender. Then he turned and walked to the side of the boat and held up his bare palms. A big war canoe swung out of the ruck, the flight of arrows ceased, and Sanders looked down into the painted face of Borbini.




  “O white man, I see you,” said the chief insolently, “and this is a good day for me, for, behold, I came to slay the dog, and I have taken his master.”




  “Here am I,” said Sanders calmly, “and it seems that you want no more than me. Therefore, Borbini, let your young men push my boat into deep water, that I may send my friends away, and, as for me, you shall do what is your wish.”




  Borbini was shaking with excitement. “This is a good day for me,” he repeated. “O Sandi, I have always hated you, for you put Bosambo over me. Also you have fined me and hung my own cousin, Tegili of B’fusumaro.”




  “All these things I did,” answered Sanders cheerfully, “and you shall have your man. Now take me and send my friends away.”




  Borbini leapt to the deck of the Zaire and stood with arms akimbo, surveying his prisoners. Patricia Hamilton stood by her brother and Borbini came peering at her, his scrubby white beard pushed forward.




  




  “O ko!” he said. “There is a hut in my house for this woman.”




  It was death to move. The broad bladed spears of the chief’s escort touched the men’s breasts, and those spears were as sharp as razors.




  “There shall be a palaver,” said Borbini gleefully. “O Sandi! this is the palaver you promised me!”




  He brought his prisoners to land, and in a big forest clearing which the lumbered trees and the crushed undergrowth marked as an elephants’ playing-ground, he sat down to administer justice, his fifty war canoes bobbing and swinging at the beach. Beneath a great oak sat Borbini, Chief of the north, and his lined face worked and twitched in his excitement.




  “O people,” he cried, “here is Sandi the Feared! Here is Sandi the Great One! He brings soldiers, and men tremble; he speaks a word, and chiefs die. Now I speak, and he dies!”




  This was the beginning of a speech which lasted for the greater part of half an hour, for time has no value on the Great River, and men are judged by the quantity of their oratory.




  “I’m afraid this is the end,” muttered Hamilton “Pat — Sanders — can nothing be done?”




  Sanders nodded. He sat between the girl and her brother, and presently he half inclined his head to her.




  “Pat,” he said softly, “do you understand?”




  “Quite,” she answered as softly. “You won’t leave me.”




  “No, nor Borbini, either,” he said. “But — there’s something else.”




  She saw him trying to frame the words, and turned hot and cold. “You — you love me, don’t you?” she whispered and leant against him.




  They were unbound, there had been no necessity for further restraint than the surrounding spears offered, and Sanders put his arm about her.




  Suddenly the chief’s oration ended, and he stood up. “Now!” muttered Hamilton, and set his teeth.




  “O chief!”




  It was Bones who spoke — Bones erect and aquiver with excitement. His skinny finger pointed to the river behind him.




  “This I say, Borbini,” cried Bones shrilly, “that my powerful ju-ju is abroad this day, for the rocks are walking!”




  A thousand pairs of fierce eyes glared across the river,




  “Look well, people,” screeched Bones, “and tell me if I lie! My great ju-ju is with me, and two rocks are moving!”




  There were certainly two rocks on the farther shore, but, though the assembly strained its eyes, there was no sign of movement.




  “O Tibbetti, you lie!” said Borbini. “This is—”




  “Look — look!”




  Again the heads were turned, and Borbini himself took a step forward, shaking his eyes.




  Bosambo stepped from behind the trees to whither he had made his way by short rushes, whilst Bones engaged the attention of the gathering, and the sword that slew the son smote the head from the father’s body. “Kill!” bellowed Bosambo, and suddenly the woods were alive with men.




  The girl woke up to find herself in her cabin, and Sanders was sitting at her side.




  “I don’t know how much of your unconsciousness was fainting and how much was sleeping,” he said.




  “Is — are—”




  “Everything is all right,” he smiled; “you’ve been dreaming.”




  She drew a long breath. “How much was dream?” she asked.




  He did not reply immediately.




  “All that you wish,” he said.




  She put out her hand and took his.




  “You know the part I want to be real, don’t you?” she asked, in a low voice.




  “I hope so,” he said, and met her eyes.




  The Zaire, was under way, moving swiftly down river.




  There came to them the voice of Bones. “What I want you to understand, old Ham,” it said, “is that I instantly grasped the situation — I see things in a flash. It’s a—”




  “Disease?” suggested Hamilton lazily.




  “A gift — it runs in the family. Of course, I don’t want to be thanked, dear old feller, an’ the knowledge that the jolly old party owes its lives to me is sufficient reward, but if you happen to recommend me for a D.S.O., jolly old officer, you might put somethin’ in like this—”




  “I’ll toss you who makes a lemon squash,” said Hamilton.




  A silence, then:




  “Heads!” said Bones, “heads an’ brains, dear old Ham — an’ I’ve won! Do I get a D.S.O. or a good cigar?”




  Bones in London (1921)
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  There was a slump in the shipping market, and men who were otherwise decent citizens wailed for one hour of glorious war, when Kenyon Line Deferred had stood at 88 1/2;, and even so poor an organization as Siddons Steam Packets Line had been marketable at 3 1/8;.




  Two bareheaded men came down the busy street, their hands thrust into their trousers pockets, their sleek, well-oiled heads bent in dejection.




  No word they spoke, keeping step with the stern precision of soldiers. Together they wheeled through the open doors of the Commercial Trust Building, together they left-turned into the elevator, and simultaneously raised their heads to examine its roof, as though in its panelled ceiling was concealed some Delphic oracle who would answer the riddle which circumstances had set them.




  They dropped their heads together and stood with sad eyes, regarding the attendant’s leisurely unlatching of the gate. They slipped forth and walked in single file to a suite of offices inscribed “Pole Brothers, Brokers,” and, beneath, “The United Merchant Shippers’ Corporation,” and passed through a door which, in addition to this declaration, bore the footnote “Private.”




  Here the file divided, one going to one side of a vast pedestal desk and one to the other. Still with their hands pushed deep into their pockets, they sank, almost as at a word of command, each into his cushioned chair, and stared at one another across the table.




  They were stout young men of the middle thirties, cleanshaven and ruddy. They had served their country in the late War, and had made many sacrifices to the common cause. One had worn uniform and one had not. Joe had occupied some mysterious office which permitted and, indeed, enjoined upon him the wearing of the insignia of captain, but had forbidden him to leave his native land. The other had earned a little decoration with a very big title as a buyer of boots for Allied nations. Both had subscribed largely to War Stock, and a reminder of their devotion to the cause of liberty was placed to their credit every half-year.




  But for these, war, with its horrific incidents, its late hours, its midnight railway journeys by trains on which sleeping berths could not be had for love or money, its food cards and statements of excess profits, was past. The present held its tragedy so poignant as to overshadow that breathless terrifying moment when peace had come and found the firm with the sale of the Fairy Line of cargo steamers uncompleted, contracts unsigned, and shipping stock which had lived lightheadedly in the airy spaces, falling deflated on the floor of the house.




  The Fairy Line was not a large line. It was, in truth, a small line. It might have been purchased for two hundred thousand pounds, and nearly was. To-day it might be acquired for one hundred and fifty thousand pounds, and yet it wasn’t.




  “Joe,” said the senior Mr. Pole, in a voice that came from his varnished boots, “we’ve got to do something with Fairies.”




  “Curse this War!” said Joe in coldblooded even tones. “Curse the Kaiser! A weak-kneed devil who might at least have stuck to it for another month! Curse him for making America build ships, curse him for — —”




  “Joe,” said the stout young man on the other side of the table, shaking his head sadly, “it is no use cursing, Joe. We knew that they were building ships, but the business looked good to me. If Turkey hadn’t turned up her toes and released all that shipping — —”




  “Curse Turkey!” said the other, with great calmness. “Curse the Sultan and Enver and Taalat, curse Bulgaria and Ferdinand — —”




  “Put in one for the Bolsheviks, Joe,” said his brother urgently, “and I reckon that gets the lot in trouble. Don’t start on Austria, or we’ll find ourselves cursing the Jugo-Slavs.”




  He sighed deeply, pursed his lips, and looked at his writing-pad intently.




  Joe and Fred Pole had many faults, which they freely admitted, such as their generosity, their reckless kindness of heart, their willingness to do their worst enemies a good turn, and the like. They had others which they never admitted, but which were none the less patent to their prejudiced contemporaries.




  But they had virtues which were admirable. They were, for example, absolutely loyal to one another, and were constant in their mutual admiration and help. If Joe made a bad deal, Fred never rested until he had balanced things against the beneficiary. If Fred in a weak moment paid a higher price to the vendor of a property than he, as promoter, could afford, it was Joe who took the smug vendor out to dinner and, by persuasion, argument, and the frank expression of his liking for the unfortunate man, tore away a portion of his ill-gotten gains.




  “I suppose,” said Joe, concluding his minatory exercises, and reaching for a cigar from the silver box which stood on the table midway between the two, “I suppose we couldn’t hold Billing to his contract. Have you seen Cole about it, Fred?”




  The other nodded slowly.




  “Cole says that there is no contract. Billing offered to buy the ships, and meant to buy them, undoubtedly; but Cole says that if you took Billing into court, the judge would chuck his pen in your eye.”




  “Would he now?” said Joe, one of whose faults was that he took things literally. “But perhaps if you took Billing out to dinner, Fred — —”




  “He’s a vegetarian, Joe” — he reached in his turn for a cigar, snipped the end and lit it— “and he’s deaf. No, we’ve got to find a sucker, Joe. I can sell the Fairy May and the Fairy Belle: they’re little boats, and are worth money in the open market. I can sell the wharfage and offices and the goodwill — —”




  “What’s the goodwill worth, Fred?”




  “About fivepence net,” said the gloomy Fred. “I can sell all these, but it is the Fairy Mary and the Fairy Tilda that’s breaking my heart. And yet, Joe, there ain’t two ships of their tonnage to be bought on the market. If you wanted two ships of the same size and weight, you couldn’t buy ’em for a million — no, you couldn’t. I guess they must be bad ships, Joe.”




  Joe had already guessed that.




  “I offered ’em to Saddler, of the White Anchor,” Fred went on, “and he said that if he ever started collecting curios he’d remember me. Then I tried to sell ’em to the Coastal Cargo Line — the very ships for the Newcastle and Thames river trade — and he said he couldn’t think of it now that the submarine season was over. Then I offered ’em to young Topping, who thinks of running a line to the West Coast, but he said that he didn’t believe in Fairies or Santa Claus or any of that stuff.”




  There was silence.




  “Who named ’em Fairy Mary and Fairy Tilda?” asked Joe curiously.




  “Don’t let’s speak ill of the dead,” begged Fred; “the man who had ’em built is no longer with us, Joe. They say that joy doesn’t kill, but that’s a lie, Joe. He died two days after we took ’em over, and left all his money — all our money — to a nephew.”




  “I didn’t know that,” said Joe, sitting up.




  “I didn’t know it myself till the other day, when I took the deed of sale down to Cole to see if there wasn’t a flaw in it somewhere. I’ve wired him.”




  “Who — Cole?”




  “No, the young nephew. If we could only — —”




  He did not complete his sentence, but there was a common emotion and understanding in the two pairs of eyes that met.




  “Who is he — anybody?” asked Joe vaguely.




  Fred broke off the ash of his cigar and nodded.




  “Anybody worth half a million is somebody, Joe,” he said seriously. “This young fellow was in the Army. He’s out of it now, running a business in the City—’Schemes, Ltd.,’ he calls it. Lots of people know him — shipping people on the Coast. He’s got a horrible nickname.”




  “What’s that, Fred?”




  “Bones,” said Fred, in tones sufficiently sepulchral to be appropriate, “and, Joe, he’s one of those bones I want to pick.”




  There was another office in that great and sorrowful City. It was perhaps less of an office than a boudoir, for it had been furnished on the higher plan by a celebrated firm of furnishers and decorators, whose advertisements in the more exclusive publications consisted of a set of royal arms, a photograph of a Queen Anne chair, and the bold surname of the firm. It was furnished with such exquisite taste that you could neither blame nor praise the disposition of a couch or the set of a purple curtain.




  The oxydized silver grate, the Persian carpets, the rosewood desk, with its Venetian glass flower vase, were all in harmony with the panelled walls, the gentlemanly clock which ticked sedately on the Adam mantelpiece, the Sheraton chairs, the silver — or apparently so — wall sconces, the delicate electrolier with its ballet skirts of purple silk.




  All these things were evidence of the careful upbringing and artistic yearnings of the young man who “blended” for the eminent firm of Messrs. Worrows, By Appointment to the King of Smyrna, His Majesty the Emperor —— (the blank stands for an exalted name which had been painted out by the patriotic management of Worrows), and divers other royalties.




  The young man who sat in the exquisite chair, with his boots elevated to and resting upon the olive-green leather of the rosewood writing-table, had long since grown familiar with the magnificence in which he moved and had his being. He sat chewing an expensive paperknife of ivory, not because he was hungry, but because he was bored. He had entered into his kingdom brimful of confidence and with unimagined thousands of pounds to his credit in the coffers of the Midland and Somerset Bank.




  He had brought with him a bright blue book, stoutly covered and brassily locked, on which was inscribed the word “Schemes.”




  That book was filled with writing of a most private kind and of a frenzied calculation which sprawled diagonally over pages, as for example:




  




  Buy up old houses… say 2,000 pounds. Pull them down… say 500 pounds. Erect erect 50 Grand Flats… say 10,000 pounds. Paper, pante, windows, etc… say 1,000 pounds. —— — Total… 12,000 pounds. 50 Flats let at 80 pounds per annum. 40,000 lbs. Net profit… say 50 per cent.




  NOTE. — For good middle class familys steady steady people. By this means means doing good turn to working classes solving houseing problem and making money which can be distributed to the poor.




  




  Mr. Augustus Tibbetts, late of H.M. Houssa Rifles, was, as his doorplate testified, the Managing Director of “Schemes, Ltd.” He was a severe looking young man, who wore a gold-rimmed monocle on his grey check waistcoat and occasionally in his left eye. His face was of that brick-red which spoke of a life spent under tropical suns, and when erect he conveyed a momentary impression of a departed militarism.




  He uncurled his feet from the table, and, picking up a letter, read it through aloud — that is to say, he read certain words, skipped others, and substituted private idioms for all he could not or would not trouble to pronounce.




  




  “Dear Sir,” (he mumbled), “as old friends of your dear uncle, and so on and so forth, we are taking the first opportunity of making widdly widdly wee…. Our Mr. Fred Pole will call upon you and place himself widdly widdly wee — tum tiddly um tum. — Yours truly.”




  




  Mr. Tibbetts frowned at the letter and struck a bell with unnecessary violence. There appeared in the doorway a wonderful man in scarlet breeches and green zouave jacket. On his head was a dull red tarbosh, on his feet scarlet slippers, and about his waist a sash of Oriental audacity. His face, large and placid, was black, and, for all his suggestiveness of the brilliant East, he was undoubtedly negroid.




  The costume was one of Mr. Tibbetts’s schemes. It was faithfully copied from one worn by a gentleman of colour who serves the Turkish coffee at the Wistaria Restaurant. It may be said that there was no special reason why an ordinary business man should possess a bodyguard at all, and less reason why he should affect one who had the appearance of a burlesque Othello, but Mr. Augustus Tibbetts, though a business man, was not ordinary.




  “Bones” — for such a name he bore without protest in the limited circles of his friendship — looked up severely.




  “Ali,” he demanded, “have you posted the ledger?”




  “Sir,” said Ali, with a profound obeisance, “the article was too copious for insertion in aperture of collection box, so it was transferred to the female lady behind postal department counter.”




  Bones leapt up, staring.




  “Goodness gracious, Heavens alive, you silly old ass — you — you haven’t posted it — in the post?”




  “Sir,” said Ali reproachfully, “you instructed posting volume in exact formula. Therefore I engulfed it in wrappings and ligatures of string, and safely delivered it to posting authority.”




  Bones sank back in his chair.




  “It’s no use — no use, Ali,” he said sadly, “my poor uncivilized savage, it’s not your fault. I shall never bring you up to date, my poor silly old josser. When I say ‘post’ the ledger, I mean write down all the money you’ve spent on cabs in the stamp book. Goodness gracious alive! You can’t run a business without system, Ali! Don’t you know that, my dear old image? How the dooce do you think the auditors are to know how I spend my jolly old uncle’s money if you don’t write it down, hey? Posting means writing. Good Heavens” — a horrid thought dawned on him— “who did you post it to?”




  “Lord,” said Ali calmly, “destination of posted volume is your lordship’s private residency.”




  All’s English education had been secured in the laboratory of an English scientist in Sierra Leone, and long association with that learned man had endowed him with a vocabulary at once impressive and recondite.




  Bones gave a resigned sigh.




  “I’m expecting — —” he began, when a silvery bell tinkled.




  It was silvery because the bell was of silver. Bones looked up, pulled down his waistcoat, smoothed back his hair, fixed his eyeglass, and took up a long quill pen with a vivid purple feather.




  “Show them in,” he said gruffly.




  “Them” was one well-dressed young man in a shiny silk hat, who, when admitted to the inner sanctum, came soberly across the room, balancing his hat.




  “Ah, Mr. Pole — Mr. Fred Pole.” Bones read the visitor’s card with the scowl which he adopted for business hours. “Yes, yes. Be seated, Mr. Pole. I shall not keep you a minute.”




  He had been waiting all the morning for Mr. Pole. He had been weaving dreams from the letterheading above Mr. Pole’s letter.




  Ships… ships… house-flags… brass-buttoned owners….




  He waved Mr. Fred to a chair and wrote furiously. This frantic pressure of work was a phenomenon which invariably coincided with the arrival of a visitor. It was, I think, partly due to nervousness and partly to his dislike of strangers. Presently he finished, blotted the paper, stuck it in an envelope, addressed it, and placed it in his drawer. Then he took up the card.




  “Mr. Pole?” he said.




  “Mr. Pole,” repeated that gentleman.




  “Mr. Fred Pole?” asked Bones, with an air of surprise.




  “Mr. Fred Pole,” admitted the other soberly.




  Bones looked from the card to the visitor as though he could not believe his eyes.




  “We have a letter from you somewhere,” he said, searching the desk. “Ah, here it is!” (It was, in fact, the only document on the table.) “Yes, yes, to be sure. I’m very glad to meet you.”




  He rose, solemnly shook hands, sat down again and coughed. Then he took up the ivory paperknife to chew, coughed again as he detected the lapse, and put it down with a bang.




  “I thought I’d like to come along and see you, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Fred in his gentle voice; “we are so to speak, associated in business.”




  “Indeed?” said Bones. “In-deed?”




  “You see, Mr. Tibbetts,” Fred went on, with a sad smile, “your lamented uncle, before he went out of business, sold us his ships. He died a month later.”




  He sighed and Bones sighed.




  “Your uncle was a great man, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said, “one of the greatest business men in this little city. What a man!”




  “Ah!” said Bones, shaking his head mournfully.




  He had never met his uncle and had seldom heard of him. Saul Tibbetts was reputedly a miser, and his language was of such violence that the infant Augustus was invariably hurried to the nursery on such rare occasions as old Saul paid a family visit. His inheritance had come to Bones as in a dream, from the unreality of which he had not yet awakened.




  “I must confess, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Fred, “that I have often had qualms of conscience about your uncle, and I have been on the point of coming round to see you several times. This morning I said to my brother, ‘Joe,’ I said, ‘I’m going round to see Tibbetts.’ Forgive the familiarity, but we talk of firms like the Rothschilds and the Morgans without any formality.”




  “Naturally, naturally, naturally,” murmured Bones gruffly.




  “I said: ‘I’ll go and see Tibbetts and get it off my chest. If he wants those ships back at the price we paid for them, or even less, he shall have them.’ ‘Fred,’ he said, ‘you’re too sensitive for business.’ ‘Joe,’ I said, ‘my conscience works even in business hours.’”




  A light dawned on Bones and he brightened visibly.




  “Ah, yes, my dear old Pole,” he said almost cheerily, “I understand. You diddled my dear old uncle — bless his heart — out of money, and you want to pay it back. Fred” — Bones rose and extended his knuckly hand— “you’re a jolly old sportsman, and you can put it there!”




  “What I was going to say — —” began Fred seriously agitated.




  “Not a word. We’ll have a bottle on this. What will you have — ginger-beer or cider?”




  Mr. Fred suppressed a shudder with difficulty.




  “Wait, wait, Mr. Tibbetts,” he begged; “I think I ought to explain. We did not, of course, knowingly rob your uncle — —”




  “No, no, naturally,” said Bones, with a facial contortion which passed for a wink. “Certainly not. We business men never rob anybody. Ali, bring the drinks!”




  “We did not consciously rob him,” continued Mr. Fred desperately, “but what we did do —— ah, this is my confession!”




  “You borrowed a bit and didn’t pay it back. Ah, naughty!” said Bones. “Out with the corkscrew, Ali. What shall it be — a cream soda or non-alcoholic ale?”




  




  Mr. Fred looked long and earnestly at the young man.




  “Mr. Tibbetts,” he said, and suddenly grasped the hand of Bones, “I hope we are going to be friends. I like you. That’s my peculiarity — I like people or I dislike them. Now that I’ve told you that we bought two ships from your uncle for one hundred and forty thousand pounds when we knew — yes, positively knew — they were worth at least twenty thousand pounds more — now I’ve told you this, I feel happier.”




  “Worth twenty thousand pounds more?” said Bones thoughtfully. Providence was working overtime for him, he thought.




  “Of anybody’s money,” said Fred stoutly. “I don’t care where you go, my dear chap. Ask Cole — he’s the biggest shipping lawyer in this city — ask my brother, who, I suppose, is the greatest shipping authority in the world, or — what’s the use of asking ‘em? — ask yourself. If you’re not Saul Tibbetts all over again, if you haven’t the instinct and the eye and the brain of a shipowner — why, I’m a Dutchman! That’s what I am — a Dutchman!”




  He picked up his hat and his lips were pressed tight — a gesture and a grimace which stood for grim conviction.




  “What are they worth to-day?” asked Bones, after a pause.




  “What are they worth to-day?” Mr. Fred frowned heavily at the ceiling. “Now, what are they worth to-day? I forget how much I’ve spent on ’em — they’re in dock now.”




  Bones tightened his lips, too.




  “They’re in dock now?” he said. He scratched his nose. “Dear old Fred Pole,” he said, “you’re a jolly old soul. By Jove that’s not bad! ‘Pole’ an’ ‘soul’ rhyme — did you notice it?”




  Fred had noticed it.




  “It’s rum,” said Bones, shaking his head, “it is rum how things get about. How did you know, old fellow-citizen, that I was going in for shippin’?”




  Mr. Fred Pole did not know that Bones was going in for shipping, but he smiled.




  “There are few things that happen in the City that I don’t know,” he admitted modestly.




  “The Tibbetts Line,” said Bones firmly, “will fly a house-flag of purple and green diagonally — that is, from corner to corner. There will be a yellow anchor in a blue wreath in one corner and a capital T in a red wreath in the other.”




  “Original, distinctly original,” said Fred in wondering admiration. “Wherever did you get that idea?”




  “I get ideas,” confessed Bones, blushing, “some times in the night, sometimes in the day. The fleet” — Bones liked the sound of the word and repeated it— “the fleet will consist of the Augustus, the Sanders — a dear old friend of mine living at Hindhead — the Patricia — another dear old friend of mine living at Hindhead, too — in fact, in the same house. To tell you the truth, dear old Fred Pole, she’s married to the other ship. And there’ll be the Hamilton, another precious old soul, a very, very, very, very dear friend of mine who’s comin’ home shortly — —”




  “Well, what shall we say, Mr. Tibbetts?” said Fred, who had an early luncheon appointment. “Would you care to buy the two boats at the same price we gave your uncle for them?”




  Bones rang his bell.




  “I’m a business man, dear old Fred,” said he soberly. “There’s no time like the present, and I’ll fix the matter — now!”




  He said “now” with a ferociousness which was intended to emphasize his hard and inflexible business character.




  Fred came into the private office of Pole & Pole after lunch that day, and there was in his face a great light and a peace which was almost beautiful.




  But never beamed the face of Fred so radiantly as the countenance of the waiting Joe. He lay back in his chair, his cigar pointing to the ceiling.




  “Well, Fred?” — there was an anthem in his voice.




  “Very well, Joe.” Fred hung up his unnecessary umbrella.




  “I’ve sold the Fairies!”




  Joe said it and Fred said it. They said it together. There was the same lilt of triumph in each voice, and both smiles vanished at the identical instant.




  “You’ve sold the Fairies!” they said.




  They might have been rehearsing this scene for months, so perfect was the chorus.




  “Wait a bit, Joe,” said Fred; “let’s get the hang of this. I understand that you left the matter to me.”




  “I did; but, Fred, I was so keen on the idea I had that I had to nip in before you. Of course, I didn’t go to him as Pole & Pole — —”




  “To him? What him?” asked Fred, breathing hard.




  “To What’s-his-name — Bones.”




  Fred took his blue silk handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his face.




  “Go on, Joe,” he said sadly




  “I got him just before he went out to lunch. I sent up the United Merchant Shippers’ card — it’s our company, anyway. Not a word about Pole & Pole.”




  “Oh, no, of course not!” said Fred.




  “And, my boy,” — this was evidently Joe’s greatest achievement, for he described the fact with gusto— “not a word about the names of the ships. I just sold him two steamers, so and so tonnage, so and so classification — —”




  “For how much?”




  Fred was mildly curious. It was the curiosity which led a certain political prisoner to feel the edge of the axe before it beheaded him.




  “A hundred and twenty thousand!” cried Joe joyously. “He’s starting a fleet, he says. He’s calling it the Tibbetts Line, and bought a couple of ships only this morning.”




  Fred examined the ceiling carefully before he spoke.




  “Joe,” he said, “was it a firm deal? Did you put pen to paper?”




  “You-bet-your-dear-sweet-life,” said Joe, scornful at the suggestion that he had omitted such an indispensable part of the negotiation.




  “So did I, Joe,” said Fred. “Those two ships he bought were the two Fairies.”




  There was a dead silence.




  “Well,” said Joe uneasily, after a while, “we can get a couple of ships — —”




  “Where, Joe? You admitted yesterday there weren’t two boats in the world on the market.”




  Another long silence.




  “I did it for the best, Fred.”




  Fred nodded




  “Something must be done. We can’t sell a man what we haven’t got. Joe, couldn’t you go and play golf this afternoon whilst I wangle this matter out?”




  Joe nodded and rose solemnly. He took down his umbrella from the peg and his shiny silk hat from another peg, and tiptoed from the room.




  




  From three o’clock to four Mr. Fred Pole sat immersed in thought, and at last, with a big, heavy sigh, he unlocked his safe, took out his chequebook and pocketed it.




  Bones was on the point of departure, after a most satisfactory day’s work, when Fred Pole was announced.




  Bones greeted him like unto a brother — caught him by the hand at the very entrance and, still holding him thus, conducted him to one of his beautiful chairs.




  “By Jove, dear old Fred,” he babbled, “it’s good of you, old fellow — really good of you! Business, my jolly old shipowner, waits for no man. Ali, my chequebook!”




  “A moment — just a moment, dear Mr. Bones,” begged Fred. “You don’t mind my calling you by the name which is already famous in the City?”




  Bones looked dubious.




  “Personally, I prefer Tibbetts,” said Fred.




  “Personally, dear old Fred, so do I,” admitted Bones.




  “I’ve come on a curious errand,” said Fred in such hollow tones that Bones started. “The fact is, old man, I’m — —”




  He hung his head, and Bones laid a sympathetic hand on his shoulder.




  “Anybody is liable to get that way, my jolly old roysterer,” he said. “Speakin’ for myself, drink has no effect upon me — due to my jolly old nerves of iron an’ all that sort of thing.”




  “I’m ashamed of myself,” said Fred.




  “Nothing to be ashamed of, my poor old toper,” said Bones honestly in error. “Why, I remember once — —”




  “As a business man, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Fred bravely, “can you forgive sentiment?”




  “Sentiment! Why, you silly old josser, I’m all sentiment, dear old thing! Why, I simply cry myself to sleep over dear old Charles What’s-his-name’s books!”




  “It’s sentiment,” said Fred brokenly. “I just can’t — I simply can’t part with those two ships I sold you.”




  “Hey?” said Bones.




  “They were your uncle’s, but they have an association for me and my brother which it would be — er — profane to mention. Mr. Tibbetts, let us cry off our bargain.”




  Bones sniffed and rubbed his nose.




  “Business, dear old Fred,” he said gently. “Bear up an’ play the man, as dear old Francis Drake said when they stopped him playin’ cricket. Business, old friend. I’d like to oblige you, but — —”




  He shook his head rapidly




  Mr. Fred slowly produced his chequebook and laid it on the desk with the sigh of one who was about to indite his last wishes.




  “You shall not be the loser,” he said, with a catch in his voice, for he was genuinely grieved. “I must pay for my weakness. What is five hundred pounds?”




  “What is a thousand, if it comes to that, Freddy?” said Bones. “Gracious goodness, I shall be awfully disappointed if you back out — I shall be so vexed, really.”




  “Seven hundred and fifty?” asked Fred, with pleading in his eye.




  “Make it a thousand, dear old Fred,” said Bones; “I can’t add up fifties.”




  So “in consideration” (as Fred wrote rapidly and Bones signed more rapidly) “of the sum of one thousand pounds (say ú1,000), the contract as between &c., &c.,” was cancelled, and Fred became again the practical man of affairs.




  “Dear old Fred,” said Bones, folding the cheque and sticking it in his pocket, “I’m goin’ to own up — frankness is a vice with me — that I don’t understand much about the shippin’ business. But tell me, my jolly old merchant, why do fellers sell you ships in the mornin’ an’ buy ’em back in the afternoon?”




  “Business, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Fred, smiling, “just big business.”




  Bones sucked an inky finger.




  “Dinky business for me, dear old thing,” he said. “I’ve got a thousand from you an’ a thousand from the other Johnny who sold me two ships. Bless my life an’ soul — —”




  “The other fellow,” said Fred faintly— “a fellow from the United Merchant Shippers?”




  “That was the dear lad,” said Bones.




  “And has he cried off his bargain, too?”




  “Positively!” said Bones. “A very, very nice, fellow. He told me I could call him Joe — jolly old Joe!”




  “Jolly old Joe!” repeated Fred mechanically, as he left the office, and all the way home he was saying “Jolly old Joe!”




  II. Hidden Treasure
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  Mrs. Staleyborn’s first husband was a dreamy Fellow of a Learned University.




  Her second husband had begun life at the bottom of the ladder as a three-card trickster, and by strict attention to business and the exercise of his natural genius, had attained to the proprietorship of a bucket-shop.




  When Mrs. Staleyborn was Miss Clara Smith, she had been housekeeper to Professor Whitland, a biologist who discovered her indispensability, and was only vaguely aware of the social gulf which yawned between the youngest son of the late Lord Bortledyne and the only daughter of Albert Edward Smith, mechanic. To the Professor she was Miss H. Sapiens — an agreeable, featherless plantigrade biped of the genus Homo. She was also thoroughly domesticated and cooked like an angel, a nice woman who apparently never knew that her husband had a Christian name, for she called him “Mr. Whitland” to the day of his death.




  The strain and embarrassment of the new relationship with her master were intensified by the arrival of a daughter, and doubled when that daughter came to a knowledgeable age. Marguerite Whitland had the inherent culture of her father and the grace and delicate beauty which had ever distinguished the women of the house of Bortledyne.




  When the Professor died, Mrs. Whitland mourned him in all sincerity. She was also relieved. One-half of the burden which lay upon her had been lifted; the second half was wrestling with the binomial theorem at Cheltenham College.




  She had been a widow twelve months when she met Mr. Cresta Morris, and, if the truth be told, Mr. Cresta Morris more fulfilled her conception as to what a gentleman should look like than had the Professor. Mr. Cresta Morris wore white collars and beautiful ties, had a large gold watch-chain over what the French call poetically a gilet de fantasie, but which he, in his own homely fashion, described as a “fancy weskit.” He smoked large cigars, was bluff and hearty, spoke to the widow — he was staying at Harrogate at the time in a hydropathic establishment — in a language which she could understand. Dimly she began to realize that the Professor had hardly spoken to her at all.




  Mr. Cresta Morris was one of those individuals who employed a vocabulary of a thousand words, with all of which Mrs. Whitland was well acquainted; he was also a man of means and possessions, he explained to her. She, giving confidence for confidence, told of the house at Cambridge, the furniture, the library, the annuity of three hundred pounds, earmarked for his daughter’s education, but mistakenly left to his wife for that purpose, also the four thousand three hundred pounds invested in War Stock, which was wholly her own.




  Mr. Cresta Morris became more agreeable than ever. In three months they were married, in six months the old house at Cambridge had been disposed of, the library dispersed, as much of the furniture as Mr. Morris regarded as old-fashioned sold, and the relict of Professor Whitland was installed in a house in Brockley.




  It was a nice house — in many ways nicer than the rambling old building in Cambridge, from Mrs. Morris’s point of view. And she was happy in a tolerable, comfortable kind of fashion, and though she was wholly ignorant as to the method by which her husband made his livelihood, she managed to get along very well without enlightenment.




  Marguerite was brought back from Cheltenham to grace the new establishment and assist in its management. She shared none of her mother’s illusions as to the character of Mr. Cresta Morris, as that gentleman explained to a very select audience one January night.




  Mr. Morris and his two guests sat before a roaring fire in the diningroom, drinking hot brandies-and-waters. Mrs. Morris had gone to bed; Marguerite was washing up, for Mrs. Morris had the “servant’s mind,” which means that she could never keep a servant.




  The sound of crashing plates had come to the diningroom and interrupted Mr. Morris at a most important point of his narrative. He jerked his head round.




  “That’s the girl,” he said; “she’s going to be a handful.”




  “Get her married,” said Job Martin wisely.




  He was a hatchet-faced man with a reputation for commonsense. He had another reputation which need not be particularized at the moment.




  “Married?” scoffed Mr. Morris. “Not likely!”




  He puffed at his cigar thoughtfully for a moment, then:




  “She wouldn’t come in to dinner — did you notice that? We are not good enough for her. She’s fly! Fly ain’t the word for it. We always find her nosing and sneaking around.”




  “Send her back to school,” said the third guest.




  He was a man of fifty-five, broad-shouldered, cleanshaven, who had literally played many parts, for he had been acting in a touring company when Morris first met him — Mr. Timothy Webber, a man not unknown to the Criminal Investigation Department.




  “She might have been useful,” Mr. Morris went on regretfully, “very useful indeed. She is as pretty as a picture, I’ll give her that due. Now, suppose she — —”




  Webber shook his head.




  “It’s my way or no way,” he said decidedly. “I’ve been a month studying this fellow, and I tell you I know him inside out.”




  “Have you been to see him?” asked the second man.




  “Am I a fool?” replied the other roughly. “Of course I have not been to see him. But there are ways of finding out, aren’t there? He is not the kind of lad that you can work with a woman, not if she’s as pretty as paint.”




  “What do they call him?” asked Morris.




  “Bones,” said Webber, with a little grin. “At least, he has letters which start ‘Dear Bones,’ so I suppose that’s his nickname. But he’s got all the money in the world. He is full of silly ass schemes, and he’s romantic.”




  “What’s that to do with it?” asked Job Martin, and Webber turned with a despairing shrug to Morris.




  “For a man who is supposed to have brains — —” he said, but Morris stopped him with a gesture.




  “I see the idea — that’s enough.”




  He ruminated again, chewing at his cigar, then, with a shake of his head —




  “I wish the girl was in it.”




  




  “Why?” asked Webber curiously.




  “Because she’s — —” He hesitated. “I don’t know what she knows about me. I can guess what she guesses. I’d like to get her into something like this, to — to — —” He was at a loss for a word.




  “Compromise?” suggested the more erudite Webber.




  “That’s the word. I’d like to have her like that!” He put his thumb down on the table in an expressive gesture.




  Marguerite, standing outside, holding the door-handle hesitating as to whether she should carry in the spirit kettle which Mr. Morris had ordered, stood still and listened.




  The houses in Oakleigh Grove were built in a hurry, and at best were not particularly soundproof. She stood fully a quarter of an hour whilst the three men talked in low tones, and any doubts she might have had as to the nature of her stepfather’s business were dispelled.




  Again there began within her the old fight between her loyalty to her mother and loyalty to herself and her own ideals. She had lived through purgatory these past twelve months, and again and again she had resolved to end it all, only to be held by pity for the helpless woman she would be deserting. She told herself a hundred times that her mother was satisfied in her placid way with the life she was living, and that her departure would be rather a relief than a cause for uneasiness. Now she hesitated no longer, and went back to the kitchen, took off the apron she was wearing, passed along the side-passage, up the stairs to her room, and began to pack her little bag.




  Her mother was facing stark ruin. This man had drawn into his hands every penny she possessed, and was utilizing it for the furtherance of his own nefarious business. She had an idea — vague as yet, but later taking definite shape — that if she might not save her mother from the wreck which was inevitable, she might at least save something of her little fortune.




  She had “nosed around” to such purpose that she had discovered her stepfather was a man who for years had evaded the grip of an exasperated constabulary. Some day he would fall, and in his fall bring down her mother.




  Mr. Cresta Morris absorbed in the elaboration of the great plan, was reminded, by the exhaustion of visible refreshment, that certain of his instructions had not been carried out.




  “Wait a minute,” he said. “I told that girl to bring in the kettle at half-past nine. I’ll go out and get it. Her royal highness wouldn’t lower herself by bringing it in, I suppose!”




  He found the kettle on the kitchen table, but there was no sign of Marguerite. This was the culmination of a succession of “slights” which she had put on him, and in a rage he walked along the passage, and yelled up the stairs:




  “Marguerite!”




  There was no reply, and he raced up to her room. It was empty, but what was more significant, her dresses and the paraphernalia which usually ornamented her dressing-table had disappeared.




  He came down a very thoughtful man.




  “She’s hopped,” he said laconically. “I was always afraid of that.”




  It was fully an hour before he recovered sufficiently to bring his mind to a scheme of such fascinating possibilities that even his stepdaughter’s flight was momentarily forgotten




  *




  On the following morning Mr. Tibbetts received a visitor.




  That gentleman who was, according to the information supplied by Mr. Webber, addressed in intimate correspondence as “Dear Bones,” was sitting in his most gorgeous private office, wrestling with a letter to the eminent firm of Timmins and Timmins, yacht agents, on a matter of a luckless purchase of his.




  “DEAR SIRS GENENTLEMEN” (ran the letter. Bones wrote as he thought, thought faster than he wrote, and never opened a dictionary save to decide a bet)— “I told you I have told you 100000 times that the yacht Luana I bought from your cleint (a nice cleint I must say!!!) is a frord fruad and a swindel. It is much two too big. 2000 pounds was a swindel outraygious!! Well I’ve got it got it now so theres theirs no use crying over split milk. But do like a golly old yaght-seller get red of it rid of it. Sell it to anybody even for a 1000 pounds. I must have been mad to buy it but he was such a plausuble chap….”




  This and more he wrote and was writing, when the silvery bell announced a visitor. It rang many times before he realized that he had sent his factotum, Ali Mahomet, to the South Coast to recover from a sniffle — the after-effects of a violent cold — which had been particularly distressing to both. Four times the bell rang, and four times Bones raised his head and scowled at the door, muttering violent criticisms of a man who at that moment was eighty-five miles away.




  Then he remembered, leapt up, sprinted to the door, flung it open with an annoyed:




  “Come in! What the deuce are you standing out there for?”




  Then he stared at his visitor, choked, went very red, choked again, and fixed his monocle.




  




  “Come in, young miss, come in,” he said gruffly. “Jolly old bell’s out of order. Awfully sorry and all that sort of thing. Sit down, won’t you?”




  In the outer office there was no visible chair. The excellent Ali preferred sitting on the floor, and visitors were not encouraged.




  “Come into my office,” said Bones, “my private office.”




  The girl had taken him in with one comprehensive glance, and a little smile trembled on the corner of her lips as she followed the harassed financier into his “holy of holies.”




  “My little den,” said Bones incoherently. “Sit down, jolly old — young miss. Take my chair — it’s the best. Mind how you step over that telephone wire. Ah!”




  She did catch her feet in the flex, and he sprang to her assistance.




  “Upsy, daisy, dear old — young miss, I mean.”




  It was a breathless welcome. She herself was startled by the warmth of it; he, for his part, saw nothing but grey eyes and a perfect mouth, sensed nothing but a delicate fragrance of a godlike presence.




  “I have come to see you — —” she began.




  “Jolly good of you,” said Bones enthusiastically. “You’ve no idea how fearsomely lonely I get sometimes. I often say to people: ‘Look me up, dear old thing, any time between ten and twelve or two and four; don’t stand on ceremony — —’”




  “I’ve come to see you — —” she began again.




  “You’re a kind young miss,” murmured Bones, and she laughed.




  “You’re not used to having girls in this office, are you?”




  “You’re the first,” said Bones, with a dramatic flourish, “that ever burst tiddly-um-te-um!”




  To be mistaken for a welcome visitor — she was that, did she but guess it — added to her natural embarrassment.




  “Well,” she said desperately, “I’ve come for work.”




  He stared at her, refixing his monocle.




  “You’ve come for work my dear old — my jolly old — young miss?”




  “I’ve come for work,” she nodded.




  Bones’s face was very grave.




  “You’ve come for work.” He thought a moment; then: “What work? Of course,” he added in a flurry, “there’s plenty of work to do! Believe me, you don’t know the amount I get through in this sanctum — that’s Latin for ‘private office’ — and the wretched old place is never tidy — never! I am seriously thinking” — he frowned— “yes, I am very seriously thinking of sacking the lady who does the dusting. Why, do you know, this morning — —”




  Her eyes were smiling now, and she was to Bones’s unsophisticated eyes, and, indeed, to eyes sophisticated, superhumanly lovely.




  “I haven’t come for a dusting job,” she laughed.




  “Of course you haven’t,” said Bones in a panic. “My dear old lady — my precious — my young person, I should have said — of course you haven’t! You’ve come for a job — you’ve come to work! Well, you shall have it! Start right away!”




  She stared.




  “What shall I do?” she asked.




  “What would I like you to do?” said Bones slowly. “What about scheming, getting out ideas, using brains, initiative, bright — —” He trailed off feebly as she shook her head.




  “Do you want a secretary?” she asked, and Bones’s enthusiasm rose to the squeaking point.




  “The very thing! I advertised in this morning’s Times. You saw the advertisement?”




  “You are not telling the truth,” she said, looking at him with eyes that danced. “I read all the advertisement columns in The Times this morning, and I am quite sure that you did not advertise.”




  “I meant to advertise,” said Bones gently. “I had the idea last night; that’s the very piece of paper I was writing the advertisement on.”




  He pointed to a sheet upon the pad.




  “A secretary? The very thing! Let me think.”




  He supported his chin upon one hand, his elbow upon another.




  “You will want paper, pens, and ink — we have all those,” he said. “There is a large supply in that cupboard. Also indiarubber. I am not sure if we have any indiarubber, but that can be procured. And a ruler,” he said, “for drawing straight lines and all that sort of thing.”




  “And a typewriter?” she suggested.




  Bones smacked his forehead with unnecessary violence.




  “A typewriter! I knew this office wanted something. I said to Ali yesterday: ‘You silly old ass — —’”




  “Oh, you have a girl?” she said disappointedly.




  “Ali,” said Bones, “is the name of a native man person who is devoted to me, body and soul. He has been, so to speak, in the family for years,” he explained.




  “Oh, it’s a man,” she said.




  Bones nodded.




  “Ali. Spelt A-l-y; it’s Arabic.”




  “A native?”




  Bones nodded.




  “Of course he will not be in your way,” ha hastened to explain. “He is in Bournemouth just now. He had sniffles,” he explained rapidly, “and then he used to go to sleep, and snore. I hate people who snore, don’t you?”




  She laughed again. This was the most amazing of all possible employers.




  “Of course,” Bones went on, “I snore a bit myself. All thinkers do — I mean all brainy people. Not being a jolly old snorer yourself — —”




  “Thank you,” said the girl.




  Other tenants or the satellites of other tenants who occupied the palatial buildings wherein the office of Bones was situated saw, some few minutes later, a bareheaded young man dashing down the stairs three at a time; met him, half an hour later, staggering up those same stairs handicapped by a fifty-pound typewriter in one hand, and a chair in the style of the late Louis Quinze in the other, and wondered at the urgency of his movements.




  “I want to tell you,” said the girl, “that I know very little about shorthand.”




  “Shorthand is quite unnecessary, my dear — my jolly old stenographer,” said Bones firmly. “I object to shorthand on principle, and I shall always object to it. If people,” he went on, “were intended to write shorthand, they would have been born without the alphabet. Another thing — —”




  “One moment, Mr. Tibbetts,” she said. “I don’t know a great deal about typewriting, either.”




  Bones beamed.




  “There I can help you,” he said. “Of course it isn’t necessary that you should know anything about typewriting. But I can give you a few hints,” he said. “This thing, when you jiggle it up and down, makes the thingummy-bob run along. Every time you hit one of these letters —— I’ll show you…. Now, suppose I am writing ‘Dear Sir,’ I start with a ‘D.’ Now, where’s that jolly old ‘D’?” He scowled at the keyboard, shook his head, and shrugged his shoulders. “I thought so,” he said; “there ain’t a ‘D.’ I had an idea that that wicked old — —”




  “Here’s the ‘D,’” she pointed out.




  Bones spent a strenuous but wholly delightful morning and afternoon. He was halfway home to his chambers in Curzon Street before he realized that he had not fixed the rather important question of salary. He looked forward to another pleasant morning making good that lapse.




  It was his habit to remain late at his office at least three nights a week, for Bones was absorbed in his new career.




  “Schemes Ltd,” was no meaningless title. Bones had schemes which embraced every field of industrial, philanthropic, and social activity. He had schemes for building houses, and schemes for planting rose trees along all the railway tracks. He had schemes for building motorcars, for founding labour colonies, for harnessing the rise and fall of the tides, he had a scheme for building a theatre where the audience sat on a huge turntable, and, at the close of one act, could be twisted round, with no inconvenience to themselves, to face a stage which has been set behind them. Piqued by a certain strike which had caused him a great deal of inconvenience, he was engaged one night working out a scheme for the provision of municipal taxicabs, and he was so absorbed in his wholly erroneous calculations that for some time he did not hear the angry voices raised outside the door of his private office.




  Perhaps it was that that portion of his mind which had been left free to receive impressions was wholly occupied with a scheme — which appeared in no books or records — for raising the wages of his new secretary.




  But presently the noise penetrated even to him, and he looked up with a touch of annoyance.




  “At this hour of the night!… Goodness gracious… respectable building!”




  His disjointed comments were interrupted by the sound of a scuffle, an oath, a crash against his door and a groan, and Bones sprang to the door and threw it open.




  As he did so a man who was leaning against it fell in.




  “Shut the door, quick!” he gasped, and Bones obeyed.




  The visitor who had so rudely irrupted himself was a man of middle age, wearing a coarse pea-jacket and blue jersey of a seaman, his peaked hat covered with dust, as Bones perceived later, when the sound of scurrying footsteps had died away.




  The man was gripping his left arm as if in pain, and a thin trickle of red was running down the back of his big hand.




  “Sit down, my jolly old mariner,” said Bones anxiously. “What’s the matter with you? What’s the trouble, dear old sea-dog?”




  The man looked up at him with a grimace.




  “They nearly got it, the swine!” he growled.




  He rolled up his sleeve and, deftly tying a handkerchief around a red patch, chuckled:




  “It is only a scratch,” he said. “They’ve been after me for two days, Harry Weatherall and Jim Curtis. But right’s right all the world over. I’ve suffered enough to get what I’ve got — starved on the high seas, and starved on Lomo Island. Is it likely that I’m going to let them share?”




  Bones shook his head.




  “You sit down, my dear old fellow,” he said sympathetically.




  The man thrust his hands laboriously into his inside pocket and pulled out a flat oilskin case. From this he extracted a folded and faded chart.




  “I was coming up to see a gentleman in these buildings,” he said, “a gentleman named Tibbetts.”




  Bones opened his mouth to speak, but stopped himself.




  “Me and Jim Curtis and young Harry, we were together in the Serpent Queen — my name’s Dibbs. That’s where we got hold of the yarn about Lomo Island, though we didn’t believe there was anything in it. But when this Dago died — —”




  “Which Dago?” asked Bones.




  “The Dago that knew all about it,” said Mr. Dibbs impatiently, “and we come to split up his kit in his mess-bag, I found this.” He shook the oilskin case in Bones’s face. “Well, the first thing I did, when I got to Sydney, was to desert, and I got a chap from Wellington to put up the money to hire a boat to take me to Lomo. We were wrecked on Lomo.”




  “So you got there?” said Bones sympathetically.




  




  “Six weeks I was on Lomo. Ate nothing but crabs, drank nothing but rainwater. But the stuff was there all right, only” — he was very emphatic, was this simple old sea-dog— “it wasn’t under the third tree, but the fourth tree. I got down to the first of the boxes, and it was as much as I could do to lift it out. I couldn’t trust any of the Kanaka boys who were with me.”




  “Naturally,” said Bones. “An’ I’ll bet they didn’t trust you, the naughty old Kanakas.”




  “Look here,” said Mr. Dibbs, and he pulled out of his pocket a handful of gold coins which bore busts of a foreign-looking lady and gentleman. “Spanish gold, that is,” he said. “There was four thousand in the little box. I filled both my pockets, and took ’em back to Sydney when we were picked up. I didn’t dare try in Australia. ‘That gold will keep,’ I says to myself. ‘I’ll get back to England and find a man who will put up the money for an expedition’ — a gentleman, you understand?”




  “I quite understand,” said Bones, all aquiver with excitement.




  “And then I met Harry and Jim. They said they’d got somebody who would put the money up, an American fellow, Rockefeller. Have you ever heard of him?”




  “I’ve heard of him,” said Bones; “he’s got a paraffin mine.”




  “It may be he has, it may be he hasn’t,” said Mr. Dibbs and rose. “Well, sir, I’m very much obliged to you for your kindness. If you’ll direct me to Mr. Tibbetts’s office — —”




  It was a dramatic moment.




  “I am Mr. Tibbetts,” said Bones simply.




  Blank incredulity was on the face of Mr. Dibbs.




  “You?” he said. “But I thought Mr. Tibbetts was an older gentleman?”




  “Dear old treasure-finder,” said Bones, “be assured I am Mr. Tibbetts. This is my office, and this is my desk. People think I am older because — —” He smiled a little sadly, then: “Sit down!” he thundered. “Let us go into this.”




  He went into the matter, and the City clocks were booming one when he led his mariner friend into the street.




  He was late at the office the next morning, because he was young and healthy and required nine hours of the deepest slumber that Morpheus kept in stock.




  The grey-eyed girl was typing at a very respectable speed the notes Bones had given her the evening before. There was a telegram awaiting him, which he read with satisfaction. Then:




  “Leave your work, my young typewriter,” said Bones imperiously. “I have a matter of the greatest importance to discuss with you! See that all the doors are closed,” he whispered; “lock ’em if necessary.”




  “I hardly think that’s necessary,” said the girl. “You see, if anybody came and found all the doors locked — —”




  “Idiot!” said Bones, very red.




  “I beg your pardon,” said the startled girl.




  “I was speaking to me,” said Bones rapidly. “This is a matter of the greatest confidence, my jolly old Marguerite “ — he paused, shaking at his temerity, for it was only on the previous day that he had discovered her name— “a matter which requires tact and discretion, young Marguerite — —”




  “You needn’t say it twice,” she said.




  “Well once,” said Bones, brightening up. “That’s a bargain — I’ll call you Marguerite once a day. Now, dear old Marguerite, listen to this.”




  She listened with the greatest interest, jotting down the preliminary expenses. Purchase of steamer, five thousand pounds; provisioning of same, three thousand pounds, etc., etc. She even undertook to make a copy of the plan which Mr. Dibbs had given into his charge, and which Bones told her had not left him day nor night.




  “I put it in my pyjama pocket when I went to bed,” he explained unnecessarily, “and — —” He began to pat himself all over, consternation in his face.




  “And you left it in your pyjama pocket,” said the girl quietly. “I’ll telephone to your house for it.”




  “Phew!” said Bones. “It seems incredible. I must have been robbed.”




  “I don’t think so,” said the girl; “it is probably under your pillow. Do you keep your pyjamas under your pillow?”




  “That,” said Bones, “is a matter which I never discuss in public. I hate to disappoint you, dear old Marguerite — —”




  “I’m sorry,” said the girl, with such a simulation of regret that Bones dissolved into a splutter of contrition.




  A commissionaire and a taxicab brought the plan, which was discovered where the girl in her wisdom had suggested.




  “I’m not so sure how much money I’m going to make out of this,” said Bones offhandedly, after a thorough and searching examination of the project. “It is certain to be about three thousand pounds — it may be a million or two million. It’ll be good for you, dear old stenographer.”




  She looked at him.




  “I have decided,” said Bones, playing with his paperknife, “to allow you a commission of seven and a half per cent. on all profits. Seven and a half per cent. on two million is, roughly, fifty thousand pounds — —”




  She laughed her refusal.




  “I like to be fair,” said Bones.




  “You like to be generous,” she corrected him, “and because I am a girl, and pretty — —”




  “Oh, I say,” protested Bones feebly— “oh, really you are not pretty at all. I am not influenced by your perfectly horrible young face, believe me, dear old Miss Marguerite. Now, I’ve a sense of fairness, a sense of justice — —”




  “Now, listen to me, Mr. Tibbetts.” She swung her chair round to face him squarely. “I’ve got to tell you a little story.”




  Bones listened to that story with compressed lips and folded arms. He was neither shocked nor amazed, and the girl was surprised.




  “Hold hard, young miss,” he said soberly. “If this is a jolly old swindle, and if the naughty mariner — —”




  “His name is Webber, and he is an actor,” she interrupted.




  “And dooced well he acted,” admitted Bones. “Well, if this is so, what about the other johnny who’s putting up ten thousand to my fifteen thousand?”




  This was a facer for the girl, and Bones glared his triumph.




  “That is what the wicked old ship-sailer said. Showed me the money, an’ I sent him straight off on the job. He said he’d got a Stock Exchange person named Morris — —”




  “Morris!” gasped the girl. “That is my stepfather!”




  Bones jumped up, a man inspired.




  “The naughty old One, who married your sainted mother?” he gurgled. “My miss! My young an’ jolly old Marguerite!”




  He sat down at his desk, yanked open the drawer, and slapped down his chequebook.




  “Three thousand pounds,” he babbled, writing rapidly. “You’d better keep it for her, dear old friend of Faust.”




  “But I don’t understand,” she said, bewildered.




  “Telegram,” said Bones briefly. “Read it.”




  She picked up the buff form and read. It was postmarked from Cowes, and ran:




  “In accordance your telegraphed instructions, have sold your schooner-yacht to Mr. Dibbs, who paid cash. Did not give name of owner. Dibbs did not ask to see boat. All he wanted was receipt for money.”




  “They are calling this afternoon for my fifteen thousand,” said Bones, cackling lightheadedly. “Ring up jolly old Scotland Yard, and ask ’em to send me all the police they’ve got in stock!”




  III. Bones and the Wharfingers
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  The kite wheeling invisible in the blue heavens, the vulture appearing mysteriously from nowhere in the track of the staggering buck, possess qualities which are shared by certain favoured human beings. No newspaper announced the fact that there had arrived in the City of London a young man tremendously wealthy and as tremendously inexperienced.




  There were no meetings of organized robber gangs, where masked men laid nefarious plans and plots, but the instinct which called the kite to his quarry and the carrion to the kill brought many strangers — who were equally strange to Bones and to one another — to the beautiful office which he had fitted for himself for the better furtherance of his business.




  One day a respectable man brought to Mr. Tibbetts a plan of a warehouse. He came like a gale of wind, almost before Bones had digested the name on the card which announced his existence and identity.




  His visitor was redfaced and big, and had need to use a handkerchief to mop his brow and neck at intervals of every few minutes. His geniality was overpowering.




  Before the startled Bones could ask his business, he had put his hat upon one chair, hooked his umbrella on another, and was unrolling, with that professional tremblement of hand peculiar to all who unroll large stiff sheets of paper, a large coloured plan, a greater portion of which was taken up by the River Thames, as Bones saw at a glance.




  He knew that blue stood for water, and, twisting his neck, he read “Thames.” He therefore gathered that this was the plan of a property adjacent to the London river.




  “You’re a busy man; and I’m a busy man,” said the stentorian man breathlessly. “I’ve just bought this property, and if it doesn’t interest you I’ll eat my hat! My motto is small profits and quick returns. Keep your money at work, and you won’t have to. Do you see what I mean?”




  “Dear old hurricane,” said Bones feebly, “this is awfully interesting, and all that sort of thing, but would you be so kind as to explain why and where — why you came in in this perfectly informal manner? Against all the rules of my office, dear old thing, if you don’t mind me snubbing you a bit. You are sure you aren’t hurt?” he asked.




  “Not a bit, not a bit!” bellowed the intruder. “Honest John, I am — John Staines. You have heard of me?”




  “I have,” said Bones, and the visitor was so surprised that he showed it.




  “You have?” he said, not without a hint of incredulity.




  “Yes,” said Bones calmly. “Yes, I have just heard you say it, Honest John Staines. Any relation to John o’ Gaunt?”




  This made the visitor look up sharply.




  “Ha, ha!” he said, his laugh lacking sincerity. “You’re a bit of a joker, Mr. Tibbetts. Now, what do you say to this? This is Stivvins’ Wharf and Warehouse. Came into the market on Saturday, and I bought it on Saturday. The only river frontage which is vacant between Greenwich and Gravesend. Stivvins, precious metal refiner, went broke in the War, as you may have heard. Now, I am a man of few words and admittedly a speculator. I bought this property for fifteen thousand pounds. Show me a profit of five thousand pounds and it’s yours.”




  Before Bones could speak, he stopped him with a gesture.




  “Let me tell you this: if you like to sit on that property for a month, you’ll make a sheer profit of twenty thousand pounds. You can afford to do it — I can’t. I tell you there isn’t a vacant wharfage between Greenwich and Gravesend, and here you have a warehouse with thirty thousand feet of floor-space, derricks — derrick, named after the hangman of that name: I’ll bet you didn’t know that? — cranes, everything in —— Well, it’s not in apple-pie order,” he admitted, “but it won’t take much to make it so. What do you say?”




  Bones started violently.




  “Excuse me, old speaker, I was thinking of something else. Do you mind saying that all over again?”




  Honest John Staines swallowed something and repeated his proposition.




  Bones shook his head violently.




  “Nothing doing!” he said. “Wharves and ships — no!”




  But Honest John was not the kind that accepts refusal without protest.




  “What I’ll do,” said he confidentially, “is this: I’ll leave the matter for twentyfour hours in your hands.”




  “No, go, my reliable old wharf-seller,” said Bones. “I never go up the river under any possible circumstances —— By Jove, I’ve got an idea!”




  He brought his knuckly fist down upon the unoffending desk, and Honest John watched hopefully.




  “Now, if — yes, it’s an idea!”




  Bones seized paper, and his long-feathered quill squeaked violently.




  “That’s it — a thousand members at ten pounds a year, four hundred bedrooms at, say, ten shillings a night —— How many is four hundred times ten shillings multiplied by three hundred and sixty-five? Well, let’s say twenty thousand pounds. That’s it! A club!”




  “A club?” said Honest John blankly.




  “A river club. You said Greenhithe — that’s somewhere near Henley, isn’t it?”




  Honest John sighed.




  “No, sir,” he said gently, “it’s in the other direction — toward the sea.”




  Bones dropped his pen and pinched his lip in an effort of memory.




  “Is it? Now, where was I thinking about? I know — Maidenhead! Is it near Maidenhead?”




  “It’s in the opposite direction from London,” said the perspiring Mr. Staines.




  “Oh!”




  Bones’s interest evaporated.




  “No good to me, my old speculator. Wharves! Bah!”




  He shook his head violently, and Mr. Staines aroused himself.




  “I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said simply; “I’ll leave the plans with you. I’m going down into the country for a night. Think it over. I’ll call tomorrow afternoon.”




  Bones still shook his head.




  “No go, nothin’ doin’. Finish this palaver, dear old Honesty!”




  “Anyway, no harm is done,” urged Mr. Staines. “I ask you, is there any harm done? You have the option for twentyfour hours. I’ll roll the plans up so that they won’t be in the way. Good morning!”




  He was out of the office door before Bones could as much as deliver the preamble to the stern refusal he was preparing.




  At three o’clock that afternoon came two visitors. They sent in a card bearing the name of a very important Woking firm of land agents, and they themselves were not without dignity of bearing.




  There was a stout gentleman and a thin gentleman, and they tiptoed into the presence of Bones with a hint of reverence which was not displeasing.




  “We have come on a rather important matter,” said the thin gentleman. “We understand you have this day purchased Stivvins’ Wharf — —”




  “Staines had no right to sell it?” burst in the stout man explosively. “A dirty mean trick, after all that he promised us! It is just his way of getting revenge, selling the property to a stranger!”




  “Mr. Sole” — the thin gentleman’s voice and attitude were eloquent of reproof— “please restrain yourself! My partner is annoyed,” he explained “and not without reason. We offered fifty thousand pounds for Stivvins’, and Staines, in sheer malice, has sold the property — which is virtually necessary to our client — literally behind our backs. Now, Mr. Tibbetts, are you prepared to make a little profit and transfer the property to us?”




  “But — —” began Bones.




  “We will give you sixty thousand,” said the explosive man. “Take it or leave it — sixty thousand.”




  “But, my dear old Boniface,” protested Bones, “I haven’t bought the property — really and truly I haven’t. Jolly old Staines wanted me to buy it, but I assure you I didn’t.”




  The stout man looked at him with glazed eyes, pulled himself together, and suggested huskily:




  “Perhaps you will buy it — at his price — and transfer it to us?”




  “But why? Nothing to do with me, my old estate agent and auctioneer. Buy it yourself. Good afternoon. Good afternoon!”




  He ushered them out in a cloud of genial commonplaces.




  In the street they looked at one another, and then beckoned Mr. Staines, who was waiting on the other side of the road.




  




  “This fellow is either as wide as Broad Street or he’s a babe in arms,” said the explosive man huskily.




  “Didn’t he fall?” asked the anxious Staines.




  “Not noticeably,” said the thin man. “This is your scheme, Jack, and if I’ve dropped four thousand over that wharf, there’s going to be trouble.”




  Mr. Staines looked very serious.




  “Give him the day,” he begged. “I’ll try him tomorrow — I haven’t lost faith in that lad.”




  As for Bones, he made an entry in his secret ledger.




  “A person called Stains and two perrsons called Sole Bros. Brothers tryed me with the old Fiddle Trick. You take a Fiddel in a Pawn Brokers leave it with him along comes another Fellow and pretends its a Stadivarious Stradivarious a valuable Fiddel. 2nd Fellow offers to pay fablous sum pawnbroker says I’ll see. When 1st fellow comes for his fiddel pawnbroker buys it at fablous sum to sell it to the 2nd fellow. But 2nd fellow doesn’t turn up.




  “Note. — 1st Fellow called himself Honest John!! I dout if I dought it.”




  Bones finished his entries, locked away his ledger, and crossed the floor to the door of the outer office.




  He knocked respectfully, and a voice bade him come in.




  It is not usual for the principal of a business to knock respectfully or otherwise on the door of the outer office, but then it is not usual for an outer office to house a secretary of such transcendental qualities, virtue, and beauty as were contained in the person of Miss Marguerite Whitland.




  The girl half turned to the door and flashed a smile which was of welcome and reproof.




  “Please, Mr. Tibbetts,” she pleaded, “do not knock at my door. Don’t you realize that it isn’t done?”




  “Dear old Marguerite,” said Bones solemnly, “a new era has dawned in the City. As jolly old Confusicus says: ‘The moving finger writes, and that’s all about it.’ Will you deign to honour me with your presence in my sanctorum, and may I again beg of you” — he leant his bony knuckles on the ornate desk which he had provided for her, and looked down upon her soberly— “may I again ask you, dear old miss, to let me change offices? It’s a little thing, dear old miss. I’m never, never goin’ to ask you to dinner again, but this is another matter. I am out of my element in such a place as — —” He waved his hand disparagingly towards his sanctum. “I’m a rough old adventurer, used to sleeping in the snow — hardships — I can sleep anywhere.”




  “Anyway, you’re not supposed to sleep in the office,” smiled the girl, rising.




  Bones pushed open the door for her, bowed as she passed, and followed her. He drew a chair up to the desk, and she sat down without further protest, because she had come to know that his attentions, his extravagant politeness and violent courtesies, signified no more than was apparent — namely, that he was a great cavalier at heart.




  “I think you ought to know,” he said gravely, “that an attempt was made this morning to rob me of umpteen pounds.”




  “To rob you?” said the startled girl.




  “To rob me,” said Bones, with relish. “A dastardly plot, happily frustrated by the ingenuity of the intended victim. I don’t want to boast, dear old miss. Nothing is farther from my thoughts or wishes, but what’s more natural when a fellow is offered a — —”




  He stopped and frowned.




  “Yes?”




  “A precious metal refiner’s —— That’s rum,” said Bones.




  “Rum?” repeated the girl hazily. “What is rum?”




  “Of all the rummy old coincidences,” said Bones, with restrained and hollow enthusiasm— “why, only this morning I was reading in Twiddly Bits, a ripping little paper, dear old miss —— There’s a column called ‘Things You Ought to Know,’ which is honestly worth the twopence.”




  “I know it,” said the girl curiously. “But what did you read?”




  “It was an article called ‘Fortunes Made in Old Iron,’” said Bones. “Now, suppose this naughty old refiner —— By Jove, it’s an idea!”




  He paced the room energetically, changing the aspect of his face with great rapidity, as wandering thoughts crowded in upon him and vast possibilities shook their alluring banners upon the pleasant scene he conjured. Suddenly he pulled himself together, shot out his cuffs, opened and closed all the drawers of his desk as though seeking something — he found it where he had left it, hanging on a peg behind the door, and put it on — and said with great determination and briskness:




  “Stivvins’ Wharf, Greenhithe. You will accompany me. Bring your notebook. It is not necessary to bring a typewriter. I will arrange for a taxicab. We can do the journey in two hours.”




  “But where are you going?” asked the startled girl.




  “To Stivvins’. I am going to look at this place. There is a possibility that certain things have been overlooked. Never lose an opportunity, dear old miss. We magnates make our fortune by never ignoring the little things.”




  But still she demurred, being a very sane, intelligent girl, with an imagination which produced no more alluring mental picture than a cold and draughty drive, a colder and draughtier and even more depressing inspection of a ruined factory, and such small matters as a lost lunch.




  But Bones was out of the room, in the street, had flung himself upon a hesitant taxidriver, had bullied and cajoled him to take a monstrous and undreamt-of journey for a man who, by his own admission, had only sufficient petrol to get his taxi home, and when the girl came down she found Bones, with his arm entwined through the open window of the door, giving explicit instructions as to the point on the river where Stivvins’ Wharf was to be found.




  


  II




  Bones returned to his office alone. The hour was six-thirty, and he was a very quiet and thoughtful young man. He almost tiptoed into his office, closed and locked the door behind him, and sat at his desk with his head in his hands for the greater part of half an hour.




  Then he unrolled the plan of the wharf, hoping that his memory had not played him false. Happily it had not. On the bottom right-hand corner Mr. Staines had written his address! “Stamford Hotel, Blackfriars.”




  Bones pulled a telegraph form from his stationery rack and indited an urgent wire.




  Mr. Staines, at the moment of receiving that telegram, was sitting at a small round table in the bar of The Stamford, listening in silence to certain opinions which were being expressed by his two companions in arms and partners in misfortune, the same opinions relating in a most disparaging manner to the genius, the foresight, and the constructive ability of one who in his exuberant moments described himself as Honest John.




  The explosive gentleman had just concluded a fanciful picture of what would happen to Honest John if he came into competition with the average Bermondsey child of tender years.




  Honest John took the telegram and opened it. He read it and gasped. He stood up and walked to the light, and read it again, then returned, his eyes shining, his face slightly flushed.




  “You’re clever, ain’t you?” he asked. “You’re wise — I don’t think! Look at this!”




  He handed the telegram to the nearest of his companions, who was the tall, thin, and non-explosive partner, and he in turn passed it without a word to his more choleric companion.




  “You don’t mean to say he’s going to buy it?”




  “That’s what it says, doesn’t it?” said the triumphant Mr. Staines.




  “It’s a catch,” said the explosive man suspiciously.




  “Not on your life,” replied the scornful Staines. “Where does the catch come in? We’ve done nothing he could catch us for?”




  “Let’s have a look at that telegram again,” said the thin man, and, having read it in a dazed way, remarked: “He’ll wait for you at the office until nine. Well, Jack, nip up and fix that deal. Take the transfers with you. Close it and take his cheque. Take anything he’ll give you, and get a special clearance in the morning, and, anyway, the business is straight.”




  Honest John breathed heavily through his nose and staggered from the bar, and the suspicious glances of the barman were, for once, unjustified, for Mr. Staines was labouring under acute emotions.




  He found Bones sitting at his desk, a very silent, taciturn Bones, who greeted him with a nod.




  “Sit down,” said Bones. “I’ll take that property. Here’s my cheque.”




  With trembling fingers Mr. Staines prepared the transfers. It was he who scoured the office corridors to discover two agitated charladies who were prepared to witness his signature for a consideration.




  He folded the cheque for twenty thousand pounds reverently and put it into his pocket, and was back again at the Stamford Hotel so quickly that his companions could not believe their eyes.




  “Well, this is the rummiest go I have ever known,” said the explosive man profoundly. “You don’t think he expects us to call in the morning and buy it back, do you?”




  Staines shook his head.




  “I know he doesn’t,” he said grimly. “In fact, he as good as told me that that business of buying a property back was a fake.”




  The thin man whistled.




  “The devil he did! Then what made him buy it?”




  “He’s been there. He mentioned he had seen the property,” said Staines. And then, as an idea occurred to them all simultaneously, they looked at one another.




  The stout Mr. Sole pulled a big watch from his pocket.




  “There’s a caretaker at Stivvins’, isn’t there?” he said. “Let’s go down and see what has happened.”




  Stivvins’ Wharf was difficult of approach by night. It lay off the main Woolwich Road, at the back of another block of factories, and to reach its dilapidated entrance gates involved an adventurous march through a number of miniature shell craters. Night, however, was merciful in that it hid the desolation which is called Stivvins’ from the fastidious eye of man. Mr. Sole, who was not aesthetic and by no means poetical, admitted that Stivvins’ gave him the hump.




  It was ten o’clock by the time they had reached the wharf, and half-past ten before their hammering on the gate aroused the attention of the night-watchman — who was also the day-watchman — who occupied what had been in former days the weigh-house, which he had converted into a weatherproof lodging.




  “Hullo!” he said huskily. “I was asleep.”




  He recognized Mr. Sole, and led the way to his little bunkhouse.




  “Look here, Tester,” said Sole, who had appointed the man, “did a young swell come down here to-day?”




  “He did,” said Mr. Tester, “and a young lady. They gave Mr. Staines’s name, and asked to be showed round, and,” he added, “I showed ’em round.”




  “Well, what happened?” asked Staines.




  “Well,” said the man, “I took ’em in the factory, in the big building, and then this young fellow asked to see the place where the metal was kept.”




  “What metal?” asked three voices at one and the same time.




  “That’s what I asked,” said Mr. Tester, with satisfaction. “I told ’em Stivvins dealt with all kinds of metal, so the gent says: ‘What about gold?’”




  “What about gold?” repeated Mr. Staines thoughtfully. “And what did you say?”




  “Well, as a matter of fact,” explained Tester, “I happen to know this place, living in the neighbourhood, and I used to work here about eight years ago, so I took ’em down to the vault.”




  “To the vault?” said Mr. Staines. “I didn’t know there was a vault.”




  “It’s under the main office. You must have seen the place,” said Tester. “There’s a big steel door with a key in it — at least, there was a key in it, but this young fellow took it away with him.”




  Staines gripped his nearest companion in sin, and demanded huskily:




  “Did they find anything in — in the vault?”




  “Blessed if I know!” said the cheerful Tester, never dreaming that he was falling very short of the faith which at that moment, and only at that moment, had been reposed in him. “They just went in. I’ve never been inside the place myself.”




  “And you stood outside, like a — a—”




  “Blinking image!” said the explosive companion.




  “You stood outside like a blinking image, and didn’t attempt to go in, and see what they were looking at?” said Mr. Staines heatedly. “How long were they there?”




  “About ten minutes.”




  “And then they came out?”




  Tester nodded.




  “Did they bring anything out with them?”




  “Nothing,” said Mr. Tester emphatically.




  “Did this fellow — what’s his name? — look surprised or upset?” persisted the cross-examining Honest John.




  “He was a bit upset, now you come to mention it, agitated like, yes,” said Tester, reviewing the circumstances in a new light. “His ‘and was, so to speak, shaking.”




  “Merciful Moses!” This pious ejaculation was from Mr. Staines. “He took away the key, you say. And what are you supposed to be here for?” asked Mr. Staines violently. “You allow this fellow to come and take our property away. Where is the place?”




  Tester led the way across the littered yard, explaining en route that he was fed up, and why he was fed up, and what they could do to fill the vacancy which would undoubtedly occur the next day, and where they could go to, so far as he was concerned, and so, unlocking one rusty lock after another, passed through dark and desolate offices, full of squeaks and scampers, down a short flight of stone steps to a most uncompromising steel door at which they could only gaze.




  


  III




  Bones was at his office early the following rooming, but he was not earlier than Mr. Staines, who literally followed him into his office and slammed down a slip of paper under his astonished and gloomy eye.




  “Hey, hey, what’s this?” said Bones irritably. “What the dooce is this, my wicked old fiddle fellow?”




  “Your cheque,” said Mr. Staines firmly. “And I’ll trouble you for the key of our strongroom.”




  “The key of your strongroom?” repeated Bones. “Didn’t I buy this property?”




  “You did and you didn’t. To cut a long story short, Mr. Tibbetts, I have decided not to sell — in fact, I find that I have done an illegal thing in selling at all.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders. Remember that he had slept, or half-slept, for some nine hours, and possibly his views had undergone a change. What he would have done is problematical, because at that moment the radiant Miss Whitland passed into her office, and Bones’s acute ear heard the snap of her door.




  “One moment,” he said gruffly, “one moment, old Honesty.”




  He strode through the door which separated the private from the public portion of his suite, and Mr. Staines listened. He listened at varying distances from the door, and in his last position it would have required the most delicate of scientific instruments to measure the distance between his ear and the keyhole. He heard nothing save the wail of a Bones distraught, and the firm “No’s” of a self-possessed female.




  Then, after a heartbreaking silence Bones strode out, and Mr. Staines did a rapid sprint, so that he might be found standing in an attitude of indifference and thought near the desk. The lips of Bones were tight and compressed. He opened the drawer, pulled out the transfers, tossed them across to Mr. Staines.




  “Key,” said Bones, chucking it down after the document.




  He picked up his cheque and tore it into twenty pieces.




  “That’s all,” said Bones, and Mr. Staines beat a tremulous retreat.




  When the man had gone, Bones returned to the girl who was sitting at her table before her typewriter. It was observable that her lips were compressed too.




  “Young Miss Whitland,” said Bones, and his voice was hoarser than ever, “never, never in my life will I ever forgive myself!”




  “Oh, please, Mr. Tibbetts,” said the girl a little wearily, “haven’t I told you that I have forgiven you? And I am sure you had no horrid thought in your mind, and that you just acted impulsively.”




  Bones bowed his head, at once a sign of agreement and a crushed spirit.




  “The fact remains, dear old miss,” he said brokenly, “that I did kiss you in that beastly old private vault. I don’t know what made me do it,” he gulped, “but I did it. Believe me, young miss, that spot was sacred. I wanted to buy the building to preserve it for all time, so that no naughty old foot should tread upon that hallowed ground. You think that’s nonsense!”




  




  “Mr. Tibbetts.”




  “Nonsense, I say, romantic and all that sort of rot.” Bones threw out his arms. “I must agree with you. But, believe me, Stivvins’ Wharf is hallowed ground, and I deeply regret that you would not let me buy it and turn it over to the jolly old Public Trustee or one of those johnnies…. You do forgive me?”




  She laughed up in his face, and then Bones laughed, and they laughed together.




  IV. The Plover-Light Car
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  The door of the private office opened and after a moment closed. It was, in fact, the private door of the private office, reserved exclusively for the use of the Managing Director of Schemes Limited. Nevertheless, a certain person had been granted the privilege of ingress and egress through that sacred portal, and Mr. Tibbetts, yclept Bones, crouching over his desk, the ferocity of his countenance intensified by the monocle which was screwed into his eye, and the terrific importance of his correspondence revealed by his disordered hair and the red tongue that followed the movements of his pen, did not look up.




  “Put it down, put it down, young miss,” he murmured, “on the table, on the floor, anywhere.”




  There was no answer, and suddenly Bones paused and scowled at the half-written sheet before him.




  “That doesn’t look right.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what’s coming over me. Do you spell ‘cynical’ with one ‘k’ or two?”




  Bones looked up.




  He saw a brownfaced man, with laughing grey eyes, a tall man in a long overcoat, carrying a grey silk hat in his hand.




  “Pardon me, my jolly old intruder,” said Bones with dignity, “this is a private—” Then his jaw dropped and he leant on the desk for support. “Not my — Good heavens!” he squeaked, and then leapt across the room, carrying with him the flex of his table lamp, which fell crashing to the floor.




  “Ham, you poisonous old reptile!” He seized the other’s hand in his bony paw, prancing up and down, muttering incoherently.




  “Sit down, my jolly old Captain. Let me take your overcoat. Well! Well! Well! Give me your hat, dear old thing — dear old Captain, I mean. This is simply wonderful! This is one of the most amazin’ experiences I’ve ever had, my dear old sportsman and officer. How long have you been home? How did you leave the Territory? Good heavens! We must have a bottle on this!”




  “Sit down, you noisy devil,” said Hamilton, pushing his erstwhile subordinate into a chair, and pulling up another to face him.




  “So this is your boudoir!” He glanced round admiringly. “It looks rather like the waiting-room of a couturiþre.”




  “My dear old thing,” said the shocked Bones, “I beg you, if you please, remember, remember—” He lowered his voice, and the last word was in a hoarse whisper, accompanied by many winks, nods, and pointings at and to a door which led from the inner office apparently to the outer. “There’s a person, dear old man of the world — a young person — well brought up—”




  “What the—” began Hamilton.




  “Don’t be peeved!” Bones’s knowledge of French was of the haziest. “Remember, dear old thing,” he said solemnly, wagging his inky forefinger, “as an employer of labour, I must protect the young an’ innocent, my jolly old skipper.”




  Hamilton looked round for a missile, and could find nothing better than a crystal paperweight, which looked too valuable to risk.




  “‘Couturiþre,’” he said acidly, “is French for ‘dressmaker.’”




  “French,” said Bones, “is a language which I have always carefully avoided. I will say no more — you mean well, Ham.”




  Thereafter followed a volley of inquiries, punctuated at intervals by genial ceremony, for Bones would rise from his chair, walk solemnly round the desk, and as solemnly shake hands with his former superior.




  “Now, Bones,” said Hamilton at last, “will you tell me what you are doing?”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “Business,” he said briefly. “A deal now and again, dear old officer. Make a thousand or so one week, lose a hundred or so the next.”




  “But what are you doing?” persisted Hamilton.




  Again Bones shrugged, but with more emphasis.




  “I suppose,” he confessed, with a show of self-deprecation which his smugness belied, “I suppose I am one of those jolly old spiders who sit in the centre of my web, or one of those perfectly dinky little tigers who sit in my jolly old lair, waiting for victims.




  “Of course, it’s cruel sport” — he shrugged again, toying with his ivory paperknife— “but one must live. In the City one preys upon other ones.”




  “Do the other ones do any preying at all?” asked Hamilton.




  Up went Bones’s eyebrows.




  “They try,” he said tersely, and with compressed lips. “Last week a fellow tried to sell me his gramophone, but I had a look at it. As I suspected, it had no needle. A gramophone without a needle,” said Bones, “as you probably know, my dear old musical one, is wholly useless.”




  “But you can buy them at a bob a box,” said Hamilton.




  Bones’s face fell.




  “Can you really?” he demanded. “You are not pulling my leg, or anything? That’s what the other fellow said. I do a little gambling,” Bones went on, “not on the Stock Exchange or on the racecourse, you understand, but in Exchanges.”




  “Money Exchanges?”




  Bones bowed his head.




  “For example,” he said, “to-day a pound is worth thirty-two francs, tomorrow it is worth thirty-four francs. To-day a pound is worth four dollars seventy-seven—”




  “As a matter of fact, it is three dollars ninety-seven,” interrupted Hamilton.




  “Ninety-seven or seventy-seven,” said Bones irritably, “what is four shillings to men like you or me, Hamilton? We can well afford it.”




  “My dear chap,” said Hamilton, pardonably annoyed, “there is a difference of four shillings between your estimate and the rate.”




  “What is four shillings to you or me?” asked Bones again, shaking his head solemnly. “My dear old Ham, don’t be mean.”




  There was a discreet tap on the door, and Bones rose with every evidence of agitation.




  “Don’t stir, dear old thing,” he pleaded in a husky whisper. “Pretend not to notice, dear old Ham. Don’t be nervous — wonderful young lady—”




  Then, clearing his throat noisily, “Come in!” he roared in the tone that a hungry lion might have applied to one of the early Christian martyrs who was knocking by mistake on the door of his den.




  




  In spite of all injunctions, Hamilton did look, and he did stare, and he did take a great deal of notice, for the girl who came in was well worth looking at. He judged her to be about the age of twenty-one. “Pretty” would be too feeble a word to employ in describing her. The russet-brown hair, dressed low over her forehead, emphasized the loveliness of eyes set wide apart and holding in their clear depths all the magic and mystery of womanhood.




  She was dressed neatly. He observed, too, that she had an open book under her arm and a pencil in her hand, and it dawned upon him slowly that this radiant creature was — Bones’s secretary!




  Bones’s secretary!




  He stared at Bones, and that young man, very red in the face, avoided his eye.




  Bones was standing by the desk, in the attitude of an after-dinner speaker who was stuck for the right word. In moments of extreme agitation Bones’s voice became either a growl or a squeak — the bottom register was now in exercise.




  “Did — did you want me, young miss?” he demanded gruffly.




  The girl at the door hesitated.




  “I’m sorry — I didn’t know you were engaged. I wanted to see you about the Abyssinian—”




  “Come in, come in, certainly,” said Bones more gruffly than ever. “A new complication, young miss?”




  She laid a paper on the desk, taking no more notice of Hamilton than if he were an ornament on the chimney-piece.




  “The first instalment of the purchase price is due to-day,” she said.




  “Is it?” said Bones, with his extravagant surprise. “Are you certain, young miss? This day of all days — and it’s a Thursday, too,” he added unnecessarily.




  The girl smiled and curled her lip, but only for a second.




  “Well, well,” said Bones, “it’s a matter of serious importance. The cheque, jolly old young miss, we will sign it and you will send it off. Make it out for the full amount—”




  “For the three thousand pounds?” said the girl.




  “For the three thousand pounds,” repeated Bones soberly. He put in his monocle and glared at her. “For the three thousand pounds,” he repeated.




  She stood waiting, and Bones stood waiting, he in some embarrassment as to the method by which the interview might be terminated and his secretary dismissed without any wound to her feelings.




  “Don’t you think tomorrow would do for the cheque?” she asked.




  “Certainly, certainly,” said Bones. “Why not? Tomorrow’s Friday, ain’t it?”




  She inclined her head and walked out of the room, and Bones cleared his throat once more.




  “Bones—”




  The young man turned to meet Hamilton’s accusing eye.




  “Bones,” said Hamilton gently, “who is the lady?”




  “Who is the lady?” repeated Bones, with a cough. “The lady is my secretary, dear old inquisitor.”




  “So I gather,” said Hamilton.




  “She is my secretary,” repeated Bones. “An extremely sensible young woman, extremely sensible.”




  “Don’t be silly,” said Hamilton. “Plenty of people are sensible. When you talk about sensible young women, you mean plain young women.”




  “That’s true,” said Bones; “I never thought of that. What a naughty old mind you have, Ham.”




  He seemed inclined to change the subject.




  “And now, dear old son,” said Bones, with a brisk return to his what-can-I-do-for-you air, “to business! You’ve come, dear old thing, to consult me.”




  “You’re surprisingly right,” said Hamilton.




  “Well,” said Bones, trying three drawers of his desk before he could find one that opened, “have a cigar, and let us talk.”




  Hamilton took the proffered weed and eyed it suspiciously.




  “Is this one that was given to you, or one that you bought?” he demanded.




  “That, my jolly old officer,” said Bones, “is part of a job lot that I bought pretty cheap. I’ve got a rare nose for a bargain—”




  “Have you a rare nose for a cigar, that’s the point?” asked Hamilton, as he cut off the end and lit it gingerly.




  “Would I give you a bad cigar?” asked the indignant Bones. “A gallant old returned warrior, comrade of my youth, and all that sort of thing! My dear old Ham!”




  “I’ll tell you in a minute,” said Hamilton, and took two draws.




  Bones, who was no cigar smoker, watched the proceedings anxiously. Hamilton put the cigar down very gently on the corner of the desk.




  “Do you mind if I finish this when nobody’s looking?” he asked.




  “Isn’t it all right?” asked Bones. “Gracious heavens! I paid fifty shillings a hundred for those! Don’t say I’ve been done.”




  “I don’t see how you could be done at that price,” said Hamilton, and brushed the cigar gently into the fireplace. “Yes, I have come to consult you, Bones,” he went on. “Do you remember some eight months ago I wrote to you telling you that I had been offered shares in a motorcar company?”




  Bones had a dim recollection that something of the sort had occurred, and nodded gravely.




  “It seemed a pretty good offer to me,” said Hamilton reflectively. “You remember I told you there was a managership attached to the holding of the shares?”




  Bones shifted uneasily in his chair, sensing a reproach.




  “My dear old fellow—” he began feebly.




  “Wait a bit,” said Hamilton. “I wrote to you and asked you your advice. You wrote back, telling me to have nothing whatever to do with the Plover Light Car Company.”




  “Did I?” said Bones. “Well, my impression was that I advised you to get into it as quickly as you possibly could. Have you my letter, dear old thing?”




  “I haven’t,” said Hamilton.




  “Ah,” said Bones triumphantly, “there you are! You jolly old rascal, you are accusing me of putting you off—”




  “Will you wait, you talkative devil?” said Hamilton. “I pointed out to you that the prospects were very alluring. The Company was floated with a small capital—”




  Again Bones interrupted, and this time by rising and walking solemnly round the table to shake hands with him.




  “Hamilton, dear old skipper,” he pleaded. “I was a very busy man at that time. I admit I made a mistake, and possibly diddled you out of a fortune. But my intention was to write to you and tell you to get into it, and how I ever came to tell you not to get into it — well, my poor old speculator, I haven’t the slightest idea!”




  “The Company—” began Hamilton.




  “I know, I know,” said Bones, shaking his head sadly and fixing his monocle — a proceeding rendered all the more difficult by the fact that his hand never quite overtook his face. “It was an error on my part, dear old thing. I know the Company well. Makes a huge profit! You can see the car all over the town. I think the jolly old Partridge—”




  “Plover,” said Hamilton.




  “Plover, I mean. They’ve got another kind of car called the Partridge,” explained Bones. “Why, it’s one of the best in the market. I thought of buying one myself. And to think that I put you off that Company! Tut, tut! Anyway, dear old man,” he said, brightening up, “most of the good fish is in the sea, and it only goes bad when it comes out of the sea. Have you ever noticed that, my dear old naturalist?”




  “Wait a moment. Will you be quiet?” said the weary Hamilton. “I’m trying to tell you my experiences. I put the money — four thousand pounds — into this infernal Company.




  “Eh?”




  “I put the money into the Company, I tell you, against your advice. The Company is more or less a swindle.”




  Bones sat down slowly in his chair and assumed his most solemn and businesslike face.




  “Of course, it keeps within the law, but it’s a swindle, none the less. They’ve got a wretched broken-down factory somewhere in the North, and the only Plover car that’s ever been built was made by a Scottish contractor at a cost of about twice the amount which the Company people said that they would charge for it.”




  “What did I say?” said Bones quietly. “Poor old soul, I do not give advice without considering matters, especially to my dearest friend. A company like this is obviously a swindle. You can tell by the appearance of the cars—”




  “There was only one car ever made,” interrupted Hamilton.




  “I should have said car,” said the unperturbed Bones. “The very appearance of it shows you that the thing is a swindle from beginning to end. Oh, why did you go against my advice, dear old Ham? Why did you?”




  “You humbug!” said the wrathful Hamilton. “You were just this minute apologising for giving me advice.”




  “That,” said Bones cheerfully, “was before I’d heard your story. Yes, Ham, you’ve been swindled.” He thought a moment. “Four thousand pounds!”




  And his jaw dropped.




  Bones had been dealing in large sums of late, and had forgotten just the significance of four thousand pounds to a young officer. He was too much of a little gentleman to put his thoughts into words, but it came upon him like a flash that the money which Hamilton had invested in the Plover Light Car Company was every penny he possessed in the world, a little legacy he had received just before Bones had left the Coast, plus all his savings for years.




  “Ham,” he said hollowly, “I am a jolly old rotter! Here I’ve been bluffing and swanking to you when I ought to have been thinking out a way of getting things right.”




  Hamilton laughed.




  “I’m afraid you’re not going to get things right, Bones,” he said. “The only thing I did think was that you might possibly know something about this firm.”




  At any other moment Bones would have claimed an extensive acquaintance with the firm and its working, but now he shook his head, and Hamilton sighed.




  “Sanders told me to come up and see you,” he said. “Sanders has great faith in you, Bones.”




  Bones went very red, coughed, picked up his long-plumed pen and put it down again.




  “At any rate,” said Hamilton, “you know enough about the City to tell me this — is there any chance of my getting this money back?”




  Bones rose jerkily.




  “Ham,” he said, and Hamilton sensed a tremendous sincerity in his voice, “that money’s going to come back to you, or the name of Augustus Tibbetts goes down in the jolly old records as a failure.”




  A minute later Captain Hamilton found himself hand-shook from the room. Here for Bones was a great occasion. With both elbows on the desk, and two hands searching his hair, he sat worrying out what he afterwards admitted was the most difficult problem that ever confronted him.




  After half an hour’s hair-pulling he went slowly across his beautiful room and knocked discreetly on the door of the outer office.




  Miss Marguerite Whitland had long since grown weary of begging him to drop this practice. She found it a simple matter to say “Come in!” and Bones entered, closing the door behind him, and stood in a deferential attitude two paces from the closed door.




  “Young miss,” he said quietly, “may I consult you?”




  “You may even consult me,” she said as gravely.




  “It is a very curious problem, dear old Marguerite,” said Bones in a low, hushed tone. “It concerns the future of my very dearest friend — the very dearest friend in all the world,” he said emphatically, “of the male sex,” he added hastily. “Of course, friendships between jolly old officers are on a different plane, if you understand me, to friendships between — I mean to say, dear old thing, I’m not being personal or drawing comparisons, because the feeling I have for you—”




  Here his eloquence ran dry. She knew him now well enough to be neither confused nor annoyed nor alarmed when Bones broke forth into an exposition of his private feelings. Very calmly she returned the conversation to the rails.




  “It is a matter which concerns a very dear friend of yours,” she said suggestively, and Bones nodded and beamed.




  “Of course you guessed that,” he said admiringly. “You’re the jolliest old typewriter that ever lived! I don’t suppose any other young woman in London would have—”




  “Oh, yes, they would,” she said. “You’d already told me. I suppose that you’ve forgotten it.”




  “Well, to cut a long story short, dear old Miss Marguerite,” said Bones, leaning confidentially on the table and talking down into her upturned lace, “I must find the whereabouts of a certain rascal or rascals, trading or masquerading, knowingly or unknowingly, to the best of my knowledge and belief, as the—” He stopped and frowned. “Now, what the dickens was the name of that bird?” he said. “Pheasant, partridge, ostrich, bat, flying fish, sparrow — it’s something to do with eggs. What are the eggs you eat?”




  “I seldom eat eggs,” said the girl quietly, “but when I do they are the eggs of the common domestic fowl.”




  “It ain’t him,” said Bones, shaking his head. “No, it’s — I’ve got it — Plover — the Plover Light Car Company.”




  The girl made a note on her pad.




  “I want you to get the best men in London to search out this Company. If necessary, get two private detectives, or even three. Set them to work at once, and spare no expense. I want to know who’s running the company — I’d investigate the matter myself, but I’m so fearfully busy — and where their offices are. Tell the detectives,” said Bones, warming to the subject, “to hang around the motorcar shops in the West End. They’re bound to hear a word dropped here and there, and—”




  “I quite understand,” said the girl.




  Bones put out his lean paw and solemnly shook the girl’s hand.




  “If,” he said, with a tremble in his voice, “if there’s a typewriter in London that knows more than you, my jolly old Marguerite, I’ll eat my head.”




  On which lines he made his exit.




  Five minutes later the girl came into the office with a slip of paper.




  “The Plover Motor Car Company is registered at 604, Gracechurch Street,” she said. “It has a capital of eighty thousand pounds, of which forty thousand pounds is paid up. It has works at Kenwood, in the northwest of London, and the managing director is Mr. Charles O. Soames.”




  Bones could only look at her openmouthed.




  “Where on earth did you discover all this surprising information, dear miss?” he asked, and the girl laughed quietly.




  “I can even tell you their telephone number,” she said, “because it happens to be in the Telephone Book. The rest I found in the Stock Exchange Year Book.”




  Bones shook his head in silent admiration.




  “If there’s a typewriter in London—” he began, but she had fled.




  An hour later Bones had evolved his magnificent idea. It was an idea worthy of his big, generous heart and his amazing optimism.




  Mr. Charles O. Soames, who sat at a littered table in his shirtsleeves, was a man with a big shock of hair and large and heavily drooping moustache, and a black chin. He smoked a big, heavy pipe, and, at the moment Bones was announced, his busy pencil was calling into life a new company offering the most amazing prospects to the young and wealthy.




  He took the card from the hands of his very plain typist, and suppressed the howl of joy which rose to his throat. For the name of Bones was known in the City of London, and it was the dream of such men as Charles O. Soames that one day they would walk from the office of Mr. Augustus Tibbetts with large parcels of his paper currency under each arm.




  He jumped up from his chair and slipped on a coat, pushed the prospectus he was writing under a heap of documents — one at least of which bore a striking family likeness to a county court writ — and welcomed his visitor decorously and even profoundly.




  “In re Plover Car,” said Bones briskly. He prided himself upon coming to the point with the least possible delay.




  The face of Mr. Soames fell.




  “Oh, you want to buy a car?” he said. He might have truly said “the car,” but under the circumstances he thought that this would be tactless.




  “No, dear old company promoter,” said Bones, “I do not want to buy your car. In fact, you have no cars to sell.”




  “We’ve had a lot of labour trouble,” said Mr. Soames hurriedly. “You’ve no idea of the difficulties in production — what with the Government holding up supplies — but in a few months—”




  “I know all about that,” said Bones. “Now, I’m a man of affairs and a man of business.”




  He said this so definitely that it sounded like a threat.




  “I’m putting it to you, as one City of London business person to another City of London business person, is it possible to make cars at your factory?”




  Mr. Soames rose to the occasion.




  “I assure you, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said earnestly, “it is possible. It wants a little more capital than we’ve been able to raise.”




  This was the trouble with all Mr. Soames’s companies, a long list of which appeared on a brass plate by the side of his door. None of them were sufficiently capitalised to do anything except to supply him with his fees as managing director.




  Bones produced a dinky little pocketbook from his waistcoat and read his notes, or, rather, attempted to read his notes. Presently he gave it up and trusted to his memory.




  “You’ve got forty thousand pounds subscribed to your Company,” he said. “Now, I’ll tell you what I’m willing to do — I will take over your shares at a price.”




  Mr. Soames swallowed hard. Here was one of the dreams of his life coming true.




  “There are four million shares issued,” Bones went on, consulting his notebook.




  “Eh?” said Mr. Soames in a shocked voice.




  Bones looked at his book closer.




  “Is it four hundred thousand?”




  “Forty thousand,” said Mr. Soames gently.




  “It is a matter of indifference,” said Bones. “The point is, will you sell?”




  The managing director of the Plover Light Car Company pursed his lips.




  “Of course,” he said, “the shares are at a premium — not,” he added quickly, “that they are being dealt with on ’Change. We have not troubled to apply for quotations. But I assure you, my dear sir, the shares are at a premium.”




  Bones said nothing.




  “At a small premium,” said Mr. Soames hopefully.




  Bones made no reply.




  “At a half a crown premium,” said Mr. Soames pleadingly.




  “At par,” said Bones, in his firmest and most businesslike tones.




  The matter was not settled there and then, because matters are not settled with such haste in the City of London. Bones went home to his office with a new set of notes, and wired to Hamilton, asking him to come on the following day.




  It was a great scheme that Bones worked out that night, with the aid of the sceptical Miss Whitland. His desk was piled high with technical publications dealing with the motorcar industry. The fact that he was buying the Company in order to rescue a friend’s investment passed entirely from his mind in the splendid dream he conjured from his dubious calculations.




  The Plover car should cover the face of the earth. He read an article on mass production, showing how a celebrated American produced a thousand or a hundred thousand cars a day — he wasn’t certain which — and how the car, in various parts, passed along an endless table, between lines of expectant workmen, each of whom fixed a nut or unfixed a nut, so that, when the machine finally reached its journey’s end, it left the table under its own power.




  Bones designed a circular table, so that, if any of the workmen forgot to fix a bar or a nut or a wheel, the error could be rectified when the car came round again. The Plover car should be a household word. Its factories should spread over North London, and every year there should be a dinner with Bones in the chair, and a beautiful secretary on his right, and Bones should make speeches announcing the amount of the profits which were to be distributed to his thousands of hands in the shape of bonuses.




  Hamilton came promptly at ten o’clock, and he came violently. He flew into the office and banged a paper down on Bones’s desk with the enthusiasm of one who had become the sudden possessor of money which he had not earned.




  “Dear old thing, dear old thing,” said Bones testily, “remember dear old Dicky Orum — preserve the decencies, dear old Ham. You’re not in the Wild West now, my cheery boy.”




  “Bones,” shouted Hamilton, “you’re my mascot! Do you know what has happened?”




  “Lower your voice, lower your voice, dear old friend,” protested Bones. “My typewriter mustn’t think I am quarrelling.”




  “He came last night,” said Hamilton, “just as I was going to bed, and knocked me up.” He was almost incoherent in his joy. “He offered me three thousand five hundred pounds for my shares, and I took it like a shot.”




  Bones gaped at him.




  “Offered you three thousand five hundred?” he gasped. “Good heavens! You don’t mean to say—”




  Consider the tragedy of that moment. Here was Bones, full of great schemes for establishing a car upon the world’s markets, who had in his head planned extensive works, who saw in his mind’s eye vistas of long, white-covered festive boards, and heard the roar of cheering which greeted him when he rose to propose continued prosperity to the firm. Consider also that his cheque was on the table before him, already made out and signed. He was at that moment awaiting the arrival of Mr. Soames.




  And then to this picture, tangible or fanciful, add Mr. Charles O. Soames himself, ushered through the door of the outer office and standing as though stricken to stone at the sight of Bones and Hamilton in consultation.




  “Good morning,” said Bones.




  Mr. Soames uttered a strangled cry and strode to the centre of the room, his face working.




  “So it was a ramp, was it?” he said. “A swindle, eh? You put this up to get your pal out of the cart?”




  “My dear old—” began Bones in a shocked voice.




  “I see how it was done. Well, you’ve had me for three thousand five hundred, and your pal’s lucky. That’s all I’ve got to say. It is the first time I’ve ever been caught; and to be caught by a mug like you—”




  “Dear old thing, moderate your language,” murmured Bones.




  Mr. Soames breathed heavily through his nose, thrust his hat on the back of his head, and, without another word, strode from the office, and they heard the door slam behind him. Bones and Hamilton exchanged glances; then Bones picked up the cheque from the desk and slowly tore it up. He seemed to spend his life tearing up expensive cheques.




  “What is it, Bones? What the dickens did you do?” asked the puzzled Hamilton.




  “Dear old Ham,” said Bones solemnly, “it was a little scheme — just a little scheme. Sit down, dear old officer,” he said, after a solemn pause. “And let this be a warning to you. Don’t put your money in industries, dear old Captain Hamilton. What with the state of the labour market, and the deuced ingratitude of the working classes, it’s positively heartbreaking — it is, indeed, dear old Ham.”




  And then and there he changed the whole plan and went out of industrials for good.




  V. A Cinema Picture
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  Mr. Augustus Tibbetts, called “Bones,” made money by sheer luck — he made more by sheer artistic judgment. That is a fact which an old friend sensed a very short time after he had renewed his acquaintance with his sometime subordinate.




  Yet Bones had the curious habit of making money in quite a different way from that which he planned — as, for example, in the matter of the great oil amalgamation. In these days of aeroplane travel, when it is next to impossible to watch the comings and goings of important individuals, or even to get wind of directors’ meetings, the City is apt to be a little jumpy, and to respond to wild rumours in a fashion extremely trying to the nerves of conservative brokers.




  There were rumours of a fusion of interests between the Franco-Persian Oil Company and the Petroleum Consolidated — rumours which set the shares of both concerns jumping up and down like two badly trained jazzers. The directorate of both companies expressed their surprise that a credulous public could accept such stories, and both M. Jorris, the emperor of the Franco-Persian block, and George Y. Walters, the prince regent of the “Petco,” denied indignantly that any amalgamation was even dreamt of.




  Before these denials came along Bones had plunged into the oil market, making one of the few flutters which stand as interrogation marks against his wisdom and foresight.




  He did not lose; rather, he was the winner by his adventure. The extent of his immediate gains he inscribed in his private ledger; his ultimate and bigger balance he entered under a head which had nothing to do with the oil gamble — which was just like Bones, as Hamilton subsequently remarked.




  Hamilton was staying with Sanders — late Commissioner of a certain group of Territories — and Bones was the subject of conversation one morning at breakfast.




  The third at the table was an exceedingly pretty girl, whom the maid called “Madame,” and who opened several letters addressed to “Mrs. Sanders,” but who in days not long past had been known as Patricia Hamilton.




  “Bones is wonderful,” said Sanders, “truly wonderful! A man I know in the City tells me that most of the things he touches turn up trumps. And it isn’t luck or chance. Bones is developing a queer business sense.”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “It is his romantic soul which gets him there,” he said. “Bones will not look at a proposition which hasn’t something fantastical behind it. He doesn’t know much about business, but he’s a regular whale on adventure. I’ve been studying him for the past month, and I’m beginning to sense his method. If he sees a logical and happy end to the romantic side of any new business, he takes it on. He simply carries the business through on the back of a dream.”




  The girl looked up from the coffeepot she was handling.




  “Have you made up your mind, dear?”




  “About going in with Bones?” Hamilton smiled. “No, not yet. Bones is frantically insistent, has had a beautiful new Sheraton desk placed in his office, and says that I’m the influence he wants, but—”




  He shook his head.




  “I think I understand,” said Sanders. “You feel that he is doing it all out of sheer generosity and kindness. That would be like Bones. But isn’t there a chance that what he says is true — that he does want a corrective influence?”




  “Maybe that is so,” said Captain Hamilton doubtfully. “And then there’s the money. I don’t mind investing my little lot, but it would worry me to see Bones pretending that all the losses of the firm came out of his share, and a big slice of the profits going into mine.”




  “I shouldn’t let that worry you,” said his sister quietly. “Bones is too nice-minded to do anything so crude. Of course, your money is nothing compared with Bones’s fortune, but why don’t you join him on the understanding that the capital of the Company should be — How much would you put in?




  “Four thousand.”




  “Well, make the capital eight thousand. Bones could always lend the Company money. Debentures — isn’t that the word?”




  Sanders smiled in her face.




  “You’re a remarkable lady,” he said. “From where on earth did you get your ideas on finance?”




  She went red.




  “I lunched with Bones yesterday,” she said. “And here is the post.”




  “Silence, babbler,” said Hamilton. “Before we go any farther, what about this matter of partnership you were discussing with Patricia?”




  The maid distributed the letters. One was addressed:




  “Captin Captian Hamilton, D.S.O.”




  “From Bones,” said Hamilton unnecessarily, and Bones’s letter claimed first attention. It was a frantic and an ecstatic epistle, heavily underlined and exclaimed.




  “Dear old old Ham,” it ran, “you simply must join me in magnifficantnew sceme sheme plan! Wonderfull prophits profets! The most extraordiny chance for a fortune…”




  “For Heaven’s sake, what’s this?” asked Hamilton, handing the letter across to his sister and indicating an illegible line. “It looks like ‘a bad girl’s leg’ to me.”




  “My dear!” said the shocked Mrs. Sanders, and studied the vile caligraphy. “It certainly does look like that,” she admitted, “and — I see! ‘Legacy’ is the word.”




  “A bad girl’s legacy is the titel of the play story picture” (Bones never crossed anything out). “There’s a studyo at Tunbridge and two cameras and a fellow awfully nice fellow who understands it. A pot of money the story can be improve improved imensely. Come in it dear old man — magnifficant chance. See me at office eariliest earilest ealiest possible time.




  “Thine in art for art sake, “BONES.”




  “From which I gather that Bones is taking a header into the cinema business,” said Sanders. “What do you say, Hamilton?”




  Hamilton thought a while.




  “I’ll see Bones,” he said.




  He arrived in Town soon after ten, but Bones had been at his office two hours earlier, for the fever of the new enterprise was upon him, and his desk was piled high with notes, memoranda, price lists and trade publications. (Bones, in his fine rage of construction, flew to the technical journals as young authors fly to the Thesaurus.)




  As Hamilton entered the office, Bones glared up.




  “A chair,” said the young man peremptorily. “No time to be lost, dear old artist. Time is on the wing, the light is fadin’, an’ if we want to put this jolly old country — God bless it! — in the forefront—”




  Bones put down his pen and leant back in his chair.




  “Ham,” he said, “I had a bit of a pow-pow with your sacred and sainted sister, bless her jolly old heart. That’s where the idea arose. Are you on?”




  “I’m on,” said Hamilton, and there was a moving scene. Bones shook his hands and spoke broken English.




  “There’s your perfectly twee little desk, dear old officer,” he said, pointing to a massive piece of furniture facing his own. “And there’s only one matter to be settled.”




  He was obviously uncomfortable, and Hamilton would have reached for his chequebook, only he knew his Bones much better than to suppose that such a sordid matter as finance could cause his agitation.




  “Ham,” said Bones, clearing his throat and speaking with an effort, “old comrade of a hundred gallant encounters, and dear old friend—”




  “What’s the game?” asked Hamilton suspiciously.




  “There’s no game,” said the depressed Bones. “This is a very serious piece of business, my jolly old comrade. As my highly respected partner, you’re entitled to use the office as you like — come in when you like, go home when you like. If you have a pain in the tum-tum, dear old friend, just go to bed and trust old Bones to carry on. Use any paper that’s going, help yourself to nibs — you’ll find there’s some beautiful nibs in that cupboard — in fact, do as you jolly well like; but—”




  “But?” repeated Hamilton.




  “On one point alone, dear old thing,” said Bones miserably, yet heroically, “we do not share.”




  “What’s that?” asked Hamilton, not without curiosity.




  “My typewriter is my typewriter,” said Bones firmly, and Hamilton laughed.




  “You silly ass!” he said. “I’m not going to play with your typewriter.”




  “That’s just what I mean,” said Bones. “You couldn’t have put it better, dear old friend. Thank you.”




  He strode across the room, gripped Hamilton’s hand and wrung it.




  “Dear old thing, she’s too young,” he said brokenly. “Hard life… terrible experience… Play with her young affections, dear old thing? No…”




  “Who the dickens are you talking about? You said typewriter.”




  “I said typewriter,” agreed Bones gravely. “I am speaking about my—”




  A light dawned upon Hamilton.




  “You mean your secretary?”




  “I mean my secretary,” said Bones.




  “Good Heavens, Bones!” scoffed Hamilton. “Of course I shan’t bother her. She’s your private secretary, and naturally I wouldn’t think of giving her work.”




  “Or orders,” said Bones gently. “That’s a point, dear old thing. I simply couldn’t sit here and listen to you giving her orders. I should scream. I’m perfectly certain I can trust you, Ham. I know what you are with the girls, but there are times—”




  “You know what I am with the girls?” said the wrathful Hamilton. “What the dickens do you know about me, you libellous young devil?”




  Bones raised his hand.




  “We will not refer to the past,” he said meaningly and was so impressive that Hamilton began to search his mind for some forgotten peccadillo.




  “All that being arranged to our mutual satisfaction, dear old partner,” said Bones brightly, “permit me to introduce you.”




  He walked to the glass-panelled door leading to the outer office, and knocked discreetly, Hamilton watching him in wonder. He saw him disappear, closing the door after him. Presently he came out again, following the girl.




  “Dear young miss,” said Bones in his squeakiest voice, a sure sign of his perturbation, “permit me to introduce partner, ancient commander, gallant and painstaking, jolly old Captain Hamilton, D.S.O. — Which stands, young typewriter, for Deuced Satisfactory Officer.”




  The girl, smiling, shook hands, and Hamilton for the first time looked her in the face. He had been amazed before by her classic beauty, but now he saw a greater intelligence than he had expected to find in so pretty a face, and, most pleasing of all, a sense of humour.




  “Bones and I are very old friends,” he explained.




  “Hem!” said Bones severely.




  “Bones?” said the girl, puzzled.




  “Naturally!” murmured Bones. “Dear old Ham, be decent. You can’t expect an innocent young typewriter to think of her employer as ‘Bones.’”




  “I’m awfully sorry,” Hamilton hastened to apologise, “but you see, Bones and I—”




  “Dicky Orum,” murmured Bones. “Remember yourself, Ham, old indiscreet one — Mr. Tibbetts. And here’s the naughty old picture-taker,” he said in another tone, and rushed to offer an effusive welcome to a smart young man with long, black, wavy hair and a face reminiscent, to all students who have studied his many pictures, of Louis XV. Strangely enough, his name was Louis. He was even called Lew.




  “Sit down, my dear Mr. Becksteine,” said Bones. “Let me introduce you to my partner. Captain Hamilton, D.S.O. — A jolly old comrade-in-arms and all that sort of thing. My lady typewriter you know, and anyway, there’s no necessity for your knowing her — I mean,” he said hastily, “she doesn’t want to know you, dear old thing. Now, don’t be peevish. Ham, you sit there. Becksteine will sit there. You, young miss, will sit near me, ready to take down my notes as they fall from my ingenious old brain.”




  In the bustle and confusion the embarrassing moment of Hamilton’s introduction was forgotten. Bones had a manuscript locked away in the bottom drawer of his desk, and when he had found the key for this, and had placed the document upon the table, and when he had found certain other papers, and when the girl was seated in a much more comfortable chair — Bones fussed about like an old hen — the proceedings began.




  Bones explained.




  He had seen the derelict cinema company advertised in a technical journal, had been impressed with the amount of the impedimenta which accompanied the proprietorship of the syndicate, had been seized with a brilliant idea, bought the property, lock, stock, and barrel, for two thousand pounds, for which sum, as an act of grace, the late proprietors allowed him to take over the contract of Mr. Lew Becksteine, that amiable and gifted producer.




  It may be remarked, in passing, that this arrangement was immensely satisfactory to the syndicate, which was so tied and bound to Mr. Becksteine for the next twelve months that to have cancelled his contract would have cost them the greater part of the purchase price which Bones paid.




  “This is the story,” said Bones impressively. “And, partner Ham, believe me, I’ve read many, many stories in my life, but never, never has one touched me as this has. It’s a jolly old tear-bringer, Ham. Even a hardened, wicked old dev — old bird like you would positively dissolve. You would really, dear old Ham, so don’t deny it. You know you’ve got one of the tenderest hearts in the world, you rascal!”




  He got up and shook hands with Hamilton, though there was no necessity for him to move.




  “Now, clever old Becksteine thinks that this is going to be a scorcher.”




  “A winner, a winner,” murmured Mr. Becksteine, closing his eyes and shaking his head. He spoke on this occasion very softly, but he could raise his voice to thrilling heights. “A sure winner, my dear sir. I have been in the profession for twenty-seven years, and never in my life have I read a drama which contains so much heart appeal—”




  “You hear?” said Bones in a hoarse whisper.




  “ — so much genuine comedy—”




  Bones nodded.




  “ — so much that I might say goes straight to the passionate heart of the great public, as this remarkable, brilliantly planned, admirably planted, exquisitely balanced little cameo of real life.”




  “It’s to be a two-roller,” said Bones.




  “Reeler,” murmured Mr. Becksteine.




  “Reeler or roller, dear old thing; don’t let’s quarrel over how a thing’s spelt,” said Bones.




  “Who wrote it?” asked Hamilton.




  Mr. Becksteine coughed modestly.




  “Jolly old Becksteine wrote it,” said Bones. “That man, Ham, is one of the most brilliant geniuses in this or any other world. Aren’t you? Speak up, old playwright. Don’t be shy, old thing.”




  Mr. Becksteine coughed again.




  “I do not know anything about other worlds,” he admitted.




  “Now, this is my idea,” said Bones, interrupting what promised to be a free and frank admission of Mr. Becksteine’s genius. “I’ve worked the thing out, and I see just how we can save money. In producing two-roller cinematographs — that’s the technical term,” explained Bones, “the heavy expense is with the artistes. The salaries that these people are paid! My dear old Ham, you’d never believe.”




  “I don’t see how you can avoid paying salaries,” said Hamilton patiently. “I suppose even actors have to live.”




  “Ah!” said Mr. Becksteine, shaking his head.




  “Of course, dear old thing. But why pay outside actors?” said Bones triumphantly.




  He glared from one face to the other with a ferocity of expression which did no more than indicate the strength of his conviction.




  “Why not keep the money in the family, dear old Ham? That’s what I ask you. Answer me that.” He leaned back in his chair, thrust his hands in his trousers pockets, and blandly surveyed his discomfited audience.




  “But you’ve got to have actors, my dear chap,” said Hamilton.




  “Naturally and necessarily,” replied Bones, nodding with very large nods. “And we have them. Who is Jasper Brown, the villain who tries to rob the poor girl of her legacy and casts the vilest aspersions upon her jolly old name?”




  “Who is?” asked the innocent Hamilton.




  “You are,” said Bones.




  Hamilton gasped.




  “Who is Frank Fearnot, the young and handsome soldier — well, not necessarily handsome, but pretty goodlooking — who rescues the girl from her sad predicament?”




  “Well, that can’t be me, anyway,” said Hamilton.




  “It is not,” said Bones. “It is me! Who is the gorgeous but sad old innocent one who’s chased by you, Ham, till the poor little soul doesn’t know which way to turn, until this jolly young officer steps brightly on the scene, whistling a merry tune, and, throwing his arms about her, saves her, dear old thing, from her fate — or, really, from a perfectly awful rotten time.”




  “Who is she?” asked Hamilton softly.




  Bones blinked and turned to the girl slowly.




  “My dear old miss,” he said, “what do you think?”




  “What do I think?” asked the startled girl. “What do I think about what?”




  “There’s a part,” said Bones— “there’s one of the grandest parts that was ever written since Shakespeare shut his little copybook.”




  “You’re not suggesting that I should play it?” she asked, openmouthed.




  “Made for you, dear old typewriter, positively made for you, that part,” murmured Bones.




  “Of course I shall do nothing so silly,” said the girl, with a laugh. “Oh, Mr. Tibbetts, you really didn’t think that I’d do such a—”




  She didn’t finish the sentence, but Hamilton could have supplied the three missing words without any difficulty.




  Thereafter followed a discussion, which in the main consisted of joint and several rejection of parts. Marguerite Whitland most resolutely refused to play the part of the bad girl, even though Bones promised to change the title to “The Good Girl,” even though he wheedled his best, even though he struck attitudes indicative of despair and utter ruin, even though the gentle persuasiveness of Mr. Lew Becksteine was added to his entreaties. And Hamilton as resolutely declined to have anything to do with the bad man. Mr. Becksteine solved the difficulty by undertaking to produce the necessary actors and actresses at the minimum of cost.




  “Of course you won’t play, Bones?” said Hamilton.




  “I don’t know,” said Bones. “I’m not so sure, dear old thing. I’ve got a lot of acting talent in me, and I feel the part — that’s a technical term you won’t understand.”




  “But surely, Mr. Tibbetts,” said the girl reproachfully, “you won’t allow yourself to be photographed embracing a perfectly strange lady?”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “Art, my dear old typewriter,” he said. “She’ll be no more to me than a bit of wood, dear old miss. I shall embrace her and forget all about it the second after. You need have no cause for apprehension, really and truly.”




  “I am not at all apprehensive,” said the girl coldly, and Bones followed her to her office, showering explanations of his meaning over her shoulder.




  On the third day Hamilton went back to Twickenham a very weary man.




  “Bones is really indefatigable,” he said irritably, but yet admiringly. “He has had those unfortunate actors rehearsing in the open fields, on the highways and byways. Really, old Bones has no sense of decency. He’s got one big scene which he insists upon taking in a private park. I shudder to think what will happen if the owner comes along and catches Bones and his wretched company.”




  Sanders laughed quietly.




  “What do you think he’ll do with the film?” he asked.




  “Oh, he’ll sell it,” said Hamilton. “I tell you, Bones is amazing. He has found a City man who is interested in the film industry, a stockbroker or something, who has promised to see every bit of film as it is produced and give him advice on the subject; and, incredible as it may sound, the first half-dozen scenes that Bones has taken have passed muster.”




  “Who turns the handle of the camera?” asked the girl.




  “Bones,” said Hamilton, trying not to laugh. “He practised the revolutions on a knife-cleaning machine!”




  The fourth day it rained, but the fifth day Bones took his company in a hired motor into the country, and, blissfully ignoring such admonitions as “Trespassers will be shot,” he led the way over a wall to the sacred soil of an Englishman’s stately home. Bones wanted the wood, because one of his scenes was laid on the edge of a wood. It was the scene where the bad girl, despairing of convincing anybody as to her inherent goodness, was taking a final farewell of the world before “leaving a life which had held nothing but sadness and misunderstanding,” to quote the title which was to introduce this touching episode.




  




  Bones found the right location, fitted up his camera, placed the yellow-faced girl — the cinema artiste has a somewhat bilious appearance when facing the lens — and began his instructions.




  “Now, you walk on here, dear old Miss What’s-Your-Name. You come from that tree with halting footsteps — like this, dear old thing. Watch and learn.”




  Bones staggered across the greensward, clasping his brow, sank on his knees, folded his arms across his chest, and looked sorrowfully at the heavens, shaking his head.




  Hamilton screamed with laughter.




  “Behave yourself, naughty old sceptic,” said Bones severely.




  After half an hour’s preliminary rehearsal, the picture was taken, and Bones now prepared to depart; but Mr. Lew Becksteine, from whose hands Bones had taken, not only the direction of the play, but the very excuse for existence, let fall a few uncomfortable words.




  “Excuse me, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said, in the sad, bored voice of an artiste who is forced to witness the inferior work of another, “it is in this scene that the two lawyers must be taken, walking through the wood, quite unconscious of the unhappy fate which has overtaken the heiress for whom they are searching.”




  “True,” said Bones, and scratched his nose.




  He looked round for likely lawyers. Hamilton stole gently away.




  “Now, why the dickens didn’t you remind me, you careless old producer, to bring two lawyers with me?” asked Bones. “Dash it all, there’s nothing here that looks like a lawyer. Couldn’t it be taken somewhere else?”




  Mr. Becksteine had reached the stage where he was not prepared to make things easy for his employer.




  “Utterly impossible,” he said; “you must have exactly the same scenery. The camera cannot lie.”




  Bones surveyed his little company, but without receiving any encouragement.




  “Perhaps I might find a couple of fellows on the road,” he suggested.




  “It is hardly likely,” said Mr. Lew Becksteine, “that you will discover in this remote country village two gentlemen arrayed in faultlessly fitting morning-coats and top-hats!”




  “I don’t know so much about that,” said the optimistic Bones, and took a short cut through the wood, knowing that the grounds made an abrupt turn where they skirted the main road.




  He was halfway through the copse when he stopped. Now, Bones was a great believer in miracles, but they had to be very spectacular miracles. The fact that standing in the middle of the woodland path were two middle-aged gentlemen in top-hats and morning-coats, seemed to Bones to be a mere slice of luck. It was, in fact, a miracle of the first class. He crept silently back, raced down the steps to where the little party stood.




  “Camera!” he hissed. “Bring it along, dear old thing. Don’t make a noise! Ham, old boy, will you help? You other persons, stay where you are.”




  Hamilton shouldered the camera, and on the way up the slope Bones revealed his fell intention.




  “There is no need to tell these silly old jossers what we’re doing,” he said. “You see what I mean, Ham, old boy? We’ll just take a picture of them as they come along. Nobody will be any the wiser, and all we’ll have to do will be to put a little note in.” All the time he was fixing the camera on the tripod, focussing the lens on a tree by the path. (It was amazing how quickly Bones mastered the technique of any new hobby he took up.)




  From where Hamilton crouched in the bushes he could see the two men plainly. His heart quaked, realising that one at least was possibly the owner of the property on which he was trespassing; and he had all an Englishman’s horror of trespass. They were talking together, these respectable gentlemen, when Bones began to turn the handle. They had to pass through a patch of sunlight, and it was upon this that Bones concentrated. Once one of them looked around as the sound of clicking came to him, but at that moment Bones decided he had taken enough and stopped.




  




  “This,” said he, as they gained the by-road where they had made their unauthorised entry into the park, “is a good day’s work.”




  Their car was on the main road, and to Hamilton’s surprise he found the two staid gentlemen regarding it when the party came up. They were regarding it from a high bank behind the wall — a bank which commanded a view of the road. One of them observed the camera and said something in a low tone to the other; then the speaker walked down the bank, opened a little wicker door in the wall, and came out.




  He was a most polite man, and tactful.




  “Have you been taking pictures?” he asked.




  “Dear old fellow,” said Bones. “I will not deceive you — we have.”




  There was a silence.




  “In the — park, by any chance?” asked the gentleman carelessly.




  Bones flinched. He felt rather guilty, if the truth be told.




  “The fact is—” he began.




  The elderly man listened to the story of “The Bad Girl’s Legacy,” its genesis, its remarkable literary qualities, and its photographic value. He seemed to know a great deal about cinematographs, and asked several questions.




  “So you have an expert who sees the pieces as they are produced?” he asked. “Who is that?”




  “Mr. Tim Lewis,” said Bones. “He’s one of the—”




  “Lewis?” said the other quickly. “Is that Lewis the stockbroker? And does he see every piece you take?”




  Bones was getting weary of answering questions.




  “Respected sir and park proprietor,” he said, “if we have trespassed, I apologise. If we did any harm innocently, and without knowing that we transgressed the jolly old conventions — if we, as I say, took a picture of you and your fellow park proprietor without a thank-you-very-much, I am sorry.”




  “You took me and my friend?” asked the elderly man quickly.




  “I am telling you, respected sir and cross-examiner, that I took you being in a deuce of a hole for a lawyer.”




  “I see,” said the elderly man. “Will you do me a favour? Will you let me see your copy of that picture before you show it to Mr. Lewis? As the respected park proprietor” — he smiled— “you owe me that.”




  “Certainly, my dear old friend and fellow-sufferer,” said Bones. “Bless my life and heart and soul, certainly!”




  He gave the address of the little Wardour Street studio where the film would be developed and printed, and fixed the morrow for an exhibition.




  “I should very much like to see it tonight, if it is no trouble to you.”




  “We will certainly do our best, sir,” Hamilton felt it was necessary to interfere at this point.




  “Of course, any extra expense you are put to as the result of facilitating the printing, or whatever you do to these films,” said the elderly man, “I shall be glad to pay.”




  He was waiting for Bones and Hamilton at nine o’clock that night in the dingy little private theatre which Bones, with great difficulty, had secured for his use. The printing of the picture had been accelerated, and though the print was slightly speckled, it was a good one.




  The elderly man sat in a chair and watched it reeled off, and when the lights in the little theatre went up, he turned to Bones with a smile.




  “I’m interested in cinema companies,” he said, “and I rather fancy that I should like to include your property in an amalgamation I am making. I could assist you to fix a price,” he said to the astonished Bones, “if you would tell me frankly, as I think you will, just what this business has cost you from first to last.”




  “My dear old amalgamator,” said Bones reproachfully, “is that business? I ask you.”




  “It may be good business,” said the other.




  Bones looked at Hamilton. They and the elderly man, who had driven up to the door of the Wardour Street studio in a magnificent car, were the only three people, besides the operator, who were present.




  Hamilton nodded.




  “Well,” said Bones, “business, dear old thing, is my weakness. Buying and selling is my passion and Lobby. From first to last, after paying jolly old Brickdust, this thing is going to cost me more than three thousand pounds — say, three thousand five hundred.”




  The elderly man nodded.




  “Let’s make a quick deal,” he said. “I’ll give you six thousand pounds for the whole concern, with the pictures as you have taken them — negatives, positives, cameras, etc. Is it a bargain?”




  Bones held out his hand.




  They dined together, a jubilant Bones and a more jubilant Hamilton, at a little restaurant in Soho.




  “My dear old Ham,” said Bones, “it only shows you how things happen. This would have been a grand week for me if those beastly oil shares of mine had gone up. I’m holding ’em for a rise.” He opened a newspaper he had bought in the restaurant. “I see that Jorris and Walters — they’re the two oil men — deny that they’ve ever met or that they’re going to amalgamate. But can you believe these people?” he asked. “My dear old thing, the mendacity of these wretched financiers—”




  “Have you ever seen them?” asked Hamilton, to whom the names of Jorris and Walters were as well known as to any other man who read his daily newspaper.




  “Seen them?” said Bones. “My dear old fellow, I’ve met them time and time again. Two of the jolliest old birds in the world. Well, here’s luck!”




  At that particular moment Mr. Walters and Mr. Jorris were sitting together in the library of a house in Berkeley Square, the blinds being lowered and the curtains being drawn, and Mr. Walters was saying:




  “We’ll have to make this thing public on Wednesday. My dear fellow, I nearly fainted when I heard that that impossible young person had photographed us together. When do you go back to Paris?”




  “I think I had better stay here,” said Mr. Jorris. “Did the young man bleed you?”




  “Only for six thousand,” said the pleasant Mr. Walters. “I hope the young beggar’s a bear in oil,” he added viciously.




  But Bones, as we know, was a bull.




  VI. A Deal in Jute
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  It is a reasonable theory that every man of genius is two men, one visible, one unseen and often unsuspected by his counterpart. For who has not felt the shadow’s influence in dealing with such as have the Spark? Napoleon spoke of stars, being Corsican and a mystic. Those who met him in his last days were uneasily conscious that the second Bonaparte had died on the eve of Waterloo, leaving derelict his brother, a stout and commonplace man who was in turn sycophantic, choleric, and pathetic, but never great.




  Noticeable is the influence of the Shadow in the process of money-making. It is humanly impossible for some men to be fortunate. They may amass wealth by sheer hard work and hard reasoning, but if they seek a shorter cut to opulence, be sure that short cut ends in a cul-de-sac where sits a Bankruptcy Judge and a phalanx of stony-faced creditors. “Luck” is not for them — they were born single.




  For others, the whole management of life is taken from their hands by their busy Second, who ranges the world to discover opportunities for his partner.




  So it comes about that there are certain men, and Augustus Tibbetts — or, as he was named, “Bones” — was one of these, to whom the increments of life come miraculously. They could come in no other way, be he ever so learned and experienced.




  Rather would a greater worldliness have hampered his familiar and in time destroyed its power, just as education destroys the more subtle instincts. Whilst the learned seismographer eats his dinner, cheerfully unconscious of the coming earthquake, his dog shivers beneath the table.




  By this preamble I am not suggesting that Bones was a fool. Far from it. Bones was wise — uncannily wise in some respects. His success was due, as to nine-tenths, to his native sense. His x supplied the other fraction.




  No better illustration of the working of this concealed quantity can be given than the story of the great jute sale and Miss Bertha Stegg.




  The truth about the Government speculation in jute is simply told. It is the story of an official who, in the middle of the War, was seized with the bright idea of procuring enormous quantities of jute for the manufacture of sandbags. The fact that by this transaction he might have driven the jute lords of Dundee into frenzy did not enter into his calculations. Nor did it occur to him that the advantageous position in which he hoped to place his Department depended for its attainment upon a total lack of foresight on the part of the Dundee merchants.




  As a matter of fact, Dundee had bought well and wisely. It had sufficient stocks to meet all the demands which the Government made upon it; and when, after the War, the Department offered its purchase at a price which would show a handsome profit to the Government, Dundee laughed long and loudly.




  And so there was left on the official hands, at the close of the War, a quantity of jute which nobody wanted, at a price which nobody would pay. And then somebody asked a question in the House of Commons, and the responsible Secretary went hot all over, and framed the reply which an Undersecretary subsequently made in such terms as would lead the country to believe that the jute purchased at a figure beyond the market value was a valuable asset, and would one day be sold at a profit.




  Mr. Augustus Tibbetts knew nothing about jute. But he did read, almost every morning in the daily newspapers, how one person or another had made enormous purchases of linen, or of cloth, or of motor chassis, paying fabulous sums on the nail and walking off almost immediately with colossal profits; and every time Bones read such an account he wriggled in his chair and made unhappy noises.




  Then one afternoon there came to his office a suave gentleman in frockcoat, carrying with him a card which was inscribed “Ministry of Supplies.” And the end of that conversation was that Bones, all a twitter of excitement, drove to a gloomy office in Whitehall, where he interviewed a most sacred public official, to whom members of the public were not admitted, perhaps, more than four times a year.




  Hamilton had watched the proceedings with interest and suspicion. When Bones was mysterious he was very mysterious; and he returned that night in such a condition of mystery that none but a thought-reading detective could have unravelled him.




  “You seem infernally pleased with yourself, Bones,” said Hamilton. “What lamentable error have you fallen into?”




  “Dear old Ham,” said Bones, with the helpless little laugh which characterised the very condition of mind which Hamilton had described, “dear old pryer, wait till tomorrow. Dear old thing, I wouldn’t spoil it. Read your jolly old newspaper, dear old inquirer.”




  “Have you been to the police court?” asked Hamilton.




  “Police court? Police court?” said Bones testily. “Good Heavens, lad! Why this jolly old vulgarity? No, dear boy, live and learn, dear old thing!”




  Hamilton undoubtedly lived until the next morning, and learnt. He saw the headlines the second he opened his newspaper.




  GREAT DEAL IN JUTE. PROMINENT CITY MAN BUYS GOVERNMENT SUPPLY OF JUTE FOR A MILLION.




  Hamilton was on his way to the office, and fell back in the corner of the railway carriage with a suppressed moan. He almost ran to the office, to find Bones stalking up and down the room, dictating an interview to a reporter.




  “One minute, one minute, dear old Ham,” said. Bones warningly. And then, turning to the industrious journalist, he went on where Hamilton had evidently interrupted him. “You can say that I’ve spent a great deal of my life in fearfully dangerous conditions,” he said. “You needn’t say where, dear old reporter, just say ‘fearfully dangerous conditions.’”




  “What about jute?” asked the young man.




  “Jute,” said Bones with relish, “or, as we call it, Corcharis capsilaris, is the famous jute tree. I have always been interested in jute and all that sort of thing — But you know what to say better than I can tell you. You can also say that I’m young — no, don’t say that. Put it like this: ‘Mr. Tibbetts, though apparently young-looking, bears on his hardened old face the marks of years spent in the service of his country. There is a sort of sadness about his funny old eyes—’ You know what to say, old thing.”




  “I know,” said the journalist, rising. “You’ll see this in the next edition, Mr. Tibbetts.”




  When the young man had gone, Hamilton staggered across to him.




  “Bones,” he said, in a hollow voice, “you’ve never bought this stuff for a million?”




  “A million’s a bit of an exaggeration, dear old sportsman,” said Bones. “As a matter of fact, it’s about half that sum, and it needn’t be paid for a month. Here is the contract.” He smacked his lips and smacked the contract, which was on the table, at the same time. “Don’t get alarmed, don’t get peevish, don’t get panicky, don’t be a wicked old flutterer, Ham, my boy!” he said. “I’ve reckoned it all out, and I shall make a cool fifty thousand by this time next week.”




  “What will you pay for it?” asked Hamilton, in a shaky voice. “I mean, how much a ton?”




  Bones mentioned a figure, and Hamilton jotted down a note.




  He had a friend, as it happened, in the jute trade — the owner of a big mill in Dundee — and to him he dispatched an urgent telegram. After that he examined the contract at leisure. On the fourth page of that interesting document was a paragraph, the seventh, to this effect:




  “Either parties to this contract may, for any reason whatsoever, by giving notice either to the Ministry of Supplies, Department 9, or to the purchaser at his registered office, within twentyfour hours of the signing of this contract, cancel the same.”




  He read this over to Bones.




  “That’s rum,” he said. “What is the idea?”




  “My jolly old captain,” said Bones in his lordly way, “how should I know? I suppose it’s in case the old Government get a better offer. Anyway, dear old timidity, it’s a contract that I’m not going to terminate, believe me!”




  The next afternoon Bones and Hamilton returned from a frugal lunch at a near-by tavern, and reached the imposing entrance of the building in which New Schemes Limited was housed simultaneously — or perhaps it would be more truthful to say a little later — than a magnificent limousine. It was so far ahead of them that the chauffeur had time to descend from his seat, open the highly-polished door, and assist to the honoured sidewalk a beautiful lady in a large beaver coat, who carried under her arm a small portfolio.




  There was a certain swing to her shoulder as she walked, a certain undulatory movement of hip, which spoke of a large satisfaction with the world as she found it.




  Bones, something of a connoisseur and painfully worldly, pursed his lips and broke off the conversation in which he was engaged, and which had to do with the prospective profits on his jute deal, and remarked tersely:




  “Ham, dear old thing, that is a chinchilla coat worth twelve hundred pounds.”




  Hamilton, to whom the mysteries of feminine attire were honest mysteries, accepted the sensational report without demur.




  “The way you pick up these particular bits of information, Bones, is really marvellous to me. It isn’t as though you go out a lot into society. It isn’t as though women are fond of you or make a fuss of you.”




  Bones coughed.




  “Dicky Orum. Remember, dear old Richard,” he murmured. “My private life, dear old fellow, if you will forgive me snubbing you, is a matter on which nobody is an authority except A. Tibbetts, Esq. There’s a lot you don’t know, dear old Ham. I was thinking of writing a book about it, but it would take too long.”




  By this time they reached the elevator, which descended in time to receive the beautiful lady in the brown coat. Bones removed his hat, smoothed his glossy hair, and with a muttered “After you, dear old friend. Age before honesty,” bundled Hamilton into the lift and followed him.




  The elevator stopped at the third floor, and the lady got out. Bones, his curiosity overcoming his respect for age or his appreciation of probity, followed her, and was thrilled to discover that she made straight for his office. She hesitated for a moment before that which bore the word “Private,” and passed on to the outer and general office.




  Bones slipped into his own room so quickly that by the time Hamilton entered he was sitting at his desk in a thoughtful and studious attitude.




  It cannot be said that the inner office was any longer entitled to the description of sanctum sanctorum. Rather was the holy of holies the larger and less ornate apartment wherein sat A Being whose capable little fingers danced over complicated banks of keys.




  The communicating door opened and the Being appeared. Hamilton, mindful of a certain agreement with his partner, pretended not to see her.




  “There’s a lady who wishes a private interview with you, Mr. Tibbetts,” said the girl.




  Bones turned with an exaggerated start.




  “A lady?” he said in a tone of incredulity. “Gracious Heavens! This is news to me, dear old miss. Show her in, please, show her in. A private interview, eh?” He looked meaningly at Hamilton. Hamilton did not raise his eyes — in accordance with his contract. “A private interview, eh?” said Bones louder. “Does she want to see me by myself?”




  “Perhaps you would like to see her in my room,” said the girl. “I could stay here with Mr. Hamilton.”




  Bones glared at the unconscious Hamilton.




  “That is not necessary, dear old typewriter,” he said stiffly. “Show the young woman in, please.”




  The “young woman,” came in. Rather, she tripped and undulated and swayed from the outer office to the chair facing Bones, and Bones rose solemnly to greet her.




  Miss Marguerite Whitland, the beautiful Being, who had surveyed the tripping and swaying and undulating with the same frank curiosity that Cleopatra might have devoted to a performing seal, went into her office and closed the door gently behind her.




  “Sit down, sit down,” said Bones. “And what can I do for you, young miss?”




  The girl smiled. It was one of those flashing smiles which make susceptible men blink. Bones was susceptible. Never had he been gazed upon with such kindness by a pair of such large, soft, brown eyes. Never had cheeks dimpled so prettily and so pleasurably, and seldom had Bones experienced such a sensation of warm embarrassment — not unpleasant — as he did now.




  “I am sure I am being an awful nuisance to you, Mr. Tibbetts,” said the lady. “You don’t know my name, do you? Here is my card.” She had it ready in her hand, and put it in front of him. Bones waited a minute or two while he adjusted his monocle, and read:




  “MISS BERTHA STEGG.”




  As a matter of fact, he read it long before he had adjusted his monocle, but the official acknowledgment was subsequent to that performance.




  “Yes, yes,” said Bones, who on such occasions as these, or on such occasions as remotely resembled these, was accustomed to take on the air and style of the strong, silent man. “What can we do for you, my jolly old — Miss Stegg?”




  “It’s a charity,” blurted the girl, and sat back to watch the effect of her words. “Oh, I know what you business men are! You simply hate people bothering you for subscriptions! And really, Mr. Tibbetts, if I had to come to ask you for money, I would never have come at all. I think it’s so unfair for girls to pester busy men in their offices, at the busiest time of the day, with requests for subscriptions.”




  Bones coughed. In truth, he had never been pestered, and was enjoying the experience.




  “No, this is something much more pleasant, from my point of view,” said the girl. “We are having a bazaar in West Kensington on behalf of the Little Tots’ Recreation Fund.”




  “A most excellent plan,” said Bones firmly.




  Hamilton, an interested audience, had occasion to marvel anew at the amazing self-possession of his partner.




  “It is one of the best institutions that I know,” Bones went on thoughtfully. “Of course, it’s many years since I was a little tot, but I can still sympathise with the jolly old totters, dear young miss.”




  She had taken her portfolio from under her arm and laid it on his desk. It was a pretty portfolio, bound in powder blue and silver, and was fastened by a powder blue tape with silver tassels. Bones eyed it with pardonable curiosity.




  “I’m not asking you for money, Mr. Tibbetts,” Miss Stegg went on in her soft, sweet voice. “I think we can raise all the money we want at the bazaar. But we must have things to sell.”




  “I see, dear old miss,” said Bones eagerly. “You want a few old clothes? I’ve got a couple of suits at home, rather baggy at the knees, dear old thing, but you know what we boys are; we wear ’em until they fall off!”




  The horrified Hamilton returned to the scrutiny of his notes.




  “I don’t suppose undergarments, if you will permit the indelicacy, my dear old philanthropist—” Bones was going on, when the girl stopped him with a gentle shake of her head.




  “No, Mr. Tibbetts, it is awfully kind of you, but we do not want anything like that. The way we expect to raise a lot of money is by selling the photographs of celebrities,” she said.




  “The photographs of celebrities?” repeated Bones. “But, my dear young miss, I haven’t had my photograph taken for years.”




  Hamilton gasped. He might have gasped again at what followed, but for the fact that he had got a little beyond the gasping stage.




  The girl was untying her portfolio, and now she produced something and laid it on the desk before Bones.




  “How clever of you to guess!” she murmured. “Yes, it is a portrait of you we want to sell.”




  Bones stared dumbfounded at a picture of himself — evidently a snapshot taken with a press camera — leaving the building. And, moreover, it was a flattering picture, for there was a stern frown of resolution on Bones’s pictured face, which, for some esoteric reason, pleased him. The picture was mounted rather in than on cardboard, for it was in a sunken mount, and beneath the portrait was a little oblong slip of pale blue paper.




  




  Bones gazed and glowed. Neatly printed above the picture were the words: “Our Captains of Industry. III. — Augustus Tibbetts, Esq. (Schemes Limited).”




  Bones read this with immense satisfaction. He wondered who were the two men who could be placed before him, but in his generous mood was prepared to admit that he might come third in the list of London’s merchant princes.




  “Deuced flattering, dear old thing,” he murmured. “Hamilton, old boy, come and look at this.”




  Hamilton crossed to the desk, saw, and wondered.




  “Not so bad,” said Bones, dropping his head to one side and regarding the picture critically. “Not at all bad, dear old thing. You’ve seen me in that mood, I think, old Ham.”




  “What is the mood?” said Hamilton innocently. “Indigestion?”




  The girl laughed.




  “Let’s have a little light on the subject,” said Bones. “Switch on the expensive old electricity, Ham.”




  “Oh, no,” said the girl quickly. “I don’t think so. If you saw the picture under the light, you’d probably think it wasn’t good enough, and then I should have made my journey in vain. Spare me that, Mr. Tibbetts!”




  Mr. Tibbetts giggled. At that moment the Being reappeared. Marguerite Whitland, chief and only stenographer to the firm of Schemes Limited, and Bones beckoned her.




  “Just cast your eye over this, young miss,” he said. “What do you think of it?”




  The girl came round the group, looked at the picture, and nodded.




  “Very nice,” she said, and then she looked at the girl.




  “Selling it for a charity,” said Bones carelessly. “Some silly old josser will put it up in his drawingroom, I suppose. You know, Ham, dear old thing, I never can understand this hero-worship business. And now, my young and philanthropic collector, what do you want me to do? Give you permission? It is given.”




  “I want you to give me your autograph. Sign down there,” — she pointed to a little space beneath the picture— “and just let me sell it for what I can get.”




  “With all the pleasure in life,” said Bones.




  He picked up his long plumed pen and splashed his characteristic signature in the space indicated.




  And then Miss Marguerite Whitland did a serious thing, an amazingly audacious thing, a thing which filled Bones’s heart with horror and dismay.




  Before Bones could lift the blotting pad, her forefinger had dropped upon the signature and had been drawn across, leaving nothing more than an indecipherable smudge.




  “My dear old typewriter!” gasped Bones. “My dear old miss! Confound it all! Hang it all, I say! Dear old thing!”




  “You can leave this picture, madam—”




  “Miss,” murmured Bones from force of habit. Even in his agitation he could not resist the temptation to interrupt.




  “You can leave this picture, Miss Stegg,” said the girl coolly. “Mr. Tibbetts wants to add it to his collection.”




  Miss Stegg said nothing.




  She had risen to her feet, her eyes fixed on the girl’s face, and, with no word of protest or explanation, she turned and walked swiftly from the office. Hamilton opened the door, noting the temporary suspension of the undulatory motion.




  When she had gone, they looked at one another, or, rather, they looked at the girl, who, for her part, was examining the photograph. She took a little knife from the desk before Bones and inserted it into the thick cardboard mount, and ripped off one of the layers of cardboard. And so Bones’s photograph was exposed, shorn of all mounting. But, what was more important, beneath his photograph was a cheque on the Third National Bank, which was a blank cheque and bearing Bones’s undeniable signature in the bottom right-hand corner — the signature was decipherable through the smudge.




  Bones stared.




  “Most curious thing I’ve ever seen in my life, dear old typewriter,” he said. “Why, that’s the very banking establishment I patronise.”




  “I thought it might be,” said the girl.




  And then it dawned upon Bones, and he gasped.




  “Great Moses!” he howled — there is no prettier word for it. “That naughty, naughty, Miss Thing-a-me-jig was making me sign a blank cheque! My autograph! My sacred aunt! Autograph on a cheque…”




  Bones babbled on as the real villainy of the attempt upon his finances gradually unfolded before his excited vision.




  Explanations were to follow. The girl had seen a paragraph warning people against giving their autographs, and the police had even circulated a rough description of two “well-dressed women” who, on one pretext or another, were securing from the wealthy, but the unwise, specimens of their signatures.




  “My young and artful typewriter,” said Bones, speaking with emotion, “you have probably saved me from utter ruin, dear old thing. Goodness only knows what might have happened, or where I might have been sleeping tonight, my jolly old Salvationist, if your beady little eye hadn’t penetrated like a corkscrew through the back of that naughty old lady’s neck and read her evil intentions.”




  “I don’t think it was a matter of my beady eye,” said the girl, without any great enthusiasm for the description, “as my memory.”




  “I can’t understand it,” said Bones, puzzled. “She came in a beautiful car—”




  “Hired for two hours for twentyfive shillings,” said the girl.




  “But she was so beautifully dressed. She had a chinchilla coat—”




  “Imitation beaver,” said Miss Marguerite Whitland, who had few illusions. “You can get them for fifteen pounds at any of the West End shops.”




  It was a very angry Miss Bertha Stegg who made her way in some haste to Pimlico. She shared a first-floor suite with a sister, and she burst unceremoniously into her relative’s presence, and the elder Miss Stegg looked round with some evidence of alarm.




  “What’s wrong?” she asked.




  She was a tall, bony woman, with a hard, tired face, and lacked most of her sister’s facial charm.




  “Turned down,” said Bertha briefly. “I had the thing signed, and then a—” (one omits the description she gave of Miss Marguerite Whitland, which was uncharitable) “smudged the thing with her fingers.”




  “She tumbled to it, eh?” said Clara. “Has she put the splits on you?”




  “I shouldn’t think so,” said Bertha, throwing off her coat and her hat, and patting her hair. “I got away too quickly, and I came on by the car.”




  “Will he report it to the police?”




  “He’s not that kind. Doesn’t it make you mad, Clara, to think that that fool has a million to spend? Do you know what he’s done? Made perhaps a hundred thousand pounds in a couple of days! Wouldn’t that rile you?”




  They discussed Bones in terms equally unflattering. They likened Bones to all representatives of the animal world whose characteristics are extreme foolishness, but at last they came into a saner, calmer frame of mind.




  Miss Clara Stegg seated herself on the frowsy sofa — indispensable to a Pimlico furnished flat — and, with her elbow on one palm and her chin on another, reviewed the situation. She was the brains of a little combination which had done so much to distress and annoy susceptible financiers in the City of London. (The record of the Stegg sisters may be read by the curious, or, at any rate, by as many of the curious as have the entrÚe to the Record Department of Scotland Yard.)




  The Steggs specialised in finance, and operated exclusively in high financial circles. There was not a fluctuation of the market which Miss Clara Stegg did not note; and when Rubber soared sky-high, or Steel Preferred sagged listlessly, she knew just who was going to be affected, and just how approachable they were.




  During the War the Stegg sisters had opened a new department, so to speak, dealing with Government contracts, and the things which they knew about the incomes of Government contractors the average surveyor of taxes would have given money to learn.




  “It was my mistake, Bertha,” she said at last, “though in a sense it wasn’t. I tried him simply, because he’s simple. If you work something complicated on a fellow like that, you’re pretty certain to get him guessing.”




  She went out of the room, and presently returned with four ordinary exercise-books, one of which she opened at a place where a page was covered with fine writing, and that facing was concealed by a sheet of letter-paper which had been pasted on to it. The letter-paper bore the embossed heading of Schemes Limited, the epistle had reference to a request for an autograph which Bones had most graciously granted.




  The elder woman looked at the signature, biting her nether lip.




  “It is almost too late now. What is the time?” she asked.




  “Half-past three,” replied her sister.




  Miss Stegg shook her head.




  “The banks are closed, and, anyway—”




  She carried the book to a table, took a sheet of paper and a pen, and, after a close study of Bones’s signature, she wrote it, at first awkwardly, then, after about a dozen attempts, she produced a copy which it was difficult to tell apart from the original.




  “Really, Clara, you’re a wonder,” said her sister admiringly.




  Clara made no reply. She sat biting the end of the pen.




  “I hate the idea of getting out of London and leaving him with all that money, Bertha,” she said. “I wonder—” She turned to her sister. “Go out and get all the evening newspapers,” she said. “There’s bound to be something about him, and I might get an idea.”




  There was much about Bones in the papers the younger girl brought, and in one of these journals there was quite an important interview, which gave a sketch of Bones’s life, his character, and his general appearance. Clara read this interview very carefully.




  “It says he’s spent a million, but I know that’s a lie,” she said. “I’ve been watching that jute deal for a long time, and it’s nearer half the sum.” She frowned. “I wonder—” she said.




  “Wonder what?” asked the younger girl impatiently. “What’s the good of wondering? The only thing we can do is to clear out.”




  Again Clara went from the room and came back with an armful of documents. These she laid on the table, and the girl, looking down, saw that they were for the main part blank contracts. Clara turned them over and over until at last she came to one headed “Ministry of Supplies.”




  “This’d be the form,” she said. “It is the same that Stevenhowe had.”




  She was mentioning the name of a middle-aged man, who, quite unwittingly and most unwillingly, had contributed to her very handsome bank balance. She scanned the clauses through, and then flung down the contract in disgust.




  “There’s nothing mentioned about a deposit,” she said, “and, anyway, I doubt very much whether I could get it back, even on his signature.”




  A quarter of an hour later Miss Clara Stegg took up the contract again and read the closely-printed clauses very carefully. When she had finished she said:




  “I just hate the idea of that fellow making money.”




  “You’ve said that before,” said her sister tartly.




  At six o’clock that evening Bones went home. At nine o’clock he was sitting in his sittingroom in Clarges Street — a wonderful place, though small, of Eastern hangings and subdued lights — when Hamilton burst in upon him; and Bones hastily concealed the poem he was writing and thrust it under his blottingpad. It was a good poem and going well.




  It began:




  How very sweet Is Marguerite!




  And Bones was, not unreasonably, annoyed at this interruption to his muse.




  As to Hamilton, he was looking ill.




  “Bones,” said Hamilton quietly, “I’ve had a telegram from my pal in Dundee. Shall I read it?”




  “Dear old thing,” said Bones, with an irritated “tut-tut,” “really, dear old creature, at this time of night — your friends in Dundee — really, my dear old boy—”




  “Shall I read it?” said Hamilton, with sinister calm.




  “By all means, by all means,” said Bones, waving an airy hand and sitting back with resignation written on every line of his countenance.




  “Here it is,” said Hamilton. “It begins ‘Urgent.’”




  “That means he’s in a devil of a hurry, old thing,” said Bones, nodding.




  “And it goes on to say,” said Hamilton, ignoring the interruption. “‘Your purchase at the present price of jute is disastrous. Jute will never again touch the figure at which your friend tendered, Ministry have been trying to find a mug for years to buy their jute, half of which is spoilt by bad warehousing, as I could have told you, and I reckon you have made a loss of exactly half the amount you have paid.’”




  Bones had opened his eyes and was sitting up.




  “Dear old Job’s comforter,” he said huskily.




  “Wait a bit,” said Hamilton, “I haven’t finished yet,” and went on: “‘Strongly advise you cancel your sale in terms of Clause 7 Ministry contract.’ That’s all,” said Hamilton.




  “Oh, yes,” said Bones feebly, as he ran his finger inside his collar, “that’s all!”




  “What do you think, Bones?” said Hamilton gently.




  “Well, dear old cloud on the horizon,” said Bones, clasping his bony knee, “it looks remarkably like serious trouble for B. Ones, Esquire. It does indeed. Of course,” he said, “you’re not in this, old Ham. This was a private speculation—”




  “Rot!” said Hamilton contemptuously. “You’re never going to try a dirty trick like that on me? Of course I’m in it. If you’re in it, I’m in it.”




  Bones opened his mouth to protest, but subsided feebly. He looked at the clock, sighed, and lowered his eyes again.




  “I suppose it’s too late to cancel the contract now?”




  Bones nodded.




  “Twentyfour hours, poor old victim,” he said miserably, “expired at five p.m.”




  “So that’s that,” said Hamilton.




  Walking across, he tapped his partner on the shoulder.




  “Well, Bones, it can’t be helped, and probably our pal in Dundee has taken an extravagant view.”




  “Not he,” said Bones, “not he, dear old cheerer. Well, we shall have to cut down expenses, move into a little office, and start again, dear old Hamilton.”




  “It won’t be so bad as that.”




  “Not quite so bad as that,” admitted Bones. “But one thing,” he said with sudden energy, “one thing, dear old thing, I’ll never part with. Whatever happens, dear old boy, rain or shine, sun or moon, stars or any old thing like that” — he was growing incoherent— “I will never leave my typewriter, dear old thing. I will never desert her — never, never, never, never, never!




  He turned up in the morning, looking and speaking chirpily. Hamilton, who had spent a restless night, thought he detected signs of similar restlessness in Bones.




  Miss Marguerite Whitland brought him his letters, and he went over them listlessly until he came to one large envelope which bore on its flap the all-too-familiar seal of the Ministry. Bones looked at it and made a little face.




  “It’s from the Ministry,” said the girl.




  Bones nodded.




  “Yes, my old notetaker,” he said, “my poor young derelict, cast out” — his voice shook— “through the rapacious and naughty old speculations of one who should have protected your jolly old interests, it is from the Ministry.”




  “Aren’t you going to open it?” she asked.




  “No, dear young typewriter, I am not,” Bones said firmly. “It’s all about the beastly jute, telling me to take it away. Now, where the dickens am I going to put it, eh? Never talk to me about jute,” he said violently. “If I saw a jute tree at this moment, I’d simply hate the sight of it!”




  She looked at him in astonishment.




  “Why, whatever’s wrong?” she asked anxiously.




  “Nothing,” said Bones. “Nothing,” he added brokenly. “Oh, nothing, dear young typewriting person.”




  She paused irresolutely, then picked up the envelope and cut open the flap.




  Remember that she knew nothing, except that Bones had made a big purchase, and that she was perfectly confident — such was her sublime faith in Augustus Tibbetts — that he would make a lot of money as a result of that purchase.




  Therefore the consternation on her face as she read its contents.




  “Why,” she stammered, “you’ve never done — Whatever made you do that?”




  “Do what?” said Bones hollowly. “What made me do it? Greed, dear old sister, just wicked, naughty greed.”




  “But I thought,” she said, bewildered, “You were going to make so much out of this deal?”




  “Ha, ha,” said Bones without mirth.




  “But weren’t you?” she asked.




  “I don’t think so,” said Bones gently.




  “Oh! So that was why you cancelled the contract?”




  Hamilton jumped to his feet.




  “Cancelled the contract?” he said incredulously.




  “Cancelled the contract?” squeaked Bones. “What a naughty old storyteller you are!”




  “But you have,” said the girl. “Here’s a note from the Ministry, regretting that you should have changed your mind and taken advantage of Clause Seven. The contract was cancelled at four forty-nine.”




  Bones swallowed something.




  “This is spiritualism,” he said solemnly. “I’ll never say a word against jolly old Brigham Young after this!”




  In the meantime two ladies who had arrived in Paris, somewhat weary and bedraggled, were taking their morning coffee outside the CafÚ de la Paix.




  “Anyway, my dear,” said Clara viciously, in answer to her sister’s plaint, “we’ve given that young devil a bit of trouble. Perhaps they won’t renew the contract, and anyway, it’ll take a bit of proving that he did not sign that cancellation I handed in.”




  As a matter of fact, Bones never attempted to prove it.
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  Mr. Harold de Vinne was a large man, who dwelt at the dead end of a massive cigar.




  He was big and broad-shouldered, and automatically jovial. Between the hours of 6 p.m. and 2 a.m. he had earned the name of “good fellow,” which reputation he did his best to destroy between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.




  He was one of four stout fellows who controlled companies of imposing stability — the kind of companies that have such items in their balance sheets as “Sundry Debtors, ú107,402 12s. 7d.” People feel, on reading such airy lines, that the company’s assets are of such magnitude that the sundry debtors are only included as a careless afterthought.




  Mr. de Vinne was so rich that he looked upon any money which wasn’t his as an illegal possession; and when Mr. Augustus Tibbetts, on an occasion, stepped in and robbed him of ú17,500, Mr. de Vinne’s family doctor was hastily summoned (figuratively speaking; literally, he had no family, and swore by certain patent medicines), and straw was spread before the temple of his mind.




  A certain Captain Hamilton, late of H.M. Houssas, but now a partner in the firm of Tibbetts & Hamilton, Ltd., after a short, sharp bout of malaria, went off to Brighton to recuperate, and to get the whizzy noises out of his head. To him arrived on a morning a special courier in the shape of one Ali, an indubitable Karo boy, but reputedly pure Arab, and a haj, moreover, entitled to the green scarf of the veritable pilgrimage to Mecca.




  Ali was the body-servant of Augustus Tibbetts, called by his intimates “Bones,” and he was arrayed in the costume which restaurateurs insist is the everyday kit of a true Easterner — especially such Easterners as serve after-dinner coffee.




  Hamilton, not in the best of tempers — malaria leaves you that way — and dazzled by this apparition in scarlet and gold, blinked.




  “O man,” he said testily in the Arabic of the Coast, “why do you walk-in-the world dressed like a so-and-so?” (You can be very rude in Arabic especially in Coast Arabic garnished with certain Swahili phrases.)




  “Sir,” said Ali, “these garmentures are expressly designated by Tibbetti. Embellishments of oriferous metal give wealthiness of appearance to subject, but attract juvenile research and investigation.”




  Hamilton glared through the window on to the front, where a small but representative gathering of the juvenile research committee waited patiently for the reappearance of one whom in their romantic fashion they had termed “The Rajah of Bong.”




  Hamilton took the letter and opened it. It was, of course, from Bones, and was extremely urgent. Thus it went:




  “DEAR OLD PART., — Ham I’ve had an offer of Browns you know the big big Boot shop several boot shop all over London London. Old Browns going out going out of the bisiness Sindicate trying to buy so I niped in for 105,000 pounds got lock stock and barrill baril. Sindicate awfuly sore awfuley sore. All well here except poor young typewrighter cut her finger finger sliceing bread doctor says not dangerus.”




  Hamilton breathed quickly. He gathered that Bones had bought a boot-shop — even a collection of boot-shops — and he was conscious of the horrible fact that Bones knew nothing about boots.




  He groaned. He was always groaning, he thought, and seldom with good reason.




  Bones was in a buying mood. A week before he had bought The Weekly Sunspot, which was “A Satirical Weekly Review of Human Affairs.” The possibilities of that purchase had made Hamilton go hot and moisty. He had gone home one evening, leaving Bones dictating a leading article which was a violent attack on the Government of the day, and had come in the following morning to discover that the paper had been resold at a thousand pounds profit to the owners of a rival journal which described itself as “A Weekly Symposium of Thought and Fancy.”




  But Boots… and ú105,000…!




  This was serious. Yet there was no occasion for groaning or doubt or apprehension; for, even whilst Hamilton was reading the letter, Bones was shaking his head violently at Mr. de Vinne, of the Phit-Phine Shoe Syndicate, who had offered him ú15,000 profit on the turnover. And at the identical moment that Hamilton was buying his ticket for London, Bones was solemnly shaking hands with the Secretary of the Phit-Phine Shoe Syndicate (Mr. de Vinne having violently, even apoplectically, refused to meet Bones) with one hand, and holding in the other a cheque which represented a profit of ú17,500. It was one of Bones’s big deals, and reduced Hamilton to a condition of blind confidence in his partner…. Nevertheless….




  A week later, Bones, reading his morning paper, reached and passed, without receiving any very violent impression, the information that Mr. John Siker, the well-known private detective, had died at his residence at Clapham Park. Bones read the item without interest. He was looking for bargains — an early morning practice of his because the buying fever was still upon him.




  Hamilton, sitting at his desk, endeavouring to balance the firm’s accounts from a paying-in book and a chequebook, the counterfoils of which were only occasionally filled in, heard the staccato “Swindle!… Swindle!” and knew that Bones had reached the pages whereon were displayed the prospectuses of new companies.




  He had the firm conviction that all new companies were founded on frauds and floated by criminals. The offer of seven per cent. debenture stock moved him to sardonic laughter. The certificates of eminent chartered accountants brought a meaning little smile to his lips, followed by the perfectly libellous statement that “These people would do anything for money, dear old thing.”




  Presently Bones threw down the paper.




  “Nothing, absolutely nothing,” he said, and walked to the door of the outer office, knocked upon it, and disappeared into the sanctum of the lady whom Bones never referred to except in terms of the deepest respect as his “young typewriter!”




  “Young miss,” he said, pausing deferentially at the door, “may I come in?”




  She smiled up at him — a proceeding which was generally sufficient to throw Bones into a pitiful condition of incoherence. But this morning it had only the effect of making him close his eyes as though to shut out a vision too radiant to be borne.




  “Aren’t you well, Mr. Tibbetts?” she asked quickly and anxiously.




  “It’s nothing, dear old miss,” said Bones, passing a weary and hypocritical hand across his brow. “Just a fit of the jolly old staggers. The fact is, I’ve been keeping late hours — in fact, dear young miss,” he said huskily, “I have been engaged in a wicked old pursuit — yes, positively naughty….”




  “Oh, Mr. Tibbetts” — she was truly shocked— “I’m awfully sorry! You really shouldn’t drink — you’re so young….”




  “Drink!” said the hurt and astounded Bones. “Dear old slanderer! Poetry!”




  He had written sufficient poetry to make a volume — poems which abounded in such rhymes as “Marguerite,” “Dainty feet,” “Sweet,” “Hard to beat,” and the like. But this she did not know.




  By this time the girl was not only accustomed to these periodical embarrassments of Bones, but had acquired the knack of switching the conversation to the main line of business.




  “There’s a letter from Mr. de Vinne,” she said.




  Bones rubbed his nose and said, “Oh!”




  Mr. de Vinne was on his mind rather than on his conscience, for Mr. de Vinne was very angry with Bones, who, as he had said, had “niped” in and had cost Mr. de Vinne ú17,500.




  “It is not a nice letter,” suggested the girl.




  “Let me see, dear young head-turner,” said Bones firmly.




  The letter called him “Sir,” and went on to speak of the writer’s years of experience as a merchant of the City of London, in all of which, said the writer, he had never heard of conduct approaching in infamy that of Augustus Tibbetts, Esquire.




  “It has been brought to my recollection” (wrote the infuriated Mr. de Vinne) “that on the day you made your purchase of Browns, I dined at the Kingsway Restaurant, and that you occupied a table immediately behind me. I can only suppose that you overheard a perfectly confidential” (heavily underscored) “conversation between myself and a fellow-director, and utilised the information thus disgracefullyacquired.”




  “Never talk at meals, dear old typewriter,” murmured Bones. “Awfully bad for your jolly young tum — for your indigestion, dear young keytapper.”




  The letter went on to express the writer’s intention of taking vengeance for the “dishonest squeeze” of which he had been the victim.




  Bones looked at his secretary anxiously. The censure of Mr. de Vinne affected him not at all. The possible disapproval of this lady filled him with dire apprehension.




  “It’s not a nice letter,” said the girl. “Do you want me to answer it?”




  “Do I want you to answer it?” repeated Bones, taking courage. “Of course I want you to answer it, my dear old paper-stainer and decorator. Take these words.”




  He paced the room with a terrible frown.




  “Dear old thing,” he began.




  “Do you want me to say ‘Dear old thing’?” asked the girl.




  “No, perhaps not, perhaps not,” said Bones. “Start it like this: ‘My dear peevish one—”




  The girl hesitated and then wrote down: “Dear Sir.”




  “‘You are just showing your naughty temper,’” dictated Bones, and added unnecessarily, “t-e-m-p-e-r.”




  It was a practice of his to spell simple words.




  “You are just showing your naughty temper,” he went on, “and I simply refuse to have anything more to do with you. You’re being simply disgusting. Need I say more?” added Bones.




  The girl wrote: “Dear Sir, — No useful purpose would be served either in replying to your letter of to-day’s date, or reopening the discussion on the circumstances of which you complain.”




  Bones went back to his office feeling better. Hamilton left early that afternoon, so that when, just after the girl had said “Good night,” and Bones himself was yawning over an evening paper, and there came a rap at the door of the outer office, he was quite alone.




  “Come in!” he yelled, and a young man, dressed in deep mourning, eventually appeared through the door sacred to the use of Miss Marguerite Whitland.




  “I’m afraid I’ve come rather late in the day.”




  “I’m afraid you have, dear old thing,” said Bones. “Come and sit down, black one. Deepest sympathy and all that sort of thing.”




  The young man licked his lips. His age was about twentyfour, and he had the appearance of being a semi-invalid, as, indeed, he was.




  “It’s rather late to see you on this matter,” he said, “but your name was only suggested to me about an hour ago.”




  Bones nodded. Remember that he was always prepared for a miracle, even at closing time.




  “My name is Siker,” said the visitor.




  “And a jolly good name, too,” said Bones, dimly conscious of the fact that he had heard this name mentioned before.




  




  “You probably saw the account of my father’s death. It was in this morning’s newspaper, though he died last week,” said Mr. Siker.




  Bones screwed up his forehead.




  “I remember that name,” he said. “Now, let me think. Why, of course — Siker’s Detective Agency.”




  It was the young man’s turn to nod.




  “That’s right, sir,” he said. “John Siker was my father. I’m his only son.”




  Bones waited.




  “I’ve heard it said, Mr. Tibbetts,” said the young man— “at least, it has been represented to me — that you are on the lookout for likely businesses that show a profit.”




  “That’s right,” agreed Bones; “that show me a big profit,” he added.




  “Well, Siker’s Detective Agency has made two thousand a year clear for twenty years,” said the young man. “We’ve got one of the best lists of clients in the kingdom, and almost every big business man in the City is on our list. With a little more attention than my father has been able to give to it for the last two years, there’s a fortune in it.”




  Bones was sitting upright now, his eyes shining. The amazing possibilities of such an acquisition were visible to his romantic eye.




  “You want to sell it, my poor old Sherlock?” he demanded, then, remembering the part he was called upon to play, shook his head. “No, no, old thing. Deeply sorry and all that sort of thing, but it can’t be done. It’s not my line of business at all — not,” he added, “that I don’t know a jolly sight more about detectivising than a good many of these clever ones. But it’s really not my game. What did you want for it?”




  “Well,” said the young man, hesitating, “I thought that three years’ purchase would be a bargain for the man who bought it.”




  “Six thousand pounds,” said Bones.




  “Yes,” agreed the other. “Of course, I won’t ask you to buy the thing blindfolded. You can put the accounts in the hands of your lawyer or your accountant, and you will find that what I have said is true — that my father took two thousand a year out of his business for years. It’s possible to make it four thousand. And as to running it, there are three men who do all the work — or, rather, one, Hilton, who’s in charge of the office and gives the other fellows their instructions.”




  “But why sell it, my sad old improvidence?” said Bones. “Why chuck away two thousand a year for six thousand cash?”




  “Because I’m not well enough to carry it on,” said young Mr. Siker, after a moment’s hesitation. “And, besides, I can’t be bothered. It interferes, with my other profession — I’m a musician.”




  “And a jolly good profession, too,” said Bones, shaking hands with him across the table. “I’ll sleep on this. Give me your address and the address of your accountants, and I’ll come over and see you in the morning.”




  Hamilton was at his desk the next morning at ten o’clock. Bones did not arrive until eleven, and Bones was monstrously preoccupied. When Hamilton saluted him with a cheery “Good morning,” Bones returned a grave and noncommittal nod. Hamilton went on with his work until he became conscious that somebody was staring at him, and, looking up, caught Bones in the act.




  “What the devil are you looking at?” asked Hamilton.




  “At your boots,” was the surprising reply.




  “My boots?” Hamilton pulled them back through the kneehole of the desk and looked at them. “What’s the matter with the boots?”




  “Mud-stains, old carelessness,” said Bones tersely. “You’ve come from Twickenham this morning.”




  “Of course I’ve come from Twickenham. That’s where I live,” said Hamilton innocently. “I thought you knew that.”




  “I should have known it,” said Bones, with great gravity, “even if I hadn’t known it, so to speak. You may have observed, my dear Hamilton, that the jolly old mud of London differs widely — that is to say, is remarkably different. For instance, the mud of Twickenham is different from the mud of Balham. There’s what you might call a subtle difference, dear junior partner, which an unimaginative old rascal like you wouldn’t notice. Now, the mud of Peckham,” said Bones, waving his forefinger, “is distinguished by a certain darkness—”




  “Wait a bit,” said Hamilton. “Have you bought a mud business or something?”




  “No,” said Bones.




  “And yet this conversation seems familiar to me,” mused Hamilton. “Proceed with your argument, good gossip.”




  “My argument,” said Bones, “is that you have Twickenham mud on your boots, therefore you come from Twickenham. It is evident that on your way to the station you stopped to buy a newspaper, that something was on your mind, something made you very thoughtful — something on your jolly old conscience, I’ll bet!”




  “How do you know that?” asked Hamilton.




  “There’s your Times on the table,” said Bones triumphantly, “unopened.”




  “Quite true,” said Hamilton; “I bought it just before I came into the office.”




  “H’m!” said Bones. “Well, I won’t deceive you, dear old partner. I’ve bought Siker’s.”




  Hamilton put down his pen and leaned back in his chair.




  “Who’s Siker’s?”




  “Siker’s Detective Agency,” began Bones, “is known from one end—”




  “Oh, I see. Whew!” whistled Hamilton. “You were doing a bit of detecting!”




  Bones smirked.




  “Got it at once, my dear old person,” he said. “You know my methods—”




  Hamilton’s accusing eye met his, and Bones coughed.




  “But what on earth do you expect to do with a detective agency, Bones?” asked Hamilton, strolling across and lighting a cigarette. “That’s a type of business there isn’t any big demand for. And how is it going to affect you personally? You don’t want your name associated with that sort of thing.”




  Bones explained. It was a property he could “sit on.” Bones had always been looking for such a business. The management was capable of carrying on, and all that Bones need do was to sit tight and draw a dividend.




  As to his name, he had found a cunning solution to that difficulty.




  “I take it over, by arrangement with the lawyer in the name of ‘Mr. Senob,’ and I’ll bet you won’t guess, dear old Ham, how I got that name!”




  “It’s ‘Bones’ spelt backwards,” said Hamilton patiently. “You tried that bit of camouflage on me years ago.”




  Bones sniffed disappointedly and went on.




  For once he was logical, brief in his explanation, and convincing. Yet Hamilton was not altogether convinced. He was waiting for the inevitable “but,” and presently it came.




  “But of course I’m not going to leave it entirely alone, old Ham,” said Bones, shrugging his shoulders at the absurdity of such a suggestion. “The business can be doubled if a man with a capable, up-to-date conception of modern crime—”




  Hamilton made a hooting noise, derisive and insulting.




  “Meaning you?” he said, at the conclusion of his lamentable exhibition.




  “Meaning me, Ham, my fat old sceptic,” said Bones gently. “I don’t think, dear old officer, you quite realise just what I know about criminal investigation.”




  “You silly ass,” said Hamilton, “detective agencies don’t criminally investigate. That’s done by the real police. Detective agencies are merely employed by suspicious wives to follow their husbands.”




  “Exactly,” said Bones, nodding. “And that is just where I come in. You see, I did a little bit of work last night — rather a pretty little bit of work.” He took a slip of paper from his pocket. “You dined at the Criterion at half-past eight with a tall, fair lady — a jolly old dear she was too, old boy, and I congratulate you most heartily — named Vera.”




  Hamilton’s face went red.




  “You left the restaurant at ten past nine, and entered cab No. 667432. Am I right, sir?”




  “Do you mean to tell me,” exploded Hamilton, “that you were watching me?”




  Bones nodded.




  “I picked you up, old thing, outside the Piccadilly Tube. I shadowed you to the theatre. I followed you home. You got a taxi — No. 297431 — and you were an awful long time before you got out when you reached the lady’s destination — an awful long time,” said Bones emphatically. “What you could find to talk about after the cab had drawn up at the dear old ancestral home of Vera—”




  “Bones,” said Hamilton awfully. “I think you’ve gone far enough.”




  “I thought you’d gone a bit too far, dear old thing, I did really,” said Bones, shaking his head reprovingly. “I watched you very carefully.”




  He danced, with a little squeak of joy, into the office of his beautiful secretary, leaving a very red and a pardonably annoyed Hamilton breathing heavily.




  Bones went to the office of Siker’s Detective Agency early the next morning. He went, it may be remarked in passing, though these details can only be interesting to the psychologist, wearing the darkest of his dark suits and a large black wideawake hat. There was a certain furtiveness in his movements between the taxicab and the entrance of the office, which might suggest to anybody who had taken the trouble to observe him that he was an escaping bank-robber.




  Siker’s had spacious offices and a small staff. Only Hilton, the manager, and a clerk were in when Bones presented his card. He was immediately conducted by Mr. Hilton to a very plain inner office, surrounded with narrow shelves, which in turn were occupied by innumerable little deed boxes.




  Mr. Hilton was a sober-faced man of fifty-five, sallow and unhappy. His tone was funereal and deliberate, his eyes steady and remorseless.




  “Sit down, Mr. Senob,” he said hollowly. “I have a message from the lawyers, and I presume I am welcoming to this establishment the new proprietor who has taken the place of my revered chief, whom I have faithfully served for twenty-nine years.”




  Bones closed his eyes and listened as to an address of welcome.




  “Personally,” said Mr. Hilton, “I think that the sale of this business is a great mistake on the part of the Siker family. The Sikers have been detectives for four generations,” he said with a relish of an antiquarian. “George Siker first started work as an investigator in 1814 in this identical building. For thirty-five years he conducted Siker’s Confidential Bureau, and was succeeded by his son James the grandfather of the late John George for twentythree years—”




  “Quite so, quite so,” said Bones. “Poor old George! Well, well, we can’t live for ever, dear old chief of staff. Now, the thing is, how to improve this jolly old business.”




  He looked around the dingy apartment without enthusiasm.




  Bones had visitors that morning, many visitors. They were not, as he had anticipated, veiled ladies or cloaked dukes, nor did they pour into his discreet ears the stories of misspent lives.




  There was Mr. Carlo Borker, of Borker’s Confidential Enquiry Bureau, a gross man in a top hat, who complained bitterly that old man Siker had practically and to all intents and purposes offered him an option of the business years ago.




  It was a one-sided conversation.




  “I says to him: ‘Siker, if you ever want to sell out’… He says to me: ‘Borker, my boy, you’ve only to offer me a reasonable figure’… I says to him: ‘Now, Siker, don’t ever let anybody else get this business….’”




  Then there was ex-Inspector Stellingworth, of Stellingworth’s Detective Corps, a gloomy man, who painted in the blackest colours the difficulties and tragedies of private investigation, yet seemed willing enough to assume the burden of Siker’s Agency, and give Bones a thousand pounds profit on his transaction.




  Mr. Augustus Tibbetts spent three deliciously happy days in reorganising the business. He purchased from the local gunsmith a number of handcuffs, which were festooned upon the wall behind his desk and secured secretly — since he did not think that the melancholy Mr. Hilton would approve — a large cardboard box filled to the brim with adjustable beards of every conceivable hue, from bright scarlet to mouse colour.




  He found time to relate to a sceptical Hamilton something of his achievements.




  “Wonderful case to-day, dear old boy,” he said enthusiastically on the third evening. “A naughty old lady has been flirting with a very, very naughty old officer. Husband tremendously annoyed. How that man loves that woman!”




  “Which man?” said Hamilton cynically.




  “I refer to my client,” said Bones not without dignity.




  “Look here, Bones,” said Hamilton with great seriousness, “do you think this is a very nice business you are in? Personally, I think it’s immoral.”




  “What do you mean — immoral?” demanded the indignant Bones.




  “Prying into other people’s lives,” said Hamilton.




  “Lives,” retorted the oracular Bones, “are meant to be pried into, dear old thing. An examination of jolly old motives is essential to scientific progress. I feel I am doing a public duty,” he went on virtuously, “exposing the naughty, chastising the sinful, and all that sort of thing.”




  “But, honestly,” said Hamilton persistently, “do you think it’s the game to chase around collecting purely private details about people’s goings on?”




  “Certainly,” said Bones firmly, “certainly, dear old thing. It’s a public duty. Never let it be written on the fair pages of Thiggumy that a Tibbetts shrank back when the call of patriotism — all that sort of thing — you know what I mean?”




  “I don’t,” said Hamilton.




  “Well, you’re a jolly old dense one,” said Bones. “And let me say here and now” — he rammed his bony knuckles on the table and withdrew them with an “Ouch!” to suck away the pain— “let me tell you that, as the Latin poet said, ‘Ad What’s-his name, ad Thiggumy.’ ‘Everything human’s frightfully interesting’!”




  Bones turned up at his detective office the next morning, full of zeal, and Hilton immediately joined him in his private office.




  “Well, we finish one case to-day, I think,” said Hilton with satisfaction. “It has been very hard trailing him, but I got a good man on the job, and here’s the record.”




  He held in his hand a sheaf of papers.




  “Very good,” said Bones. “Excellent! I hope we shall bring the malefactor to justice.”




  “He’s not exactly a malefactor,” demurred Hilton. “It is a job we were doing for one of our best clients.”




  “Excellent, excellent!” murmured Bones. “And well we’ve done it, I’m sure.” He leant back in his chair and half closed his eyes. “Tell me what you have discovered.”




  “This man’s a bit of a fool in some ways,” said Hilton.




  “Which man — the client?”




  “No, the fellow we’ve been trailing.”




  “Yes, yes,” said Bones. “Go on.”




  “In fact, I wonder that Mr. de Vinne bothered about him.”




  “De Vinne?” said Bones sitting up. “Harold de Vinne, the moneyed one?”




  “That’s him. He’s one of our oldest customers,” said Hilton.




  “Indeed,” said Bones, this time without any enthusiasm at all.




  “You see, a man did him in the eye,” explained Mr. Hilton, “swindled him, and all that sort of thing. Well, I think we have got enough to make this chap look silly.”




  “Oh, yes,” said Bones politely. “What have you got?”




  “Well, it appears,” said Hilton, “that this chap is madly in love with his typist.”




  “Which chap?” said Bones.




  “The fellow who did Mr. de Vinne in the eye,” replied the patient Mr. Hilton. “He used to be an officer on the West Coast of Africa, and was known as Bones. His real name is Tibbetts.”




  “Oh yes,” said Bones.




  “Well, we’ve found out all about him,” continued Hilton. “He’s got a flat in Jermyn Street, and this girl of his, this typist girl, dines with him. She’s not a bad-looking girl, mind you.”




  Bones rose to his feet, and there was in his face a terrible look.




  “Hilton,” he said, “do you mean that you have been shadowing a perfectly innocent man and a charming, lovely old typewriter, that couldn’t say ‘Goo’ to a boose?”




  Bones was pardonably agitated.




  “Do you mean to tell me that this office descends to this low practice of prying into the private lives of virtuous gentlemen and typewriters? Shame upon you, Hilton!” His voice shook. “Give me that report!” He thrust the report into the fire. “Now call up Mr. Borker, and tell him I want to see him on business, and don’t disturb me, because I am writing a letter.”




  He pulled a sheet of paper from his stationery rack and wrote furiously. He hardly stopped to think, he scarcely stopped to spell. His letter was addressed to Mr. de Vinne, and when, on the following day, Mr. Borker took over the business of Siker’s Agency, that eminent firm of investigators had one client the less.
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  There were times when Mr. Cresta Morris was called by that name; there were other moments when he was “Mr. Staleyborn.” His wife, a placid and trusting woman, responded to either name, having implicit faith in the many explanations which her husband offered to her, the favourite amongst them being that business men were seldom known by the names they were born with.




  Thus the eminent firm of drapers Messrs. Lavender & Rosemary were — or was — in private life one Isadore Ruhl, and everybody knew that the maker of Morgan’s Superfatted Soap— “the soap with foam” — was a certain member of the House of Lords whose name was not Morgan.




  Mrs. Staleyborn, or Morris, had a daughter who ran away from home and became the secretary to Augustus Tibbetts, Managing Director of Schemes Limited, and there were odd moments of the day when Mrs. Staleyborn felt vaguely uneasy about her child’s future. She had often, indeed, shed tears between five o’clock in the afternoon and seven o’clock in the evening, which as everybody knows, is the most depressing time of the day.




  She was, however, one of those persons who are immensely comforted by the repetition of ancient saws which become almost original every time they are applied, and one of these sayings was “Everything is for the best.” She believed in miracles, and had reason, for she received her weekly allowance from her erratic husband with monotonous regularity every Saturday morning.




  This is a mere digression to point the fact that Mr. Morris was known by many names. He was called “Cress,” and “Ike,” and “Tubby,” and “Staley,” according to the company in which he found himself.




  One evening in June he found himself in the society of friends who called him by names which, if they were not strictly original, were certainly picturesque. One of these companions was a Mr. Webber, who had worked more swindles with Morris than had any other partner, and the third, and most talkative, was a gentleman named Seepidge, of Seepidge & Soomes, printers to the trade.




  Mr. Seepidge was a man of forty-five, with a well-used face. It was one of those faces which look different from any other angle than that from which it is originally seen. It may be said, too, that his colouring was various. As he addressed Mr. Morris, it varied between purple and blue. Mrs. Morris was in the habit of addressing her husband by endearing titles. Mr. Seepidge was not addressing Mr. Morris in a way which, by any stretch of imagination, could be described as endearing.




  “Wait a bit, Lew,” pleaded Mr. Morris. “Don’t let’s quarrel. Accidents will occur in the best of regulated families.”




  “Which you’re not,” said the explosive Mr. Seepidge, violently. “I gave you two hundred to back Morning Glory in the three o’clock race. You go down to Newbury with my money, and you come back and tell me, after the horse has won, that you couldn’t get a bookmaker to take the bet!”




  “And I give you the money back,” replied Mr. Morris.




  “You did,” reported Mr. Seepidge meaningly, “and I was surprised to find there wasn’t a dud note in the parcel. No, Ike, you doublecrossed me. You backed the horse and took the winnings, and come back to me with a cock-and-bull story about not being able to find a bookmaker.”




  Mr. Morris turned a pained face to his companion.




  “Jim,” he said, addressing Mr. Webber, “did you ever in all your born days hear a pal put it across another pal like that? After the work we’ve done all these years together, me and Lew — why, you’re like a serpent in the bush, you are really!”




  It was a long time, and there was much passing of glasses across a lead-covered bar, before Mr. Seepidge could be pacified — the meeting took place in the private bar of “The Bread and Cheese,” Camden Town — but presently he turned from the reproachful into the melancholy stage, explained the bad condition of business, what with the paper bills and wages bills he had to pay, and hinted ominously at bankruptcy.




  In truth, the firm of Seepidge was in a bad way. The police had recently raided the premises and nipped in the bud a very promising order for five hundred thousand sweepstake tickets, which were being printed surreptitiously, for Mr. Seepidge dealt in what is colloquially known as “snide printing.”




  Whether Mr. Cresta Morris had indeed swindled his partner of many crimes, and had backed Morning Glory at a remunerative price for his own profit, is a painful question which need not be too closely examined. It is certain that Seepidge was in a bad way, and as Mr. Morris told himself with admirable philosophy, even if he had won a packet of money, a thousand or so would not have been sufficient to get Mr. Seepidge out of the cart.




  “Something has got to be done,” said Mr. Cresta Morris briskly.




  “Somebody,” corrected the taciturn Webber. “The question is, who?”




  “I tell you, boys, I’m in a pretty bad way,” said Seepidge earnestly. “I don’t think, even if I’d backed that winner, I could have got out of trouble. The business is practically in pawn; I’m getting a police inspection once a week. I’ve got a job now which may save my bacon, if I can dodge the ‘splits’ — an order for a million leaflets for a Hamburg lottery house. And I want the money — bad! I owe about three thousand pounds.”




  “I know where there’s money for asking,” said Webber, and they looked at him.




  His interesting disclosure was not to follow immediately, for they had reached closing-time, and were respectfully ushered into the street.




  “Come over to my club,” said Mr. Seepidge.




  His club was off the Tottenham Court Road, and its membership was artistic. It had changed its name after every raid that had been made upon it, and the fact that the people arrested had described themselves as artists and actresses consolidated the New Napoli Club as one of the artistic institutions of London.




  “Now, where’s this money?” asked Seepidge, when they were seated round a little table.




  “There’s a fellow called Bones—” began Mr. Webber.




  “Oh, him!” interrupted Mr. Morris, in disgust. “Good Heavens! You’re not going to try him again!”




  “We’d have got him before if you hadn’t been so clever,” said Webber. “I tell you, he’s rolling in money. He’s just moved into a new flat in Devonshire Street that can’t cost him less than six hundred a year.”




  “How do you know this?” asked the interested Morris.




  “Well,” confessed Webber, without embarrassment, “I’ve been working solo on him, and I thought I’d be able to pull the job off myself.”




  “That’s a bit selfish,” reproached Morris, shaking his head. “I didn’t expect this from you, Webbie.”




  “Never mind what you expected,” said Webber, unperturbed. “I tell you I tried it. I’ve been nosing round his place, getting information from his servants, and I’ve learned a lot about him. Mind you,” said Mr. Webber, “I’m not quite certain how to use what I know to make money. If I’d known that, I shouldn’t have told you two chaps anything about it. But I’ve got an idea that this chap Bones is a bit sensitive on a certain matter, and Cully Tring, who’s forgotten more about human men than I ever knew, told me that, if you can get a mug on his sensitive spot, you can bleed him to death. Now, three heads are better than one, and I think, if we get together, we’ll lift enough stuff from Mr. Blinking Bones to keep us at Monte Carlo for six months.”




  “Then,” said Mr. Seepidge impressively, “let us put our ‘eads together.”




  In emotional moments that enterprising printer was apt to overlook the box where the little “h’s” were kept.




  Bones had indeed moved into the intellectual atmosphere of Devonshire Street. He had hired a flat of great beauty and magnificence, with lofty rooms and distempered walls and marble chimney-pieces, for all the world like those rooms in the catalogues of furniture dealers which so admirably show off the fifty-pound drawingroom suite offered on the easiest terms.




  “My dear old thing,” he said, describing his new splendours to Hamilton, “you ought to see the jolly old bathroom!”




  “What do you want a bath for?” asked Hamilton innocently. “You’ve only got the place for three years.”




  “Now, dear old thing, don’t be humorous,” said Bones severely. “Don’t be cheap, dear old comic one.”




  “The question is,” said Hamilton, “why the dickens do you want a new flat? Your old flat was quite a palatial establishment. Are you thinking of setting up housekeeping?”




  Bones turned very red. In his embarrassment he stood first upon one leg and then the other, lifting his eyebrows almost to the roof of his head to let in his monocle, and lifted them as violently to let it out again.




  “Don’t pry, don’t pry, dear old Ham,” he said testily. “Great Heavens and Moses! Can’t a fellow take a desirable flat, with all modern conveniences, in the most fashionable part of the West End, and all that sort of thing, without exciting the voice of scandal, dear old thing? I’m surprised at you, really I am, Ham. I am, Ham,” he repeated. “That sounds good,” he said, brightening up. “Am Ham!”




  “But what is the scheme?” persisted Hamilton.




  “A bargain, a bargain, dear old officer,” said Bones, hurriedly, and proceeded to the next business.




  That next business included the rejection of several very promising offers which had arrived from different directors of companies, and people. Bones was known as a financier. People who wanted other people to put money into things invariably left Bones to the last, because they liked trying the hard things first. The inventor and patentee of the reaping machine that could be worked by the farmer in his study, by means of push keys, was sure, sooner or later, to meet a man who scratched his chin and said:




  “Hard luck, but why don’t you try that man Tibbetts? He’s got an office somewhere around. You’ll find it in the telephone book. He’s got more money than he knows what to do with, and your invention is the very thing he’d finance.”




  As a rule, it was the very thing that Bones did not finance.




  Companies that required ten thousand pounds for the extension of their premises, and the fulfilment of the orders which were certain to come next year, drafted through their secretaries the most wonderful letters, offering Bones a seat on their board, or even two seats, in exchange for his autograph on the southeast corner of a cheque. These letters usually began somehow like this:




  “At a moment when the eyes of the world are turned upon Great Britain, and when her commercial supremacy is threatened, it behoves us all to increase production….” And usually there was some reference to “the patriotic duty of capital.”




  There was a time when these appeals to his better nature would have moved Bones to amazing extravagance, but happily that time was before he had any money to speak about.




  For Bones was growing in wisdom and in wiliness as the days passed. Going through the pile of correspondence, he came upon a letter which he read thoughtfully, and then read again before he reached to the telephone and called a number. In the City of London there was a businesslike agency which supplied him with a great deal of useful information, and it was to these gentlemen that he addressed his query: “Who are Messrs. Seepidge & Soomes?”




  He waited for some time with the receiver at his ear, a faraway look in his eyes, and then the reply came:




  “A little firm of printers run by a rascal named Seepidge, who has been twice bankrupt and is now insolvent. His firm has been visited by the police for illegal printing several times, and the firm is in such a low condition that it has a job to pay its wages bill.”




  “Thank you,” said Bones. “Thank you, dear old commercial guardian. What is the business worth?”




  “It’s worth your while to keep away from it,” said the humorous reply, and Bones hung up the receiver.




  “Ham, old dear,” he said, and Hamilton looked up. “Suppose,” said Bones, stretching out his legs and fixing his monocle, “suppose, my jolly old accountant and partner, you were offered a business which was worth” — he paused— “which was worth your while keeping away from it — that’s a pretty good line, don’t you think, old literary critic?”




  “A very good line,” said Hamilton calmly; “but you have rather a loudspeaking telephone, and I think I have heard the phrase before.”




  “Oh, have you?” said Bones by no means abashed. “Still, it’s a very good line. And suppose you were offered this printing business for fifteen thousand pounds, what would you say?”




  “It depends on who was present,” said Ham, “and where I was. For example, if I were in the gorgeous drawingroom of your wonderful flat, in the splendid presence of your lovely lady wife to be—”




  Bones rose and wagged his finger.




  “Is nothing sacred to you, dear old Ham?” he choked. “Are the most tender emotions, dear old thing, which have ever been experienced by any human being—”




  “Oh, shut up,” said Hamilton, “and let’s hear about this financial problem of yours.”




  Bones was ruffled, and blinked, and it was some time before he could bring himself back to sordid matters of business.




  “Well, suppose this jolly old brigand offered you his perfectly beastly business for fifteen thousand pounds, what would you do?”




  “Send for the police,” said Hamilton.




  “Would you now?” said Bones, as if the idea struck him for the first time. “I never have sent for the police you know, and I’ve had simply terrible offers put up to me.”




  “Or put it in the wastepaper basket,” said Hamilton, and then in surprise: “Why the dickens are you asking all these questions?”




  “Why am I asking all these questions?” repeated Bones. “Because, old thing, I have a hump.”




  Hamilton raised incredulous eyebrows.




  “I have what the Americans call a hump.”




  “A hump?” said Hamilton, puzzled. “Oh, you mean a ‘hunch.’”




  “Hump or hunch, it’s all the same,” said Bones airily. “But I’ve got it.”




  “What exactly is your hunch?”




  “There’s something behind this,” said Bones, tapping a finger solemnly on the desk. “There’s a scheme behind this — there’s a swindle — there’s a ramp. Nobody imagines for one moment that a man of my reputation could be taken in by a barefaced swindle of this character. I think I have established in the City of London something of a tradition,” he said.




  “You have,” agreed Hamilton. “You’re supposed to be the luckiest devil that ever walked up Broad Street.”




  “I never walk up Broad Street, anyway,” said Bones, annoyed. “It is a detestable street, a naughty old street, and I should ride up it — or, at least, I shall in a day or two.”




  “Buying a car?” asked Hamilton, interested.




  “I’ll tell you about that later,” said Bones evasively, and went on:




  “Now, putting two and two together, you know the conclusion I’ve reached?”




  “Four?” suggested Hamilton.




  Bones, with a shrug ended the conversation then and there, and carried his correspondence to the outer office, knocking, as was his wont, until his stenographer gave him permission to enter. He shut the door — always a ceremony — behind him and tiptoed toward her.




  Marguerite Whitland took her mind from the letter she was writing, and gave her full attention to her employer.




  “May I sit down, dear young typewriter?” said Bones humbly.




  “Of course you can sit down, or stand up, or do anything you like in the office. Really,” she said, with a laugh, “really, Mr. Tibbetts, I don’t know whether you’re serious sometimes.”




  “I’m serious all the time, dear old flicker of keyboards,” said Bones, seating himself deferentially, and at a respectful distance.




  She waited for him to begin, but he was strangely embarrassed even for him.




  “Miss Marguerite,” he began at last a little huskily, “the jolly old poet is born and not—”




  “Oh, have you brought them?” she asked eagerly, and held out her hand. “Do show me, please!”




  Bones shook his head.




  “No, I have not brought them,” he said. “In fact, I can’t bring them yet.”




  She was disappointed, and showed it.




  “You’ve promised me for a week I should see them.”




  “Awful stuff, awful stuff!” murmured Bones disparagingly. “Simply terrible tripe!”




  “Tripe?” she said, puzzled.




  “I mean naughty rubbish and all that sort of thing.”




  “Oh, but I’m sure it’s good,” she said. “You wouldn’t talk about your poems if they weren’t good.”




  “Well,” admitted Bones, “I’m not so sure, dear old arbitrator elegantus, to use a Roman expression, I’m not so sure you’re not right. One of these days those poems will be given to this wicked old world, and — then you’ll see.”




  “But what are they all about?” she asked for about the twentieth time.




  “What are they about?” said Bones slowly and thoughtfully. “They’re about one thing and another, but mostly about my — er — friends. Of course a jolly old poet like me, or like any other old fellow, like Shakespeare, if you like — to go from the sublime to the ridiculous — has fits of poetising that mean absolutely nothing. It doesn’t follow that if a poet like Browning or me writes fearfully enthusiastically and all that sort of thing about a person… No disrespect, you understand, dear old miss.”




  “Quite,” she said, and wondered.




  “I take a subject for a verse,” said Bones airily, waving his hand toward Throgmorton Street. “A ‘bus, a fuss, a tram, a lamb, a hat, a cat, a sunset, a little flower growing on the river’s brim, and all that sort of thing — any old subject, dear old miss, that strikes me in the eye — you understand?”




  “Of course I understand,” she said readily. “A poet’s field is universal, and I quite understand that if he writes nice things about his friends he doesn’t mean it.”




  “Oh, but doesn’t he?” said Bones truculently. “Oh, doesn’t he, indeed? That just shows what a fat lot you know about it, jolly old Miss Marguerite. When I write a poem about a girl—”




  “Oh, I see, they’re about girls,” said she a little coldly.




  “About a girl,” said Bones, this time so pointedly that his confusion was transferred immediately to her.




  “Anyway, they don’t mean anything,” she said bravely.




  “My dear young miss” — Bones rose, and his voice trembled as he laid his hand on the typewriter where hers had been a second before— “my dear old miss,” he said, jingling with the letters “a” and “e” as though he had originally put out his hand to touch the keyboard, and was in no way surprised and distressed that the little hand which had covered them had been so hastily withdrawn, “I can only tell you—”




  “There is your telephone bell,” she said hurriedly. “Shall I answer it?” And before Bones could reply she had disappeared.




  He went back to his flat that night with his mind made up. He would show her those beautiful verses. He had come to this conclusion many times before, but his heart had failed him. But he was growing reckless now. She should see them — priceless verses, written in a most expensive book, with the monogram “W.M,” stamped in gold upon the cover. And as he footed it briskly up Devonshire Street, he recited:




  “O Marguerite, thou lovely flower, I think of thee most every hour, With eyes of grey and eyes of blue, That change with every passing hue, Thy lovely fingers beautifully typing, How sweet and fragrant is thy writing!




  He thought he was reciting to himself, but that was not the case. People turned and watched him, and when he passed the green doorway of Dr. Harkley Bawkley, the eminent brain specialist, they were visibly disappointed.




  He did not unlock the rosewood door of his flat, but rang the silver bell.




  He preferred this course. Ali, his Coast servant, in his new livery of blue and silver, made the opening of the door something only less picturesque than the opening of Parliament. This intention may not have been unconnected with the fact that there were two or three young ladies, and very young at that, on the landing, waiting for the door of the opposite flat to open.




  Ali opened the door. The lower half of him was blue and silver, the upper half was Oxford shirt and braces, for he had been engaged in cleaning the silver.




  “What the deuce do you mean by it?” demanded Bones wrathfully. “Haven’t I given you a good uniform, you blithering jackass? What the deuce do you mean by opening the door, in front of people, too, dressed like a — a — dashed naughty boy?”




  “Silverous forks require lubrication for evening repast,” said Ali reproachfully.




  Bones stalked on to his study.




  It was a lovely study, with a carpet of beautiful blue. It was a study of which a man might be proud. The hangings were of silk, and the suite was also of silk, and also of blue silk. He sat down at his Louis XVI. table, took a virgin pad, and began to write. The inspiration was upon him, and he worked at top speed.




  “I saw a litle bird — a litle bird — a litle bird, floating in the sky,” he wrote. “Ever so high! Its pretty song came down, down to me, and it sounded like your voice the other afternoon at tea, at tea. And in its flite I remembered the night when you came home to me.”




  He paused at the last, because Marguerite Whitland had never come home to him, certainly not at night. The proprieties had to be observed, and he changed the last few lines to: “I remember the day when you came away to Margate on the sea, on the sea.”




  He had not seen his book of poems for a week, but there was a blank page at the end into which the last, and possibly the greatest, might go. He pulled the drawer open. It was empty. There was no mistaking the fact that that had been the drawer in which the poems had reposed, because Bones had a very excellent memory.




  He rang the bell and Ali came, his Oxford shirt and braces imperfectly hidden under a jersey which had seen better days.




  “Ali” — and this time Bones spoke rapidly and in Coast Arabic— “in this drawer was a beautiful book in which I had written many things.”




  Ali nodded.




  “Master, that I know, for you are a great poet, and I speak your praises whenever I go into the cafÚ, for Hafiz did not write more beautifully than you.”




  “What the dooce,” spluttered Bones in English, “do you mean by telling people about me — eh, you scoundrel? What the dooce do you mean by it, you naughty old ebony?”




  “Master,” said All “eulogistic speechification creates admiration in common minds.”




  He was so unruffled, so complacent, that Bones, could only look at him in wonder. There was, too, about Ali Mahomet a queer look of guilty satisfaction, as of one who had been surprised in a good act.




  “Master,” he said, “it is true that, contrary to modest desires of humble poets, I have offered praises of your literature to unauthorised persons, sojourning in high-class cafÚ ‘King’s Arms,’ for my evening refreshment. Also desiring to create pleasant pleasure and surprise, your servant from his own emoluments authorised preparation of said poems in real print work.”




  Bones gasped.




  “You were going to get my things printed? Oh, you… oh, you….”




  Ali was by no means distressed.




  “Tomorrow there shall come to you a beautiful book for the master’s surprise and joyousness. I myself will settle account satisfactorily from emoluments accrued.”




  Bones could only sit down and helplessly wag his head. Presently he grew calmer. It was a kindly thought, after all. Sooner or later those poems of his must be offered to the appreciation of a larger audience. He saw blind Fate working through his servitor’s act. The matter had been taken out of his hands now.




  “What made you do it, you silly old josser?” he asked.




  “Master, one gentleman friend suggested or proffered advice, himself being engaged in printery, possessing machines—”




  A horrible thought came into Bones’s head.




  “What was his name?” he asked.




  Ali fumbled in the capacious depths of his trousers pocket and produced a soiled card, which he handed to Bones. Bones read with a groan:




  MESSRS. SEEPIDGE & SOOMES, Printers to the Trade.




  Bones fell back in the padded depths of his writing chair.




  “Now, you’ve done it,” he said hollowly, and threw the card back again.




  It fell behind Ali, and he turned his back on Bones and stooped to pick up the card. It was a target which, in Bones’s then agitated condition, he could scarcely be expected to resist.




  *




  Bones spent a sleepless night, and was at the office early. By the first post came the blow he had expected — a bulky envelope bearing on the flap the sign-manual of Messrs. Seepidge & Soomes. The letter which accompanied the proof enclosed merely repeated the offer to sell the business for fifteen thousand pounds.




  “This will include,” the letter went on, “a great number of uncompleted orders, one of which is for a very charming series of poems which are now in our possession, and a proof-sheet of which we beg to enclose.”




  Bones read the poems and they somehow didn’t look as well in print as they had in manuscript. And, horror of horrors — he went white at the thought — they were unmistakably disrespectful to Miss Marguerite Whitland! They were love poems. They declared Bones’s passion in language which was unmistakable. They told of her hair which was beyond compare, of her eyes which rivalled the skies, and of her lips like scarlet strips. Bones bowed his head in his hands, and was in this attitude when the door opened, and Miss Whitland, who had had a perfect night and looked so lovely that her poems became pallid and nauseating caricatures, stepped quietly into the room.




  “Aren’t you well, Mr. Tibbetts?” she said.




  “Oh, quite well,” said Bones valiantly. “Very tra-la-la, dear old thing, dear old typewriter, I mean.”




  “Is that correspondence for me?”




  She held out her hand, and Bones hastily thrust Messrs. Seepidge & Soomes’s letter, with its enclosure, into his pocket.




  “No, no, yes, yes,” he said incoherently. “Certainly why not this is a letter dear old thing about a patent medicine I have just taken I am not all I was a few years ago old age is creeping on me and all that sort of stuff shut the door as you go in.”




  He said this without a comma or a full-stop. He said it so wildly that she was really alarmed.




  Hamilton arrived a little later, and to him Bones made full confession.




  “Let’s see the poems,” said Hamilton seriously.




  “You won’t laugh?” said Bones.




  “Don’t be an ass. Of course I won’t laugh, unless they’re supposed to be comic,” said Hamilton. And, to do him justice, he did not so much as twitch a lip, though Bones watched his face jealously.




  So imperturbable was Hamilton’s expression that Bones had courage to demand with a certain smugness:




  “Well, old man, not so bad? Of course, they don’t come up to Kipling, but I can’t say that I’m fearfully keen on Kipling, old thing. That little one about the sunset, I think, is rather a gem.”




  “I think you’re rather a gem,” said Hamilton, handing back the proofs. “Bones, you’ve behaved abominably, writing poetry of that kind and leaving it about. You’re going to make this girl the laughing-stock of London.”




  “Laughing-stock?” snorted the annoyed Bones. “What the dickens do you mean, old thing? I told you there are no comic poems. They’re all like that.”




  “I was afraid they were,” said Hamilton. “But poems needn’t be comic,” he added a little more tactfully, as he saw Bones’s colour rising, “they needn’t be comic to excite people’s amusement. The most solemn and sacred things, the most beautiful thoughts, the most wonderful sentiments, rouse the laughter of the ignorant.”




  “True, true,” agreed Bones graciously. “And I rather fancy that they are a little bit on the most beautiful side, my jolly old graven image. All heart outpourings you understand — but no, you wouldn’t understand, my old crochety one. One of these days, as I’ve remarked before, they will be read by competent judges… midnight oil, dear old thing — at least, I have electric light in my flat. They’re generally done after dinner.”




  “After a heavy dinner, I should imagine,” said Hamilton with asperity. “What are you going to do about it, Bones?”




  Bones scratched his nose.




  “I’m blessed if I know,” he said.




  “Shall I tell you what you must do?” asked Hamilton quietly.




  “Certainly, Ham, my wise old counsellor,” said the cheerful Bones. “Certainly, by all means, Why not?”




  “You must go to Miss Whitland and tell her all about it.”




  Bones’s face fell.




  “Good Heavens, no!” he gasped. “Don’t be indelicate, Ham! Why, she might never forgive me, dear old thing! Suppose she walked out of the office in a huff? Great Scotland! Great Jehoshaphat! It’s too terrible to contemplate!”




  “You must tell her,” said Hamilton firmly. “It’s only fair to the girl to know exactly what is hanging over her.”




  Bones pleaded, and offered a hundred rapid solutions, none of which were acceptable to the relentless Hamilton.




  “I’ll tell her myself, if you like,” he said. “I could explain that they’re just the sort of things that a silly ass of a man does, and that they were not intended to be offensive — even that one about her lips being like two red strips. Strips of what — carpet?”




  “Don’t analyse it, Ham, lad, don’t analyse it!” begged Bones. “Poems are like pictures, old friend. You want to stand at a distance to see them.”




  “Personally I suffer from astigmatism,” said Hamilton, and read the poems again. He stopped once or twice to ask such pointed questions as how many “y’s” were in “skies,” and Bones stood on alternate feet, protesting incoherently.




  “They’re not bad, old boy?” he asked anxiously at last. “You wouldn’t say they were bad?”




  “Bad,” said Hamilton in truth, “is not the word I should apply.”




  Bones cheered up.




  “That’s what I think, dear ex-officer,” he smirked. “Of course, a fellow is naturally shy about maiden efforts, and all that sort of thing, but, hang it all, I’ve seen worse than that last poem, old thing.”




  “So have I,” admitted Hamilton, mechanically turning back to the first poem.




  “After all” — Bones was rapidly becoming philosophical— “I’m not so sure that it isn’t the best thing that could happen. Let ’em print ‘em! Hey? What do you say? Put that one about young Miss Marguerite being like a pearl discovered in a dustbin, dear Ham, put it before a competent judge, and what would he say?”




  “Ten years,” snarled Hamilton, “and you’d get off lightly!”




  Bones smiled with admirable toleration, and there the matter ended for the moment.




  It was a case of blackmail, as Hamilton had pointed out, but, as the day proceeded, Bones took a more and more lenient view of his enemy’s fault. By the afternoon he was cheerful, even jocose, and, even in such moments as he found himself alone with the girl, brought the conversation round to the subject of poetry as one of the fine arts, and cunningly excited her curiosity.




  “There is so much bad poetry in the world,” said the girl on one such occasion, “that I think there should be a lethal chamber for people who write it.”




  “Agreed, dear old tick-tack,” assented Bones, with an amused smile. “What is wanted is — well, I know, dear old miss. It may surprise you to learn that I once took a correspondence course in poetry writing.”




  “Nothing surprises me about you, Mr. Tibbetts,” she laughed.




  He went into her office before leaving that night. Hamilton, with a gloomy shake of his head by way of farewell, had already departed, and Bones, who had given the matter very considerable thought, decided that this was a favourable occasion to inform her of the amusing efforts of his printer correspondent to extract money.




  The girl had finished her work, her typewriter was covered, and she was wearing her hat and coat. But she sat before her desk, a frown on her pretty face and an evening newspaper in her hand, and Bones’s heart momentarily sank. Suppose the poems had been given to the world?




  “All the winners, dear old miss?” he asked, with spurious gaiety.




  She looked up with a start.




  “No,” she said. “I’m rather worried, Mr. Tibbetts. A friend of my stepfather’s has got into trouble again, and I’m anxious lest my mother should have any trouble.”




  “Dear, dear!” said the sympathetic Bones. “How disgustingly annoying! Who’s the dear old friend?”




  “A man named Seepidge,” said the girl, and Bones gripped a chair for support. “The police have found that he is printing something illegal. I don’t quite understand it all, but the things they were printing were invitations to a German lottery.”




  “Very naughty, very unpatriotic,” murmured the palpitating Bones, and then the girl laughed.




  “It has its funny side,” she said. “Mr. Seepidge pretended that he was carrying out a legitimate order — a book of poems. Isn’t that absurd?”




  “Ha, ha!” said Bones hollowly.




  “Listen,” said the girl, and read:




  “The magistrate, in sentencing Seepidge to six months’ hard labour, said that there was no doubt that the man had been carrying on an illegal business. He had had the effrontery to pretend that he was printing a volume of verse. The court had heard extracts from that precious volume, which had evidently been written by Mr. Seepidge’s officeboy. He had never read such appalling drivel in his life. He ordered the confiscated lottery prospectuses to be destroyed, and he thought he would be rendering a service to humanity if he added an order for the destruction of this collection of doggerel.”




  The girl looked up at Bones.




  “It is curious that we should have been talking about poetry to-day, isn’t it?” she asked. “Now, Mr. Tibbetts, I’m going to insist upon your bringing that book of yours tomorrow.”




  Bones, very flushed of face, shook his head.




  “Dear old disciple,” he said huskily, “another time… another time… poetry should be kept for years… like old wine…”




  “Who said that?” she asked, folding her paper and rising.




  “Competent judges,” said Bones, with a gulp.




  IX. The Lamp That Never Went Out
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  “Have you seen her?” asked Bones.




  He put this question with such laboured unconcern that Hamilton put down his pen and glared suspiciously at his partner.




  “She’s rather a beauty,” Bones went on, toying with his ivory paperknife. “She has one of those dinky bonnets, dear old thing, that makes you feel awfully braced with life.”




  Hamilton gasped. He had seen the beautiful Miss Whitland enter the office half an hour before, but he had not noticed her headdress.




  “Her body’s dark blue, with teeny red stripes,” said Bones dreamily, “and all her fittings are nickel-plated—”




  “Stop!” commanded Hamilton hollowly. “To what unhappy woman are you referring in this ribald fashion?”




  “Woman!” spluttered the indignant Bones. “I’m talking about my car.”




  “Your car?”




  “My car,” said Bones, in the offhanded way that a sudden millionaire might refer to “my earth.”




  “You’ve bought a car?”




  Bones nodded.




  “It’s a jolly good ‘bus,” he said. “I thought of running down to Brighton on Sunday.”




  Hamilton got up and walked slowly across the room with his hands in his pockets.




  “You’re thinking of running down to Brighton, are you?” he said. “Is it one of those kind of cars where you have to do your own running?”




  Bones, with a goodnatured smile, also rose from his desk and walked to the window.




  “My car,” he said, and waved his hand to the street.




  By craning his neck, Hamilton was able to get a view of the patch of roadway immediately in front of the main entrance to the building. And undoubtedly there was a car in waiting — a long, resplendent machine that glittered in the morning sunlight.




  “What’s the pink cushion on the seat?” asked Hamilton.




  “That’s not a pink cushion, dear old myoptic,” said Bones calmly; “that’s my chauffeur — Ali ben Ahmed.”




  “Good lor!” said the impressed Hamilton. “You’ve a nerve to drive into the City with a sky-blue Kroo boy.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “We attracted a certain amount of attention,” he admitted, not without satisfaction.




  “Naturally,” said Hamilton, going back to his desk. “People thought you were advertising Pill Pellets for Pale Poultry. When did you buy this infernal machine?”




  Bones, at his desk, crossed his legs and put his fingers together.




  “Negotiations, dear old Ham, have been in progress for a month,” he recited. “I have been taking lessons on the quiet, and to-day — proof!” He took out his pocketbook and threw a paper with a lordly air towards his partner. It fell halfway on the floor.




  “Don’t trouble to get up,” said Hamilton. “It’s your motor licence. You needn’t be able to drive a car to get that.”




  And then Bones dropped his attitude of insouciance and became a vociferous advertisement for the six-cylinder Carter-Crispley (“the big car that’s made like a clock”). He became double pages with illustrations and handbooks and electric signs. He spoke of Carter and of Crispley individually and collectively with enthusiasm, affection, and reverence.




  “Oh!” said Hamilton, when he had finished. “It sounds good.”




  “Sounds good!” scoffed Bones. “Dear old sceptical one, that car…”




  And so forth.




  All excesses being their own punishment, two days later Bones renewed an undesirable acquaintance. In the early days of Schemes, Ltd., Mr. Augustus Tibbetts had purchased a small weekly newspaper called the Flame. Apart from the losses he incurred during its short career, the experience was made remarkable by the fact that he became acquainted with Mr. Jelf, a young and immensely self-satisfied man in pince-nez, who habitually spoke uncharitably of bishops, and never referred to members of the Government without causing sensitive people to shudder.




  The members of the Government retaliated by never speaking of Jelf at all, so there was probably some purely private feud between them.




  Jelf disapproved of everything. He was twentyfour years of age, and he, too, had made the acquaintance of the Hindenburg Line. Naturally Bones thought of Jelf when he purchased the Flame.




  From the first Bones had run the Flame with the object of exposing things. He exposed Germans, Swedes, and Turks — which was safe. He exposed a furniture dealer who had made him pay twice for an article because a receipt was lost, and that cost money. He exposed a man who had been very rude to him in the City. He would have exposed James Jacobus Jelf, only that individual showed such eagerness to expose his own shortcomings, at a guinea a column, that Bones had lost interest.




  His stock of personal grievances being exhausted, he had gone in for a general line of exposure which embraced members of the aristocracy and the Stock Exchange.




  If Bones did not like a man’s face, he exposed him. He had a column headed “What I Want to Know,” and signed “Senob,” in which such pertinent queries appeared as:




  “When will the naughty old lord who owns a sky-blue motorcar, and wears pink spats, realise that his treatment of his tenants is a disgrace to his ancient lineage?”




  This was one of James Jacobus Jelf’s contributed efforts. It happened on this particular occasion that there was only one lord in England who owned a sky-blue car and blush-rose spats, and it cost Bones two hundred pounds to settle his lordship.




  Soon after this, Bones disposed of the paper, and instructed Mr. Jelf not to call again unless he called in an ambulance — an instruction which afterwards filled him with apprehension, since he knew that J. J. J. would charge up the ambulance to the office.




  Thus matters stood two days after his car had made its public appearance, and Bones sat confronting the busy pages of his garage bill.




  On this day he had had his lunch brought into the office, and he was in a maze of calculation, when there came a knock at the door.




  “Come in!” he yelled, and, as there was no answer, walked to the door and opened it.




  A young man stood in the doorway — a young man very earnest and very mysterious — none other than James Jacobus Jelf.




  “Oh, it’s you, is it?” said Bones unfavourably “I thought it was somebody important.”




  Jelf tiptoed into the room and closed the door securely behind him.




  “Old man,” he said, in tones little above a whisper, “I’ve got a fortune for you.”




  “Dear old libeller, leave it with the liftman,” said Bones. “He has a wife and three children.”




  Mr. Jelf examined his watch.




  “I’ve got to get away at three o’clock, old man,” he said.




  “Don’t let me keep you, old writer,” said Bones with insolent indifference.




  Jelf smiled.




  “I’d rather not say where I’m going,” he volunteered. “It’s a scoop, and if it leaked out, there would be the devil to pay.”




  “Oh!” said Bones, who knew Mr. Jelf well. “I thought it was something like that.”




  “I’d like to tell you, Tibbetts,” said Jelf regretfully, “but you know how particular one has to be when one is dealing with matters affecting the integrity of ministers.”




  “I know, I know,” responded Bones, wilfully dense, “especially huffy old vicars, dear old thing.”




  “Oh, them!” said Jelf, extending his contempt to the rules which govern the employment of the English language. “I don’t worry about those poor funny things. No, I am speaking of a matter — you have heard about G.?” he asked suddenly.




  “No,” said Bones with truth.




  Jelf looked astonished.




  “What!” he said incredulously. “You in the heart of things, and don’t know about old G.?”




  “No, little Mercury, and I don’t want to know,” said Bones, busying himself with his papers.




  “You’ll tell me you don’t know about L. next,” he said, bewildered.




  “Language!” protested Bones. “You really mustn’t use Sunday words, really you mustn’t.”




  Then Jelf unburdened himself. It appeared that G. had been engaged to L.’s daughter, and the engagement had been broken off….




  Bones stirred uneasily and looked at his watch.




  “Dispense with the jolly old alphabet,” he said wearily, “and let us get down to the beastly personalities.”




  Thereafter Jelf’s conversation condensed itself to the limits of a human understanding. “G” stood for Gregory — Felix Gregory; “L” for Lansing, who apparently had no Christian name, nor found such appendage necessary, since he was dead. He had invented a lamp, and that lamp had in some way come into Jelf’s possession. He was exploiting the invention on behalf of the inventor’s daughter, and had named it — he said this with great deliberation and emphasis— “The Tibbetts-Jelf Motor Lamp.”




  Bones made a disparaging noise, but was interested.




  The Tibbetts-Jelf Lamp was something new in motor lamps. It was a lamp which had all the advantages of the old lamp, plus properties which no lamp had ever had before, and it had none of the disadvantages of any lamp previously introduced, and, in fact, had no disadvantages whatsoever. So Jelf told Bones with great earnestness.




  “You know me, Tibbetts,” he said. “I never speak about myself, and I’m rather inclined to disparage my own point of view than otherwise.”




  “I’ve never noticed that,” said Bones.




  “You know, anyway,” urged Jelf, “that I want to see the bad side of anything I take up.”




  He explained how he had sat up night after night, endeavouring to discover some drawback to the Tibbetts-Jelf Lamp, and how he had rolled into bed at five in the morning, exhausted by the effort.




  “If I could only find one flaw!” he said. “But the ingenious beggar who invented it has not left a single bad point.”




  He went on to describe the lamp. With the aid of a lead pencil and a piece of Bones’s priceless notepaper he sketched the front elevation and discoursed upon rays, especially upon ultra-violet rays.




  Apparently this is a disreputable branch of the Ray family. If you could only get an ultra-violet ray as he was sneaking out of the lamp, and hit him violently on the back of the head, you were rendering a service to science and humanity.




  This lamp was so fixed that the moment Mr. Ultra V. Ray reached the threshold of freedom he was tripped up, pounced upon, and beaten until he (naturally enough) changed colour!




  It was all done by the lens.




  Jelf drew a Dutch cheese on the tablecloth to Illustrate the point.




  “This light never goes out,” said Jelf passionately. “If you lit it to-day, it would be alight tomorrow, and the next day, and so on. All the light-buoys and lighthouses around England will be fitted with this lamp; it will revolutionise navigation.”




  According to the exploiter, homeward bound mariners would gather together on the poop, or the hoop, or wherever homeward bound manners gathered, and would chant a psalm of praise, in which the line “Heaven bless the Tibbetts-Jelf Lamp” would occur at regular intervals.




  And when he had finished his eulogy, and lay back exhausted by his own eloquence, and Bones asked, “But what does it do?” Jelf could have killed him.




  Under any other circumstances Bones might have dismissed his visitor with a lecture on the futility of attempting to procure money under false pretences. But remember that Bones was the proprietor of a new motorcar, and thought motorcar and dreamed motorcar by day and by night. Even as it was, he was framing a conventional expression of regret that he could not interest himself in outside property, when there dawned upon his mind the splendid possibilities of possessing this accessory, and he wavered.




  “Anyway,” he said, “it will take a year to make.”




  Mr. Jelf beamed.




  “Wrong!” he cried triumphantly. “Two of the lamps are just finished, and will be ready tomorrow.”




  Bones hesitated.




  “Of course, dear old Jelf,” he said, “I should like, as an experiment, to try them on my car.”




  “On your car?” Jelf stepped back a pace and looked at the other with very flattering interest and admiration. “Not your car! Have you a car?”




  Bones said he had a car, and explained it at length. He even waxed as enthusiastic about his machine as had Mr. Jelf on the subject of the lamp that never went out. And Jelf agreed with everything that Bones said. Apparently he was personally acquainted with the Carter-Crispley car. He had, so to speak, grown up with it. He knew its good points and none of its bad points. He thought the man who chose a car like that must have genius beyond the ordinary. Bones agreed. Bones had reached the conclusion that he had been mistaken about Jelf, and that possibly age had sobered him (it was nearly six months since he had perpetrated his last libel). They parted the best of friends. He had agreed to attend a demonstration at the workshop early the following morning, and Jelf, who was working on a ten per cent. commission basis, and had already drawn a hundred on account from the vendors, was there to meet him.




  In truth it was a noble lamp — very much like other motor lamps, except that the bulb was, or apparently was, embedded in solid glass. Its principal virtue lay in the fact that it carried its own accumulator, which had to be charged weekly, or the lamp forfeited its title.




  Mr. Jelf explained, with the adeptness of an expert, how the lamp was controlled from the dashboard, and how splendid it was to have a light which was independent of the engine of the car or of faulty accumulators, and Bones agreed to try the lamp for a week. He did more than this: he half promised to float a company for its manufacture, and gave Mr. Jelf fifty pounds on account of possible royalties and commission, whereupon Mr. Jelf faded from the picture, and from that moment ceased to take the slightest interest in a valuable article which should have been more valuable by reason of the fact that it bore his name.




  Three days later Hamilton, walking to business, was overtaken by a beautiful blue Carter-Crispley, ornamented, it seemed from a distance, by two immense bosses of burnished silver. On closer examination they proved to be nothing more remarkable than examples of the Tibbett-Jelf Lamp.




  “Yes,” said Bones airily, “that’s the lamp, dear old thing. Invented in leisure hours by self and Jelf. Step in, and I’ll explain.”




  “Where do I step in,” asked Hamilton, wilfully dense— “into the car or into the lamp?”




  Bones patiently smiled and waved him with a gesture to a seat by his side. His explanation was disjointed and scarcely informative; for Bones had yet to learn the finesse of driving, and he had a trick of thinking aloud.




  “This lamp, old thing,” he said, “never goes out — you silly old josser, why did you step in front of me? Goodness gracious! I nearly cut short your naughty old life” — (this to one unhappy pedestrian whom Bones had unexpectedly met on the wrong side of the road)— “never goes out, dear old thing. It’s out now, I admit, but it’s not in working order — Gosh! That was a narrow escape! Nobody but a skilled driver, old Hamilton, could have missed that lamppost. It is going to create a sensation; there’s nothing like it on the market — whoop!”




  He brought the car to a standstill with a jerk and within half an inch of a City policeman who was directing the traffic with his back turned to Bones, blissfully unconscious of the doom which almost overcame him.




  “I like driving with you, Bones,” said Hamilton, when they reached the office, and he had recovered something of his self-possession. “Next to stalking bushmen in the wild, wild woods, I know of nothing more soothing to the nerves.”




  “Thank you,” said Bones gratefully. “I’m not a bad driver, am I?”




  “‘Bad’ is not the word I should use alone,” said Hamilton pointedly.




  In view of the comments which followed, he was surprised and pained to receive on the following day an invitation, couched in such terms as left him a little breathless, to spend the Sunday exploiting the beauties of rural England.




  “Now, I won’t take a ‘No,’” said Bones, wagging his bony forefinger. “We’ll start at eleven o’clock, dear old Ham, and we’ll lunch at what-you-may-call-it, dash along the thingummy road, and heigho! for the beautiful sea-breezes.”




  “Thanks,” said Hamilton curtly. “You may dash anywhere you like, but I’m dashed if I dash with you. I have too high a regard for my life.”




  “Naughty, naughty!” said Bones, “I’ve a good mind not to tell you what I was going to say. Let me tell you the rest. Now, suppose,” he said mysteriously, “that there’s a certain lady — a jolly old girl named Vera — ha — ha!”




  Hamilton went red.




  “Now, listen, Bones,” he said; “we’ll not discuss any other person than ourselves.”




  “What do you say to a day in the country? Suppose you asked Miss Vera—”




  “Miss Vera Sackwell,” replied Hamilton a little haughtily, “if she is the lady you mean, is certainly a friend of mine, but I have no control over her movements. And let me tell you, Bones, that you annoy me when—”




  “Hoity, toity!” said Bones. “Heaven bless my heart and soul! Can’t you trust your old Bones? Why practise this deception, old thing? I suppose,” he went on reflectively, ignoring the approaching apoplexy of his partner, “I suppose I’m one of the most confided-in persons in London. A gay old father confessor, Ham, lad. Everybody tells me their troubles. Why, the lift-girl told me this morning that she’d had measles twice! Now, out with it, Ham!”




  If Hamilton had any tender feeling for Miss Vera Sackwell, he was not disposed to unburden himself at that moment. In some mysterious fashion Bones, for the first time in his life, had succeeded in reducing him to incoherence.




  “You’re an ass, Bones!” he said angrily and hotly. “You’re not only an ass, but an indelicate ass! Just oblige me by shutting up.”




  Bones closed his eyes, smiled, and put out his hand.




  “Whatever doubts I had, dear old Ham,” he murmured, “are dispelled. Congratulations!”




  That night Hamilton dined with a fair lady. She was fair literally and figuratively, and as he addressed her as Vera, it was probably her name. In the course of the dinner he mentioned Bones and his suggestion. He did not tell all that Bones had said.




  The suggestion of a day’s motoring was not received unfavourably.




  “But he can’t drive,” wailed Hamilton. “He’s only just learnt.”




  “I want to meet Bones,” said the girl, “and I think it a most excellent opportunity.”




  “But, my dear, suppose the beggar upsets us in a ditch? I really can’t risk your life.”




  “Tell Bones that I accept,” she said decisively, and that ended the matter.




  The next morning Hamilton broke the news.




  “Miss Sackwell thanks you for your invitation, Bones.”




  “And accepts, of course?” said Bones complacently. “Jolly old Vera.”




  “And I say, old man,” said Hamilton severely, “will you be kind enough to remember not to call this lady Vera until she asks you to?”




  “Don’t be peevish, old boy, don’t be jealous, dear old thing. Brother-officer and all that. Believe me, you can trust your old Bones.”




  “I’d rather trust the lady’s good taste,” said Hamilton with some acerbity. “But won’t it be a bit lonely for you, Bones?”




  “But what do you mean, my Othello?”




  “I mean three is a pretty rotten sort of party,” said Hamilton. “Couldn’t you dig up somebody to go along and make the fourth?”




  Bones coughed and was immensely embarrassed.




  “Well, dear old athlete,” he said unnecessarily loudly, “I was thinking of asking my — er—”




  “Your — er — what? I gather it’s an er,” said Hamilton seriously, “but which er?”




  “My old typewriter, frivolous one,” said Bones truculently. “Any objection?”




  “Of course not,” said Hamilton calmly. “Miss Whitland is a most charming girl, and Vera will be delighted to meet her.”




  Bones choked his gratitude and wrung the other’s hand for fully two minutes.




  He spent the rest of the week in displaying to Hamilton the frank ambitions of his mind toward Miss Marguerite Whitland. Whenever he had nothing to do — which seemed most of the day — he strolled across to Hamilton’s desk and discoursed upon the proper respect which all right-thinking young officers have for old typewriters. By the end of the week Hamilton had the confused impression that the very pretty girl who ministered to the literary needs of his partner, combined the qualities of a maiden aunt with the virtues of a grandmother, and that Bones experienced no other emotion than one of reverential wonder, tinctured with complete indifference.




  On the sixty-fourth lecture Hamilton struck.




  “Of course, dear old thing,” Bones was saying, “to a jolly old brigand like you, who dashes madly down from his mountain lair and takes the first engaging young person who meets his eye—”




  Hamilton protested vigorously, but Bones silenced him with a lordly gesture.




  “I say, to a jolly old rascal like you it may seem — what is the word?”




  “‘Inexplicable,’ I suppose, is the word you are after,” said Hamilton.




  “That’s the fellow; you took it out of my mouth,” said Bones. “It sounds inexplicable that I can be interested in a platonic, fatherly kind of way in the future of a lovely old typewriter.”




  “It’s not inexplicable at all,” said Hamilton bluntly. “You’re in love with the girl.”




  “Good gracious Heavens!” gasped Bones, horrified. “Ham, my dear old boy. Dicky Orum, Dicky Orum, old thing!”




  Sunday morning brought together four solemn people, two of whom were men, who felt extremely awkward and showed it, and two of whom behaved as though they had known one another all their lives.




  Bones, who stood alternately on his various legs, was frankly astounded that the meeting had passed off without any sensational happening. It was an astonishment shared by thousands of men in similar circumstances. A word of admiration for the car from Vera melted him to a condition of hysterical gratitude.




  “It’s not a bad old ‘bus, dear old — Miss Vera,” he said, and tut-tutted audibly under his breath at his error. “Not a bad old ‘bus at all, dear old — young friend. Now I’ll show you the gem of the collection.”




  “They are big, aren’t they?” said Vera, properly impressed by the lamps.




  “They never go out,” said Bones solemnly. “I assure you I’m looking forward to the return journey with the greatest eagerness — I mean to say, of course, that I’m looking forward to the other journey — I don’t mean to say I want the day to finish, and all that sort of rot. In fact, dear old Miss Vera, I think we’d better be starting.”




  He cranked up and climbed into the driver’s seat, and beckoned Marguerite to seat herself by his side. He might have done this without explanation, but Bones never did things without explanation, and he turned back and glared at Hamilton.




  “You’d like to be alone, dear old thing, wouldn’t you?” he said gruffly. “Don’t worry about me, dear old lad. A lot of people say you can see things reflected in the glass screen, but I’m so absorbed in my driving—”




  “Get on with it!” snarled Hamilton.




  It was, nevertheless, a perfect day, and Bones, to everybody’s surprise, his own included, drove perfectly. It had been his secret intention to drive to Brighton; but nobody suspected this plan, or cared very much what his intentions had been, and the car was running smoothly across Salisbury Plain.




  When they stopped for afternoon tea, Hamilton did remark that he thought Bones had said something about Brighton, but Bones just smiled. They left Andover that night in the dusk; but long before the light had faded, the light which was sponsored by Mr. Jelf blazed whitely in the lamp that never went out. And when the dark came Bones purred with joy, for this light was a wonderful light. It flooded the road ahead with golden radiance, and illuminated the countryside, so that distant observers speculated upon its origin.




  “Well, old thing,” said Bones over his shoulder, “what do you think of the lamps?”




  “Simply wonderful, Bones,” agreed Hamilton. “I’ve never seen anything so miraculous. I can even see that you’re driving with one hand.”




  Bones brought the other hand up quickly to the wheel and coughed. As for Miss Marguerite Whitland, she laughed softly, but nobody heard her.




  They were rushing along a country road treeshaded and high-hedged, and Bones was singing a little song — when the light went out.




  It went out with such extraordinary unexpectedness, without so much as a warning flicker, that he was temporarily blinded, and brought the car to a standstill.




  “What’s up, Bones?” asked Hamilton.




  “The light, dear old thing,” said Bones. “I think the jolly old typewriter must have touched the key with her knee.”




  “Indeed?” said Hamilton politely; and Bones, remembering that the key was well over on his side of the car, coughed, this time fiercely.




  He switched the key from left to right, but nothing happened.




  “Most extraordinary!” said Bones.




  “Most,” said Hamilton.




  There was a pause.




  “I think the road branches off a little way up I’ll get down and see which is the right road to take,” said Bones with sudden cheerfulness. “I remember seeing the old signpost before the — er — lamp went out. Perhaps, Miss Marguerite, you’d like to go for a little walk.”




  Miss Marguerite Whitland said she thought she would, and they went off together to investigate, leaving Hamilton to speculate upon the likelihood of their getting home that night.




  Bones walked ahead with Marguerite, and instinctively their hands sought and found one another. They discovered the crossroads, but Bones did not trouble to light his match. His heart was beating with extraordinary violence, his lips were dry, he found much difficulty in speaking at all.




  “Miss Marguerite,” he said huskily, “don’t think I’m an awful outsider and a perfect rotter, dear old typewriter.”




  “Of course I don’t,” she said a little faintly for Bones’s arm was about her.




  “Don’t think,” said Bones, his voice trembling, “that I am a naughty old philanderer; but somehow, dear old miss, being alone with you, and all that sort of stuff—”




  And he bent and kissed her, and at that moment the light that never went out came on again with extraordinary fierceness, as though to make up for its temporary absence without leave.




  And these two young people were focused as in a limelight, and were not only visible from the car, but visible for miles around.




  




  “Dear me!” said Bones.




  The girl said nothing. She shaded her eyes from the light as she walked back. As for Bones, he climbed into the driver’s seat with the deliberation of an old gentleman selecting a penny chair in the park, and said, without turning his head:




  “It’s the road to the left.”




  “I’m glad,” said Hamilton, and made no comment even when Bones took the road to the right.




  They had gone a quarter of a mile along this highway when the lamp went out. It went out with as unexpected and startling suddenness as before. Bones jingled the key, then turned.




  “You wouldn’t like to get out, dear old Ham, and have a look round, would you?”




  “No, Bones,” said Hamilton drily. “We’re quite comfortable.”




  “You wouldn’t like to get down, my jolly old typewriter?”




  “No, thank you,” said Miss Marguerite Whitland with decision.




  “Oh!” said Bones. “Then, under the circumstances, dear old person, we’d all better sit here until—”




  At that moment the light came on. It flooded the white road, and the white road was an excellent windscreen against which the bending head of Bones was thrown into sharp relief.




  The car moved on. At regular intervals the light that never went out forsook its home-loving habits and took a constitutional. The occupants of the ear came to regard its eccentricities with philosophy, even though it began to rain, and there was no hood.




  On the outskirts of Guildford, Bones was pulled up by a policeman, who took his name because the lights were too bright. On the other side of Guildford he was pulled up by another policeman because he had no light at all. Passing through Kingston, the lamp began to flicker, sending forth brilliant dots and dashes, which continued until they were on Putney Common, where the lamp’s message was answered from a camp of Boy Scouts, one signalman of the troop being dragged from his bed for the purpose, the innocent child standing in his shirt at the call of duty.




  “A delightful day,” said Hamilton at parting that night. (It was nearly twelve o’clock.) “I’m sorry you’ve had so much trouble with that lamp, Bones. What did you call it?”




  “I say, old fellow,” said Bones, ignoring the question, “I hope, when you saw me picking a spider off dear old Miss Marguerite’s shoulder, you didn’t — er — think anything?”




  “The only thing I thought was,” said Hamilton, “that I didn’t see the spider.”




  “Don’t stickle, dear old partner,” said Bones testily. “It may have been an earwig. Now, as a man of the world, dear old blasÚ one, do you think I’d compromise an innocent typewriter? Do you think I ought to—” He paused, but his voice was eager.




  “That,” said Hamilton, “is purely a question for the lady. Now, what are you going to do with this lamp. Are you going to float it?”




  Bones scowled at the glaring headlight.




  “That depends whether the naughty old things float, Ham,” he said venomously. “If you think they will, my old eyewitness, how about tyin’ a couple of bricks round ’em before I chuck ’em in. What?”
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  Not all the investments of Bones paid dividends. Some cost him money. Some cost him time. Some — and they were few — cost him both.




  Somewhere in a marine store in London lie the battered wrecks of what were once electroplated motor-lamps of a peculiar and, to Bones, sinister design. They were all that was left of a great commercial scheme, based upon the flotation of a lamp that never went out.




  On a day of crisis in Bones’s life they had gone out, which was bad. They had come on at an inconvenient moment, which was worse, since they had revealed him and his secretary in tender attitudes. And Bones had gone gaily to right the wrong, and had been received with cold politeness by the lady concerned.




  There was a week of gloom, when Bones adopted towards his invaluable assistant the air and manner of one who was in the last stages of a wasting disease. Miss Marguerite Whitland never came into Bones’s office without finding him sitting at his desk with his head in his hands, except once, when she came in without knocking and Bones hadn’t the time to strike that picturesque attitude.




  Indeed, throughout that week she never saw him but he was swaying, or standing with his hand before his eyes, or clutching on to the edge of a chair, or walking with feeble footsteps; and she never spoke to him but he replied with a tired, wan smile, until she became seriously alarmed, thinking his brain was affected, and consulted Captain Hamilton, his partner.




  “Look here, Bones, you miserable devil,” said Hamilton, “you’re scaring that poor girl. What the dickens do you mean by it?”




  “Scaring who?” said Bones, obviously pleased. “Am I really? Is she fearfully cut up, dear old thing?”




  “She is,” said Hamilton truthfully. “She thinks you’re going dotty.”




  “Vulgarity, vulgarity, dear old officer,” said Bones, much annoyed.




  “I told her you were often like that,” Hamilton went on wilfully. “I said that you were a little worse, if anything, after your last love affair—”




  “Heavens!” nearly screamed Bones. “You didn’t tell her anything about your lovely old sister Patricia?”




  “I did not,” said Hamilton. “I merely pointed out to her the fact that when you were in love you were not to be distinguished from one whom is the grip of measles.”




  “Then you’re a naughty old fellow,” said Bones. “You’re a wicked old rascal. I’m surprised at you! Can’t a fellow have a little heart trouble—”




  “Heart? Bah!” said Hamilton scornfully.




  “Heart trouble,” repeated Bones sternly. “I’ve always had a weak heart.”




  “And a weak head, too,” said Hamilton. “Now, just behave yourself, Bones, and stop frightening the lady. I’m perfectly sure she’s fond of you — in a motherly kind of way,” he added, as he saw Bones’s face light up. “And, really, she is such an excellent typist that it would be a sin and a shame to frighten her from the office.”




  This possibility had not occurred to Bones, and it is likely it had more effect than any other argument which Hamilton could use. That day he began to take an interest in life, stepped gaily into the office and as blithely into his secretary’s room. He even made jokes, and dared invite her to tea — an invitation which was declined so curtly that Bones decided that tea was an unnecessary meal, and cut it out forthwith.




  All this time the business of Schemes Limited was going forward, if not by leaps and bounds, yet by steady progression. Perhaps it was the restraining influence that Hamilton exercised which prevented the leaps being too pronounced and kept the bounds within bounds, so to speak. It was Schemes Limited which bought the theatrical property of the late Mr. Liggeinstein and re-sold those theatres in forty-eight hours at a handsome profit. It was Bones who did the buying, and it was Hamilton who did the selling — in this case, to the intense annoyance of Bones, who had sat up the greater part of one night writing a four-act play in blank verse, and arriving at the office late, had discovered that his chance of acting as his own producer had passed for ever.




  “And I’d written a most wonderful part for you, dear old mademoiselle,” he said sadly to his secretary. “The part where you die in the third act — well, really, it brought tears to my jolly old eyes.”




  “I think Captain Hamilton was very wise to accept the offer of the Colydrome Syndicate,” said the girl coldly.




  In his leisure moments Bones had other relaxations than the writing of poetry — now never mentioned — or four-act tragedies. What Hamilton had said of him was true. He had an extraordinary nose for a bargain, and found his profits in unexpected places.




  People got to know him — quite important people, men who handled millions carelessly, like Julius Bohea, and Important Persons whose faces are familiar to the people of Britain, such as the Right Hon. George Parkinson Chenney. Bones met that most influential member of the Cabinet at a very superior dinner-party, where everybody ate plovers’ eggs as though it were a usual everyday occurrence.




  And Mr. Parkinson Chenney talked on his favourite subject with great ease and charm, and his favourite subject was the question of the Chinese Concession. Apparently everybody had got concessions in China except the British, until one of our cleverest diplomatists stepped in and procured for us the most amazingly rich coalfield of Wei-hai-tai. The genius and foresight of this diplomatist — who had actually gone to China in the Long Vacation, and of his own initiative and out of his own head had evolved these concessions, which were soon to be ratified by a special commission which was coming from China — was a theme on which Mr. Parkinson Chenney spoke with the greatest eloquence. And everybody listened respectfully, because he was a great man.




  “It is not for me,” said Mr. Parkinson Chenney, toying with the stem of his champagne glass and closing his eyes modestly, “I say it is not for me — thank you, Perkins, I will have just as much as will come up to the brim; thank you, that will do very nicely — to speak boastfully or to enlarge unduly upon what I regard as a patriotic effort, and one which every citizen of these islands would in the circumstances have made, but I certainly plume myself upon the acumen and knowledge of the situation which I showed.”




  “Hear, hear!” said Bones in the pause that followed, and Mr. Parkinson Chenney beamed.




  When the dinner was over, and the guests retired to the smoking-room, Bones buttonholed the minister.




  “Dear old right honourable,” said Bones, “may I just have a few words in re Chinese coal?”




  The right honourable gentleman listened, or appeared to listen. Then Mr. Parkinson Chenney smiled a recognition to another great man, and moved off, leaving Bones talking.




  Bones that night was the guest of a Mr. Harold Pyeburt, a City acquaintance — almost, it seemed, a disinterested City acquaintance. When Bones joined his host, Mr. Pyeburt patted him on the back.




  “My dear Tibbetts,” he said in admiration, “you’ve made a hit with Chenney. What the dickens did you talk about?”




  “Oh, coal,” said Bones vaguely.




  He wasn’t quite certain what he had talked about, only he knew that in his mind at dinner there had dawned a great idea. Was Mr. Pyeburt a thought-reader? Possibly he was. Or possibly some chance word of his had planted the seed which was now germinating so favourably.




  “Chenney is a man to know,” he said. “He’s one of the most powerful fellows in the Cabinet. Get right with him, and you can have a knighthood for the asking.”




  Bones blushed.




  “A knighthood, dear old broker’s man?” he said, with an elaborate shrug. “No use to me, my rare old athlete. Lord Bones — Lord Tibbetts I mean — may sound beastly good, but what good is it, eh? Answer me that.”




  “Oh, I don’t know,” said Mr. Pyeburt. “It may be nothing to you, but your wife—”




  “Haven’t a wife, haven’t a wife,” said Bones rapidly, “haven’t a wife!”




  “Oh, well, then,” said Mr. Pyeburt, “it isn’t an attractive proposition to you, and, after all, you needn’t take a knighthood — which, by the way, doesn’t carry the title of lordship — unless you want to.




  “I’ve often thought,” he said, screwing up his forehead, as though in the process of profound cogitation, “that one of these days some lucky fellow will take the Lynhaven Railway off Chenney’s hands and earn his everlasting gratitude.”




  “Lynhaven? Where’s that?” asked Bones. “Is there a railway?”




  Mr. Pyeburt nodded.




  “Come out on to the balcony, and I’ll tell you about it,” said Pyeburt; and Bones, who always wanted telling about things, and could no more resist information than a dipsomaniac could refuse drink, followed obediently.




  It appeared that Mr. Parkinson Chenney’s father was a rich but eccentric man, who had a grudge against a certain popular seaside resort for some obscure reason, and had initiated a movement to found a rival town. So he had started Lynhaven, and had built houses and villas and beautiful assembly rooms; and then, to complete the independence of Lynhaven, he had connected that town with the main traffic line by railway, which he built across eight miles of marshland. By all the rules of the game, no man can create successfully in a spirit of vengeance, and Lynhaven should have been a failure. It was, indeed, a great success, and repaid Mr. Chenney, Senior, handsomely.




  But the railway, it seemed, was a failure, because the rival town had certain foreshore rights, and had employed those to lay a tramway from their hustling centre; and as the rival town was on the main line, the majority of visitors preferred going by the foreshore route in preference to the roundabout branch line route, which was somewhat handicapped by the fact that this, too, connected with the branch line at Tolness, a little town which had done great work in the War, but which did not attract the tourist in days of peace.




  These were the facts about the Lynhaven line, not as they were set forth by Mr. Pyeburt — who took a much more optimistic view of the possibilities of the railway than did its detractors — but as they really were.




  “It’s a fine line, beautifully laid and ballasted,” said Mr. Pyeburt, shaking his head with melancholy admiration. “All that it wants behind it is a mind. At present it’s neglected; the freights and passenger fares are too high, the rolling-stock wants replacing, but the locomotive stock is in most excellent condition.”




  “Does he want to sell it?” asked the interested Bones, and Mr. Pyeburt pursed his lips.




  “It is extremely doubtful,” he said carefully, “but I think he might be approached. If he does want to sell it, and you can take it off his hands—”




  He raised his own eyebrows with a significant gesture, which expressed in some subtle way that Bones’s future was assured.




  Bones said he would think the matter over, and he did — aloud, in the presence of Hamilton.




  “It’s a queer proposition,” said Hamilton. “Of course, derelict railways can be made to pay.”




  “I should be general manager,” said Bones more thoughtfully still. “My name would be printed on all the posters, of course. And isn’t there a free pass over all the railways for railway managers?”




  “I believe there is something of the sort,” said Hamilton, “but, on the whole, I think it would be cheaper to pay your fare than to buy a railway to get that privilege.”




  “There is one locomotive,” mused Bones. “It is called ‘Mary Louisa.’ Pyeburt told me about it just as I was going away. Of course, one would get a bit of a name and all that sort of thing.”




  He scratched his chin and walked thoughtfully into the office of Miss Marguerite Whitland.




  She swung round in her chair and reached for her notebook, but Bones was not in a dictatorial mood.




  “Young miss,” he asked, “how do you like Sir Augustus?”




  “Sir who?” she demanded, puzzled.




  “Sir Augustus,” repeated Bones.




  “I think it’s very funny,” she said.




  It was not the answer he expected, and instinctively she knew she had made a mistake.




  “Oh, you’re thinking about yourself,” she said quickly. “Are you going to be a knight, Mr. Tibbetts? Oh, how splendid!”




  “Yes,” admitted Bones, with fine indifference, “not bad, dear old miss. I’m pretty young, of course, but Napoleon was a general at twenty-two.”




  “Are you going back into the Army?” she asked a little hazily, and had visions of Bones at the War Office.




  “I’m talking about railways,” said Bones firmly. “Sir Augustus Tibbetts — there, now I’ve said it!”




  “Wonderful!” said the girl enthusiastically, and her eyes shone with genuine pleasure. “I didn’t see it in the newspaper, or I would have congratulated you before.”




  Bones shifted uneasily.




  “As a matter of fact, dear old miss,” he said, “it has not been gazetted yet. I’m merely speaking of the future, dear old impetuous typewriter and future secretary to the Lynhaven Railway Company, and possibly dear old Lady—” He stopped short with one of his audible “tuts.”




  Happily she could not see the capital “L” to the word “Lady,” and missed the significance of Bones’s interrupted speech.




  He saw Mr. Harold Pyeburt at his office, and Mr. Harold Pyeburt had seen the Right Hon. Parkinson Chenney, and the right honourable gentleman had expressed his willingness to sell the railway, lock, stock, and barrel, for sixty thousand pounds.




  “And I advise you” — Mr. Pyeburt paused, as he thought of a better word than “disinterestedly”— “as a friend, to jump at it. Parkinson Chenney spoke in the highest terms of you. You evidently made a deep impression upon him.”




  “Who is the jolly old Parkinson’s agent?” asked Bones, and Mr. Harold Pyeburt admitted without embarrassment that, as a matter of fact, he was acting as Parkinson’s attorney in this matter, and that was why he had been so diffident in recommending the property. The audacity of the latter statement passed unnoticed by Bones.




  In the end Bones agreed to pay ten per cent. of the purchase price, the remainder to be paid after a month’s working of the line, if the deal was approved.




  “Clever idea of mine, dear old Ham,” said Bones. “The Honours List will be out in a month, and I can easily chuck it.”




  “That’s about the eighth fellow who’s paid a ten per cent. deposit,” said Mr. Chenney to his agent. “I’ll be almost sorry if he takes it.”




  Three weeks later there were two important happenings. The Prime Minister of England, within an hour of leaving for the West of England to take a well-earned rest, summoned to him his right-hand man.




  “Chenney,” he said, “I really must go away for this rest, and I’m awfully sorry I cannot be on hand to meet the Chinese Commission. Now, whatever you do, you will not fail to meet them at Charing Cross on their arrival from the Continent. I believe they are leaving Paris tomorrow.”




  “I shall be there,” said Parkinson Chenney, with a little smile. “I rather fancy I have managed their coal concession well, Prime Minister.”




  “Yes, yes,” said the Prime Minister, who was not in the mood for handing out bouquets. “And would you run down to Tolness and settle up that infernal commission of inquiry? They’ve been asking questions in the House, and I can give no very definite reply. Solebury threatened to force a division when the vote came up. Undoubtedly there’s been a great deal of extravagance, but you may be able to wangle a reasonable explanation.”




  “Trust me, Prime Minister,” said Mr. Parkinson Chenney, and left that afternoon by special train for Tolness.




  On that very morning Bones, in a pair of overalls and with a rapt expression, stood with his hand on the starting lever of “Mary Louisa,” and explained to the secretary of the company — she also wore white overalls and sat in the cab of the engine — just how simple a matter it was to drive a locomotive.




  For two glorious days Bones had driven the regular service between Lynhaven and Bayham Junction, where the lines met. He had come to know every twist and turn of the road, every feature of the somewhat featureless landscape, and the four passengers who travelled regularly every day except Sundays — there was no Sunday service — were now so familiar to him that he did not trouble to take their tickets.




  The Lynhaven Railway system was not as elaborate as he had thought. He had been impressed by the number of railway trucks which stood in the siding at the terminus, but was to discover that they did not belong to the railway, the rolling stock of which consisted of “Mary Louisa,” an asthmatic but once famous locomotive, and four weatherbeaten coaches. The remainder of the property consisted of a half right in a bay platform at Bayham Junction and the dilapidated station building at Lynhaven, which was thoughtfully situated about two miles from the town.




  Nobody used the railway; that was the stark truth borne in upon Marguerite Whitland. She recognised, with a sense of dismay, the extraordinary badness of the bargain which Bones had made. Bones, with a real locomotive to play with — he had given the aged engine-driver a week’s holiday — saw nothing but the wonderful possibilities of pulling levers and making a mass of rusting machinery jerk asthmatically forward at the touch of his hand.




  “There are a lot of people,” said Bones, affectionately patting a steam pipe, “a lot of people,” he said, after sucking his fingers, for the steam was extraordinarily hot, “who think poor old ‘Mary Louisa’ is done for. Believe me, dear old miss, this locomotive wants a jolly lot of beating, she does really. I haven’t tried her full out — have I, jolly old stoker?”




  The jolly old stoker, aged seventeen, shook a grimy face.




  “And don’t you try, neither,” he said ominously. “Old George, he never takes her more than quarter speed, he don’t.”




  “Do you hear, dear old miss?” said Bones triumphantly. “Not more than quarter speed. I tell you I could make enough money out of this engine alone to pay the whole cost of the railway.




  “What about giving engine-driving lessons? That’s an idea! And what about doing wonderful cinema pictures? That’s another idea! Thrilling rescues from the train; jolly old hero struggling like mad on the roof of the carriage; railway collisions, and so forth, and so on.”




  “You can’t have a collision unless you’ve two engines,” said the girl.




  “Oh, well,” said the optimistic Bones, “we could perhaps borrow an engine from the Great Northern.”




  He looked down at the girl, then looked at his watch.




  “Time to be up and doing, dear old thing,” he said, and looked back along the little train. The aged guard was sitting on a barrow, his nodding head testifying to the sleep-giving qualities of Lynhaven air. Bones jerked the whistle, there was an unearthly shriek, and the guard woke up. He looked at his watch, yawned, searched the train for passengers, waved his flag, and climbed into his little compartment.




  The engine shrieked again. Bones pulled over the lever gently, and there was a gratifying chuck-chuck-chuck. Bones smiled down at the girl.




  “Easy as shelling peas, dear old thing,” he said, “and this time I’m going to show you just how she can go.”




  “Old Joe don’t let her go more than quarter speed,” said the diminutive stoker warningly.




  “Blow old Joe!” said Bones severely. “He’s a jolly unenterprising old engine-driver. That’s why the naughty old line doesn’t pay. The idea of running ‘Mary Louisa’ at quarter speed!”




  He turned to the girl for approval, but she felt that, in the circumstances and with only the haziest knowledge of engineering, it would be wiser to offer no opinion.




  Bones pushed the lever a little farther over, and the “Mary Louisa” reeled under the shock.




  “In re knighthood, dear old miss,” said Bones confidentially. His words came jerkily, because the footplate of an outraged locomotive pounding forward at an unaccustomed speed was not a good foundation for continued eloquence. “Rendering the jolly old country a service — helping the Cabinet — dear old Chenney awfully fond of me—”




  “Aren’t we going rather fast?” said the girl, gripping the side of the cab for support.




  “Not at all,” jerked Bones, “not at all. I am going to show ’em just how this—”




  He felt a touch on his arm, and looked down at the diminutive stoker.




  “There’s a lot of sand round here,” said the melancholy child; “it won’t hurt you to jump I’m going to.”




  “Jump!” gasped Bones. “What do you mean? Hey! Don’t do that, you silly young—”




  




  But his black-visaged assistant was already poised on the step of the engine, and Bones, looking back, saw him performing somersaults down a sandy slope. Bones looked at the girl in amazement.




  “Suicide, dear old miss!” he said in an awed voice. “Terrible!”




  “Isn’t that a station?” said the girl, more interested for the moment in her own future.




  Bones peered through the windows ahead.




  “That’s the junction, dear old thing,” he said. “This is where we stop her.”




  He tugged at the lever, but the lever was not to be moved. He tugged desperately, but it seemed the steel bar was riveted in position. The “Mary Louisa” was leaping along at an incredible speed, and less than five hundred yards away was the dead-end of the Bayham platform, into which the Lynhaven train was due to run.




  Bones went white and looked at the girl with fearful eyes. He took a swift scrutiny to the left and right, but they had passed out of the sandy country, and any attempt to leave the train now would mean certain destruction.




  *




  The Right Honourable Mr. Parkinson Chenney had concluded a very satisfactory morning’s work of inspection at Tolness, and had secured all the information he needed to answer any question which might be put to him in Parliament by the best-informed of questioners.




  He was lunching with the officers of the small garrison, when a telephone message was brought to him. He read it and smiled.




  “Good!” he said. “Gentlemen, I am afraid I have to leave you a little earlier than I expected. Colonel Wraggle, will you see that my special train is ready! I must leave in ten minutes. The Chinese Commission has arrived,” he said impressively, “or, rather, it arrives in London this afternoon, and I am deputed by the Prime Minister—”




  He explained to his respectful audience just what part he had played in securing Chinese Coal Concessions. He made a little speech on the immense value to the Empire in particular and the world in general of these new coalfields which had been secured to the country through the acumen, genius, forethought, and patriotic disinterestedness of the Cabinet.




  He would not claim to set any particular merit on his own action, and went on to claim it. By which time his train was ready. It was indeed vital that he should be in London to meet a commission which had shown such reluctance to trade with foreign devils, and had been, moreover, so punctilious in its demand for ceremonious receptions, but he had not the slightest doubt about his ability to reach London before the boat train arrived. He had two and a half hours, and two and a half hours gave him an ample margin of time.




  Just before his special rounded the bend which brought it within sight of Bayham Junction the Lynhaven express had reached within a few hundred yards of annihilation. The signalman at Bayham Junction had watched the oncoming rush of Bones’s train, and, having a fairly extensive knowledge of the “Mary Louisa” and her eccentricities, he realised just what had happened.




  There was only one thing to be done. He could see the smoke from the Cabinet Minister’s special rising above the cutting two miles away, and he threw over two levers simultaneously. The first set the points which brought the Lynhaven express on to the main line, switching it from the deadly bay wherein the runaway train would have been smashed to pieces; the second lever set the distant signal against the special. It was a toss-up whether the special had not already passed the distant signal, but he had to take that risk.




  Bones, with his arm round the girl, awaiting a noisy and violent dissolution, felt the “Mary Louisa” sway to the right when it should have swayed to the left, heard the clang of the points as he passed them, and drew a long breath when he found himself headed along a straight clear stretch of line. It was some time before he found his voice, and then it was little more than a squeak.




  “We’re going to London, dear old thing,” he said tremulously.




  The girl smiled, though her face was deathly pale.




  “I thought we were going to heaven,” she said.




  “Never, dear old thing,” said Bones, recovering something of his spirits as he saw the danger past. “Old Bones will never send you there.”




  The problem of the “Mary Louisa” was still unsettled. She was tearing away like a Flying Dutchman. She was oozing steam at every pore, and, glancing back, Bones saw the agitated countenance of the aged guard thrust through the window. He waved frantically at Bones, and Bones waved genially back again.




  He was turning back to make another attempt on the lever, when, looking past the guard, he saw a sight which brought his heart into his mouth. Pounding along behind him, and emitting feathers of steam from her whistle, was an enormous locomotive. Bones guessed there was a train behind it, but the line was too straight for him to see.




  “Gracious heavens!” he gasped. “We’re being chased!”




  He jerked at the lever — though it was a moment when he should have left it severely alone — and to his ill-founded joy it moved.




  The two trains came to a standstill together ten miles from Bayham Junction, and Bones climbed down into the six-foot way and walked back.




  Almost the first person he met was a gesticulating gentleman in a frock coat and with a red face, who, mistaking him for an engine-driver, dismissed him on the spot, threatened him with imprisonment — with or without hard labour he did not specify — and demanded what the dickens he meant by holding up a Cabinet Minister?




  “Why,” chortled Bones, “isn’t it my dear friend, Mr. Chenney?”




  “Who are you,” snarled Mr. Chenney, “and what do you mean by calling me your dear friend? By Heavens, I’ll have you kicked out of this service!”




  “Don’t you know old Tibbetts?” cooed Bones. “Well, well, fancy meeting you!”




  He held out a grimy hand, which was not taken.




  “Tibbetts!” growled the gentleman. “Oh, you are the foo — the gentleman who bought the Lynhaven line, didn’t you?”




  “Certainly,” said Bones.




  “But what is your train doing here?” asked Mr. Chenney violently. “Don’t you realise you are holding up a special? Great Heavens, man, this is very serious! You are holding up the business of the country!”




  The engine-driver of the special came to the rescue.




  “There’s a switch-over about half a mile further on,” he said. “There’s not a down train due for an hour. I’ll unlock the switch and put you on to the other line, and, after we have passed, you can come on.”




  “But I don’t want to come on, dear old thing,” said Bones. “I want to go back.”




  “Well, that’s simple,” said the driver.




  He it was who piloted the Lynhaven express for another half-mile up the road. He it was who found the switches, unlocked them, telegraphed to the next station to hold up traffic, and he it was — Bones insisted upon this — who brought the “Mary Louisa” along the switch to the down line.




  The position was as follows: The “Mary Louisa” was on the down line. Two coaches were between the down and the up line, and the guard’s van was exactly on the up line, when the “Mary Louisa” refused to work any further.




  Neither the experienced engine-driver, nor Bones, nor the stoker of the special, nor Mr. Chenney, nor the ancient guard, could coax the “Mary Louisa” to move another yard. The Lynhaven express stretched across both lines and made all further progress for traffic impossible.




  Three hours later a breakdown gang arrived and towed the “Mary Louisa” and her appendages back to Bayham Junction.




  Bones and the girl went back to London by the last train, and Bones was very thoughtful and silent.




  But Bones was ever an optimist. The next morning he saw on a newspaper placard: “Birthday Honours. Twenty-two New Knights.” And he actually stopped his car, bought a paper, and searched the lists for his name. It was not there.




  XI. A Student of Men
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  Mr. Jackson Hyane was one of those oldish-looking young men to whom the description of “man about town” most naturally applied. He was always well-dressed and correctly dressed. You saw him at first nights. He was to be seen in the paddock at Ascot — it was a shock to discover that he had not the Royal Enclosure badge on the lapel of his coat — and he was to be met with at most of the social functions, attendance at which did not necessarily imply an intimate acquaintance with the leaders of Society, yet left the impression that the attendant was, at any rate, in the swim, and might very well be one of the principal swimmers.




  He lived off Albemarle Street in a tiny flat, and did no work of any kind whatever. His friends, especially his new friends, thought he “had a little money,” and knew, since he told them, that he had expectations. He did not tell them that his expectations were largely bound up in their credulity and faith in his integrity. Some of them discovered that later, but the majority drifted out of his circle poorer without being wiser, for Mr. Hyane played a wonderful game of piquet, and seemed to be no more than abnormally lucky.




  His mother had been a Miss Whitland, his father was the notorious Colonel Hyane, who boasted that his library was papered with High Court writs, and who had had the distinction of being escorted from Monte Carlo by the police of the Principality.




  Mr. Jackson Hyane was a student of men and affairs. Very little escaped his keen observation, and he had a trick of pigeonholing possibilities of profit, and forgetting them until the moment seemed ripe for their exploitation. He was tall and handsome, with a smile which was worth at least five thousand pounds a year to him, for it advertised his boyish innocence and enthusiasm — he who had never been either a boy or enthusiastic.




  One grey October day he put away his passbook into a drawer and locked it, and took from a mental pigeonhole the materials of an immature scheme. He dressed himself soberly and well, strolled down into Piccadilly, and calling a cab, drove to the block of City buildings which housed the flourishing business of Tibbetts and Hamilton, Limited.




  The preliminaries to this invasion had been very carefully settled. He had met Miss Marguerite Whitland by “accident” a week before, had called at her lodgings with an old photograph of her father, which he had providentially discovered, and had secured from her a somewhat reluctant acceptance of an invitation to lunch.




  Bones looked up from his desk as the debonair young man strolled in.




  “You don’t know me, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Jackson Hyane, flashing his famous smile. “My name is Hyane.”




  It was his first meeting with Bones, but by no means the first time that Jackson had seen him.




  “My dear old Hyane, sit down,” said Bones cheerfully. “What can we do for you?”




  Mr. Hyane laughed.




  “There’s nothing you can do for me, except to spare your secretary for an hour longer than she usually takes.”




  “My secretary?” said Bones quickly, and shot a suspicious glance at the visitor.




  “I mean Miss Whitland,” said Hyane easily. “She is my cousin, you know. My mother’s brother was her father.”




  “Oh, yes,” said Bones a little stiffly.




  He felt a sense of the strongest resentment against the late Professor Whitland. He felt that Marguerite’s father had played rather a low trick on him in having a sister at all, and Mr. Hyane was too keen a student to overlook Bones’s obvious annoyance.




  “Yes,” he went on carelessly, “we are quite old friends, Marguerite and I, and you can’t imagine how pleased I am that she has such an excellent job as this.”




  “Oh, yes,” said Bones, clearing his throat. “Very nice old — very good typewriter indeed, Mr. Hyane… very nice person… ahem!”




  Marguerite, dressed for the street, came in from her office at that moment, and greeted her cousin with a little nod, which, to the distorted vision of Bones, conveyed the impression of a lifelong friendship.




  “I have just been asking Mr. Tibbetts,” said Hyane, “if he could spare you for an extra hour.”




  “I am afraid that can’t—” the girl began.




  “Nonsense, nonsense!” said Bones, raising his voice as he invariably did when he was agitated. “Certainly, my dear old — er — my dear young — er — certainly, Miss Marguerite, by all means, take your cousin to the Zoo… I mean show him the sights.”




  He was patently agitated, and watched the door close on the two young people with so ferocious a countenance that Hamilton, a silent observer of the scene, could have laughed.




  Bones walked slowly back to his desk as Hamilton reached for his hat.




  “Come on, Bones,” he said briskly. “It’s lunch time. I had no idea it was so late.”




  But Bones shook his head.




  “No, thank you, dear old thing,” he said sadly. “I’d rather not, if you don’t mind.”




  “Aren’t you coming to lunch?” asked Hamilton, astonished.




  Bones shook his head.




  “No, dear old boy,” he said hollowly. “Ask the girl to send me up a stiff glass of soda-water and a biscuit — I don’t suppose I shall eat the biscuit.”




  “Nonsense!” said Hamilton. “Half an hour ago you were telling me you could eat a carthorse.”




  “Not now, old Ham,” said Bones. “If you’ve ordered it, send it back. I hate carthorses, anyway.”




  “Come along,” wheedled Hamilton, dropping his hand on the other’s shoulder. “Come and eat. Who was the beautiful boy?”




  “Beautiful boy?” laughed Bones bitterly. “A fop, dear old Ham! A tailor’s dummy! A jolly old clothes-horse — that’s what he was. I simply loathe these people who leap around the City for a funeral. It’s not right, dear old thing. It’s not manly, dear old sport. What the devil did her father have a sister for? I never knew anything about it.”




  “They ought to have told you,” said Hamilton sympathetically. “Now come and have some food.”




  But Bones refused. He was adamant. He would sit there and starve. He did not say as much, but he hinted that, when Hamilton returned, his famished and lifeless form would be found lying limply across the desk. Hamilton went out to lunch alone, hurried through his meal, and came back to find Bones alive but unhappy.




  He sat making faces at the table, muttering incoherent words, gesticulating at times in the most terrifying manner, and finally threw himself back into his deep chair, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets, the picture of dejection and misery.




  It was three o’clock when Miss Marguerite Whitland returned breathless, and, to Bones’s jealous eye, unnecessarily agitated.




  “Come, come, dear old miss,” he said testily. “Bring your book. I wish to dictate an important letter. Enjoyed your lunch?”




  The last question was asked in so threatening a tone that the girl almost jumped.




  “Yes — no,” she said. “Not very much really.”




  “Ha, ha!” said Bones, insultingly sceptical, and she went red, flounced into her room, and returned, after five minutes, a haughty and distant young woman.




  “I don’t think I want to dictate, dear old — dear young typewriter,” he said unhappily. “Leave me, please.”




  “Really, my dear Bones,” protested Hamilton, when the girl had gone back, scarlet-faced to her office, “you’re making a perfect ass of yourself. If a girl cannot go to lunch with her cousin—”




  Bones jumped up from his chair, shrugged his shoulders rapidly, and forced a hideous grin.




  “What does it matter to me, dear old Ham?” he asked. “Don’t think I’m worried about a little thing like a typewriter going out to lunch. Pooh! Absurd! Tommy rot! No, my partner, I don’t mind — in fact, I don’t care a—”




  “Jot,” said Hamilton, with the gesture of an outraged bishop.




  “Of course not,” said Bones wildly. “What does it matter to me? Delighted that young typewriter should have a cousin, and all that sort of thing!”




  “Then what the dickens is the matter with you?” asked Hamilton.




  “Nothing,” said Bones, and laughed more wildly than ever.




  Relationships between Mr. Augustus Tibbetts, Managing Director of Schemes Limited, and Miss Marguerite Whitland, his heavensent secretary, were strained to the point of breaking that afternoon. She went away that night without saying goodbye, and Bones, in a condition of abject despair, walked home to Devonshire Street, and was within a dozen yards of his flat, when he remembered that he had left his motorcar in the City, and had to take a cab back to fetch it.




  “Bones,” said Hamilton the next morning, “do you realise the horrible gloom which has come over this office?”




  “Gloom, dear old Ham?” said the dark-eyed Bones. He had spent the night writing letters to Marguerite, and had exhausted all the stationery in sight in the process. “Gloom, old thing! Good gracious, no! Nobody is gloomy here!”




  “I can tell you somebody who is,” said Hamilton grimly. “That unfortunate girl you’ve been barking at all the morning—”




  “Barking at her?” gasped Bones. “Gracious Heavens, I haven’t betrayed my worried condition of mind, dear old thing? I thought I hid it rather well.”




  “What on earth are you worried about?” asked Hamilton, and Bones shrugged.




  “Oh, nothing,” he said. “Nothing at all. A little fever, dear old thing, contracted in the service of King — God bless him! — and country.”




  Hamilton’s words had this effect, that he brightened visibly, and for the rest of the morning was almost normal. His spirits took a quick downward turn at five minutes to one, when the debonair Mr. Hyane appeared most unexpectedly.




  “I’m afraid you’ll think I’m a most awful nuisance, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said, “but there are so many things which I must really talk to my cousin about — family affairs, you know.”




  “Don’t apologise,” said Bones gruffly.




  “I shan’t keep her beyond the hour,” smiled Mr. Hyane. “I realise that you are a very busy man.”




  Bones said nothing, and when Marguerite Whitland appeared, he had gained sufficient control of his emotions to indulge in a feeble jest. The girl’s face was a study at the sight of her cousin. Hamilton, a disinterested observer, read astonishment, annoyance, and resignation in the wide-opened eyes. Bones, who prided himself upon a working knowledge of physiognomy, diagnosed the same symptoms as conveying a deep admiration combined with the reawakening of a youthful love.




  “Hello, Jackson!” she said coldly. “I didn’t expect to see you.”




  “I told you I would call,” he smiled. “I must see you, Marguerite, and Mr. Tibbetts has been so kind that I am sure he will not mind me—”




  “Mr. Tibbetts is not concerned about the manner in which I spend my lunch hour,” she said stiffly, and Bones groaned inwardly.




  There was a silence which Hamilton had not the heart to break after the two had gone, and it was Bones who uttered the first comment.




  “That’s that,” he said, and his voice was so quiet and normal that Hamilton stared at him in astonishment.




  “Let’s have lunch,” said Bones briskly, and led the way out.




  Not even when Miss Whitland came to him that afternoon and asked for permission to take two days’ holiday did his manner change. With a courtesy entirely free from that extravagance to which she had grown accustomed, he acceded to her request, and she was on the point of explaining to him the reason she had so unexpectedly asked for a vacation, but the memory of his earlier manner checked her.




  It was a very simple explanation. Jackson Hyane was a very plausible man. Marguerite Whitland had heard something of her erratic cousin, but certainly nothing in his manner supported the more lurid descriptions of his habits. And Mr. Jackson Hyane had begged her, in the name of their relationships, to take a trip to Aberdeen to examine title-deeds which, he explained, would enable her to join with him in an action of the recovery of valuable Whitland property which was in danger of going to the Crown, and she had consented.




  The truth was, there had always been some talk in the family of these estates, though nobody knew better than Jackson Hyane how unsubstantial were the claims of the Whitlands to the title. But the Scottish estate had been docketed away in the pigeonholes of his mind, and promised to be more useful than he had anticipated.




  That afternoon he packed his bag at his flat, put his passport and railway tickets together in his inside pocket, and made his final preparations for departure.




  An old crony of his called whilst he was drinking the cup of tea which the housekeeper of the flats had prepared, and took in the situation revealed by the packed suitcases and the burnt papers in the hearth.




  “Hello, Johnny!” he said. “You’re getting out, eh?”




  Jackson nodded. There was no need to pretend anything with one of his own class.




  “Couldn’t you square the bank?”




  Jackson shook his head.




  “No, Billy,” he said cheerfully, “I couldn’t square it. At this identical moment there are several eminent people in the West End of London who are making applications for warrants.”




  “Dud cheques, eh?” asked the other thoughtfully. “Well, it had to come, Johnny. You’ve had a lot of bad luck.”




  “Atrocious,” said Mr. Jackson Hyane. “There’s plenty of money in Town, but it’s absolutely impossible to get at it. I haven’t touched a mug for two months, and I’ve backed more seconds than I care to think about. Still,” he mused, “there’s a chance.”




  His friends nodded. In their circle there was always “a chance,” but he could not guess that that chance which the student of men, Mr. Jackson Hyane, was banking upon answered indifferently to the name of Tibbetts or Bones.




  At half-past eight that night he saw his cousin off from King’s Cross. He had engaged a sleeper for her, and acted the part of dutiful relative to the life, supplying her with masses of literature to while away the sleepless hours of the journey.




  “I feel awfully uncomfortable about going away,” said the girl, in a troubled voice. “Mr. Tibbetts would say that he could spare me even if he were up to his eyes in work. And I have an uncomfortable feeling at the back of my mind that there was something I should have told him — and didn’t.”




  “Queer bird, Tibbetts!” said the other curiously. “They call him Bones, don’t they?”




  “I never do,” said the girl quietly; “only his friends have that privilege. He is one of the best men I have ever met.”




  “Sentimental, quixotic, and all that sort of thing, eh?” said Jackson, and the girl flushed.




  “He has never been sentimental with me,” she said, but did not deceive the student of men.




  When the train had left the station, he drove straightaway to Devonshire Street. Bones was in his study, reading, or pretending to read, and the last person he expected to see that evening was Mr. Jackson Hyane. But the welcome he gave to that most unwelcome visitor betrayed neither his distrust nor his frank dislike of the young well-groomed man in evening-dress who offered him his hand with such a gesture of good fellowship.




  “Sit down, Mr. — Er—” said Bones.




  There was a cold, cold feeling at his heart, a sense of coming disaster, but Bones facing the real shocks and terrors of life was a different young man from the Bones who fussed and fumed over its trifles.




  “I suppose you wonder why I have come to see you, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Hyane, taking a cigarette from the silver box on the table. “I rather wonder why I have the nerve to see you myself. I’ve come on a very delicate matter.”




  There was a silence.




  “Indeed?” said Bones a little huskily, and he knew instinctively what that delicate matter was.




  “It is about Marguerite,” said Mr. Hyane.




  Bones inclined his head.




  “You see, we have been great pals all our lives,” went on Jackson Hyane, pulling steadily at the cigarette— “in fact, sweethearts.”




  His keen eyes never left the other’s face, and he read all he wanted to know.




  “I am tremendously fond of Marguerite,” he went on, “and I think I am not flattering myself when I say that Marguerite is tremendously fond of me. I haven’t been especially fortunate, and I have never had the money which would enable me to offer Marguerite the kind of life which a girl so delicately nurtured should have.”




  “Very admirable,” said Bones, and his voice came to his own ears as the voice of a stranger.




  “A few days ago,” Mr. Hyane went on, “I was offered a tea plantation for fourteen thousand pounds. The prospects were so splendid that I went to a financier who is a friend of mine, and he undertook to provide the money, on which, of course, I agreed to pay an interest. The whole future, which had been so black, suddenly became as bright as day. I came to Marguerite, as you saw, with the news of my good luck, and asked her if she would be my wife.”




  Bones said nothing; his face was a mask.




  “And now I come to my difficulty, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Hyane. “This afternoon Marguerite and I played upon you a little deception which I hope you will forgive.”




  “Certainly, certainly” mumbled Bones, and gripped the arms of his chair the tighter.




  “When I took Marguerite to lunch to-day,” said Hyane, “it was to be — married.”




  “Married!” repeated Bones dully, and Mr. Hyane nodded.




  “Yes, we were married at half-past one o’clock to-day at the Marylebone Registry Office, and I was hoping that Marguerite would be able to tell you her good news herself. Perhaps” — he smiled— “it isn’t as good news to her as it is to me. But this afternoon a most tragic thing happened.”




  He threw away his cigarette, rose, and paced the room with agitated strides. He had practised those very strides all that morning, for he left nothing to chance.




  “At three o’clock this afternoon I called upon my financier friend, and discovered that, owing to heavy losses which he had incurred on the Stock Exchange, he was unable to keep his promise. I feel terrible, Mr. Tibbetts! I feel that I have induced Marguerite to marry me under false pretences. I had hoped tomorrow morning to have gone to the agents of the estate and placed in their hands the cheque for fourteen thousand pounds, and to have left by the next mail boat for India.”




  He sank into the chair, his head upon his hands, and Bones watched him curiously.




  




  Presently, and after an effort, Bones found his voice.




  “Does your — your — wife know?” he asked.




  Jackson shook his head.




  “No,” he groaned, “that’s the terrible thing about it. She hasn’t the slightest idea. What shall I tell her? What shall I tell her?”




  “It’s pretty rotten, old — Mr. Hyane.” Bones found his voice after a while. “Deuced rotten for the young miss — for Mrs. — For her.”




  He did not move from his chair, nor relax his stiff expression. He was hurt beyond his own understanding, frantically anxious to end the interview, but at a loss to find an excuse until his eyes fell upon the clock over the mantelpiece.




  “Come back at ten — no, half-past ten, young Mr… awfully busy now … see you at half-past ten, eh?”




  Mr. Hyane made a graceful exit, and left Bones alone with the shattered fragments of great romance.




  So that was why she had gone off in such a hurry, and she had not dared to tell him. But why not? He was nothing to her… he would never see her again! The thought made him cold. Never again! Never again! He tried to summon that business fortitude of his, of which he was so proud. He wanted some support, some moral support in this moment of acute anguish. Incidentally he wanted to cry, but didn’t.




  She ought to have given him a week’s notice, he told himself fiercely, than laughed hysterically at the thought. He considered the matter from all its aspects and every angle, and was no nearer to peace of mind when, at half-past ten to the second, Mr. Jackson Hyane returned.




  But Bones had formed one definite conclusion, and had settled upon the action he intended taking. Mr. Hyane, entering the study, saw the cheque book on the desk, and was cheered. Bones had to clear his voice several times before he could articulate.




  “Mr. Hyane,” he said huskily, “I have been thinking matters out. I am a great admirer of yours — of your — of yours — a tremendous admirer of yours, Mr. Hyane. Anything that made her happy, old Mr. Hyane, would make me happy. You see?”




  “I see,” said Mr. Hyane, and he had the satisfaction of knowing that he, a student of men, had not misread his victim.




  “Fourteen thousand pounds,” said Bones, turning abruptly to the desk and seizing his pen. “Make it payable to you?”




  “You’re too kind,” murmured Hyane. “Make it an open cheque, Mr. Tibbetts — I have to pay the agents in cash. These Indian merchants are so suspicious.”




  Bones wrote the cheque rapidly, marked it “Pay Cash,” and initialled the corrections, then tore the slip from the book and handed it to the other.




  “Of course, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Hyane reverentially, “I regard half this as a loan to me and half as a loan to my dear wife. We shall never forget your kindness.”




  “Rot!” said Bones. “Nonsense! I hope you’ll be happy, and will you tell her—” He swallowed something.




  There was a faint tinkle of a bell in the hall, and Ali, his servant, poked an ebony face round the corner of the door.




  “Sir,” he said, “the telephonic apparatus demands conversation.”




  Bones was glad of the interruption, and, with a muttered apology to his gratified guest, he strode out into the hall. Ali had accustomed himself to answering the telephone, but this time he had not understood the preliminary inquiry from exchange.




  “Hello!” said Bones into the transmitter.




  “Who’s that?”




  At the sound of the voice which answered him he nearly dropped the receiver.




  “Is that Mr. Tibbetts?”




  “Yes,” said Bones hoarsely, and his heart beat a wild rataplan.




  “I’m speaking from York, Mr. Tibbetts. I wanted to tell you that the key of the safe is in the drawer of my desk — the top drawer.”




  “That’s all right, dear old — dear Mrs. Hyane.”




  “What is that you say?” asked the voice sharply.




  “Congratulations, dear old missus,” said Bones. “Hope you’ll be awfully happy on your plantation.”




  “What do you mean?” asked the voice. “Did you call me Mrs. Hyane?”




  “Yes,” said Bones huskily.




  He heard her laugh.




  “How ridiculous you are! Did you really think I would ever marry my cousin?”




  “But haven’t you?” yelled Bones.




  “What — married? Absurd! I’m going to Scotland to see about some family matter.”




  “You’re not — not a Mrs.?” asked Bones emphatically.




  “And never will be,” said the girl. “What does it all mean? Tell me.”




  Bones drew a long breath.




  “Come back by the next train, young miss,” he said. “Let that jolly old family affair go to blazes. I’ll meet you at the station and tell you everything.”




  “But — but—” said the girl.




  “Do as you’re told, young miss!” roared Bones, and hung up the receiver with a seraphic smile.




  The door of his study was a thick one, and it was, moreover, protected from outside noises by a large baize door, and the student of men had heard nothing. Bones strode back into the room with a face so changed that Mr. Hyane could not but observe that something remarkable had happened.




  “I’m afraid I’m keeping you up, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said.




  “Not at all,” said Bones cheerfully. “Let’s have a look at that cheque I gave you.”




  The other hesitated.




  “Let me have a look at it,” said Bones, and Mr. Hyane, with a smile, took it from his pocket and handed it to the other.




  “Half for you and half for her, eh, dear old thing?” said Bones, and tore the cheque in two. “That’s your half,” he said, handing one portion to Mr. Hyane.




  “What the devil are you doing?” demanded the other angrily, but Bones had him by the collar, and was kicking him along the all-too-short corridor.




  “Open the door, Ali!” said Bones. “Open it wide, dear old heathen! Ooff!”




  The “Ooff!” was accompanied by one final lunge of Bones’s long legs.




  At midnight Bones was sitting on the platform at King’s Cross, alternately smoking a large pipe and singing tuneless songs. They told him that the next train from York would not arrive until three in the morning.




  “That doesn’t worry me, old thing. I’ll wait all night.”




  “Expecting somebody, sir?” asked the inquisitive porter.




  “Everybody, my dear old uniformed official,” said Bones, “everybody!”




  XII. Bones Hits Back
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  It may be said of Bones that he was in the City, but not of it. Never once had he been invited by the great and awe-inspiring men who dominate the finance of the City to participate in any of those adventurous undertakings which produce for the adventurers the fabulous profits about which so much has been written. There were times when Bones even doubted whether the City knew he was in it.




  He never realised his own insignificance so poignantly as when he strolled through the City streets at their busiest hour, and was unrecognised even by the bareheaded clerks who dashed madly in all directions, carrying papers of tremendous importance.




  The indifference of the City to Mr. Tibbetts and his partner was more apparent than real. It is true that the great men who sit around the green baize cloth at the Bank of England and arrange the bank rate knew not Bones nor his work. It is equally true that the very important personages who occupy suites of rooms in Lombard Street had little or no idea of his existence. But there were men, and rich and famous men at that, who had inscribed the name of Bones in indelible ink on the tablets of their memory.




  The Pole Brothers were shipbrokers, and had little in common, in their daily transactions, with Mr. Harold de Vinne, who specialised in industrial stocks, and knew little more about ships than could be learnt in an annual holiday trip to Madeira. Practically there was no bridge to connect their intellects. Sentimentally, life held a common cause, which they discovered one day, when Mr. Fred Pole met Mr. Harold de Vinne at lunch to discuss a matter belonging neither to the realms of industrialism nor the mercantile marine, being, in fact, the question of Mr. de Vinne leasing or renting Mr. Pole’s handsome riverside property at Maidenhead for the term of six months.




  They might not have met even under these circumstances, but for the fact that some dispute arose as to who was to pay the gardener. That matter had been amicably settled, and the two had reached the coffee stage of their luncheon, when Mr. de Vinne mentioned the inadvisability — as a rule — of discussing business matters at lunch, and cited a deplorable happening when an interested eavesdropper had overheard certain important negotiations and had most unscrupulously taken advantage of his discovery.




  “One of these days,” said Mr. de Vinne between his teeth, “I’ll be even with that gentleman.” (He did not call him a gentleman.) “I’ll give him Tibbetts! He’ll be sorry he was ever born.”




  “Tibbetts?” said Mr. Fred Pole, sitting bolt upright. “Not Bones?”




  The other nodded and seemed surprised.




  “You don’t know the dear fellow, do you?” he asked, only he did not use the expression “dear fellow.”




  “Know him?” said Mr. Fred, taking a long breath. “I should jolly well say I did know him. And my brother Joe knows him. That fellow—”




  “That fellow—” began Mr. de Vinne, and for several minutes they talked together in terms which were uncomplimentary to Augustus Tibbetts.




  It appeared, though they did not put the matter so crudely, that they had both been engaged in schemes for robbing Bones, and that in the pursuance of their laudable plans they had found themselves robbed by Bones.




  Mr. de Vinne ordered another coffee and prepared to make an afternoon of it. They discussed Bones from several aspects and in various lights, none of which revealed his moral complexion at its best.




  “And believe me,” said Mr. de Vinne at the conclusion of his address for the prosecution, “there’s money to be made out of that fellow. Why, I believe he has three hundred thousand pounds.”




  “Three hundred and forty thousand,” said the more accurate Mr. Fred.




  “A smart man could get it all,” said Harold de Vinne, with conviction. “And when I say a smart man, I mean two smart men. I never thought that he had done anybody but me. It’s funny I never heard of your case,” he said. “He must have got the best of you in the early days.”




  Mr. Fred nodded.




  “I was his first” — he swallowed hard and added— “mug!”




  Mr. de Vinne pulled thoughtfully at his black cigar and eyed the ceiling of the restaurant absentmindedly.




  “There’s nobody in the City who knows more about Tibbetts than me,” he said. He was weak on the classical side, but rather strong on mathematics. “I’ve watched every transaction he’s been in, and I think I have got him down fine.”




  “Mind you,” said Fred, “I think he’s clever.”




  “Clever!” said the other scornfully. “Clever! He’s lucky, my dear chap. Things have just fallen into his lap. It’s mug’s luck that man has had.”




  Mr. Fred nodded. It was an opinion which he himself had held and ruminated upon.




  “It is luck — sheer luck,” continued Mr. de Vinne. “And if we’d been clever, we’d have cleaned him. We’ll clean him yet,” he said, stroking his chin more thoughtfully than ever, “but it’s got to be done systematically.”




  Mr. Fred was interested. The possibility of relieving a fellow-creature of his superfluous wealth by legitimate means, and under the laws and rules which govern the legal transfer of property, was the absorbing interest of his life.




  “It has got to be done cleverly, scientifically, and systematically,” said Mr. de Vinne, “and there’s no sense in jumping to a plan. What do you say to taking a bit of dinner with me at the Ritz-Carlton on Friday?”




  Mr. Fred was very agreeable.




  “I’ll tell you the strength of Bones,” said de Vinne, as they left the restaurant. “He was an officer on the West Coast of Africa. His boss was a man named Sanders, who’s left the Service and lives at Twickenham. From what I can hear, this chap Tibbetts worships the ground that Sanders walks on. Evidently Sanders was a big bug in West Africa.”




  On Friday they resumed their conversation, and Mr. de Vinne arrived with a plan. It was a good plan. He was tremulous with pride at the thought of it, and demanded applause and approval with every second breath, which was unlike him.




  He was a man of many companies, good, bad, and indifferent, and, reviewing the enterprises with which his name was associated, he had, without the slightest difficulty, placed his finger upon the least profitable and certainly the most hopeless proposition in the Mazeppa Trading Company. And nothing could be better for Mr. de Vinne’s purpose, not, as he explained to Fred Pole, if he had searched the Stock Exchange Year Book from cover to cover.




  Once upon a time the Mazeppa Trading Company had been a profitable concern. Its trading stores had dotted the African hinterland thickly. It had exported vast quantities of Manchester goods and Birmingham junk, and had received in exchange unlimited quantities of rubber and ivory. But those were in the bad old days, before authority came and taught the aboriginal natives the exact value of a sixpenny looking-glass.




  No longer was it possible to barter twenty pounds’ worth of ivory for threepennyworth of beads, and the flourishing Mazeppa Trading Company languished and died. Its managers had grown immensely wealthy from their peculations and private trading, and had come home and were occupying opulent villas at Wimbledon, whilst the new men who had been sent to take their places had been so inexperienced that profits fell to nothing. That, in brief, was the history of the Mazeppa Trading Company, which still maintained a few dilapidated stores, managed by half-castes and poor whites.




  “I got most of the shares for a song,” confessed Mr. de Vinne. “In fact, I happen to be one of the debenture-holders, and stepped in when things were going groggy. We’ve been on the point of winding it up — it is grossly over-capitalised — but I kept it going in the hope that something would turn up.”




  “What is the general idea?” asked Mr. Fred Pole, interested.




  “We’ll get a managing director,” said Mr. de Vinne solemnly. “A man who is used to the handling of natives, a man acquainted with the West Coast of Africa, a man who can organise.”




  “Bones?” suggested Mr. Fred.




  “Bones be — jiggered!” replied de Vinne scornfully. “Do you think he’d fall for that sort of thing? Not on your life! We’re not going to mention it to Bones. But he has a pal — Sanders; you’ve heard of him. He’s a commissioner or something on the West Coast, and retired. Now, my experience of a chap of that kind who retires is that he gets sick to death of doing nothing. If we could only get at him and persuade him to accept the managing directorship, with six months a year on the Coast, at a salary of, say, two thousand a year, conditional on taking up six or seven thousand pounds’ worth of shares, what do you think would happen?”




  Mr. Fred’s imagination baulked at the problem, and he shook his head.




  “I’ll tell you what would happen,” said Mr. de Vinne. “It happened once before, when another pal of Bones got let in on a motor car company. Bones fell over himself to buy the shares and control the company. And, mind you, the Mazeppa looks good. It’s the sort of proposition that would appeal to a young and energetic man. It’s one of those bogy companies that seem possible, and a fellow who knows the ropes would say straight away: ‘If I had charge of that, I’d make it pay.’ That’s what I’m banking on.”




  “What are the shares worth?” said Fred.




  “About twopence net,” replied the other brutally. “I’ll tell you frankly that I’d run this business myself if I thought there was any chance of my succeeding. But if Bones finds all the shares in one hand, he’s going to shy. What I’m prepared to do is this. These shares are worth twopence. I’m going to sell you and a few friends parcels at a shilling a share. If nothing happens, I’ll undertake to buy them back at the same price.”




  A week later Hamilton brought news to the office of Tibbetts and Hamilton, Limited.




  “The chief is going back to the Coast.”




  Bones opened his mouth wide in astonishment.




  “Back to the Coast?” he said incredulously. “You don’t mean he’s chucking jolly old Twickenham?”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “He’s had an excellent offer from some people in the City to control a trading company. By the way, did you ever hear of the Mazeppa Company?” Bones shook his head.




  “I’ve heard of Mazeppa,” he said. “He was the naughty old gentleman who rode through the streets of Birmingham without any clothes.”




  Hamilton groaned.




  “If I had your knowledge of history,” he said despairingly, “I’d start a bone factory. You’re thinking of Lady Godiva, but that doesn’t matter. No, I don’t suppose you’ve heard of the Mazeppa Company; it did not operate in our territory.”




  Bones shook his head and pursed his lips.




  “But surely,” he said, “dear old Excellency hasn’t accepted a job without consulting me?”




  Hamilton made derisive noises.




  “He fixed it up in a couple of days,” he said, after a while. “It doesn’t mean he’ll be living on the Coast, but he’ll probably be there for some months in the year. The salary is good — in fact, it’s two thousand a year. I believe Sanders has to qualify for directorship by taking some shares, but the dear chap is enthusiastic about it, and so is Patricia. It is all right, of course. Sanders got the offer through a firm of solicitors.”




  “Pooh!” said Bones. “Solicitors are nobody.”




  He learnt more about the company that afternoon, for Sanders called in and gave a somewhat roseate view of the future.




  “The fact is, Bones, I am getting stale,” he said, “and this looks like an excellent and a profitable occupation.”




  “How did you get to hear about it, Excellency?”. asked Bones.




  His attitude was one of undisguised antagonism. He might have been a little resentful that the opportunity had come to Sanders through any other agency than his own.




  “I had a letter from the solicitors asking me if the idea appealed to me, and recalling my services on the Coast,” said Sanders. “Of course I know very little about the Mazeppa Trading Company, though I had heard of it years gone past as a very profitable concern. The solicitors were quite frank, and told me that business had fallen off, due to inexperienced management. They pointed out the opportunities which existed — the possibilities of opening new stations — and I must confess that it appealed to me. It will mean hard work, but the salary is good.”




  “Hold hard, Sir and Excellency,” said Bones. “What did you have to put up in the way of shares?”




  Sanders flushed. He was a shy man, and not given to talking about his money affairs.




  “Oh, about five thousand pounds,” he said awkwardly. “Of course, it’s a lot of money; but even if the business isn’t successful, I have a five-year contract with the company, and I get more than my investment back in salary.”




  That night Bones stayed on after Hamilton had left, and had for companion Miss Marguerite Whitland, a lady in whose judgment he had a most embarrassing faith. He had given her plenty of work to do, and the rhythmical tap-tap of her typewriter came faintly through the door which separated the outer from the inner office.




  Bones sat at his desk, his chin in his hand, a very thoughtful young man, and before him was a copy of the latest evening newspaper, opened at the Stock Exchange page. There had been certain significant movements in industrial shares — a movement so interesting to the commentator upon Stock Exchange doings that he had inserted a paragraph to the effect that:




  “The feature of the industrial market was the firmness of Mazeppa Trading shares, for which there was a steady demand, the stock closing at 19s. 9d. Mazeppa shares have not been dealt in within the House for many years, and, in fact, it was generally believed that the Company was going into liquidation, and the shares could be had for the price of the paper on which they were printed. It is rumoured in the City that the Company is to be reconstructed, and that a considerable amount of new capital has been found, with the object of expanding its existing business.”




  Bones read the paragraph many times, and at the conclusion of each reading returned to his reverie. Presently he rose and strolled into the office of his secretary, and the girl looked up with a smile as Bones seated himself on the edge of her table.




  “Young miss,” he said soberly, “do you ever hear anybody talking about me in this jolly old City?”




  “Why, yes,” she said in surprise.




  “Fearfully complimentarily, dear old miss?” asked Bones carelessly, and the girl’s colour deepened.




  “I don’t think it matters what people say about one, do you?”




  “It doesn’t matter to me,” said Bones, “so long as one lovely old typewriter has a good word for poor old Bones.” He laid his hand upon hers, and she suffered it to remain there without protest. “They think I’m a silly old ass, don’t they?”




  “Oh, no,” she said quickly, “they don’t think that. They say you’re rather unconventional.”




  “Same thing,” said Bones. “Anybody who’s unconventional in business is a silly old ass.”




  He squeezed the hand under his, and again she did not protest or withdraw it from his somewhat clammy grip.




  “Dear old darling—” began Bones, but she stopped him with a warning finger.




  “Dear old typewriter,” said Bones, unabashed, but obedient, “suppose something happened to the clever old Johnny who presides over this office — the brains of the department, if I may be allowed to say so?”




  “Captain Hamilton?” said the girl in surprise.




  “No, me,” said Bones, annoyed. “Gracious Heavens, dear old keytapper, didn’t I say me?”




  “Something happen to you?” she said in alarm. “Why, what could happen to you?”




  “Suppose I went broke?” said Bones, with the comfortable air of one who was very unlikely to go broke. “Suppose I had terrific and tremendous and cataclysmic and what’s-the-other-word losses?”




  “But you’re not likely to have those, are you?” she asked.




  “Not really,” said Bones, “but suppose?”




  She saw that, for once, when he was speaking to her, his mind was elsewhere, and withdrew her hand. It was a fact that Bones did not seem to notice the withdrawal.




  “Poor old Bones, poor old mug!” said Bones softly. “I’m a funny old devil.”




  The girl laughed.




  “I don’t know what you’re thinking about,” she said, “but you never strike me as being particularly funny, or poor, or old, for the matter of that,” she added demurely.




  Bones stooped down from the table and laid his big hand on her head, rumpling her hair as he might have done to a child.




  “You’re a dear old Marguerite,” he said softly, “and I’m not such a ditherer as you think. Now, you watch old Bones.” And, with that cryptic remark, he stalked back to his desk.




  Two days after this he surprised Hamilton.




  “I’m expecting a visitor to-day, old Ham,” he said. “A Johnny named de Vinne.”




  “De Vinne?” frowned Hamilton. “I seem to know that name. Isn’t he the gentleman you had the trouble with over the boots?”




  “That’s the jolly old robber,” said Bones cheerfully. “I’ve telegraphed and asked him to come to see me.”




  “About what?” demanded Hamilton.




  “About two o’clock,” said Bones. “You can stay and see your old friend through, or you can let us have it out with the lad in camera.”




  “I’ll stay,” said Hamilton. “But I don’t think he’ll come.”




  “I do,” said Bones confidently, and he was justified in his confidence, for at two o’clock to the second Mr. de Vinne appeared.




  He was bright and cheerful, even genial to Bones, and Bones was almost effusive in his welcome.




  “Sit down there in the most comfortable chair, happy old financier,” he said, “and open your young heart to old Bones about the Mazeppa Trading Company.”




  Mr. de Vinne did not expect so direct an attack, but recovered from his surprise without any apparent effort.




  “Oh, so you know I was behind that, do you? How the dickens did you find out?”




  “Stock Exchange Year Book, dear old thing. Costs umpteen and sixpence, and you can find out everything you want to know about the directors of companies,” said Bones.




  “By Jove! That’s clever of you,” said de Vinne, secretly amused, for it was from the Year Book that he expected Bones to make the discovery.




  “Now, what’s the game, old financial gentleman?” asked Bones. “Why this fabulous salary to friend Sanders and selling this thousands of pounds worth of shares, eh?”




  The other shrugged his shoulders.




  “My dear chap, it’s a business transaction. And really, if I thought you were going to interrogate me on that, I shouldn’t have come. Is Mr. Sanders a friend of yours?” he asked innocently.




  “Shurrup!” said Bones vulgarly. “You know jolly well he’s a friend of mine. Now, what is the idea, young company promoter?”




  “It’s pretty obvious,” replied de Vinne, taking the expensive cigar which Bones had imported into the office for the purpose. “The position is a good one—”




  “Half a mo’,” said Bones. “Do you personally guarantee Mr. Sanders’s salary for five years?”




  The other laughed.




  “Of course not. It is a company matter,” he said, “and I should certainly not offer a personal guarantee for the payment of any salary.”




  “So that, if the company goes bust in six months’ time, Mr. Sanders loses all the money he has invested and his salary?”




  The other raised his shoulders again with a deprecating smile.




  “He would, of course, have a claim against the company for his salary,” he said.




  “A fat lot of good that would be!” answered Bones.




  “Now, look here, Mr. Tibbetts” — the other leaned confidentially forward, his unlighted cigar between his teeth— “there is no reason in the world why the Mazeppa Company shouldn’t make a fortune for the right man. All it wants is new blood and capable direction. I confess,” he admitted, “that I have not the time to give to the company, otherwise I’d guarantee a seven per cent. dividend on the share capital. Why, look at the price of them to-day—”




  Bones stopped him.




  “Any fool can get the shares up to any price he likes, if they’re all held in one hand,” he said.




  “What?” said the outraged Mr. de Vinne. “Do you suggest I have rigged the market? Besides, they’re not all in one hand. They’re pretty evenly distributed.”




  “Who holds ‘em?” asked Bones curiously.




  “Well, I’ve got a parcel, and Pole Brothers have a parcel.”




  “Pole Brothers, eh?” said Bones, nodding. “Well, well!”




  “Come, now, be reasonable. Don’t be suspicious, Mr. Tibbetts,” said the other genially. “Your friend’s interests are all right, and the shareholders’ interests are all right. You might do worse than get control of the company yourself.”




  Bones nodded.




  “I was thinking of that,” he said.




  “I assure you,” said Mr. de Vinne with great earnestness, “that the possibilities of the Mazeppa Trading Company are unlimited. We have concessions from the Great River to the north of the French territory—”




  “Not worth the paper they’re written on, dear old kidder,” said Bones, shaking his head. “Chiefs’ concessions without endorsement from the Colonial Office are no good, dear old thing.”




  “But the trading concessions are all right,” insisted the other. “You can’t deny that. You understand the Coast customs better than I do. Trading customs hold without endorsement from the Colonial Office.”




  Bones had to admit that that was a fact.




  “I’ll think it over,” he said. “It appeals to me, old de Vinne. It really does appeal to me. Who own the shares?”




  “I can give you a list,” said Mr. de Vinne, with admirable calm, “and you’d be well advised to negotiate privately with these gentlemen. You’d probably get the shares for eighteen shillings.” He took a gold pencil from his pocket and wrote rapidly a list of names, and Bones took the paper from his hand and scrutinised them.




  Hamilton, a silent and an amazed spectator of the proceedings, waited until de Vinne had gone, and then fell upon his partner.




  “You’re not going to be such a perfect jackass—” he began, but Bones’s dignified gesture arrested his eloquence.




  “Dear old Ham,” he said, “senior partner, dear old thing! Let old Bones have his joke.”




  “Do you realise,” said Hamilton, “that you are contemplating the risk of a quarter of a million? You’re mad, Bones!”




  Bones grinned.




  “Go down to our broker and buy ten thousand shares in old Mazeppa, Ham,” he said. “You’ll buy them on the market for nineteen shillings, and I’ve an idea that they’re worth about the nineteenth part of a farthing.”




  “But—” stammered Hamilton.




  “It is an order,” said Bones, and he spoke in the Bomongo tongue.




  “Phew!” said Hamilton. “That carries me a few thousand miles. I wonder what those devils of the N’gombi are doing now?”




  “I’ll tell you something they’re not doing,” said Bones. “They’re not buying Mazeppa shares.”




  There were two very deeply troubled people in the office of Tibbetts and Hamilton. One was Hamilton himself, and the other was Miss Marguerite Whitland. Hamilton had two causes for worry. The first and the least was the strange extravagance of Bones. The second — and this was more serious — was the prospect of breaking to Sanders that night that he had been swindled, for swindled he undoubtedly was. Hamilton had spent a feverish hour canvassing City opinion on the Mazeppa Trading Company, and the report he had had was not encouraging. He had, much against his will, carried out the instructions of Bones, and had purchased in the open market ten thousand shares in the Company — a transaction duly noted by Mr. de Vinne and his interested partner.




  “He is biting,” said that exultant man over the ‘phone. “All we have to do is to sit steady, and he’ll swallow the hook!”




  It was impossible that Marguerite Whitland should not know the extent of her employer’s commitments. She was a shrewd girl, and had acquired a very fair working knowledge of City affairs during the period of her employment. She had, too, an instinct for a swindle, and she was panic-stricken at the thought that Bones was marching headlong to financial disaster. Hamilton had gone home to his disagreeable task, when the girl came from her office and stood, her hands clasped behind her, before the desk of the senior partner.




  Bones peered up in his shortsighted way.




  “Well, young miss?” he said quietly.




  “Mr. Tibbetts,” she began a little unsteadily, “I’m going to be very impertinent.”




  “Not at all,” murmured Bones.




  “I’ve been with you for some time now,” said the girl, speaking rapidly, “and I feel that I have a better right to talk to you than — than—”




  “Than anybody in the whole wide world,” said Bones, “and that’s a fact, dear young Marguerite.”




  “Yes, yes,” she said hurriedly, “but this is something about business, and about — about this deal which you’re going into. I’ve been talking to Captain Hamilton this afternoon, while you were out, and I know it’s a swindle.”




  “I know that, too,” said Bones calmly.




  “But,” said the puzzled girl, “you are putting all your money into it. Mr. Hamilton said that, if this failed, you might be ruined.”




  Bones nodded. Outwardly calm, the light of battle shone in his eye.




  “It’s a gamble, dear young typewriter,” he said, “a terrific gamble, but it’s going to turn out all right for did Bones.”




  “But Mr. Hamilton said you can’t possibly make anything from the property — that it is derelict and worth practically nothing. Only a tenth of the stores are open, and the trading is—”




  Bones smiled.




  “I’m not gambling on the property,” he said softly. “Oh, dear, no, young fiancÚe, I’m not gambling on the property.”




  “Then what on earth are you gambling on?” she asked, a little piqued.




  “On me,” said Bones in the same tone. “On poor old silly ass Bones, and I’m coming through!”




  He got up and came across to her and laid his big hand on her shoulder gently.




  “If I don’t come through, I shan’t be a beggar. I shall have enough to build a jolly little place, where we can raise cows and horses and vegetables of all descriptions, dear old typewriter. And if I do come through, we’ll still have that same place — only perhaps we’ll have more cows and a pig or two.”




  She laughed, and he raised her smiling lips to his and kissed them.




  Mr. de Vinne had dined well and had enjoyed an evening’s amusement. He had been to the Hippodrome, and his enjoyment had been made the more piquant by the knowledge that Mr. Augustus Tibbetts had as good as placed ten thousand pounds in his pocket. He was a surprised man, on returning to Sloane Square, to discover, waiting in the hall, his unwilling benefactor.




  “Why, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said, “this is a great surprise.”




  “Yes,” said Bones, “I suppose it is, old Mr. de Vinne.” And he coughed solemnly, as one who was the guardian of a great secret.




  “Come in,” said Mr. de Vinne, more genial than ever. “This is my little den” — indicating a den which the most fastidious of lions would not have despised. “Sit down and have a cigar, old man. Now, what brings you here tonight?”




  “The shares,” said Bones soberly. “I’ve been worrying about the shares.”




  “Ah, yes,” said Mr. de Vinne carelessly. “Why worry about them, dear boy?”




  “Well, I thought I might lose the opportunity of buying them. I think there’s something to be made out of that property. In fact,” said Bones emphatically, “I’m pretty certain I could make a lot of money if I had control.”




  “I agree with you,” said the earnest Mr. de Vinne.




  “Now the point is,” said Bones, “I’ve been studying that list of yours, and it seems to me that the majority of the two hundred and fifty thousand shares issued are either held by you or by one of the Poles — jolly old Joe or jolly old Fred, I don’t know which.”




  “Jolly old Fred,” said Mr. de Vinne gravely.




  “Now, if there’s one person I don’t want to meet tonight, or tomorrow, or any other day,” said Bones, “it’s Pole.”




  “There’s no need for you to meet him,” smiled de Vinne.




  “In fact,” said Bones, with sudden ferocity, “I absolutely refuse to buy any shares from Fred. I’ll buy yours, but I will not buy a single one from Fred.”




  Mr. De Vinne thought rapidly.




  “There’s really no reason,” he said carelessly. “As a matter of fact, I took over Fred’s shares tonight, or the majority of them. I can let you have — let me see” — he made a rapid calculation— “I can let you have a hundred and eighty thousand shares at nineteen and nine.”




  “Eighteen shillings,” said Bones firmly, “and not a penny more.”




  They wrangled about the price for five minutes, and then, in an outburst of generosity, Mr. de Vinne agreed.




  “Eighteen shillings it shall be. You’re a hard devil,” he said. “Now, shall we settle this in the morning?”




  “Settle it now,” said Bones. “I’ve a contract note and a cheque book.”




  De Vinne thought a moment.




  “Why, sure!” he said. “Let’s have your note.”




  Bones took a note from his pocket, unfolded it, and laid it on the table, then solemnly seated himself at Mr. de Vinne’s desk and wrote out the cheque.




  His good fortune was more than Mr. de Vinne could believe. He had expected Bones to be easy, but not so easy as this.




  “Goodbye,” said Bones. He was solemn, even funereal.




  “And, my friend,” thought Mr. de Vinne, “you’ll be even more solemn before the month’s out.”




  He saw Bones to the door, slapped him on the back, insisted on his taking another cigar, and stood outside on the pavement of Cadogan Square and watched the rear lights of Bones’s car pass out of sight. Then he went back to his study telephone and gave a number. It was the number of Mr. Fred Pole’s house, and Fred Pole himself answered the call.




  “Is that you, Pole?”




  “That’s me,” said the other, and there was joy in his voice.




  “I say, Pole,” chuckled de Vinne, “I shall save you a lot of trouble.”




  “What do you mean?” asked the other.




  “I’ve sold Bones my shares and yours too.”




  There was a deep silence.




  “Did you hear me?” asked de Vinne.




  “Yes, I heard you,” said the voice, so strange that de Vinne scarcely recognised it. “How many did you sell?” asked Pole.




  “A hundred and eighty thousand. I thought I could easily fix it with you.”




  Another silence.




  “What did Bones say to you?”




  “He told me he wouldn’t do any more business with you.”




  “Good Heavens!” groaned Pole, and added, “Gracious Heavens!”




  “Why, what’s the matter?” asked de Vinne quickly, scenting danger.




  “That’s what he said to me,” moaned the other. “Just hang on. I’ll be round in a quarter of an hour.”




  Mr. Fred Pole arrived under that time, and had a dreadful story to unfold. At nine o’clock that evening Bones had called upon him and had offered to buy his shares. But Bones had said he would not under any circumstances —




  “Buy my shares?” said de Vinne quickly.




  “Well, he didn’t exactly say that,” said Fred. “But he gave me to understand that he’d rather buy the shares from me than from anybody else, and I thought it was such an excellent idea, and I could fix it up with you on the telephone, so I sold him—”




  “How many?” wailed de Vinne.




  “A hundred and fifty thousand,” said Mr. Fred, and the two men stared at one another.




  De Vinne licked his dry lips.




  “It comes to this,” he said. “Between us we’ve sold him three hundred and thirty thousand shares. There are only two hundred and fifty thousand shares issued, so we’ve got to deliver eighty thousand shares that are non-existent or be posted as defaulters.”




  Another long pause, and then both men said simultaneously, as though the thought had struck them for the first time:




  “Why, the fellow’s a rogue!”




  The next morning they called upon Bones, and they were with him for half an hour; and when they went, they left behind them, not only the cheques that Bones had given them, but another cheque for a most substantial amount as consideration.




  That night Bones gave a wonderful dinner-party at the most expensive hotel in London. Sanders was there, and Patricia Sanders, and Hamilton, and a certain Vera, whom the bold Bones called by her Christian name, but the prettiest of the girls was she who sat on his right and listened to the delivery of Bones’s great speech in fear and trembling.




  “The toast of the evening, dear old friends,” said Bones, “is Cupidity and Cupid. Coupled with the names of the Honourable de Vinne and my young and lovely typewriter — my friend and companion in storm and stress, the only jolly old lady, if I may be allowed to say so, that has stirred my young heart” — he caught Patricia Sanders’s accusing eye, coughed, and added— “in Europe!”




  The End




  Sandi the Kingmaker (1922)
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  In the village of P’pie, at the foot of that gaunt and hungry mountain which men called Limpisi, or Limbi, there lived a young man whose parents had died when he was a child, for in those far — off days the Devil Woman of Limbi demanded double sacrifices, and it was the custom to slay, not the child who was born upon her holy day — which was the ninth of the new moon — but his parents.




  Therefore he was called by acclamation M’sufu-M’goba—’the-fortunate-boy-who-was-not-his-own-father’. All children who are born of sacrificed parents are notoriously clever, and M’sufu was favoured of ghosts and devils. It is said that when he was walking — young he climbed up to the cave of the Holy Devil Woman herself, passing through the guard of Virgins, who kept the hillside, in a most miraculous way, and that he had tottered into that dreadful cave whence no human had emerged alive, and had found the Old Woman sleeping.




  He came forth alive and again reached the village. So it was said — and said secretly between husband and wife, or woman and lover (for these latter trust one another). Aloud or openly not one spoke of such a fearful exploit or even mentioned the Old Woman, save parabolically or by allusion.




  But to this visit and the inspiration of The Cave-of-Going-In were ascribed the wonderful powers which came to him later in life.




  It is told that, seated at food with one of the families which had adopted him, he suddenly broke an hour’s silence.




  “K’lama and his goat are dead by the deepstones.”




  “Silence, little child,” said his indignant foster-parent. “Are you not ashamed to talk when I am eating? In this way all devils get into a man’s body when his mind is thrown all ways.”




  Nevertheless, a search-party was sent out, and K’lama and his goat were found dead at the bottom of a rocky bluff; and one old man had seen this happen, the goat being suddenly mad and leaping with K’lama at the leash of it, just as the sun rim tipped the mountain-top. At such an hour had M’sufu spoken!




  Then another miracle. One Doboba, a gardener, had flogged M’sufu for stealing bananas from his garden.




  “Man,” said M’sufu, rubbing his tingling seat, “a tree will fall upon you in two nights, and you will be with the ghosts.”




  And two nights after this Doboba died in such a way.




  The story and the fame of M’sufu spread until his name was spoken even in the intimate places of the Old King’s hut. And there came one Kabalaka, Chief of all the Tofolaka, this being the country which is separated from the Ochori by the Ghost Mountains, and Kabalaka was a great man in the king’s eyes, being his seni-seni, which means Chief Minister.




  “Oh, prophesy for me, M’sufu,” he said, and before the whole twittering village — aghast at the advent of this amazing prince and his ten companies of spearmen and his dancing women — M’sufu stood up.




  “Lord,” he said “the crops of the land will be good and better than good. But the crops of the Fongini shall die, because no rain will come and the earth will crack.”




  “What else?” said Kabalaka, not displeased, for he hated the Fongini and Lubolama, their chief, and was jealous of his influence with the Old King.




  “Lord,” said the young seer, sweating greatly, “the son of your wife is sick and near to death, but on the rind of the moon he shall live again.”




  Kabalaka bent his brows, for he loved the son of his wife, and made a forced march back to Rimi-Rimi to find the child already laid for death, with clay upon his eyelids.




  “Wait until the rind of the moon, for this child will not die,” said Kabalaka in a confident tone, but inwardly aching.




  So they waited, watching the fluttering breath of the boy, the womenfolk going out every morning to pluck green leaves to deck their bodies in the death dance. But on the rind of the moon the child opened his eyes and smiled and asked for milk.




  And then a week later, when the people of The True Land, as Rimi-Rimi was called, were labouring to get in their mighty crops, there came to the city Lubolama of the Fongini, begging remission of tribute.




  “For my crops have failed, Old King,” he said, “and there has been no rain, so that the fields are cut with great cracks.”




  That night the Old King sent for M’sufu, and the prophet, wearing a beautiful brass chain which the grateful Kabalaka had sent him, arrived in the city at the very hour the king’s guard pulled down Hughes at Hughes Lloyd Thomas, Inspector of Territories in the service of the British Government.




  Lloyd Thomas, in the days before he entered the Service, had been an evangelist — a fiery Welsh revivalist who had stirred the Rhondda Valley by the silvery eloquence of his tongue. Something of a mystic, fay as all Celts are, he had strangely survived the pitfalls which await earnest men who take service under Government. It was the innate spirituality of the man, the soul in him, and his faith, that made him smile whimsically up into the lowered face of K’salugu M’popo, the Old One, Lord and Paramount Lord of the Great King’s territory.




  They had staked him out before the Old King’s hut, and his head was hot from the king’s fire which burnt behind him. His travel-soiled drill was stiff with his blood, great rents and tears in his coat showed his broad white chest and the dark brown V of his shirt opening; but though he lay on the very edge of darkness, his heart was big within him, and he smiled, thanking God in his soul that there was no woman whose face would blanch at the news, or child to wonder or forget, or mother to be stricken.




  “Ho, Tomini,” said the Old King mockingly, and blinking down at his prisoner through his narrow eye-slits, “you called me to palaver before my people, and I am here.”




  Lloyd Thomas could turn his head, did he desire, and see a sector of that vast congregation which waited to witness his end — tier upon tier of curious brown faces, open-eyed with interest, children who desired sensational amusement. Truly he knew that all the city of Rimi-Rimi was present.




  “I came in peace, K’salugu M’popo,” he said, “desiring only to find Fergisi and his daughter: for evil news has gone out about them, and his own wife came to my king, telling of a killing palaver. Therefore my king has sent me, bringing you many beautiful presents, and knowing that you are strong for him, and will tell me about this God-man.”




  The presents were stacked in a heap by the side of the Old King’s stool — bolts of cloth, shimmering glass necklaces, looking-glasses such as kings love, being in gift frames.




  The king withdrew his eyes from the prisoner and bent down to pick up a necklace. He held it in his hand for a moment, and then, without a word, tossed it into the fire. At a word from his master, Kabalaka picked up the remainder and flung them into the blaze.




  Lloyd Thomas set his teeth, for he knew the significance of this.




  “Lord, since I am to die, let me die quickly,” he said quietly.




  “Let Jububu and M’tara, who skin men easily, come to me,” said the Old King, and two naked men came from behind the fire, their little knives in their hands.




  “O king—” it was Lloyd Thomas who mocked now, and there was a fire in his eyes which was wonderful “ — O skinner of men and slayer of little girls, one day and another day you shall live, and then shall come one in my place, and he shall smell you out and feed your bodies to the fishes.”




  “Let the skinning men work slowly,” said the Old King, rubbing his scrubby chin, and the two who knelt at Lloyd Thomas’s feet whetted their little knives on the palms of their hands.




  “He shall come — behold, I see him!” cried the doomed man. “Sandi Ingonda, the tiger, and the cater of kings!”




  The king half rose from his chair, his puckered face working.




  “O men, let me speak,” he said huskily, “for this man has said a wicked thing, Sandi being dead. Yet if he lived, who can cross the mountains of ghosts, where my regiments sit? Or can his iron puc-a-puc force a way through the swift waters of the river?”




  “He will come,” said the prisoner solemnly, “and he shall stand where I lie, and on that hour you shall die, K’salugu M’popo.”




  The Old Man blinked and blinked.




  “This is evil talk, and this man is a liar, for Sandi is not. Did not the man of the Akasava say that Sandi went out upon the black waters and fell through a hole in the world?”




  “Lord king, it was said,” agreed Kabalaka.




  The king sat back on his stool.




  “If Sandi comes, he dies, by death,” he swore uneasily, “for I who sent the daughter of the God-man, into the earth and delivered the God-man himself to the Terrible Woman of Limbi, even I have no fear. O M’sufu!”




  And there came from amongst the women behind the king a youth wearing a glittering chain.




  “O M’sufu, see this man. Now prophesy for me, shall Sandi come to this land, where he has never come before, for is not this land called Allimini*, and was there not held a great palaver because the white Frenchis came, cala cala and how may Sandi, who is neither Frenchi nor Allimini, but Inegi, put foot in this land?”




  [*German]




  M’sufu realized the splendour of the moment, and strutted forth, his head thrown back, his arms extended.




  “Hear me, Great King. Hear M’sufu, who has strange and lovely powers. For I say that Sandi shall not come to this land again — neither to the king’s country, nor to the lands of the base people on the lower river. He is as dead.”




  




  The Old King was on his feet, his legs trembling.




  “Hear him!” he yelled, and snatched his killing spears from the ground beside him. “O Tomini, hear this man — liar — liar — liar!”




  And with every word, he struck, though he might have saved himself the trouble, for Lloyd Thomas died at the first blow.




  The Old King looked down at his work, and his head was shaking.




  “O ko,” he said, “this is a bad palaver, for I have killed this man too quickly. Now, M’sufu, your voice has been beautiful to me, and you shall build in the shadow of my hut. For I know now that Sandi will not come. But if a devil is in your heart, and you have spoken lies, you shall lie where he lies, the Cold One, and my skinning men shall know your voice.”




  *




  There is something in the atmosphere of the British Colonial Office which chills the stranger to an awed silence. The solemnity of lofty corridors and pale long windows is oppressive. Noble and sombre doors, set at intervals as regular as the cells of a prison, suggest that each door hides some splendid felon. There are in these corridors at certain hours of the day no manifestations of life, save for the occasional ghostly apparition of a solitary clerk, whose appearance in the vista of desolation is heralded by the deep boom of a closing door, sounding to the nervous visitor like a minute gun saluting the shade of a mourned official.




  A tanned, slight man came into one of these corridors on an October afternoon, and the sound of his halting feet echoed hollowly. He was consulting a letter, and stopped at each doorway to examine the number. Presently he stopped, hesitated, and knocked. A subdued official voice bade him enter.




  The room was occupied by two sedate young gentlemen, whose desks had been so disposed that each had an equal opportunity of looking out of the window, and at sight of Sanders one of the youths rose with a heaviness of movement that suggested premature age — this also being part of the atmosphere of the Colonial Office — and walked with a certain majesty across the room.




  “Mr. Sanders?” he whispered rather than said. “Oh, yes, Mr. UnderSecretary was expecting to see you.” He looked at his watch. “I think he will be disengaged now. Won’t you please sit down?”




  Sanders was too impatient and too nervous to sit. He had all the open-air man’s horror of Government offices, and his visits to the headquarters of his old Department had been few and at long intervals. The young man, who had disappeared into an adjoining room, returned, opened wide the door, and ushered Sanders into a larger room, the principal features of which were a carved marble fireplace and a large desk.




  A gentleman at this latter rose, as Sanders came hesitatingly into the room, and welcomed him with a smile. The humanity of that smile, so out of place in this dead and dismal chamber, did something to restore the visitor’s vitality.




  “Sit down, Mr. Sanders.” And this time Sanders did not refuse.




  The Secretary was a tall lean man, thin of face and shortsighted, and Sanders, who had met him before, was as near ease as he was likely to be in such surroundings. Mr. UnderSecretary did not seem to be anxious to discuss the object of Sanders’s summons. He talked about Twickenham, about the football games which were played in that district, about life in the Home Counties, and presently, when Sanders had begun to wonder why a Colonial Office messenger had been detailed to deliver a letter to him that morning, the UnderSecretary came suddenly to the point.




  “I suppose you’re out of Africa for good, Mr. Sanders?” he said.




  “Yes, sir,” said Sanders quietly.




  “It’s a wonderful country,” sighed Sir John Tell, “a wonderful country! The opportunities today are greater than they have ever been before — for the right man.”




  Sanders made no reply.




  “You know Tofolaka and the country beyond the Ghost Mountains, of course,” said Mr. UnderSecretary, playing with his pen and looking intently at the blottingpad.




  “Yes, very well,” smiled Sanders. “That is, as well as anybody knows that country. It is rather terra incognita.”




  Sir John nodded.




  “You call it, I think — ?” he said suggestively.




  “We called it the country of the Great King,” said Sanders. “It lies, as you know, beyond the Ochori country on one side of the river and the Akasava on the other, and I never went into the country except once, partly because the mountain roads are only passable for three months in the year, and I could never get sufficient, steam or speed into the Zaire — that was my ship, you remember — to pass through Hell Gate.”




  “Hell Gate?” said Sir John reflectively. Oh, yes, that is the narrow canyon beyond the Ghost Mountains. There is a terrific current, isn’t there?”




  “Ten knots,” said Sanders promptly, “and no slack water. Hell Gate has done more to keep the Great King’s country free from inquisitive visitors than any other cause. I should imagine. By — the way, that was German territory, was it not?” he asked, with sudden interest.




  “It was and it wasn’t,” said Sir John carefully. “There were two or three nations which marked the territory on their colonial maps, although none can claim either to have conquered or occupied the country. And that is just why I wanted to see you, Mr. Sanders. At the Peace Conference, when the question of the redistribution of Germany’s colonies came up for decision, the Great King’s territory gave us more trouble and caused more — er — unpleasantness than any other of her possessions which we took over. You see” — he shifted round and faced Sanders, leaning back in his chair and crossing his legs comfortably— “it was never admitted by any of the great nations that the Great King’s country belonged to anybody. It is now virtually under the dominion of the — er — League of Nations,” he said.




  Sanders smiled.




  “That means it’s still No Man’s Land,” he said bluntly.




  “In a sense, yes,” agreed the UnderSecretary. “As a matter of fact, we have received a mandate from the League to straighten out matters, put the country on a proper footing, and introduce something of civilization into a territory which has hitherto resisted all attempts at penetration, pacific or otherwise.”




  He stopped, but Sanders made no comment.




  “We think,” said Sir John carefully, “that in six or seven months a strong, resolute man with a knowledge of the native — a superhuman knowledge, I might add — could settle the five territories now under the Great King, and establish law and justice in a country which is singularly free from those ethical commodities.”




  Again he paused, and again Sanders refrained from speaking.




  Sir John rose and, walking to the wall, pulled down a roller map.




  “Here is a rough survey of the country, Mr. Sanders,” he said.




  Sanders rose from the chair and went to the other’s side.




  “Here are the Ghost Mountains, to the west of which are your old friends, the Ochori; to the cast is Tofolaka, and due south on the other side of the big river is Bubujala. Here the river takes a turn — you will see a lake, very imperfectly charted.”




  “What is that island asked Sanders, pointing.




  “That is called the Island of the Golden Birds — rather romantic,” said Sir John.




  “And that,” said Sanders, stabbing the map with his forefinger, “is Rimi-Rimi, where the Old King lives.”




  “And north is a mountain — Limpisi,” said the UnderSecretary. “That would be new country for you, Mr. Sanders; you’re not used to mountains and plateaux. It is very healthy, I’m told, and abounding in big game.”




  “Very probably it is,” said Sanders, returning to the table with his superior, “but I really know very little about it, Sir John, and if you have sent for me to give you information, I’m afraid I’m going to disappoint you.”




  The UnderSecretary smiled.




  “I have sent for you to give you some information, Mr. Sanders,” he said quietly. “I have told you we want a resolute man, a man who has authority over natives, such as you possess, to go out and settle the country.”




  “I’m sorry—” began Sanders, shaking his head.




  “Wait.” The UnderSecretary stopped him with a gesture. “The Government is most anxious that this should be done at once, because—” he hesitated “ — you may have heard the news, we sent a man to interview the Old King and make inquiries about the poor Fergusons, the missionaries, and—”, He shrugged.




  “They chopped him?” said Sanders. “Who was it?”




  “Lloyd Thomas.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “I knew him, poor chap. But it is a fairly dangerous proceeding to send a man into the Great King’s country alone.”




  “Ye — es,” agreed the other, “it was an error on the part of your successor, Mr. Sanders, but one for which, of course, we must take full responsibility. This is what I want to say. The war in Africa has passed the king’s territory untouched. There was neither the need nor the occasion for either side to penetrate in that direction, so that the Old King has neither had the salutary lessen which the passage of troops through his country might have afforded, nor such supervision as Germany was able to exercise. The result is—” his voice was grave “ — there is serious trouble threatened to your old territory. From what we have been able to discover, Lloyd Thomas was received in the haughtiest manner, and the gifts he took with him to propitiate the Old Man were burnt at the king’s great fire!”




  Sanders made a little grimace.




  “That’s bad. Poor Thomas could not have had the opportunity, or he would have cleared when he saw that happen. It is a tradition, you know, that wars in the Northern Territory start with the burning of gifts — it is so with the Northern Ochori and with the Akasava.”




  He was silent for a while, then drew a long breath.




  “I should like to help the Government, Sir John,” he said, “but honestly I am out of Africa for good!”




  The UnderSecretary scratched his chin and again avoided Sanders’s eye.




  “We have sent a beautiful little ship to the river,” he said; “it is a great improvement on the Zaire and with three times her power.”




  Sanders shook his head.




  “I’m sorry,” he said.




  “Of course, we shouldn’t object to your choosing your own officers and advancing them one grade in their ranks — even if they have left the Service,” he added significantly. “I understand that your brotherin-law, Captain Hamilton—”




  “He’s out of it, too,” said Sanders quickly, though here he might have hesitated, for Hamilton at that moment was nursing a sore heart. Women are proverbially fickle, and there had been a certain Vera Sackwell, who had married a man better favoured than Hamilton in the matter of riches.




  “And Mr. Tibbetts?”




  Sanders smiled.




  “Mr. Tibbetts is a very rich man now,” he said, “and nothing would induce him to leave London — of that I am perfectly sure,” he said.




  The UnderSecretary shrugged his shoulders and rose.




  “I’m sorry, too,” he said. “Anyway, think it over for a couple of days, Mr. Sanders, and let me know what you think. You are already Commander of St. Michael and St. George, I believe?”




  “Yes, sir,” said Sanders, with a ghost of a smile on his tanned face.




  “Six months’ work,” said Sir John absently, “and the Government would not be unmindful of its obligation to the man who accomplished that work, Mr. Sanders. To a man like you, of course,” he said, with a deprecating smile, “a knighthood means nothing. But the ladies rather like it. You’re married, are you not, Mr. Sanders? Why, of course you are! Goodbye.” He held out his hand, and Sanders shook it. “By the way,” said Sir John, “that Ferguson case was a bad one. We have inquiries every week from the poor mother.”




  Sanders nodded. He had met the wife of the murdered missionary, and he wanted to forget her.




  “She has a theory that the girl, her daughter, is still alive in the hut of one of the king’s chiefs.”




  “Perfectly horrible!” said Sanders shortly. “Please God, she’s dead! Goodbye, sir. I’m sorry—”




  The aged youth from the room outside appeared from nowhere and opened the door, and in a few minutes Sanders was walking along Whitehall, a very preoccupied man.




  It so happened that that night there was a little dinner-party at Twickenham. Mr. Tibbetts, late of the City, and now devoting his great mind to intensive agriculture, was present, and with him a pretty girl, whom he addressed with extravagant and solemn deference; and Hamilton was there, sometime captain of Houssas, a little peaky of face, for he had taken the loss of the lady who was now Mrs. Isadore Mentleheim very badly; and, above all, Patricia Sanders, in Sanders’s eyes the most radiant being of any.




  It is perhaps incorrect to say that Bones was present, because he had not arrived when the dinner started, and his late arrival added something to the restraint for which Sanders was mainly responsible. He had returned silent and thoughtful, and his wife, who had half — guessed the object of his call to the Colonial Office, did not press him for an account of what had transpired, knowing that in good time he would tell, She guessed what the object of that summons had been, did he but know.




  “Come on, Bones,” growled Hamilton. “Do you know you’ve kept us waiting for half an hour?”




  Bones had burst into the room, straightening his tie as he came, and bowed reverently to the girl who sat at his right, respectfully to Sanders and affectionately to Patricia, before he had taken his scat.




  “Dear old officer!” said Bones. “Tomatoes!”




  “Tomatoes?” said Hamilton, looking at his soup. “It is consomme.”




  “When I say tomatoes, dear old thing,” said Bones loftily, “I imply the trend and tendency of my jolly old studies. As dear old Hamlet said—”




  “Shut up and eat your soup,” said Hamilton.




  “Give me the jolly old farm,” said Bones ecstatically, pausing with his spoon halfway to his mouth, heedless of the drip, drip, drip of consomme julienne which fell upon his immaculate shirt — front. “Give me—”




  “Give him a table napkin and a bib,” said Hamilton savagely. “Really, Bones, don’t you recognize there’s something in the air? Haven’t you any sensibility?”




  “None, dear old thing,” said Bones firmly, and turning to his partner. “Lovely old child,” he asked, “have you noticed any of that jolly old nonsense about poor old Bones?”




  “Have you decided to stick to farming, Bones?” It was Sanders who asked the question.




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones promptly. “I’ve got the jolliest old scheme for raising cabbages in hot-water bottles — in the off-season, dear old Ham, you understand,” he said, turning to his friend. “It’s funny that nobody ever thought about hot-water bottles. You fill them with hot water.”




  “Why not hot air?” asked the offensive Hamilton.




  “It’s a pretty good job you’ve decided to stick to farming,” said Sanders, “because what I’m going to tell you won’t worry you. I’ve had an offer to go back to the Territories. Not exactly the Territories,” he corrected, “but to the Great King’s country, beyond the Ochori.”




  Bones and Hamilton put down their spoons together.




  “Dear me,” said Bones mildly.




  “Of course I turned it down,” said Sanders indifferently.




  “Of course,” said Bones.




  “Naturally,” said Hamilton.




  “The idea was for us to go out for six months—”




  “Us?” said Bones. “Did you say ‘us’, dear old Commissioner?”




  “I said ‘us’ for it amounted to that,” smiled Sanders. “They offered to let me choose any officers I liked, and to give them a rank one grade higher than that at which they retired. That would make Hamilton a major, and you, Bones, a full-blown skipper.”




  Bones coughed.




  “As I say, I turned it down,” said Sanders. “I don’t want to go back — even for six or seven months.”




  “Would it mean anything good for you?” asked Patricia quietly.




  Sanders smiled.




  “Well, I suppose they’d be grateful, and all that sort of thing, but I told them I was finished with Africa, and I told them, Hamilton, that you were also settled down, as you are, now you’re running Bones’s business.”




  “Quite,” said Hamilton. “Of course this is rather a slack time of the year, and we are taking up nothing new for another six months.”




  “Besides,” Sanders went on, “I don’t see the fun of upsetting one’s life even for six months. It isn’t as if we were going back to the humdrum old Territories again. Apparently the Old King’s up in arms, and there would be all sorts of trouble until we got him tamed.”




  “Would there be any danger?” The girl on Bones’s left looked at him apprehensively.




  “Danger, dear old fiancee!” said the excited Bones, “Danger doesn’t worry us, dear old thing. Danger is the neth of my brostrils — I mean noth of my bristrils. Danger?” He was preparing to elaborate, but a warning glance from Sanders stopped him. “Danger? No, dear old friend and partner,” he said soothingly. “When I said ‘danger’, I was talking figuratively. Danger! Ha, ha!”




  Bones had a laugh which made you wince.




  “Absolutely none, charming old child, and soon to be, I hope — ahem! A jolly old lion or two, a few naughty old cannibals, a wicked old king who wants to cut your jolly old head off, and there you are! Nothing startling!”




  “Anyway,” said Sanders, after a pause, “I told the Secretary that I can’t possibly go. So that’s that.”




  “Quite,” said Hamilton, and Bones coughed again.




  “I shall have quite a lot of work to do, clearing up the mess that Bones has left,” Hamilton went on, “and Bones has pretty well decided on his farm. But it is rather an interesting offer.”




  “Very,” said Sanders.




  And then distraction came, and the tension broke. A maid came into the room and bent over her mistress.




  “Mrs. Ferguson?” she said in surprise. “Isn’t that the poor woman who lost her husband and child, dear?”




  Sanders groaned. He saw the hand of a cunning UnderSecretary in this visitation.




  “Yes — er — I’ll see her.”




  “Show her in here, Mary,” said Patricia, and before Sanders could protest the girl was gone.




  “Why, what is the matter?” Patricia asked anxiously.




  “Oh, nothing — nothing, dear.”




  The men rose as the visitor entered the room. She was a slight, frail woman in black, and two deep sad eyes fastened upon Sanders, and he quailed before them.




  “You know Mr. Hamilton — Mr. Tibbetts — er — miss—” he stammered.




  She took the chair he offered her.




  “Mr. Sanders, are you going?” she asked.




  Sanders flushed.




  “I want you to believe—” he began, and his wife watched his confusion in astonishment.




  “Mrs. Sanders, will you let your husband go?” said the woman in a low voice. “You have always been kind and sweet to me, and I know how great is the sacrifice I ask.”




  “My wife will let me go if I wish to,” said Sanders and so quiet was the room that his voice sounded loud.




  Mrs. Ferguson was silent for a while.




  “I saw it,” she said. “They came when we were at breakfast — though the Old King had eaten salt with my husband — and Mofobolo, the king’s hunter, led them. Henry told me to run to the river, where our little steamboat was. I saw them drag him out covered with blood, and I saw Mofobolo running after my — my darling — into the bush. Oh, my God, Mr. Sanders! He has her, that man! She will be nineteen on the first of the month!”




  “Mrs. Ferguson, please!”




  Sanders’s face was drawn, and in his eyes there was a look of agony.




  “She’s there — there now!” the woman almost screamed. “Every hour you defer your decision is a crime, a crime!”




  The women took her out, and the men sat in silence each with his separate thoughts. They heard the thud of the front door closing, and the grind of a cab’s wheels on the gravel of the drive, and then the two women returned.




  Patricia, as she passed her husband, dropped her hand upon his shoulder, and he caught and kissed it.




  “I am leaving by the next Coast steamer,” he said simply. “Who goes with me?”




  There was no need to ask. Hamilton was smiling savagely, and as for Bones, he was swaying backwards and forwards in his chair, his eyes half — closed, like a man in a trance, and he was uttering strange sounds. Strange to the two women was that raucous chant of his, though Patricia caught the rhythm of it, for Bones was singing the song of the fighting Isisi, the song that they used to roll forth in deep-chested chorus as the little Zaire came round the bend of the river in sight of its landing — place.




  “Sandi, who makes the laws, Sandi, who walks by night, Sandi, the slayer of Oosoombi. And the hanger of N’gombo. Who gives health to the sick, And justice to the poor…”




  *




  Across the Ghost Mountains came the shrill rataplan of a lokali, and the signal drummer of the Ochori, who sent the message, put his whole heart and pride in it.




  “Sandi, the Butcher Bird, the swift giver of laws…Sandi Is!”




  They carried the message to the Old King, and he foamed at the mouth.




  “Bring me M’sufu, the prophet,” he howled, “also they who skin men! By death, there shall be one magician less in the land this night!”




  And they brought M’sufu, and they killed him before the morning.




  II. The Coming of Sandi
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  A long broad-beamed boat was pushing her way through the black waters which swirled and eddied against her bow. She was painted a dazzling white, and her two high smokestacks were placed one behind the other, giving her an appearance of stolidity which was very satisfactory to the young man who had constituted himself her chief officer. The open lower deck was a few feet over the water-line, and seemed at a distance to be decorated with bright scarlet poppies. Near at hand these resolved themselves into the new red tarbooshes of the native soldiers who crowded the iron deck. Above was another deck, from which opened the doors and latticed windows of a dozen cabins. Two or three deepseated wicker chairs and a light table were disposed on the clear space under the big awning aft, but this space reserved for the hours of leisure was deserted. Three men in white duck trousers and coatless stood on the little navigating bridge where the shining brass telegraphs stood, and behind them, raised on a grated dais, a native, bare to the waist, held a polished wheel.




  The ship was named Zaire II, and the big searchlight on the bridge, the quick-firing guns which were swung out over each side, the tiny ensign which fluttered at her one mast, all these things stood for the expectation of war.




  The ship was running between sheer rock walls, and the passage was growing narrower. Already the water at the Zaire’s bow was piled up to the height of three feet above the level of the river, and the hull shivered and strained at every thud of the engine.




  “We’re only making five knots,” said the troubled Sanders, “and we’re nowhere near the worst part of the rapids.”




  He pointed ahead to where the flanking walls of the canyon rose to a greater height.




  “Hell Gate properly begins at that bend,” he said. “They’ve a full head of steam below, Bones?”




  Bones was mopping his steaming face with a handkerchief coloured violently.




  “A swollen head of steam, dear old Excellency,” he said solemnly, and added unnecessarily: “Trust old Bones.”




  Behind the steersman was the broad open door of a cabin. It was plain but pleasantly furnished, but for the bizarre Thing which stood by the side of the white-covered bed.




  Hamilton, major of Houssas, lolling with his back to the rail, caught a glimpse of this gaudy ornament and smiled, though he was in no smiling humour, for the country had brought afresh to him all the dreams he had dreamt in olden times, and, since those dreams and memories revolved about a capricious girl who had found her happiness in material things, they brought him little comfort.




  “At least Guy Fawkes is enjoying the trip, sir,” he said.




  “Guy Fawkes?” Sanders was startled from his own thoughts. “Oh, you mean my bete?”




  With a glance at the river ahead, he walked to the door of his cabin, Hamilton at his elbow, and looked in.




  Held by two iron brackets in the wall was the most uncouth idol that Hamilton had ever seen. Its head, carved in wood, was painted green, save for its scarlet lips, and from the sides of its head sprouted a pair of ears which might be — and were, in fact — used as handles to lift the monstrosity. The body, painted fantastically, was pear — shaped, and the three squat vermilion legs on which it was supported added to its grotesqueness.




  “Guy Fawkes ought to create a sensation in the Old King’s country, if we—” He stopped.




  “If we get there,” finished Sanders quietly. “Well, the next few hours will decide that. Yes, he’s rather beautiful, isn’t he?”




  “I don’t quite understand, sir,” said Hamilton. “It isn’t like you to — er—”




  “‘Descend’ is the word you want,” smiled Sanders of the River.




  “Well, yes. I’ve never known you to attempt the placation of a chief by mumbo-jumbery. That sort of thing is usually done in storybooks; it isn’t done on the river.”




  “We’re going to a new country and a new people,” said Sanders, “and that is my excuse. And Guy Fawkes will not burn,” he added meaningly.




  “Not — Oh, I see! You mean the Old King is burning his gifts….Guy Fawkes is made of iron, and will not burn. And you think that if it doesn’t burn he’ll be impressed?”




  “They have never had a steel bete in this country before,” said Sanders, and turned back to the bridge.




  “Bones, come here.” Hamilton beckoned him. “What do you think of Guy?”




  Bones shook his head.




  “He’s a pretty old dear,” he said, “but I wish I’d had the painting of him. Have you ever thought, dear old major and comrade, what I could have made of him with a few jolly old art shades?”




  “Sanders thinks that when the Old King discovers that he won’t burn—”




  Hamilton was on the point of unburdening himself of his troubles, but changed his mind, and at that moment Sanders beckoned him.




  “We’re near to the crux of our situation,” he said grimly. “Set twenty of your men at each side of the ship, and give them the poles I took aboard at the Isisi city. The current will probably drive us against one or the other wall of this ravine. Your men are to pole off the ship from the side.”




  Hamilton disappeared down the iron ladder which led to the lower deck.




  The precaution was taken only in time. Ten minutes later the Zaire pounded slowly round the bend of the “gate” and the fierce current caught her. Slowly but surely she drifted over until the crest of the high cliff hung above her mast.




  Nearer and nearer to the wall she drifted, her stem swinging the quicker. Then, when it seemed certain that she would smash against the smooth yellow rock, a dozen poles were thrust against the wall, a dozen sweating men grunted and strained, and the stern came out again.




  The pressure of the river was now beyond anything Sanders had seen. The bows of the Zaire gathered water as a broom gathers snow. It sloped down almost from the rail above the bow like a big fluid hillside.




  “More steam,” said Sanders laconically, for the Zaire was practically at a standstill.




  The smokestacks flamed, bellowing huge clouds of sparks, and slowly the boat moved forward. They pushed into what was by comparison slick water, and gathered their strength for the next bend. Here, so powerful was the force of the current, the river literally canted to one side, being, as Sanders judged, fully three feet higher on one bank than the other. ‘Bank’ was a courtesy term, for the cliffs fell sheer, and where the river ran to the left, the waters had scooped out a huge hollow, so that in places the river’s edge disappeared from view. Though the sun was still high in the western sky, the canyon was in semi-darkness, so high were its walls.




  “We’ll run the searchlight off the storage batteries,” said Sanders. “Be economical, Bones. I can’t afford an ounce of steam for the dynamo, and as likely as not we’ll be in this infernal hole till nightfall.”




  He was worried, yet felt the thrill and exhilaration of the fight. No boat had ever passed upstream through Hell Gate, though many had come down with the current. He remembered with a wince the half-mad wife of the dead missionary Ferguson, who had fled through this canon in a crazy little launch. Just then he did not want to think of missionaries — or their golden-haired daughters.




  “The next bend is the worst,” he said to Hamilton. “If we get through, we shall be at Rimi-Rimi tonight. I have an idea that the river is not watched as is the mountain road, and we ought to fetch up at the king’s city without his being any the wiser.”




  The safety-valves of the Zaire’s engines were hissing ominously as he put the nose of the boat to the last bend.




  Then came Bones from below, Bones in soiled duck and with patches of black grease on his face.




  “Cylinder leakin’, sir,” he said lugubriously, and Sanders could have wept.




  *




  On the great hogback crests of the Ghost Mountains at certain seasons of the year the spirits of chiefs come to eat salt with the most powerful ju-jus. Here comes M’shimba — M’shamba, who munches great swathes of forests and swallows whole villages for his satisfaction, and M’giba — M’gibi, who transforms himself into any manner of thing his fancy dictates. He is the one who walks behind you on dark nights, and though you turn ever so quickly, he vanishes. His is the face you remember and then do not remember. So that when you meet a man on the highway and stop suddenly, half raising your hand in salutation, and as suddenly you discover that his is the face of a stranger, spit once to the left and once to the right, for this is M’giba — M’gibi, “He Who Is Not.”




  Men travel many miles to watch the cold salt spread upon the ranges. It comes in a night, a thin powder through which the black and brown of rock show in piebald patches, and some there are who have seen the Ugly Ones gather in the dawn hour, and some, a daring few, have climbed to the peaks to steal ghost salt, only to find that, by the magic of the ju-ju, the salt has turned in their hands to water of terrifying coldness.




  Through these mountains runs one road which winds upwards to the saddle of the highest ridge. Here in the right season the salt of the spirits drifts thigh — deep, and for just so long as the season lasts — never more than a month — no man ventures to cross the great barrier. Yet in such a time came a tall man who feared neither devils nor snows, for there was a greater fear in his heart which urged him onward, and bare — legged, bare, breasted, naked but for the kilt of monkey-tails about his middle, and having no other protection from the chill winds but his oval wicker shield, he trudged through the drifts.




  He carried three short fighting — spears, and hanging from his belt was a broad-bladed sword fitting into a scabbard made from an elephant’s car. He crossed the mountains, setting his face to the Great King’s country, and the spies of the Great King saw him and beat out the news upon their signal drums.




  None molested him, for the Great King’s drum had rattled incessantly all one night with this instruction, and he who disobeyed the Old One did not wait for death, neither he nor his family.




  He reached the first village on the wrong side of the mountain — for him — as the first flush of dawn lay pinkly on the snows. The village was awake and assembled, every man and woman and even the young children.




  “I see you!” he boomed before the little chief. “I am a tired and a hungry man. Let me sleep and eat.”




  The chief said nothing. He gave the stranger the flesh of a young goat and a mess of mealies and fish, and then took him to a hut.




  The stranger slept like a log for five hours, then walked to a little river and swam for a while. The sun dried him, and the chief again fed him. But none spoke to him, for all the village knew that he was the king’s meat.




  The guest asked for no information and gave none. He waved his farewell, and the chief nodded silently and watched him disappear round a bend of the narrow path into the forest. Then he called a palaver of all his people.




  “Who saw a stranger?” he intoned.




  “None saw him,” the whole village chanted.




  “Did he come?”




  “He did not come.”




  “Did he go?”




  “He did not come; he did not go; none saw him.”




  So passed the stranger — a nothing.




  Up in Rimi-Rimi, the city of the Great King, the evening came down redly, and the seven hills of the city crawled and swarmed with life, for in the shallow about which the squat hills rise the big fire of the king was burning, and his carved stool stood before the hut of his chief wife. Here in the shadow of his palace the Old One had delivered justice for innumerable years. He was older than memory, and some said that he had begun with the world. Yet it was agreed that he was not so old as the Devil Woman of Limbi, who was immortal.




  As the sun’s edge tipped the mountain, his war drums volleyed their summons, and K’salugu M’popo the king showed his gums. Thus he smiled always when the drums rumbled, for was not the skin of one the skin of Oofoobili, his brother who had risen the Territories in rebellion against him, and was not the other the skin of M’guru, the Akasava chief who had carried off the king’s daughter?




  The crazy grass huts that covered six of the hills — the seventh was bare and sacred to the processes of the king’s justice — gave forth their members to the number of fifty thousand, the aged and the young and those who were dying, these latter being carried on litters, for when the Old King’s fire burnt and his war-drums rumbled, the searchers of the king’s guard slew all that was living within the huts.




  They sat in a great half-moon of faces, divided straightly by five paths that radiated from the king’s chair like the spokes of a wheel, so that his ministers and servants might have free access to evildoers, and witnesses a clear way to the throne, and they sat in a solemn unbroken silence,




  An hour, two hours he kept them waiting and then, without warning the drums ceased and sixty thousand hands were raised in salute — even the hands of those in the litters on the fringe of the great assembly being held up by their friends and relatives. The Old Man came from his white hut and walked slowly to his chair. There was a grizzle of grey at his chin, and the faintest powder of white on his bony head. About his shrunken form was wrapped a cloak of native silk of a certain colour.




  Helpers threw great logs of gumwood on the fire, and it blazed up with a roar.




  “Let my wives be numbered,” said the Old Man with a cracked voice, and his minister Lubolama, Chief of the Fongini, seni-seni, and commander-in-chief of his armies, walked behind the king’s chair and counted the king’s wives, for they were not exempt.




  “Lord, all your women are here.”




  The Old King nodded. He sat with his foot on a stool, his elbow on his knee, and his chin resting on the palm of his hand, looking at the fire moodily, and thus he sat for a long time, and none dare break the silence.




  “Let her come,” he said at last, and Lubolama made a signal.




  Through the last of the lanes came four of the king’s guard, and in the midst of them a prisoner Presently she knelt before the king’s majesty a slip of a woman, obviously a foreigner, for her nose was straight, and her lips were thin, and her skin of a light chestnut colour.




  The king stared down at her through the slits of his eyes. “O Woman,” he said, with the halting deliberation of an old man, “this night you die.”




  “Lord, I do not deserve death, for I have done no harm to your people,” said the girl. “Also I am not of your race.”




  The king chuckled and half — turned in his chair.




  “He was not of my race, and yet he died.” And she lifted her eyes and saw by the king’s hut a straight pole where something hung — something that was dried and shrunken by the month’s sun, something to which thin rags still hung. She shivered and cast down her eyes.




  “He was not of my people, yet he came. By the road over the mountains he came, a little chief showing him the way.”




  He stroked his chin thoughtfully.




  “Now, it is not good that I, the Great King, shall be betrayed by little foreign chiefs who show the white man secret paths to my country, and I have waited very long, woman, before I sent my young men into your land to take you and bring you to me. And they waited long also, for they are young and cunning, and presently, when your little chief had gone to the forest, hunting, they came upon you at night and brought you from the land.”




  The girl licked her dry lips and said nothing, for her abduction was ancient history to her.




  “Therefore I set these two great sticks that you and your man might follow together the way the white lord went.”




  Again she raised her eyes and saw for the first time in the gloom two great poles which flanked the pitiable Something which once had been a loving, laughing, thinking man. She drew a long breath.




  “My lord, you have not got him,” she said with spirit, “for he is too great for you and too cunning. Your young men would not cross the mountains and meet his army on the plain-by the-forest.”




  The Old King chuckled again and waved his hand. “He comes!” he said. “He comes!”




  The girl twisted her head and stared. Down one of the lanes a tall man was striding toward her unattended, his wicker shield on his arm, the steel tips of his fighting — spears glittering in the light of the fire.




  “Lord!” she wailed, and ran to meet him as he reached the clear space before the king, falling at his feet and clasping his knees.




  Instantly four giant guards were about him, but, tall as they were, he topped them by inches. He made no resistance, but offered his shield and his spears. Unarmed he came before the king’s face, holding the girl by the hand.




  “Lord,” he said boldly, “what shame is this you put upon me and my master? For behind me are the spears of a million men and guns that say ‘ha ha’, and men drop dead.”




  The king’s eyes were hardly visible now, so tight were his lids held together. He screwed his neck to look up at the big man’s face.




  “There is no king in this land but K’salugu M’popo,” he said. “Where is M’siti?” he asked, and the guards and ministers who stood about him chanted:




  “His hut is broken.”




  “Where is Goobini, the mighty one?”




  “His hut is broken.”




  “Where is B’lili and all his forest of spears?”




  “His hut is broken.”




  He was wide — eyed now, and there glared within their depths a cold fire.




  “This night, little chief, you die,” he said, “for you sent a white spy into my land that you might poison me and my people. And, because of you, Sandi is come to the land with his soldiers. And, chief, you shall not see him or tell of the white man Tomini. Therefore by my great cleverness have I brought you here, where Sandi cannot come because of the swift waters. O cunning one, where is your cunning now, for did not I lead you here without a spear behind you when I took your woman?”




  The big man nodded his head.




  “Lord, that is true,” he said simply. “This woman is life to me, and I would rather die at her side this night than live with my people. This also Sandi will know, f or I left him a book saying I was gone into your country. But, lord, because I come in peace and love I brought you these.”




  He took from his waistband a heavy bag, and, kneeling down, spilt the contents at the king’s feet. They were coins of gold and silver, and they made a little heap.




  The king looked at the presents with avaricious eyes, for he knew that these strange round pieces brought many desirable things from an outside world, and that from the Portugisi he could buy square bottles full of hot delight. Only for an instant did he waver, then he made a gesture, and Lubolama, stooping, scooped up the coins and, walking to the edge of the fire, threw them in, and the big man stiffened. The king had burnt his gifts before his eyes, and that meant death.




  He turned to the woman at his side and caught her up in his arms, speaking to her in a language which the king did not understand. Then almost instantly they were torn apart and thrown to the ground. The big man made no resistance. The gangways now were blocked by armed men, and behind the king’s hut the circle was completed by rank after rank of guards.




  Those whose office it was to sacrifice bound wrist and ankle, and, lifting them up, laid them with their feet at the king’s feet. Above them stood the sunburnt naked figure of the executioner, his broad knife in his hand.




  “Speak well of me to the spirits, to the ghosts, and to the great ones of the mountains,” the king repeated the formula monotonously, “also to M’shimba — M’shamba, and speak kindly of me to all ju-jus — strike!”




  The executioner measured, touched the throat of the big man tentatively with his knife, as a golfer all but touches the ball he is about to strike, and then raised the keen blade about his head.




  And there it remained, for a soul-piercing shriek, a terrible sound which ended in a howl, momentarily paralysed all within its hearing. The king half-started from his carved stool, his mouth agape, and, regardless of the doom which awaits all who take their eyes from the king’s face, fifty thousand heads turned in the direction of the sound.




  “O Lubolama, what sound was that?” asked the king in a high voice.




  “Lord, I do not know,” said the trembling man.




  It was the captive on the ground, his eyes blazing, who might have supplied the solution, but an interruption came from another quarter.




  Clear in the light of the fire a group of men were walking down one of the lanes toward the king’s chair, and the armed guard melted out of their way. Two were native soldiers, carrying something which they deposited within a few paces of the dumbfounded king’s feet, the other two were indubitably white men, and it was the smaller who spoke.




  “O king,” he said, “know me.”




  “Who are you, white man?” The king found his voice with difficulty, for he knew.




  “I am he they call Sandi of the River, and I have been sent by my king to be the overlord of these lands, and I have brought you a rich gift which will bring happiness to you, and shall protect me from evil.”




  The king’s eyes strayed slowly from Sanders’s lean face to the thing at his feet. It was a hideous figure straddled on three scarlet legs, and surmounted by a head of peculiar hideousness. The pear — shaped body was painted with flaming designs, and the big wooden head bore the tribe marks of the Tofolaka people, and had ears which the Houssas had used for handles as they straightened the monstrous, pot-bellied thing under the king’s gaze. Nor was this all the decoration, for stuck in the hideous wooden head were four small flags which were unfamiliar to the king.




  “O Sandi,” he said — he was still shaking as much from the effect of the Zaire’s syren as from this tremendous visitation— “I—”




  Again that shrill shriek arose, sobbing and wailing and echoing against the high bluffs of the plateau on which Rimi-Rimi was situated, and the king shrank back in his stool.




  “I hope to Heaven Bones isn’t overdoing it,” said Hamilton in Sanders’s ear, and Sanders shook his head slightly.




  “What was that?” whispered K’salugu M’popo, the Old One.




  “That was my spirit, king,” said Sanders. “Now I have come to talk to you as king to king, and I have brought you a wonderful present, and there are many things I would say to you.”




  He had seen the captives as he came in, but had not looked down at them.




  “First, O great one,” he said, “there shall be no sacrifices in this land.” And he stooped down swiftly and with his knife cut the grass ropes which bound the two captives.




  He did this so quickly and so skilfully that the old man was startled to silence.




  “Lord!” whispered the big captive, and Sanders nearly dropped his knife.




  “Bosambo, by heavens!” he gasped. “Go quickly, Bosambo,” he whispered; “there is death in this city.”




  By now the king had recovered himself.




  “Sandi,” he said harshly, “you have come to my city, but who knows when you shall go?”




  “I alone know, king,” said Sanders softly, “for I go now, and, if you move, my little gun which says ‘ha ha’ shall spit at your stomach, and you will have many days of agony, and none shall give you ease until you die.”




  The king did not move. He dropped his eyes only to the level of the black pistol in Sanders’s hand. Had the white man whose dried skin now rattled against the crucifix come so into the king’s presence, he might have lived — for a while — but they had pulled him down at the entrance to the city.




  




  “O Sandi,” said the king mildly, “I will do you no harm, and you shall have a hut in my city, for I see you are a great one and very cunning. Who but a man of magic could walk through the swift waters? As to this man and woman—”




  “They come with me,” said Sanders equably.




  The king hesitated. “Let it be,” he said.




  Sanders gave an order and started to back away, and Bosambo, gathering up his wicker shield and spears, which lay where they had been thrown, covered the rear.




  “O king,” said Sanders, in his deep Bomongo tongue, “see I walk like a crab, and all the time my little gun is looking into your heart, and if you move or speak you will die.”




  The king said nothing, and the little party moved backwards through the clear alleyway, and nobody stopped them. They had reached the lines of litters before Sanders turned.




  “There is no possible chance of getting to the boat,” he said. “The old ram will remain friendly so long as he’s covered by my gun. As soon as he gets into the hut, we shall have the whole guard after us.”




  “Can’t we make the landing and the boat?”




  Sanders shook his head. “That would be impossible now,” he said. “Look!”




  A line of figures was leaping into the bush. He saw them dimly by the flickering light of the king’s fire.




  “They are going to head us off, It is the hill of execution, as I expected,” he said. “We can hold that for an hour.”




  “And after?” asked Hamilton dryly.




  “All things are with God,” said Sanders piously, as he raced through one of the flimsy suburbs to the bare hill where no house stood and where only the bones of innumerable martyrs lay.




  “They’ll hardly come to the hill tonight,” he said breathlessly, as they gained the top; “There are too many ghosts about even for the king’s guard.”




  From where they stood they looked down into the basin, and could see the commotion their escape had produced. Through his night-glasses Sanders saw the old man still sitting in his chair of state, and chuckled.




  “I’m afraid Guy Fawkes isn’t going to do us much good,” said Hamilton. “But the old man seems to be examining our god with three legs.”




  “Wait,” said Sanders.




  “Suppose the Old King isn’t impressed by the unburnable Guy?” asked Hamilton.




  Sanders did not reply. From the basin below rose a hubbub of sound. The people were scattering, and long orderly lines of soldiers were filing before the king.




  “I thought it was worth trying,” he said, “and it struck me at the time as rather amusing.” And he chuckled.




  “What is it supposed to be, sir?”




  “The ju-ju of the League of Nations,” said Sanders, without a smile.




  The Old King had risen. They saw that from the hill.




  “O people,” he was saying, and the sound of his voice came faintly and unintelligibly, “O soldiers, you have seen this night a shame upon my house. Now you shall go and seek out these devils, and tomorrow we will have a great palaver.”




  He pointed to the three-legged idol, and two of his men lifted it and threw it upon the fire.




  Bosambo needed no night-glasses. He stood at Sanders’s elbow.




  “Lord,” he said in a whisper, “they have burnt your present, and that is death.”




  “So I think,” said Sanders, and as he spoke there leapt from the fire a white tongue of blinding light, and there came to their ears a roar louder than any man had heard, and a shock that almost threw them from their feet.




  “Good heavens!” gasped Hamilton. “What was that?”




  “That was the body of Guy Fawkes — an aeroplane bomb!” said Sanders softly. “Somehow I didn’t think it would burn very well.”




  He stood looking down at the havoc and the fury of flame which sent thousands wailing to the edge of the river.




  “Do you know, Hamilton,” — he turned to the other with great seriousness, for the niceties of official matters worried Sanders— “I’m rather troubled about those flags I stuck on Guy Fawkes’s head. Is America in the League of Nations?”




  III. The Resources of Civilization
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  From the city of the Great King to the city of Bubujala is a day and a night’s journey, but Balaba, sometime the Old King’s servant, made the journey in a night, and fell, smothered with dust and half dead with thirst, at the feet of Fomba, paramount chief of all the Bubujala people. Fomba was sitting in his palaver house amidst his counsellors and headmen when the messenger staggered from the edge of the forest and wearily climbed the hill on which the palaver house was situated.




  “O Balaba,” said Fomba shakily, “what lies do they tell of me to the Great King?”




  He had reason for apprehension, it seemed, and when the breathless messenger did not reply — for in truth he could do nothing but pant — he went on:




  “All my people here know that I have lived very humbly in the king’s sight. I have sent him my gum and my rubber to the last load, and if any man says that I have spoken against him, I will sew a snake in his mouth.”




  By this time Balaba had recovered his voice.




  “Lord,” he said hollowly, “the king is dead!”




  “Waa!” gasped Fomba, and sat down heavily.




  “The night before the night there came two white men and some soldiers,” said Balaba rapidly, “and another white man sat in his great canoe, which makes a noise like a devil, and the two came bearing a ju-ju of great strength, and this they placed before the Old King.”




  “Did the Old King chop them?” asked Fomba, interested.




  “No, lord, he did not chop them, because they had in their hands the little guns that say ‘ha ha’.”




  Fomba of the Bubujala looked at his counsellors, scrutinizing each face.




  “The Great King is dead,” he said softly. O ko! And these white men killed him, and you chopped them quickly?”




  “No, lord, we did not chop them, for the white men had gone away, taking with them two people — the chief of the Ochori and his woman — before the killing order came, for the Old King was afraid of the little guns which the white men carded. But when they had gone off, he sent his fine regiments to cut them away from the river; also he sent his women away, that being his custom when he made a war palaver.”




  Fomba nodded impatiently as the man stopped to take breath.




  “Lord.” Balaba went on impressively, “these men brought a powerful ju-ju with a terrible face, and this they gave to the king, saying that it would be good for him, and when they had gone, running swiftly, it was the order of the king that the gift should be burnt.”




  His voice faltered.




  “Lord,” he said in a hushed voice, “who knows what great ju-ju these white men brought? For no sooner had the king put this shame upon them, casting it into the fire, when lightning struck with a terrible noise, and many of the king’s guard were thrown down and killed, and all the king’s big huts were swept away by a mighty wind, and the houses also on the hills, so that there is nothing in Rimi-Rimi but leaning walls without roofs.”




  He did not explain that the powerful ju-ju had been an aeroplane bomb which Mr. Administrator Sanders had brought all the way from London, that the terrifying face had been created and painted and its steel legs riveted by an enthusiastic officer at the War Office, because this he did not know. The chief stood in dismayed silence.




  “O ko!” he said. “This is bad news, Balaba, for if the white men have come, and they have a ju-ju so powerful—”




  “Lord,” said the man eagerly, “where he stood, and where the fire was, there is now nothing but a great hole in the ground in which twenty men could lie.”




  The chief shook his head and thought long, for he was a cunning man, though no great warrior.




  “What of Masaga, the king’s son — did he die also?”




  “Lord, no,” said the man. And then, standing first on one bare foot and then upon the other, to evidence his embarrassment, he blurted forth: “Lord, who is king now of all these people? I think it is you, for the king’s son is a fool.”




  Again a silence long and, for the messenger, ominous.




  “Go, Balaba, to my hut,” Fomba said. “But tell me first — what of the white men, and where are they now?”




  Balaba was dusting his hands in proof that his mission was done, a custom of the folk of Bubujala.




  “The soldiers sit in two deep ditches near the landing-place, and before them they have made a fence of wire which is filled with sharp and evil pins,” he said; “also they have many guns of great size, and the people, who are afraid of them, do not go near them.”




  Fomba nodded his head.




  “Go to my hut, Balaba,” he said kindly enough, and the man trotted off.




  The chief waited until he was out of bearing, and then turned to his own hunter.




  “Go follow Balaba and chop him down,” he said. “Let no man hear him speak, for it is good that the city should not know the truth, if he spoke the truth. And if he spoke a lie, then I go to our lord and say that I killed him because of his wickedness.”




  The hunter slipped silently in the trail of the unconscious messenger, and in full view of the city and of the counsellors upon the hill he struck Balaba down and Balaba went to his death, not knowing how.




  All these things Sanders heard later. For the moment he was less engrossed in the tragedy which was occurring in the depths of the forest than in the prospect of tragedy nearer at hand. He sat under the white awning of the Zaire II and sipped a cup of cold coffee, his eyes never leaving the landing-place, where forty Houssas overawed the fifty or sixty thousand people of Rimi-Rimi.




  The Great King’s own territory, and that of which for hundreds of years his family had been titular kings, was bounded on two of its sides by the river, which here took a wide bend. Rimi-Rimi and the country about was set upon a plateau, the bluffs of which fell steeply to the water and presented no accessible or scalable point, save at the landing — spot opposite which the Zaire was anchored. Here the uncompromising level line of the cliffs sloped into an obtuse V.




  Before him squatted one N’kama, and this philosophical prisoner, though there were handcuffs about his wrists, was a small chief whom Sanders had noted, on the night of his arrival, as being of the king’s suite.




  Sanders brought his eyes back from the two posts which were held by Hamilton and Bones, and stared coldly down at the hunched figure at his feet.




  “N’kama,” he said, and he spoke in the language of the Upper Bomongo, “for twelve hours you have been on board my fine ship, and though all men say you are a great talker, yet you have told me nothing.”




  “Lord,” said N’kama, shifting a little uneasily under the gaze, “I do not think that you will go alive from this country; but if I speak to you of the great secrets of my people, I shall die most surely, and my skin will hang where the white man’s skin was hanging when my lord took it down and put it in a hole in the ground, saying certain Mysteries from a book.”




  “O ko,” said Sanders softly. “Then it seems, N’kama, that you are worse off than I, for I may yet escape; but it is certain that you are a dead man unless you speak to me, and you are as surely a dead man if you do! Now, I think they will kill you more painlessly upon the land than I shall, for I shall hang you up by the heels on two sharp hooks and I will light a little fire under your head.”




  The involuntary grimace on the prisoner’s face told that the threat had been duly appreciated.




  N’kama was silent, and when he did speak, it was to recall some of the legendry which was associated with Sanders’s name.




  “I have heard of you, lord, from Akasava prisoners we have taken, and they say you are most cruel, and that you have no pity in your stomach. Often I have heard the drums of the Lesser People speaking of Your wickedness. The prisoners said you were dead, but now it seems you are alive, and my heart is full of sorrow.”




  Sanders did not smile. There were times when he doubted if he would ever smile again, and there was reason for his doubt, could he but foretell the future.




  “You shall speak,” he said.




  “Lord, I cannot speak,” said the man, “and I wish to go back to my house, for I have a wife who is very sick. Also I would not be here,” he added naively, “but that one of your soldiers hit me on the head and then struck me in the back with his spear.”




  Sanders knew the value of those intervals of silence which mean so much in native palavers, and resumed his scrutiny of the beach. Two nights before, in the confusion occasioned by the explosion, he and his companions had not only made their way through a panic-stricken people, but in the night he had established a bridge-head which served the double purpose of covering the Old King’s city and maintaining the inviolability of his steamer, for the canoes of Rimi-Rimi were beached to the left and right of the gap.




  “Sandi,” said N’kama, having apparently digested the situation, “what can I tell you that you, so wise and wonderful, and Bosambo, the chief of the Little People, who is more cunning than ghosts, do not know?”




  “First you shall tell me about the white man who came here five and five moons ago.”




  “Lord,” said the other frankly, “there is nothing to tell, for he came and was chopped by the Old King’s hand, and we had a great feast, and hung his skin upon the trees, as is the custom, for we people are very proud, and do not like the white man who is neither white nor black, and for this reason the Devil Woman of Limbi, who is very holy and a woman of great mystery, even she spoke death for white people in the days of Fergisi.”




  “Fergisi?” asked Sanders, with a frown.




  “He was white also,” nodded N’kama, “and a God-man; also his woman, she also was white, and the small woman was white, having hair which was very ugly, being the colour of corn.”




  Sanders sat up. In the excitement of the past days he had forgotten the murdered missionary and the horror of his daughter’s fate.




  “How did they die?” he asked softly.




  “Lord, I do not know,” said the man, “for I was hunting. But the Devil Woman of Limbi came to the king and spoke for his life, and it was a terrible happening, for the old Devil Woman has never left the mountains for twenty years; but because she hates white people, the king’s guard came upon the house of the God-man and slew his small woman. But his own woman ran away in a little puc-a-puc, and it is said that she died in the swift waters.”




  “And what of Fergisi?” asked Sanders.




  “Him they took to Limbi, where the old and holy woman lived, and she put her sword under his chin and cut his throat.”




  He said this so calmly and in so matter-of-fact a tone, as though he had been discussing some amusing social event, and Sanders, despite his experience, shivered.




  “Who is this woman of Limbi?” he asked.




  The man looked right and left and lowered his voice.




  “Lord, she is older than the gods and the ju-jus, and wiser than the great ones of the mountains. They say she has lived a thousand years, and buried her own mother under Limbi, piling up the rocks upon her until they reached the sky. Lord, she is terrible,” he said earnestly, “and all men fear her.”




  He spat left and right in propitiation.




  “Therefore I say, lord, that you will never leave this country, because she sends her tchu to guard our people.”




  “Tchu!” repeated Sanders, with a puzzled expression, for this was a new word to him.




  “Lord, tchu is a ghost who walks so that none see him.”




  “Where may I see this terrible woman? asked Sanders.




  “She will come,” was the surprising reply.




  “She will come?” repeated Sanders. “O man, I do not understand you.”




  “Lord, she must come when we make the new king, for she alone knows the mysteries. It is said that she made the Old King, whom your lordship made to vanish, and all men know that he was older than the hills!’




  “So she will come, will she?” said Sanders gently, and beckoned the sentry. “Take this man below, Ahmed,” he said. “Let none speak to him on your life.”




  “On my head and my soul,” said the Houssa conventionally, and led the passive captive away.




  Later in the morning Sanders withdrew his posts from the shore. His force was too small to split, and Fomba might come in considerable strength. When they sat at tiffin on the afterdeck of the Zaire, Sanders related his talk with the man.




  “Who is this woman, anyway, and where is Limbi?” asked Hamilton.




  “I rather suspect it is the native’s word for Mount Limpisi, and if that is the case, it must he the mountain we can see, or we saw as we were coming up the river.”




  Bones, who had come aboard hungry, had in consequence kept silence; but now he rolled his table napkin briskly and smirked, and Hamilton, seeing the smirk, groaned.




  “Bones has got a suggestion, sir,” he said in despair.




  “Dear old Ham is unusually right,” said Bones, smacking his lips. “It’s one of the grandest little ideas, sir, that’s ever penetrated my jolly old noddle. In re Devil Lady, why not chop off her naughty old head?”




  Sanders looked up.




  “You can’t kill a woman in cold blood,” he said. “Besides, she might take it into her head to help us along. You never know. One hates to miss any opportunity,” he said half to himself. “But I can’t reconcile my conscience to what might be a senseless assassination. If she gives trouble, and if she does instigate the people against us, that is another matter.”




  His smile was unpleasant, and Patricia Sanders would never have recognized the quiet, soft-spoken man who picked caterpillars off his roses with tweezers in this hard-featured arbiter of Fate.




  “What we have to expect,” he said, “is for the various territories that make up this kingdom to start warring with one another, because I rather think there are about a dozen rival claimants to the throne. There’s Lubolama, chief of the Fongini; there is Fomba, chief of the Bubujala; there is the chief of Kasala and friend Kabalaka, who, I suspect, is not without his hopes of succeeding; he was a cousin of the king.”




  “Who wasn’t?” said Bones. “Who wasn’t, dear old sir and Excellency? And perhaps this naughty old lady, the girl of the Limbi lost — if you will pardon the jest — perhaps she’s his aunt. You never know. Why, I remember a dear old friend of mine—”




  “Let us confine ourselves to local barbarians, Bones, if you don’t mind,” said Hamilton wearily.




  “Rude, Ham, rude!” murmured Bones, shaking his head. “Rude, old officer, very rude indeed, deuced rude!”




  “Well, there we are,” said Sanders, leaning back in his chair with a wry face. “Six months we have to settle this territory, and I rather fancy that we are going to be very fully occupied.”




  It was two days later that the first of the claimants came upon the scene, and never was there a claimant less aggressive, more respectful, more frank and considerate in his attitude to all the world than Fomba, chief of the Bubujala. They saw him came in the dawn, twentyfour canoes that came down the river six abreast and keeping perfect line, and the whole crew and company of the Zaire stood to arms, anticipating an attack. But the canoes swept round the bend and made for the shore, and at ten o’clock that morning Fomba presented himself on the ship.




  He was a big man, broad of shoulder and inclined to rotundity. His cheeks were round and his eyes and expression intelligent. Unerringly he came straight to Sanders and saluted in the fashion of the territory.




  “Lord, I see you,” he said.




  “I see you, Fomba,” said Sanders, who had had tidings of the visitor.




  “Lord, I come with peace in my heart,” said Fomba, “and I bring you salt.”




  He turned to a waiting servant who carried a bowl, and scooped up a great heap in his two palms. He offered it to Sanders, who wetted his fingertips, touched the salt and tasted it, an action which the guest imitated.




  “Lord, I have come along journey to see you,” said Fomba, “though my heart is heavy because of my cousin and my nearest relation. He has been smitten by your great ju-ju.”




  Sanders’s eyes never left the man’s face.




  “It is good that you should come, Fomba,” he said. “I know that your stomach is sorrowful because the Old King is in hell, but you tell me news when you say you are his nearest relation, for is there not a son?”




  “Lord, that son is mad and silly, as every man knows,” said Fomba eagerly.




  “And is there not a brother, Lubolama, and yet another cousin? I do not dwell in this country, and yet my spies bring me news, and I have heard these things.”




  “Who knows his father, and are not uncles as many as goats?” quoth Fomba easily. “And who shall say how nearer one person is than another? Yet it seems to me, lord, that I who am here am nearer than they who are far.”




  “You cannot measure right with a string,” said Sanders, giving proverb for proverb. “Now, I tell you this, Fomba, that I am not strong for you, For if I set you up in the king’s place, all manner of men will hate you, such as Kabalaka and Lubolama and the many sons of the Old King. Also there is a certain son of the king’s second wife who sits with the evil men of the Bad Village.”




  Fomba looked from Sanders to the shore, and back to Sanders again.




  “Lord, why do you come to these lands?” he asked bluntly.




  “To bring the law,” said Sanders.




  Now, in the Bomongo language there is only one word for “law” and “power”, and for unbiased “justice” there is no other word than “vengeance”. So for “law” Sanders used the word ‘lobala’, which means “right” as distinct from “wrong”.




  Fomba was frankly puzzled. “Lord, what is right?” he said. “What you do, or what I do? When two nations are warring, is he not right who has the most spears and the bravest young men?”




  Sanders hid a smile. It was queer to bear the paraphrase of Napoleon’s dictum that Providence was on the side of the big battalions from the lips of an untutored savage.




  “What is right, lord?” repeated Fomba.




  Sanders had need to go back to old Rome and quote as best he could the greatest of jurists.




  “This is right, Fomba,” he said “ — to keep faith, to harm none, and to give every man his due.”




  This Fomba pondered.




  “Lord, how can a man keep faith and harm none?” he asked. “For if I keep faith with the king’s sons, I harm myself, and if I give Masaga his due, then I rob myself of mine.”




  Sanders watched the canoe in which Fomba left for the shore with a stony face.




  “That man is going to give us trouble, Hamilton,” he said, turning to his lieutenant.




  “Why not set him up?” asked Hamilton quietly.




  Sanders was rubbing his chin — a sure sign of worry.




  “The Old King named his son before the great council of the land,” he said. “The traditions here are much stronger than in those old territories of ours, Hamilton, or I’d retire his majesty like a shot. But to do that now means to bring the whole of the council against me; for whatever might be the individual ambitions of the chiefs, and although they all separately may desire the throne, yet it is certain that if I put one of them up, I should have the others in arms against me, and probably a rising here in Rimi-Rimi itself. We are facing problems now which we’ve never met,” he said seriously. “The sooner we get Masaga crowned or anointed, the better for all concerned.”




  “When does the Devil Lady make a dramatic appearance?” asked Hamilton.




  “Not before a week,” said Sanders. “She, apparently, is the custodian of the insignia, whatever it may be.”




  “A week?” said Hamilton. “Anything may happen in a week.”




  What did happen seemed the most innocent of all possible occurrences. Fomba gave a great feast in honour of his kinsman and sovereign. It was to be a feast of a thousand pots.




  “That’s a new idea, though the N’gombi people have some similar method,” said Hamilton, bringing the news. “Every family brings its own fire and its own cooking-pot, and the philanthropic Fomba provides its contents. And Fomba desires that we should join the royal circle.”




  “I think not,” said Sanders decidedly. “I draw the line at native meals.”




  “I conveyed that fact to his nibs,” said Hamilton. “Really, he is the most adaptable man. He said we may all dine in the white style, and be of the royal circle, though not in it.”




  “A rum bird,” said Sanders thoughtfully. “I’ll think it over.”




  It was decided that Hamilton should go alone to the feast, but at the eleventh hour Sanders changed his plan.




  “Bones,” he said, “I’m going off with Hamilton. Keep a searchlight on the beach, and let the men stand to arms.”




  Bones wagged his head disapprovingly, for he had given the feast much more thought than Sanders could have imagined. He had even planned a rescue, and had spent an hour in his store cabin collecting certain articles for use in case of emergency. He could do this without exciting the derision of Hamilton, because he was in charge of the ship’s stores.




  “You will pardon, dear old Excellency and sir, any suggestion of interference, but diplomacy being my long suit, as dear old Ham jolly well knows—”




  “As I jolly well don’t know,” interrupted Hamilton. “But continue your modest narrative.”




  “My point is this, clear old thing,” said Bones. “The whole of this feast business may be a trap. The naughty old fat one may he working out a stunt—”




  “I don’t think so, Bones,” said Sanders. “I’ve thought that, too. I can’t exactly see what Fomba could do, for the people would be with the king, and for the moment, at any rate, the little fellow’s with me.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “Dear old Excellency, I have my idea. I’ve worked it out, and maybe you won’t despise poor old Bones when his mind gets working,” he said, resigned. “The only point that now interests me is: Do I get my jolly old bath tonight? My dear old Excellency, if you could see my back—”




  “I don’t want to see your back,” said Sanders hastily. “But there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have your bath whilst I’m ashore. Abiboo is quite reliable, and will probably keep as good a watch as you.”




  “And better,” said Hamilton, sotto voce.




  Bones bowed.




  The feast seemed to be the most innocuous function. The rising ground beyond the village was covered with the alfresco diners, and the light of their fires threw a red glow on the low — lying clouds which were rolling down from the mountains. A rude table had been made for the two white men and put against the king’s hut, and their own orderlies had spread a make-belief meal. The royal circle, consisting of the king, Fomba, Kabalaka, and two small chiefs, was so close to Sanders’s feet that he could have kicked the nearest diner.




  Sanders was alert and watchful, and his eyes roamed from side to side.




  “This love and harmony is just a little bit too good to be true,” he said. “There’s a queer little feeling in my spine which is due either to old age or to nerves.”




  “It isn’t old age,” said Hamilton in a low voice. “I have that feeling, too. Did you give Bones any warning?”




  Sanders nodded.




  “I told him, if he heard a shot, to get half the men ashore and to storm the city, regardless of consequences.”




  “I’m afraid that would be very little use to us,” said Hamilton dryly.




  “O people!”




  It was Fomba who had leapt erect.




  “See Masaga, the king!”




  The youth who squatted at his side strained his head up to look over the fire, and leered round with his silly smile.




  “Behold the son of the Great One!” roared Fomba.




  Back came the chorus in a thunderous sound.




  “All the people of the world are dogs to the king.”




  Masaga chuckled and drank from the gourd by his side.




  “Let all people know that I love Masaga,” cried Fomba, “and that I will stand before him in the face of the white witches who are his enemies!”




  He swung round and glared at Sanders.




  “Fomba,” said Sanders, and his voice was hard, and cut through the babble of sound like a knife, “I think there will be weeping in your hut this night.”




  “Look, look!” whispered Hamilton hoarsely. “Look at Masaga!”




  The young king was getting to his feet like a drunken man. His face was convulsed with pain, and his eyes were staring wildly. He stood for a moment unsteadily, and then, with a shriek, doubled up and fell to the ground. That was the moment which Fomba chose. With a leap he had sprung away from the fire and had doubled between the fires of the feasters, and was lost, if not to sight, at least to range.




  




  Presently they heard his voice. “The king is dead!” they heard him shriek. “The white men slew him with their magic!”




  “Into the hut!” said Sanders, and shot down the first warrior who sprang at him. A second fell dead across the threshold.




  “This,” said Sanders, as he waved the smoke out of the hut, “this is the promised stunt.”




  Captain Tibbetts was in his bath, and was cheerfully dabbing the little red marks on his body with an ammonia-filled sponge. His face was contorted to the grimace appropriate to the use of strong ammonia.




  “Blink, blank!” said Bones, choking at the fumes of the remedy. “Dash these naughty old flies—” And then he heard a shot.




  Before he could rise, the door of the bathroom opened cautiously and a man stood in the doorway. He was a stranger, and Bones did not have to consider how he came to the ship, for his skin glistened with water and his loincloth was dripping. Nor was his business a mystery, for he held in his hand a short broad knife.




  “O white man,” he said, “this is the end!”




  So far he got, when a large sponge, well soaked in liquid ammonia, struck him in the face. He took one breath and fell into something which was remarkably like a fit. Bones stopped only long enough to pick up the knife, and raced along the narrow alleyway to his cabin. A few seconds later he appeared on the deck, clad only in his pyjama trousers, and he carried under one arm a long black cylinder, and in his hand he gripped what appeared to be three haversacks.




  “O Abiboo,” he called, “there is a man in my bathroom. Take your long bayonet to him. Hold the ship with half the men, and send the rest ashore after me.”




  He leapt into the launch, which Sanders had sent back from the shore, and set its engines going. The warriors whom Fomba had put on the beach to resist any landing from the ship were prepared for all manner of enemies, but they had not counted on ghosts — not a half — naked white ghost, with a black face and two enormous staring eyes that glittered in the light of the fires. They gave way before the racing figure, and Bones flew between the fires, his bare feet burnt with the scattered embers, and drove straight into the crowd that stood before the hut of the chief.




  “Come out, white man!” cried Fomba exultantly. “Come out and show us what is right and what is law. I, Fomba of Bubujala, call you!”




  And then a body was launched against him. He had a glimpse of a white back as it vanished into the hut.




  “The resources of civilization, dear old thing,” said Bones hollowly through his mask. “There is one on you, dear old Ham. Trust old Bones in an emergency.”




  “What have you got? Good heavens!” said Sanders in a hushed voice. “I never thought I should want to use that!”




  There was a hissing sound from the cylinder, and he put on his mask. Those outside the door saw a thick yellow cloud of smoke rolling out.




  “They have fired the hut,” said Fomba. And then one of the men dropped as if he had been shot, then another, and Fomba turned and fled,




  The Houssas caught him on the beach as he was making for his canoe.




  The next morning Sanders called a palaver of the city, and the one undamaged war-drum of the Old King rolled out its summons. And there, before all the people, Fomba, chief of the Bubujala, came face to face with a slim figure in white who sat upon a camp-stool.




  “Fomba,” he said, “you ask me what is law, and I tell you that it is my will that no man should harm another. You ask me what right is, and I tell you that it is right that you should die and wrong that you should live; for by your living you brought death to your kinsman, whom you poisoned, and death to those who followed you, and by your dying no man shall take hurt from you.”




  “Lord, these things are too lofty for me,” said Fomba.




  “You will see the matter more clearly from the top of that high tree,” said Sanders unpleasantly.




  And they hanged him from the highest branch of the highest tree on the highest hill in the city of Rimi-Rimi.




  IV. The House of the Chosen
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  There was a man in the forests of Bubujal who called himself M’seru, and he was once a petty chief, being overlord of a community which numbered twenty men, thirty — five goats and as many women. One night, cala cala — which means “long ago”, and stands equally for the passage of years or weeks — a woman, his own sister, had come to him from the Great King’s city, bearing weals of a flogging and marked on the forehead with three red bars which had a terrible significance.




  For so are marked they who are doomed to go up to the cave of the Devil Woman of Limbi, there to be slain and eaten. How the sister of M’seru came to escape from the city and her fate, cannot be told. She had a lover, who afterwards went with bound hands and the sacrificial sword at his waist into the dark opening of the Devil Woman’s cave, whence none had ever returned. Perhaps it was he who had rescued her from her husband’s vengeance, for she was the second wife of the Old King, who was old even in those far-off days.




  M’seru, in the fear of death, hid her, and in time a child was born, upon whose tender arm she pricked and slashed two bracelets, because he was the true son of the Old King, and all such sons were so marked. Then K’salugu M’popo got news of her, and sent his regiments to eat up the village and destroy the woman, her child, and all the woman’s relatives.




  M’seru heard of the coming of this host, and fled to the forest, taking the child, the woman, and his favourite wife, and for more years than he could count he sat down with the people of the Bad Village at the foot of the high range which separates the Bubujala from the Akasava country. Here he was safe from the king, though he might have been in some jeopardy from the Bad People, who are outlaws and of all tribes, owing their immunity from destruction to the high caves in their rear, which shelter them in emergency, and to the fifty-mile strip of marshland in front of them, across which there is only one causeway.




  But the Bad Men received him kindly, and a small chief took the king’s wife into his house, and she bore him several sons. M’seru was by this chief protected, and built a little house of straw, and broke ground for his garden, and might have lived and died in peace, but for the news which came pattering across the causeway one misty morning.




  He was respected by the Bad Men and their women because he had been a chief under the Great King. And often they brought their disputes to him for judgment, the chief of the Bad Village being a little mad from sleeping sickness. And he judged wisely and fairly.




  Kofolaba, his nephew, and the son of the Old One, grew in honour, since the Bad Village had pride in his company. And they taught him their arts, such as stealing and the carrying oil of girls so that they could not cry out, and how, by placing the right thumb so and the left hand thus, a man’s neck could be broken as easily as a rotten stick. And the king’s son profited by their teaching, and at the age of seventeen had carried off two girls from Bubujala villages and twice broken the necks of the village watchmen.




  Then, when he was nearly thirty, came the news, and M’seru, who had come to usurp the functions of chieftainship, called a palaver of all the people.




  “If it is true that the Old King is dead then Kofolaba is king of this land, for he is the son of the Old One by his second wife, and all men know that the first wife had no children, being put away because she burnt the king’s fish.”




  “That is truth,” said all the people.




  “Now, I have heard strange news,” wheezed M’seru, for he was a sick man.” The Old King is dead by the magic of Sandi Ingona, who is the white lord of the Akasava and very cruel. And Masaga, the son of K’salugu M’popo, the king is dead by witchcraft, and also the great chief Fomba of these parts. All these men died at Sandi’s hand.”




  “Lord,” said one of the near audience, “this Sandi hanged my own brother in the year of the rains because of a woman’s palaver. He is very unkind.”




  “I tell you that there is no king but my nephew Kofolaba,” said M’seru, “and there is no man marked for king, though the white men have sent for the Wise Woman of Limbi—” there was a great coughing and swaying of heads at the mention of that terrible name “ — to put upon the new king the wonderful magics which give him courage and haughtiness.”




  “If Kofolaba is king, shall he not go up to the city?” asked one, and there was a murmur of assent,




  “So I say,” said M’seru, nodding feebly, “for if Kofolaba is accepted by Sandi, we shall be rich, and the Bad Village will rule the land, and that which we desire we shall take, and all will grow fat and comfortable.”




  Such immoral standards had M’seru adopted through his twentyfive years’ association with the men of the Bad Village.




  The palaver continued until the dawn, and it was agreed that Kofolaba should take with him twenty spears, and that each, for the sake of appearance, should assume the title and dignity of chieftainship, also the style and magnificence, but as to this there was some difficulty, for the Bad Village was poor.




  Nevertheless, it was argued that following a route which led through certain defenceless villages, and by wisely utilizing the candidature of Kofolaba, the necessary equipment might be acquired on the way.




  The city of Rimi-Rimi heard news by some mysterious agency, not only of the approaching embassy, but all the circumstances which made the candidature of Kofolaba possible. Of a sudden people who had never heard of the Old King’s wife, who was the sister of M’seru, or, if they had heard, had thought her dead, were in possession of every fact of the woman’s flight.




  “Some of this they could have learnt by lokali,” said the puzzled Hamilton, “but how do they get the gruesome details? One of the little chiefs showed me the spot where the woman crossed the river the night she bolted.”




  Sanders nodded. “I stopped worrying about the native intelligence system when I heard the story of the Argonne battle from Bosambo the day after it was fought,” he said.




  The two men were standing in the basin before the king’s house, watching a number of men erecting a small but. It was not like other huts, being octagonal in shape, and the grass that the men wove between the skeleton uprights had been dyed purple.




  “What is this, sir?” asked Hamilton.




  “They call it syaki m’molo,” said Sanders, “which, translated roughly, means the House of the Chosen. O Kabalaka!”




  A man came out of the king’s hut, the towering chief who had stood at the Old King’s elbow.




  “I see you,” said Sanders in greeting.




  “I see you, white man,” said Kabalaka, the chief.




  “O Kabalaka,” said Sanders softly, “this morning I sent for you to my fine ship, and I said there should be no ‘white men’ in the mouths of black men, lest these white men curse them. To me you shall say ‘lord,’ also your king shall say ‘lord,’ for I am lord of these parts and over you all, and will rule you with wisdom and give you justice, so that no man shall be oppressed.”




  “There is no king in these parts,” snarled Kabalaka, “but presently shall come one we know; you we do not know — white man.”




  The words were hardly out of his lips before Sanders’s whip fell across his face. Three times he lashed, and the man fell back with a cry, covering his face.




  “How do they call me?” asked Sanders, in so low a voice that the final ‘k’saso’ sounded like a hiss.




  “Lord,” said the man sullenly.




  “That is well.”




  Sanders had walked two paces away when he turned.




  “Who shall make any man king—” he addressed the question to Kabalaka “ — and why do you call this hut the House of the Chosen?”




  “Lord,” said the minister, who was shaking with rage, “into this hut, which will be filled by great ghosts and devils, will go the Chosen. And whosoever the Old Woman finds there shall be king, for that is the custom since the world began.”




  “O Kabalaka,” said Sanders, “suppose this woman finds a common man — would he be king? Or a chief who had evil plans — would he be king?”




  “Lord,” replied the minister sullenly, “no man but the Chosen dare go in to the ghosts, because he would die by magic.”




  “Go on,” said Sanders.




  “There shall come one to the hut who will put upon him the robe,” said the chief, “and fasten about his arm the beautiful bracelets — one who is greater even than white lords, for she has death in her hands, and in her eyes, and she is a drinker of blood, of white—” he hesitated,” — of white lords’ blood.”




  “Fergisi,” said Sanders in a voice scarcely above a whisper, his steely eyes fixed on the other.




  Kabalaka was taken aback, and his knuckles went to his mouth.




  “O ko,” he said. “Who spoke that word?”




  Sanders did not answer.




  “Now, listen. I will tell you this,” he said, “and let all your people know that I, who slew the Great King by my magic, and crushed his city into the earth and slew his warriors around him, and him in the midst of his warriors, I, Sandi, say this, and it is not the words of the spider*, but of me. There is no man or woman in this great land who does not lie within my hand, and there is none greater than I, for the people who sent me are as the leaves in the forest, so many. Not all of the same tree are they, but of four great trees and many small trees. What? Shall they all fall down because of the word of an old woman who is mad, who sends her tchu to frighten children?” He saw the minister wince, and knew he had used a forbidden word, that was akin to the unspeakable and unpronounceable “Ewa” of the Lower River. “If she keeps the laws of my masters, she shall be as one with you, and I will protect her; but if she breaks the laws, be sure I will slay her, though she hold M’shimba M’shamba in one hand and death in the other.”




  [*The storytellers of the tribes escaped the stigma of lying by prefacing their inventions with the words ‘The spider (or the beetle) told me this’.]




  “Lord—” began Kabalaka.




  “The palaver is finished,” said Sanders, and turning on his heel, went back to the beach and to his ship.




  “What about the person Kofolaba?” asked Hamilton, when they had got aboard.




  “We’ll see,” replied Sanders, “The people of the city are quiet enough. I don’t think the interest in Fomba’s execution lasted out the night.”




  “Native memory—” began Hamilton.




  “Is short, I know,” said Sanders, “but these people are different from any natives I have met. Did you notice the discipline and evolutions of the guards? Did you observe the silk cloak which the Old King wore? Do you know that the cave in which the Devil Woman of Limbi lives is guarded by twelve virgins who keep an everlasting fire burning, and die if it goes out? Do you guess the significance of the bracelet which is the sign of kingship?”




  Bones had strolled to the afterdeck of the Zaire, and had been an interested listener.




  “Dear old Administrator and Commander-in-Chief,” he said excitedly, “I’ve got it! I see your artful old drift! Find the jolly old bracelet, kill the naughty, naughty lady, put out the fire, and there you are!”




  “Where are we?” asked Hamilton. “Really, Bones, you’re an ass!”




  “I’m the man to do it, dear old Excellency,” said Bones. “Give me a couple of trusty middleweights—”




  “You’re wrong, Bones — for once,” said Sanders kindly.




  “For once!” murmured the scornful Houssa.




  “That isn’t my drift at all. And it isn’t a new phenomenon, Hamilton.” Sanders turned to his second. “We had hints of an older civilization. Do you remember the ghosts of brass in the Akasava?”




  “Good heavens!” gasped Hamilton. “Do you mean a Roman civilization?”




  Sanders nodded. “The Romans came to the country two thousand years ago,” he said; “some came by way of the Big River, some came down through Egypt. There were legionaries in Lower Egypt in the days of the Emperor Decius. I think these were the fellows who came south and west. They were obviously part of the Eastern Army. What is Mount Limpisi, or Limbi, but Mount Olympus?”.




  “That’s Greece, dear old Administrator,” said Bones in gentle reproof, “just outside of Athens. Pardon the correction, dear old superior, but geography is my strong point.”




  “Not so strong,” smiled Sanders. “To be exact, it is in Macedonia, through which the Eastern Armies fought. Then we have the bracelet — the old insignia of the Consular office — the purple cloak which the kings have always worn, and even an oracle in the shape of this infernal woman.”




  “Greek,” murmured Bones protestingly, “the oracle of the Adelphi — in Greece.”




  “Will you shut up?” demanded Hamilton.




  “Well, that is all,” said Sanders. “Bones is right, except that the Adelphi is in the Strand. But Rome adopted most of the Greek gods and wonders. The Eastern Army practised them. Your vestal virgins and their undying fire are purely Roman. Rimi-Rimi is obviously Roman inspiration, and was sometime called ‘Rome,’ It is built on seven hills. What do they call the Old King’s minister of justice in the native tongue?”




  “That’s a new one to me, too,” said Hamilton. “Seni-seni is a word I’ve never heard.”




  “Censor,” said Sanders, rising with a laugh, “and the captains of the king’s guards are senisuri—’centurions’. It fits beautifully. The king was called Oogoosti, which does not require any very striking mental effort to associate with Augustus.”




  Hamilton was silent. His tired eyes roved the countryside. By what route did they come, these tattered adventurers of Rome, who had set up their standard in this hot and fearful land, dreaming Heaven knows what dreams of empire?




  “The Island of the Golden Birds!” he cried suddenly, and Sanders nodded.




  “There, I do not doubt, they planted the eagle of Rome,” he said.




  It was a depressing picture Sanders had drawn. For hundreds of years these masterful aliens must have toiled, drilling the raw savage into a semblance of Rome’s invincible soldiers. There must have been a dynasty of sorts, quarrels, intrigues, jealousies, rebellions and battles, and all the time the wild was working into their blood, and the barbarism of their environment overgrowing them until the tan and olive of Rome became browner and browner and then — black.




  Hamilton shivered. “What are you going to do about this Kofolaba person?” he asked.




  “I think we’ll meet him halfway,” said Sanders, and beckoned his orderly.




  “Abiboo,” he said in Arabic, “go you to Yoka and have steam. Bones” — he turned to Captain Tibbetts— “take a machinegun detachment and hold Execution Hill. I don’t suppose you’ll have any trouble. Go round the edge of the town, so that you do not alarm the people.”




  Half an hour later the Zaire’s anchor came up, and she swung round to the south. They who watched from the shore — and the whole headland was lined with people — slapped their chests in joy.




  “For now,” said one who spoke the thoughts of all, “this wicked man has gone, and there is no king in the land who shall prevent us doing what we desire.”




  He, for his part, had a matter to settle with a certain maker of clay pots who had married his sister, and he went back to his hut for his spears.




  There were others in the city of Rimi-Rimi who also desired justice. The Zaire was hardly out of sight before the first of the family feuds was being settled on the fighting field before the Old King’s palace.




  “Ha — ha — ha — ha!”




  Bones and his machine — gun detachment were sited on the Hill of Execution, had witnessed the beginning of trouble, and had acted according to orders. The ballets whipped up the dust at the fighters’ feet, and the bickering came to a quick end.




  “This man Sandi,” said one exasperated contestant, wiping the sweat from his forehead, for he had run very fast, “is a man without pity or gentleness. Gondinda was a dead man, and my spear was well at his stomach. O Sa! This is no place for a man to live!”




  Sanders heard the rattle of shots and, guessing the cause, smiled faintly. He had one hand on the telegraph, ready to swing the Zaire about — for this new steamer of his boasted two screws — when the firing ceased.




  “A little local disturbance, I think,” he said quietly, and kept the boat with its nose to the centre of the narrow channel.




  Sanders did not rely upon chance information. In the Territories there were many people of the Old King’s country, some of whom were in Government service — men who had fled before his wrath, guiding their frail canoes through the leaping waters of Hell Gate — and Sanders had brought with him a dozen of these reliable men, and had sent them north and cast and west under the direction of Ahmet, his chief spy. So it was not by chance that he brought the ship to anchor in the slack waters of the Fongini River, which runs into the Great River sixty miles southwest of Rimi-Rimi.




  He had not long to wait, for in two hours there came into view a small flotilla of canoes, paddling closely on to the bank. Sanders lifted his anchor and steamed to meet them.




  The party was small, but obviously important. Kofolaba’s embassy had looted well and richly, And Kofolaba’s head was enveloped in a rusty silk hat which would have wholly extinguished him but for the fact that Nature had endowed him with large, sustaining ears.




  They came aboard, this motley party, arrayed in the tawdry magnificence appropriate to the occasion. Sanders’s eyes scrutinized Kofolaba with interest. He was a tall man and stout, with sleepy eyes and long, powerful arms.




  “O white man, I see you,” said Kofolaba.




  “I see you,” said Sanders. “but I do not hear you when you say ‘white man.’ For in this country Kofolaba, all white men are lords, and all black men are the servants of those lords. And when a black Man says ‘O white man’, to me, my arm goes mad.”




  “Lord,” said Kofolaba, subdued and impressed, “I do not know the customs of the white — of the lords, for I have never seen anybody of your terrible colour before.”




  “Let us make a palaver,” said Sanders, and drew up his chair, the party squatting in a semicircle about him. “I believe you are Kofolaba, and the king’s true son. And I have heard that you come that I may give into your two hands the lands of the Old King!”




  As to what attitude Kofolaba would take on his meeting the white stranger, there had been innumerable palavers, and a derision had been reached. Kofolaba cleared his throat.




  “Lord,” he said loudly. “I am the king of this land by right, and take no gift from any man. And these men who are my chiefs know well that I am a proud man, and very fearful in my anger. Also—”




  “I also am a proud man,” said Sanders grimly, “and no man has seen me in my anger, because he has died before. As for you, Kofolaba, you are a thief and a friend of thieves; for who does not know the Bad Village, where men live who are outside the law? And these chiefs of yours, what are they? They are men of wickedness, who are chiefs of nothing but their own houses and their own women, whom they have stolen. Whose skin do you wear abort your waist, Kofolaba? Ask a dead man in the village of Mumusu.”




  “O ko,” said Kofolaba, aghast, “it seems that you have eyes that walk by themselves.”




  “I have ears,” said Sanders significantly. He looked round at the unprepossessing group, and suddenly he pointed.




  “What boy is this?” he said, and indicated a thin, uncomfortable lad, the only other member of the party to wear a European hat.




  Kofolaba dragged the embarrassed boy unceremoniously into the foreground.




  “Lord,” he said, “this is my true and beautiful son.”




  “True he may be,” said Sanders, “and as to that, you know best, but he is not beautiful.”




  He looked at the boy’s arm and saw the tattooed bracelet. Kofolaba, observing this interest, placed upon it a wholly wrong construction.




  “This boy is from a woman of the Bubujala, who was a daughter of the chief, and you, who I know are a father and the husband of many wives—” Sanders blushed as he never would have blushed in the old days “ — will have in your stomach a lovely feeling because of my son. Now I tell you I am a proud man, and will not ask for what is my own; but because of my son I will crawl at your lordship’s feet for the kingdom which is mine by right.”




  Sanders turned to Hamilton.




  “What do you think of this boy?”




  “Black but uncomely,” said Hamilton.




  “O Kofolaba, and all people, hear me,” said Sanders. “for I have had a great thought in my head, and my spirit has spoken into both my ears. How call you this boy, Kofolaba?”




  “Buru,” said Kofolaba solemnly.




  “Hear my judgment,” said Sanders. “This boy Buru, being of the royal house, is acceptable, and I will set him up on the stool, and people shall call him king.”




  There was no trace of parental affection in the look which Kofolaba shot at his son, and he was silent. Then Sanders saw a gleam of hope dawn in the man’s eye, and the frown vanished.




  “Lord,” he said mildly, “that is your lordship’s wisdom. So let it be! And Buru shall rule, and I will be his humble servant, and shall be near-by to advise him in all the cunning matters which kings must know.”




  “He shall he king” said Sanders again slowly and deliberately, “but you, Kofolaba, and your thieves shall go back to the Bad Village and there shall live in peace with all men. And be sure that, if you do not, though the marshes surround you, and M’shimba M’shamba himself sit down in your hut, I will come after you with my soldiers, and I will feed your bodies to the fishes, by death!”




  Kofolaba shuddered at the words.




  “Lord—” he protested.




  “The palaver is finished,” said Sanders.




  He came back to Rimi-Rimi with a new king, who spent all his time in the engine-room, watching the wheels go round.




  It was not until the dawn that the Zaire dropped anchor off the beach of Rimi-Rimi. For the palaver had been a long one, and Sanders had delayed his leaving the place where the meeting had occurred until he had watched the disgruntled deputation well out of sight.




  Abiboo called Sanders an hour before the dawn came, and he was dressed and on the deck when the sun flashed up. Hamilton fixed his glasses on the Hill of Sacrifice.




  “No signal from the post, sir,” he said fretfully. “I hope to Heaven Bones hasn’t been getting into trouble.”




  But Sanders did not speak. He was looking at the beach. “I knew we were popular,” he said ironically, “but I had no idea our popularity was so amazingly great.”




  For the beach was black with people and black for miles with half-naked bodies. The slope leading from the beach to the city was tight-packed, and on the beach alone, where the boats landed, was there any space.




  “What the dickens is that?” asked Sanders “It looks like a hayrick.”




  He pointed to a small yellow object standing at the water’s edge. The launch was got ready, and, towing two canoe-loads of Houssas, it chugged its way to the beach.




  Then Sanders saw. The thing on the beach was human, though it was pardonable in him to mistake it for a rick. For the arms were encased in sleeves of plaited straw, and a straight, broad dress, dyed and woven in fantastic patterns, reached from the neck to the ground. Over the head was a sort of cage, from which dangled a thick fringe of straw tassels. It carried no weapon. About its waist was girded a broad belt of leather, from which depended something which made Sanders gasp, for it was a sword, not of the native pattern, but a pattern which he had seen in many a museum — the sword of a centurion of Rome!




  No other weapon had the figure. As the launch came nearer to the beach, Sanders saw that the figure was bent, and that the two hands which gripped the staff were encased in gloves made from the paws of leopards, the claws painted or polished white.




  He stepped daintily off the bow of the launch and walked toward the figure. “O man,” he said, “who are you in this strange and terrible dress?”




  The attitude of the spectators, who were drawn back a respectable distance, struck him as curious. There was on their faces an expression in which horror and curiosity were mingled, and five out of every six of the men and all the women had their knuckles to their teeth.




  “I am no man, O Sandi,” said a shrill voice in Bomongo. And then it flashed upon him, and, despite an his experience and coolness, his breath came faster, and something like a thrill passed through him.




  “O Wise Woman of Limbi,” he said. “You come in time, for I have a king to crown.”




  




  She laughed — a wild cackle of laughter.




  “Lord, you come too late,” she said, “for this day have the people of Rimi-Rimi chosen their king. And he waits in the House of the Chosen for my magic.”




  Sanders looked from her to the crowd and back to the crooked figure. He saw a dozen faces eager to give him news.




  “O woman,” said Sanders, “no man is king of this land save by my wish!’




  “Man,” croaked the figure, “this was by your wish, for in the House of the Chosen I found two men, one who lived and one who was dead. And he who was dead was Kabalaka, the chief, and he who lived was the white man whose eye is of glass.”




  “Bones!” gasped Hamilton. “King Bones!”




  *




  “Presence of mind, dear old Excellency,” said Bones, when they got him on board. “I had a tip that dear old Mrs. Devil-Person was expected, and, knowin’ the weakness an’ depravity of the indigenous native, I went down to take a look at the jolly old thing. And when I saw Kabalaka sneak into the hut, I knew that he was being simply awfully naughty!’




  “He did not tell me the Old Woman was coming so soon,” said Sanders. “Well, Bones, what happened?”




  Bones beamed around. “I saw the whole thing in a flash, dear old sir. Into the hut I went. There was the wicked old Kabalaka. He was awfully annoyed!”




  He did not tell of the fight to the death, Kabalaka’s stabbing sword against Bones’s jammed pistol, for that was not Bones’s way. He boasted only of the things that did not matter,




  “So you’re the Chosen,” said Hamilton and distressed Bones for the rest of the evening by addressing him as “Your Majesty”!




  V. The Death Mark
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  There lived in the city of Rimi-Rimi a carver of wood and a thatcher of straw, who had served the Old King in the days of his greatness and had been well rewarded. He was a man of some age, and he suffered from everlasting headaches, and was wont to be silly. Because the Old King’s hand had shadowed him, no man dared put him away, though it is proper, when an old man goes mad, to take him to the forest and, putting out his eyes, leave him to find his quick way to death in solitude. Once his own son and heir to his buried treasures had in his boldness stood before the king and demanded the life of his parent. And the Old King had caused a fire to be built upon the face of this undutiful one, and, after the fire had done its work, had sent him to the forest to wander with sightless eyes until the leopards made an easy kill.




  This old carver’s name was Somobolaka, or B’laka, and he had visions. On a night when Sanders had come back to the city to meet the Woman of Limbi, there appeared before the old man B’laka his dead master, the king. And very terrible he seemed, for he had only one leg and one arm, and where his head had been was an earthen pot. Yet B’laka knew that it was the Old King, and fell flat on his belly. And the Old King had stopped and whispered—”




  “B’laka, you must slay the white man with the knife that is under your fine bed.” And with these words, the king had vanished through the roof with the lazy smoke that curled up from B’laka’s fire.




  In the morning B’laka remembered his dream, and went down to the beach, where the soldiers of the white men were standing, and mingled with them. He carried in his belt a knife which was so sharp that he might have shaved his thin beard with either of its edges.




  Sanders came ashore from the Zaire and walked up toward the city, and something said in B’laka’s ear —




  “This is your meat, B’laka.”




  He leapt forward with a yell, his knife flashing, and Sanders fired twice from his hip.




  “Lord, I do not know why I did this thing,” he said faintly; “I think there has been a devil in my stomach for a long time. Now, being on the edge of life, I see all things clearly, and I know that I am an evil man.”




  “Man,” said Sanders gently, “my little pistol has hurt you to death.”




  “Ai,” coughed B’laka, “and now my sons will take my beautiful treasures, which are in a hole beneath the fire in my hut — my rods and the frankis which K’salugu M’popo gave me when he chopped Fergisi, also the magic hair of the little woman, which Fergisi carried in a hole in his dress*. O king!…B’laka, the thatcher, speaks…”




  [*Pocket]




  He died saying this.




  “Go up to this man’s hut, Hamilton, and dig up his treasure,” said Sanders. “I — I want to know how the Fergusons died — particularly the girl.”




  A crowd of the city people had run down the slope at the sound of the shooting, and now made an interested but unresentful audience.




  Sanders looked at the body of the old man, then raised his eyes to the spectators.




  “O people,” he said, “who of you saw Fergisi die?”




  There was a pause, and then somebody pushed a skinny man through the crowd. He also was middle-aged, and his eyes were filmed with sleeping sickness.




  “Lord, I saw Fergisi die,” he said tremulously. “Into the great cave we pushed him with our spears, and the Old Woman slew him in the dark, and sprinkled us with the blood on her sword.”




  “And the small woman of Fergisi?” asked Sanders steadily.




  “She ran into the bush, and Mofolobo, the Old King’s hunter, went after her, and he came back laughing and cleaned his spears on the ground.”




  “She died — quickly?” asked Sanders huskily.




  The man shuffled his feet uneasily. “Who knows, lord?” he said. “Mofolobo was gone a long time, but when he came back he cleaned his spears.”




  Sanders said nothing for a while. “Where is this Mofolobo now?” he asked softly.




  A chorus answered him.




  “Lord, he is gone to his home…Your little gun frightened him…on the day of Fomba.”




  Sanders asked no further question, but made his slow way into the city. On the whole, it were better for Mofolobo that he had died when Sanders’s little gun had shot into the brown.




  His way into the centre of the city led him through a broad street alive with busy householders, who were still searching amongst the debris of the huts for their lost household goods. The houses of Rimi-Rimi, with their frail supports and their shaky roof — trees, had collapsed like so many houses of cards under the repercussion of the explosion which heralded his arrival in the city.




  The men turned to look at Sanders as he strode down the street, and there was nothing threatening in their gaze, and there were more smiles than scowls for him. Tomorrow, he thought, one word from the terrible old woman of the mountains, who was camped on the outskirts of the town, and these half-naked figures who poked amongst the ruins, and whose loud laughter shook the silences of the city, would become veritable fiends.




  Sanders had left a petty chief named Kusa in charge of the king’s hut and, incidentally, the king’s household. He was a mild man with some intelligence, and the Administrator found him squatting in the shade of a clump of Isisi palms behind the shattered ‘palace’.




  “O Kusa,” said Sanders, “what of the Old Woman of Limbi?”




  The man gave the conventional shiver which that name seemed to produce.




  “Lord, she is at the village of M’kiji, a long walk from here, she and her maidens and all of the king’s guard.”




  “You shall carry my word to her,” said Sanders, “and take with you many precious presents, saying this: ‘Sandi, who stands in the place of kings to govern this land wisely and with justice, calls a palaver of all the people that he may set up Buru, son of Kofolaba, who was the Old King’s true son. And because the Holy One of Limbi is wise in all the mysteries, let her come down in the morrow, when the sun is high, and put upon Buru the cloak and the bracelet, and give into his hands the wonderful magic which kings hold.”




  Kusa shifted uneasily, a very disturbed and agitated man.




  “Lord,” pleaded he, “how do I know what the terrible Old One will say or do? Did she not come with all her maidens and her warriors to make a king the day before today, and place upon the beautiful white arm of Tibbetti—”




  “Kusa, you talk like a fool,” said Sanders calmly. “For when this old woman came, it is true my lord Tibbetti was in the House of the Chosen, but there was no giving of bracelets, and Tibbetti was there because an evil man had defied the ghost of the purple house. And where is he now, this arrogant man? He is in the ground, and the cooking-pots of his wife are smashed, and the roof of his house is broken!’




  “Lord,” said Kusa, after consideration, “how do I know that this old and holy one will not treat me cruelly if I go?”




  Sanders smiled pleasantly. “What she may do to you, Kusa, I do not know; but this I do know, that if you do not go, I will treat you more cruelly — that is certain.”




  “Lord, I think I will go,” said Kusa promptly.




  An hour later they brought Buru, the son of Kofolaba, the chief, and landed him on the beach with an escort; and the people who saw him saw that he looked different from all other boys, and were amazed. As well he might look different, for Bones had given him a wonderful bath, using carbolic soap and much elbow-grease.




  “Lord, I do not like this,” slobbered the boy, “for this devil’s milk is burning out my eyeballs and I cannot open my eyes; also it is in my mouth, and tastes evilly.”




  “Then shut your naughty old mouth,” said Bones, and turned a rubber hose on him.




  Buru, the boy, had forgotten his terrible experience when he stepped ashore, and the people sniffed the disinfectant and thought it was beautiful. They brought him to Sanders, who had established himself in the king’s hut, and the boy, who was in some awe of the Administrator, sat reverently before him, his hands folded.




  Sanders looked across his table, but did not smile at the lean youth.




  “Buru,” he said, “I have brought you here to make you a king, and you shall do the things which are good in my sight. Tell me, Buru, is there anything you desire?”




  “Lord,” said the boy without hesitation, “I would like my lovely hat.”




  The “lovely hat” was that which the boy had brought on board the Zaire at their first meeting; it was a battered straw with the soiled ribbon of the Eton Ramblers.




  Sanders shook his head. “You will be a king, Buru, and it is not right that you should wear upon your head the ju-ju of a tribe which you can never rule. Tomorrow will come the Old Woman, and there shall be placed upon your head a circle of gold.”




  “Lord,” said the boy, “what of Kofolaba, my father?”




  Sanders eyed him keenly. “You wish for your father, my boy?” he asked.




  “No, lord,” said the boy frankly; “but I do not think he will stay in the Bad Village whilst I sit here in Rimi-Rimi, filling my belly with good food. Therefore, lord,” he said, “when I am king, I think it best that I should send my regiments to the edge of Bubujala, and that they should destroy the Bad Village, and put my baba to the broadsword.”




  Sanders gasped. “You — you nice little fellow!” he said in English.




  He spent the rest of the morning pursuing inquiries about one Mofolobo. He discovered that he had gone, not as the crowd had told him on the night of Fomba — by which they marked the night of Fomba’s death — but that very morning, to the village of Sakalava, in the Fongini country. It was apparently the Old King’s custom to draw his courtiers from all the five territories over which he ruled, and on the arrival of Sanders the courtiers had melted to their several homes.




  On going back to his hut, after his tour of investigation, he found Hamilton waiting.




  “I dug up B’laka’s hut,” he said and displayed a collection of articles which were spread upon a piece of native cloth on the floor. “This is the thing you want, I imagine,” said Hamilton, handing him a flat pocket — book.




  It was empty save for a little paper package, which Sanders opened. Inside was a tiny golden curl of hair, and he fingered it reverently.




  “Mofolobo!” he said, and his voice was little more than a whisper.




  “He left this morning,” said Hamilton.




  Sanders nodded. “I’ve just heard that. Did you discover anything more about him?”




  “Nothing, except—” he hesitated, “ — that he has a secret wife — at least, that is the rumour.”




  “A secret wife?” repeated Sanders slowly.




  “This is the story” said Hamilton. “Mofolobo is a Fongini man: and has a very respectable household in the town of Sakalava. Every month, according to local report, he makes a journey into the forest to some unknown destination unattended, which is remarkable, remembering that he is a small chief. He has never been followed, because the forest in question is one of those ghost forests which abound in this country.”




  There was a long silence.




  “Native rumours are usually untrue,” said Sanders thoughtfully. “I think the girl is dead.”




  He put the book away in his pocket, and was a silent, thoughtful man for the rest of the day. That afternoon a message from the camp of the Old Woman arrived. Kusa himself, obviously relieved to find himself alive, brought it.




  “Lord, the Holy Woman will graciously come when the sun is at its highest,” he said, “and she will put upon Buru’s arm the bracelet and give into his hand the magic. But, lord, she demands—” He hesitated.




  “Go on,” said, Sanders.




  “Lord, she demands sacrifice, as is the custom.”




  “There will be no sacrifice in this land,” said Sanders, for he knew that human sacrifice was meant. “Now, go to the Old Woman—”




  “Lord, if I go, I’ll die,” said the trembling Kusa, “for no man has stood twice in the presence of this Great Cow and has seen the daylight of tomorrow.”




  “Then stay,” snarled Sanders, “and be damned to her!”




  Later came more disquieting news than the eccentricities of the Old Woman presented. He was sitting at dinner with Hamilton in the hut, and they were eating a melancholy meal by candle light, when the voice of the sentry outside the door challenged somebody, and a voice in Arabic replied.




  “That sounds like Ahmet,” said Sanders, rising, and the chief of his spies came in. He was dusty and tired, and had evidently come a long way.




  “O Ahmet,” said Sanders in Arabic.




  “Peace upon you and on your house,” said the Kano man. “I come quickly with curious news and I shall be glad when the little pigeons find their way to your big ship.”




  Sanders had brought a corps of pigeons with him, and they were being trained to find their new home.




  “Lord,” Ahmet went on, “six hours from here there stands a village of many canoes.”




  Sanders nodded. “That is true, Ahmet, for I have seen it,” he said. “It is a village of fishermen.”




  “No fishers live there now,” said the man grimly, “for one Mofolobo, a great chief in these parts, sits down with many warriors, and their canoes are painted red for war.”




  “Mofolobo!” repeated Sanders incredulously “But this man is from the Fongini tribe, Ahmet, which is a foreign people and far away.”




  “Lord, his warriors have come to that village secretly, and also the man Kofolaba, who is the father of Buru, who is to be king in this land.”




  This was a most surprising joining of forces, and Sanders was impressed.




  “This Kofolaba — how many spears did he bring?”




  “A hundred and a hundred,” said the spy.




  This was more astonishing news still, because Kofolaba was a man without a tribe, being of the outlaws who live at the foot of the hills; and, as if interpreting his master’s thoughts, Ahmet quoted the Arab saying —




  “A king raises armies and a thief raises dust.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “And truly, lord, this man says he is king,” said Ahmet. “That,” he added shamelessly, “I learnt from a woman to whom I made love whilst her husband was fishing.”




  When the man had been dismissed Sanders looked at his lieutenant, and Hamilton laughed.




  “Kingmaking isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, sir,” he said.




  “They’ll come by river, of course,” said Sanders thoughtfully. “They are canoe-men, these Fongini. Go aboard, Hamilton, and tell Bones what is happening. Let him have the searchlight going all night, and send a patrol down the river in a launch to reconnoitre. You can reduce the guard here to two men. Bones may want all his forces.”




  “Do you think I’d better stay aboard?”




  “You may, if you wish,” said Sanders. “Personally, I do not think the attack will come until tomorrow, after the king is set up.”




  Hamilton returned in an hour with cheerful news. It was the practice at nightfall for the little motor-launch to make a trip up and down the river for inspection purposes, and when he had arrived on the Zaire, Abiboo, who was in command of the launch, had just returned with news that for twenty miles the river was clear of war-canoes.




  “It’s a good six hours’ paddle from the fishing village,” said Sanders, “so we shall have a quiet night.”




  The king’s house consisted of five huts, joined together and communicating by mat-walled passages, and whilst their beds were being made in one of the inner rooms, Sanders strolled out into the city.




  The six hills gleamed with the meal-fires of the people, and such men as he met gave him a cheery greeting.. He stopped to watch a funeral procession carrying a body to the beach for burial on one of the little islands.




  “What man is this?” he asked one of the mourners.




  “Lord, it is B’laka, the mad one, whom you hurt with your little pistol.”




  “O ko!” said Sanders, and made the native sign to avert bad luck, for it is unfortunate to inquire after your dead enemy, though B’laka was no enemy of his.




  From where he stood in the basin he could look between two of the great mounds which were called hills, and see far away, near the edge of a great mahogany forest, little pinpoints of light, where the Old Woman of Limbi had her camp. Idling there in the darkness, a man passed him whom he recognized by his gait.




  “O Kusa,” he said, and the chief turned. “Tell me of the Old Woman,” he said, “and what manner of camp she has.”




  Now, Kusa was not anxious to talk upon a matter which was so taboo as the Wise Woman of Limbi. He had suffered that afternoon from pains in his stomach, due, he did not doubt, to his blasphemy of the morning. More than this his favourite wife had noted a swelling on his neck, at the very spot, he believed, where the eyes of the Old Woman had rested.




  “Lord,” he said in a hushed voice, “these matters are not spoken of by our people, for this woman is very holy and terrible.”




  Sanders had the extraordinary faculty of getting inside the native mind and seeing things as they were seen by men who had a most devout faith in ghosts and devils.




  “You shall not speak of the Old One,” he said, “and you shall take no hurt, Kusa. But tell me of the camp.”




  “Lord,” said Kusa, “they have made her a great hut, and over this yet another great hut; and between the first and the second huts sit her virgins, and all about them is the Old King’s guard.”




  Sanders was silent for so long that the man began to move uneasily.




  “May I go?” he said.




  “Wait,” said Sanders. “What is this talk of sacrifice?”




  “It is the custom, lord,” said the man simply. “For sometimes the Old Woman grows hungry, owing to her long struggles with ghosts. And then she sends word to the king, and certain maidens are marked for sacrifice.”




  “How are they marked?” asked Sanders, who had an insatiable appetite for information upon native customs.




  “Lord, they are marked with two crosses of a beautiful red upon their foreheads,” said the man. “And when they are thus marked, they are the Old Woman’s meat, and she will send for them when she desires. And if any man slay them or hurt them, that is a terrible sin against the Old Woman.”




  “Then they do not die too soon?” said Sanders.




  “No, lord,” said the man. “They die in the Old Woman’s time. Lord, let me go,” he whined.




  “Go,” said Sanders.




  “A perfectly ghastly idea,” said Hamilton, when Sanders had told him. “Personally, I think you will have to break through your lifelong rule and chop this old lady—”




  Sanders had reached the same conclusion.




  They sat in the smaller hut until eleven o’clock, as the fires died down, watching the rise and fall of Bones’s searchlight.




  “Does he expect them to come by aeroplane?” asked the exasperated Hamilton. “Look at that light in the sky. I’ll bet any money you like that Bones is handling that plant.”




  The Zaire was out of sight from where they sat, for the river ran fifty feet below the level on which Rimi — Rimi stands, but the white fan of the searchlight, as it jerked to and fro, now hitting the top of a hill, now illuminating the clouds, supported Hamilton’s theory.




  Not only the two men, but the majority of the able-bodied people of Rimi — Rimi formed an audience at this demonstration of how not to use a searchlight, and the hills which commanded a view of the steamer were crowded with silent and awestricken admirers. And when, as it did sometimes, the light swung round and caught them in its glare, there were shrieks of half-terror and half — laughter, and a frantic bolting to the nearest cover.




  And now it blinked spasmodically at the sky, the light coming in long and short intervals. Bones was using the signal shutter which Sanders had had fitted for long-distance communications. Hamilton spelt out the message —




  “O Key, dere ole G.X.”




  “What the dickens is G.X.?” asked Sanders, who was following the message.




  “A slight error on Bones’s part,” said Hamilton dryly. “I gather he means ‘Ex,’ which is Bonesesque for ‘Excellency.’”




  Apparently, after this message, Bones handed over his control of the searchlight to more sober and less enterprising hands, for the rays of the light went down below the edge of the cliff.




  Hamilton rose and stretched himself. “I’m going to bed, sir,” he said. “I don’t think anything will happen tonight.”




  It was not until all the noises of the city were hushed and the fires had died out, save here and there, where a dull red glow marked the community fires, that Sanders threw away the end of his cheroot and walked to the purple but where the young novitiate king lay.




  A soldier on guard at the door challenged him, and he replied.




  “No, lord,” said the man, “no person has passed in here. The young king is asleep; your lordship can hear him snoring.”




  “Good night, soldier,” said Sanders.




  Hamilton was asleep when Sanders reached the hut. He put down the lantern he was carrying and undressed quickly, placing his mosquito boots handy and his revolver under his pillow near the wall. There was a second door leading to a farther room, or, as it really was, to another hut, and he made some attempt to fasten this, though the best he could do was to tie the edge of the door to the doorpost with a piece of leather thong. Sanders said his prayers and went to bed.




  Sanders always said his prayers. He was one of those simple men who would not have slept if he had omitted the performance of this office. He lay awake for some time thinking, turning over in his mind the almost insoluble problem of this new territory of his. The very placidity of the people, their good humour and tolerance of his presence, was in itself a handicap, he thought. He was conscious of the dark forces which were working round him, and scented the plotting which was in progress in the far-off territories. And then he thought of the Devil Woman of Limbi, and concluded that she was the greatest problem of all. Sanders had known from the first that she was not to be treated as chief or king might be treated — not lightly touched or slighted, either. She must be humoured or she must be killed; there was no halfway measure. So thinking of her, he fell asleep.




  He could not have been asleep an hour when he woke with a start and sat up. His hand slid beneath his pillow and pulled out his revolver. The hut was in darkness, but somebody had touched him. He had a vague feeling that somebody had touched his face. He listened, and heard nothing but the regular breathing of Hamilton; yet there was somebody in the hut. He cursed himself that he had not brought his electric torch, and felt stealthily for the lantern and his matches. His fingers were closing upon the box, when he heard a rustle of feet, and the wind of the hut stirred as somebody passed.




  “O man,” he called, “if you pass that doorway, you die.”




  “What is it?” Hamilton was wide awake.




  “There’s somebody in the hut. Have you got your torch?”




  “Here,” said Hamilton, and fumbled.




  A big circle of light illuminated the opposite wall of the hut. It was empty.




  Sanders jumped out of bed and, pulling on his mosquito boots, ran through the narrow passage which separated the room from the bigger hut where he had dined. He caught a glimpse of a figure against the light and raised his revolver, but too late. Then he heard the guttural challenge of the sentry, and ran out into the open as the man brought his rifle up to the shoulder.




  The Old King’s fire before the hut had been kept burning — Sanders had ordered this for a variety of reasons — and in the light of its flames Sanders saw the stranger and struck down the sentry’s rifle. For the intruder had been a woman.




  She stood twenty paces from him, slim and erect, unconscious of her danger, or, if conscious, uncaring. She was a girl of seventeen, broad-nosed, thick-lipped, and crop-headed.




  “O woman,” said Sanders sternly, “come here.”




  “O man,” she mocked, “come here.”




  Sanders hesitated a moment and then walked slowly towards her, coming, he realized, between the girl and the sentry, and seriously interfering with that worth’s line of fire in certain eventualities. He had not taken two steps when the girl turned with a wild laugh and leapt into the darkness. Sanders had a vision of the half-naked body girdled about with a broad belt, and then she vanished.




  




  He stood stock still, wondering what to do, and then, from where the girl had disappeared, he heard a shriek. He flew along in the direction whence the sound had come, and presently came up with somebody who was sobbing on the ground. He stooped. There was enough light to see that the figure was a man.




  “Get up,” said Sanders, giving him a kick,




  “O ko!” sobbed the man. “I am already dead.”




  Sanders jerked him to his feet. He heard Hamilton call, and the shuffle of his slippers as he came across the ground.




  “What is it?” asked Hamilton.




  “By his stick and his cloak I should think he’s one of the watchmen of the city,” said Sanders, and gave the shivering figure a shake. “Speak, man! Why do you cry like a woman?”




  “O lord, lord,” moaned the man. “I have seen the tchu, the Dead One, and I myself am as good as dead!”




  No more could they get out of him, and left him, shivering and quaking, on the ground, rocking to and fro in the desperation of his fear.




  “Nothing has been touched,” said Sanders, after making a search of his hut.




  “Then why the devil did that audacious female come into our boudoir?” asked Hamilton.




  “I’ll tell you where she came — by this door. The string is cut. I wonder whether anything has happened to Buru?”




  Hamilton went out to discover, and returned with the report that Buru was still sleeping to the satisfaction of the sentry.




  “The woman came in through one of the back huts,” said Sanders. “We must put a sentry there in future, if we stay ashore. What is the time?”




  “Half — past four,” said Hamilton, consulting his wristwatch.




  “Barr!” shivered Sanders. “I’m going to bed again.”




  This time sleep came quickly, though there was greater reason for restlessness. He woke with the shriek of the Zaire’s syren in his ears and the clamour of howling voices without. It was still dark.




  “Lord, they come!” It was the voice of the sentry.




  “Who comes?” asked Sanders, slipping on a blanket coat and buckling his belt about him.




  Bang!




  There followed a whine and a greater crash.




  “That’s Bones,” said Hamilton’s voice. “He’s got the quick-firer in action. I suppose they’re attacking the ship.”




  They were out of the hut in a few seconds. But now the scene had changed. Fires were burning everywhere. Bang! went the Zaire’s gun again, and they saw the shell explode on the slope of a hill to the south of the city.




  “Get to the boat,” said Sanders quickly. “Mofolobo has not come by canoe. He has been marching through the forest. Look at them!”




  The searchlight of the Zaire made the distant hill as light as day. Sanders saw the deep ranks of the advancing host, their spears glittering in the light. A shell burst amongst them, and for a moment they wavered and then came on.




  “Get the king, man!” said Sanders to the sentry; and the boy, half-asleep, was dragged into the chilly morning air, and, with Sanders holding one hand and the sentry the other, they ran for the beach.




  Mofolobo had sent a party ahead to cut off that line of retreat. Sanders saw a line of men drawn across the little valley, and fired twice into the thick of them. A minute later he was in the midst of a struggling, yelling mob of men, who jabbed at him with their short spears — not short enough in that crush, as it happened.




  He heard Hamilton shoot at close range, then his pistol was knocked out of his hand and he was flung to the ground. They dragged him up and bound his hands behind him with cords that cut like a knife.




  “For,” said the chief of his captors, “Mofolobo, the hunter, desires the white men alive.”




  “Where is Buru?” asked Sanders quickly.




  “Him we have chopped,” was the brief reply, “also your black soldier.”




  They were making a move, as he guessed, to take him back to the king’s hut, when there was a commotion on the outskirts of the crowd, and the warriors gave way before the two men who came.




  Kofolaba Sanders recognized in the half-light of dawn. The other man, stout and bestial of face, he guessed was Mofolobo. The Zaire had stopped firing, and its searchlight was dark. Bones at that precise moment was scaling the bluff beyond the Hill of Sacrifice, and with him toiled fifty Houssas, four of whom made slower progress because they carried two machine guns between them.




  “O white man,” said Kofolaba, “I see you. Now, this is a happy day for me, because I have caught the man who killed the Old King, my father. And presently I shall have your fine ship — I and Mofolobo, my friend.”




  Sanders said nothing, but looked the man from the Bad Village straight in the eye, and they waited, none speaking a word till the sun came up over the horizon and flooded the slope with quick light.




  “Kill now,” said Kofolaba.




  But the men, who had made a close circle about them were shrinking back, staring with horror from Sanders to his companion.




  “Kill!” roared Kofolaba, and plucked out his sword.




  And then he, too, saw, and dropped the point of his weapon, his mouth open ludicrously.




  “O ko,” he said, “it seems these are not for me.”




  It was at that moment that Bones thought it opportune to strike. The two machineguns came into action together, and the group about Sanders melted away as they were melting when Kofolaba made his discovery.




  The warriors ran along the beach, doubled back into the city — in every direction they ran, and as they ran they carried the word, and the two thousand spearmen who had come with Kofolaba and their own chief went pell-mell back to the forest as though the plague were at their heels.




  Bones came up, breathless and panting, and cut the ropes that bound the men.




  “Just in time, dear old thing,” he said breathlessly.




  “What on earth does it all mean?” asked Sanders.




  Bones was looking at him curiously.




  “Good old Excellency,” he said, “have you been working a jolly old stunt?”




  “What do you mean?” asked Sanders.




  “There are two red crosses painted on your forehead,” said Bones.




  “It is plain,” said Sanders later, “that they were made by the indelicate young lady who came to my room.”




  “You’re marked for sacrifice, eh?” said Hamilton, and laughed.




  But Sanders did not laugh. Instead, he sent for one of his men, who was a native of the Old King’s country, and whose life Sanders had saved on three separate occasions.




  “O Kufusa,” said Sanders — and it required an effort to give the instruction— “Go you to the camp of the Old Woman and discover when I die.”




  VI. The Woman in the Hut
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  Not the holy carpet as it lies upon the black tomb of the Prophet; not the vestal virgins in their guarded cells; not any mystic thing or being of any tribe of people; none of these is, or was, more sacred than the tchu. This Sanders learnt on a morning following the visitation of such a divinity. Because she had put upon his forehead — he washed it off, and needed turpentine for the purpose — a mark which told all the world that he had been sealed to sacrifice, Sanders felt no reverence for the virgin, but he had a wholesome respect for her mistress, the Devil Woman of Limbi.




  “Bit of a mystery, dear old Excellency.”




  Bones, constituting himself an impartial investigator, shook his head.




  “Correct me if I’m wrong, dear old Ham, but these are the facts.”




  He ticked them off on a bony forefinger, and he frowned horribly as an outward proof that he was devoting the whole of his brilliant intellect to the matter.




  “At eleven, dear old Ham goes to bed, at which — hour, I might remark, poor old Bones was—”




  “Fooling with the searchlight — we saw you,” interrupted Hamilton.




  “Old Bones was alert an’ watchin’,” said Bones severely, “his jolly old eyes skinned and rovin’. But that’s beside the question. At eleven Ham goes to bed. At twelve excellent old Excellency follows, both being perfectly sober.”




  “Bones!” said the outraged Sanders,




  “At four a naughty young lady comes into bedroom without any encouragement, paints two X’s on Excellency’s noble brow, and hops it.”




  “Your vulgarity, Bones, is deplorable,” said Hamilton. “Well, what’s the solution?”




  “It’s a mystery,” said Bones safely.




  “I will have no mysteries,” said Sanders “and I expect to find no mysteries here that I cannot solve.”




  Sanders was to discover such a mystery, and soon, but this he could not have known.




  “I have been into the question of the tchu,” said Hamilton. “and I’ve got them down fine. Stripped of all the superstitions which surround them, they are the messengers of the Old Woman. The people here insist that the girls must die before they become tchu, and that explains the death-mark on their foreheads. That they are mortal is proved by the fact that one got out of the country some years ago — at any rate, she disappeared. Another took a mundane lover, and what happened to her I cannot tell you in the cold light of morning. But tchu is sacred. The Old King destroyed a regiment of his guards because one of the soldiers slashed a tchu with a stick, seeing her running through the forest and thinking she was a frolicking girl.”




  “The tchu can wait,” said Sanders, getting up from the table where they were breakfasting, “but Mofolobo cannot wait.”




  Mofolobo of the Fongini was a cunning and clever hunter, for he knew the ways of the forest, and of all beasts, and of some men. He had speared the elephant and the lion, the leopard and the quick little buffalo, to face whom is death. He had tracked all manner of beasts, wounded and unwounded, reading the story of their strength or fear or savageness from a broken twig here and a bloody leaf there; and where his eyes failed him, his broad nostrils served him well.




  He ruled his clan and his village with a rod of iron, and his house with whips. He had fourteen wives, who dug in his fields. Once he had fifteen, the fifteenth being a young girl who had been given him by the king. She was a woman of the Bubujala, accounted beautiful, and a dancer of great merit. A low estimate of her value was twenty goats, such a fortune having been offered for her by a little chief of the Bubujala.




  But this fifteenth girl did not take her whippings kindly, and one night, when Mofolobo was sleeping in his great hut, his wife rose from his side, and, slipping a noose about his neck, she pulled with all her strength, having run the loose end through the wooden edge of the bed; and there might have been the end of Mofolobo and all his mysteries, but that the hide turned traitor and broke.




  The next morning Mofolobo had the tops of four tall trees cleared of their branches, and between them, clinging to the swaying trunks, his workmen built a platform, and upon this platform was strapped the fifteenth wife, with cords that did not break, and there she remained till she died. The villagers heard her whimpering for six days, and on the seventh the vultures came.




  But the platform remained through the months, and husbands who had cause for suspicion would take their wives and point out to them the Place of Waiting.




  Mofolobo had hunted men and women, too, for the matter of that. He had kept upon their trail tirelessly, unswervingly, until in the end he had had his kill.




  But Mofolobo had never been hunted until the day he flew from Rimi-Rimi. He realized the novelty of the situation by the unusual emotion which flooded and confused him, as he paddled in terrible haste up the river that borders the Fongini country. So hard was the pace that one of the six paddlers collapsed from exhaustion. Mofolobo snatched his paddle, dropped the man over the side of the canoe, and took his place. At each bend and twist of the river Mofolobo would look back expecting to see the white bow of a Government steamer coming round the farther bend, and to hear the whistle and whine of bullets about his head.




  He came to a landing at sunset, and threw himself upon the ground. His paddlers had not the strength to leave their canoe, but fell forward in their places, and might have drifted out and down the river, but Mofolobo recovered, gripped the canoe’s nose, and aroused his men with his lion whip.




  The villagers at the landing-place had seen his arrival, and came forward, trembling, to serve him. They swept a new hut and cooked food for him and his followers. But Mofolobo had no thought of staying the night. He went on alone, for none of his Men was able to stand, and walked through the dark hours, contemptuous of the shadowy things that prowled in the wood, and turned emerald-green eyes in his direction, and in the morning, when every muscle and nerve within him cried for sleep, he came to his own city, and people who saw him stride down the broad street, which his hut commanded from one end, folded their hands under their armpits, but did not speak to him.




  Not even the women whose husbands he had taken to war, and who were now scattered in the forest of Rimi-Rimi — not one of these dare ask the fate of her man, for Mofolobo’s keen whip whistled left and right as he walked.




  He strode into his hut, dropped his whip, and flung himself on his skin bed, and his principal wife came to him.




  “Lord, will you eat?” she asked, but he was asleep.




  He woke as the shadows were lengthening, and sent for Gini-Gini, his own brother, and the one man he trusted. Gini-Gini came into the big hut expectantly.




  “O Mofolobo,” he greeted, “I see you. Where are all the soldiers of this city?”




  “In hell, I think,” said Mofolobo indifferently, “for they are great runners, and it is said that slow men do not reach the devil place.”




  “What of the white man?” asked Gini — Gini, and Mofolobo shivered.




  “He is the meat of the Holy One, and that is what saved him. For on his face were two wonderful marks, such as the Old Woman makes upon her meat. Also—” his voice quavered a moment “ — there was tchu in the city before we came.”




  Now, the tchu, as all men know, are intimates of spirits and ghosts, and are the especial familiars of the Devil Woman of Limbi. There was a special reason why tchu should be dreadful to Mofolobo.




  “O ko,” said his shocked brother, “that was a bad palaver. But you, Mofolobo, who are so great a one, and who have studied mysteries so that you are as wise as the Old Woman herself, how is she terrible to you?”




  And again Mofolobo shivered and did not reply.




  His brother sat cross-legged on the bed. He was a loquacious man and a great gossip.




  “Tchu I have never seen—” he shuddered conventionally “ — but they must be terrible to witness. Some say that men go blind when they see them, and they are certainly very holy ones, being the spirits of the dead whom the Old Woman has killed. And they say that if you touch them snakes come from your ears, and your blood drips slowly from your fingers, and you are cursed, and will one day shrivel and shrivel until you become a little fish.”




  The back of Mofolobo was turned to the talker. He had cast off the skin about his middle when he came in to sleep, and he was searching his discarded dress. Presently he found what he wanted, stuffed in a pocket on the inner side of the skin. It was a flat piece of wood bearing certain black designs.




  “This I brought from the city of Rimi-Rimi,” he said, “being certain devil — marks which the white man has made; and perhaps it will bring me good fortune.”




  Gini-Gini looked curiously and uncomprehendingly at the signs on the wood.




  “These are made with the burnt end of a stick,” he said wisely. “I have never seen such magic before. If you keep this thing, Mofolobo, it will make you rich.”




  “So I think,” said Mofolobo, and tucked away the wood into the pocket where he had found it.




  He lifted up the skin and seemed in some doubt. Then he cast off the cloth about his waist and put the skin in its place.




  “This night I go into the forest, Gini-Gini,” he said, “to learn new mysteries.”




  Gini-Gini moved uncomfortably, yet was in such awe of his brother that he did not give expression to his thoughts. It was while the chief was collecting his spears that Gini-Gini plucked up courage.




  “O Mofolobo,” he said, “what is this magic in the forest? For it seems you go there very often, and none see your beautiful face for a moon.”




  “I have a powerful ju — ju,” said Mofolobo.




  “They say—” began the other, but lacked courage to finish.




  “All frogs croak in the same tone,” said Mofolobo contemptuously. “They say nothing to me, by death!”




  Gini-Gini lowered his voice and came nearer his kinsman.




  “O Mofolobo,” he said in a low tone, “some men say that in the dark forest, where the devils and the bushmen live, there is a great hut and a woman— “again he hesitated,” — who is not of our colour, Mofolobo.”




  The other stared at him with a cold, paralysing stare.




  “O Gini — Gini,” he said softly, “When they say, I do not hear. When you speak I hear well. I love you Gini-Gini, because you are the son of my own mother and father, though my father had a this-way-that-way mind upon the subject, since my mother had a lover, Supusu, and because you are my brother my arm does not go mad when you speak. But you will not speak again of this matter.”




  And the brother became a humble subject.




  “Lord,” he said, “I bury my words.”




  “That is good,” said Mofolobo. “Now we will eat.”




  It was dark when he started off on his solitary prowl through the forest, and he struck off at they city eastwards of the village which, as all men know, leads to nowhere but the forest of ghosts, and Gini-Gini went with him to the edge of the wood.




  Now the people of his village hated their chief and tyrant with hatred of impotent hands and bitter hearts, and they spat secretly after him when they saw him pass, and the women whose husbands had gone beyond view cursed him righteously, though it is true that many of them never desired to see their husbands again.




  And when they had cursed him, they came and walked under the dilapidated platform between the four trees, and stepped over the bones that the wind had blown to the ground, and their hatred was fortified.




  None hated him worse than Milini, his own favourite wife, who, could he but have read her heart, would have shared the fate of the fifteenth wife. And because he favoured her, he had, in the days of his loving, taught her many curious arts of woodcraft. He had trained her to walk a trail so that not even the leaves beneath her feet would creak or crackle under her, and he had taught her to walk with a certain sideway motion that made her walk more noiseless; and all these things she stored in her memory.




  When Mofolobo left his kraal and crossed with his brother to the edge of the great forest, Milini stole silently behind him; and when she saw the two brothers stop to talk at the beginning of the wood, she crouched down behind a tree, and was there when Gini-Gini came back chanting the invocation to ghosts, which men are not ashamed to use on dark nights and in lonely places.




  She waited until he was out of sight then arose and went swiftly, but noiselessly, on the track of her husband. He, for his part, made no attempt at quiet. Instinctively, he stepped lightly, but he did not go out of his way to adopt the secret walk he had taught his wife. She heard him muttering and chanting as he went, and once he stopped and threw out his arms towards a dead tree which the lightning had blasted.




  “O M’shimba M’shamba,” she heard him say, “tell me your magic, for I am very wise, and soon shall be wiser than the Old Woman, the devil. And one day I will sit in her wonderful cave and rule the world.”




  In spite of herself. Milini shuddered at these dreadful words, for was not Mofolobo setting himself up as a god? She drew in her breath quickly at the awfulness of his presumption.




  “O ghosts who live in this wood,” he went on, “and because of your fearful presence no man dare walk, see me, Mofolobo, who has many magical thoughts.”




  It was true, as he said, that none walked in this wood because of the spirits; nor, was it commonly believed, did any animals live here, or birds or even the little white-whiskered monkeys. Mofolobo did not fear devils nor, for the matter of that did Milini, his wife, though she feared her husband, and everything time he paused in his walk, she dropped her hand on the razor edge hunting-knife which she had been sharpening for two years.




  He had not far to go. The reputation which the forest enjoyed, no less than his own reputation, ensured him freedom from the observations of the curious. He struck off at right angles to the path, and she heard the swish of the bushes as he passed through them.




  She followed more cautiously, worming her way along the ground under the bushes as he had taught her, and came again within view of him as he was mounting a little hillock. It was a patch in the midst of the forest free from trees.




  Moreover, she had a skyline, and could see the edge of a hut set upon the slope of the hill, and it was to this hut that Mofolobo was going.




  She approached the hut cautiously and she thought she the rattle of iron. A second later she was sure. She knew that sound and all that it signified. It was a favourite practice of Mofolobo to hold a prisoner with a long steel shackle which allowed him to move a dozen paces and no farther. She saw him stoop and pick up the chain, which was fastened to a stake outside the hut, and gather the loose links in his hand. Then he dropped them with a crash and walked in through the door.




  Milini waited for an hour, not daring to cross the clearing, where she would be easily seen. But she learnt many things, and at last, satisfied, she went back along the forest path and came to her hut.




  Hers was the best of all the huts. Grass mats hung upon the wall, and there was the skin of a leopard for her feet to rest upon, and a fine bed. Into this bed she turned, and was asleep when Mofolobo came in. At first she was in a flurry of fear, for she thought that Mofolobo had known she had followed him, since it was not usual for him to come back so soon after he had been to the forest to practise his mysteries.




  “Lord, lord,” she stammered, “do you need me?”




  “Woman, get me warm cloth such as women wear,” he said, and kicked the fire in the centre of the hut to a blaze.




  She saw that he was agitated beyond the ordinary, and hurried to do his bidding, collecting such strips of cloth as she could find.




  When she had given these to him and he had put them under his arm, she watched him go out of the village, peering round the edge of her door, and knew that he bad taken the clothes to the woman who was in the forest.




  Just as the day dawned somebody else came into her hut, and she sprang up in terror, gathering her cloth about her, for this man’s face was the face of a white man, and looking over his shoulder, she saw soldiers carrying guns.




  “O woman,” said Sanders. “I seek Mofolobo, and they tell me he sleeps in this hut.”




  “Not in my hut this night, lord,” she said, taking courage, for he neither whipped her nor put his fingers in her eyes, as according to tradition white men did. “I think Mofolobo has a better hut than mine.”




  Sanders did not understand her.




  “With what wife shall I find him?” he asked.




  “Lord, he is with no wife,” said a trembling voice at his elbow, “but is gone to practise this great magic in the forest.”




  It was Gini-Gini the brother, aroused by the advent of the soldiers and in a sweat to plead the cause of his father’s son.




  “I have heard of this magic,” said Sanders, and his words had an acrid flavour, “and because of this magic have I come in my ship to the shore and on my feet through this forest, for I desired to make a palaver with Mofolobo.”




  “Lord, he is not here” said Gini-Gini. “But I will tell the beater of the village drum to make a sound for him.”




  “That you will not do,” said Sanders, “for the beater of your village is being beaten by my soldiers, having attempted to send an alarm into this village.”




  Then he saw something in the woman’s face, a light in her eyes, a blazing eagerness, and caught the swift look she threw to Gini — Gini.




  “For you, man,” said Sanders, turning to the brother, “this palaver is finished. Go to your hut.”




  “But, lord—”




  Sanders raised his stick, and Gini — Gini did not wait, but went out of the hut, his body curved forward as though he feared for that part on which the stick promised to fall.




  “Now, woman,” said Sanders, “speak quickly and speak truly, for I am hot for Mofolobo.”




  “Lord, he is truly in the forest,” said the woman Milini, his wife, “doing certain things.”




  “O ko,” said Sanders ironically.




  “Lord, it is no magic he makes, Mofolobo, my husband, though it is said he is a great magician. I know he is very cruel.”




  She led Sanders from the hut and pointed to the platform and the four high trees; and Sanders, who had seen such things before, nodded. Then a horrible thought occurred to him.




  “Tell me, woman,” he said huskily, “what manner of person is this?”




  “Lord, there is none at all save bones,” said the woman. “She was Mofolobo’s wife.”




  “A woman of your people?” asked Sanders, scarcely above a whisper. And when Milini nodded, he drew a long breath. He asked her her name, and she told him.




  “Now, Milini,” he said kindly, “you shall speak to me, and I shall be strong for you against Mofolobo and all manner of people.”




  “Then I will tell you, lord. Mofolobo is a dog,” she said passionately, and told Sanders certain things which cannot be put down here, and Sanders listened with a little grimace of pain.




  “Now, I am sorry for you, Milini,” he said. “Tell me now of the magic in the forest.”




  “Lord, there is no magic,” she said. “But this man has a hut, and in that hut is a woman, chained by the leg, and to her he goes.”




  Sanders’s face was white and drawn.




  “How long has this woman been there?” he said, and his voice sounded strange in his own ears.




  “For many moons, I think,” said Milini, “for all that time has Mofolobo gone to her, though I did not know of the hut till this night. Lord, I remember,” she said suddenly. “It was when he came back from the Old King’s city. There had been a great palaver, and Mofolobo and many others chopped a certain god-man—”




  Sanders sat down on a stool and covered his face with his hands and groaned, and the woman looked down at him in amazement. Presently he looked up, and his face was the face of an old man.




  “Tell me, Milini, is this woman — alive?”




  Milini nodded. “Lord, she is alive,” she said, “for I heard her scream.”




  Sanders got up and hitched his belt. He took out his long-barrelled automatic and slipped back the jacket. Then he pulled out two black magazines and looked at these also, and the woman watched the proceedings with interest.




  “You shall lead me to this place, Milini, where your husband is,” he said wearily.




  “Lord, I hate this man,” she said, and her bosom rose and fell with the intensity of her hate.




  “Soon he will be too dead for hate,” said Sanders. “Come.”




  She went out and led the way. Sanders and six of his soldiers walked behind, the rest being left in the village; and she led them unerringly, though no path was visible, on the long way she had trodden the night before, and once, when she stopped and looked back, thinking that she walked too fast for the white man, he was at her heels, and said, “Go on!”




  They came in course of time to the bushes where Mofolobo had turned off, and Sanders saw how well the place had been chosen, for it seemed that they were still in the midst of the thick forest.




  She went through the bushes, Sanders behind her, and along by a little stream, and then unexpectedly they came to open ground. There was the little hillock and the square hut.




  “You have done your part,” said Sanders. “Now, I tell you, Milini, that this night you shall put dust upon your body and green leaves about your waist, and you shall dance the Dance of the Gone.”




  “Lord,” she said, “I have never danced with such gladness as I shall dance tonight. But why do you hate Mofolobo, whom you do not know, and who has not beaten you, or done any of those things of which I told you?”




  Sanders did not explain. He could not tell of the missionary and his daughter, or of Mofolobo, who ran into the bushes and came out wiping his spears, that none of his people should suspect the capture he had made.




  “These things are magic, woman,” he said, and looked round.




  He had not come alone with his soldiers. The headman and certain of the villagers had followed in the wake of the party, and now stood grouped at the opening of the woods. These carried no arms. That insatiable curiosity of the natives had led them, and Sanders had no thought to send them back, for he wanted all men to see the punishment.




  He crossed to the foot of the hill and went up quickly, his barefooted soldiers, their rifles at the ready, flanking him left and right. The door of the hut was closed. He saw the end of the chain passing beneath it. It was strange that there should be a door at all, but the maker had constructed a rough screen of plaited straw which hung on hinges of skin.




  Mofolobo had neither seen nor heard, and he was talking. Sanders waited an instant at the door to listen.




  “Woman, you shall tell me more,” said Mofolobo, “for did I not get you warm cloth because of the cold and the gurgles in your breast. You shall tell me of the magic of your people—”




  Sanders lifted his foot and kicked open the door.




  “Come out, Mofolobo!” he said in a cracked voice.




  He heard a scuffle and the clank of spear handles as they were gathered together. Then Mofolobo leapt out into the open, his shield raised, his spear poised. For a second he glared into Sanders’s eyes, and then Sanders shot him dead.




  The body sprawled at his feet, but still he stood hesitating to enter the hut. And then, with an effort that made the perspiration pour from his temples, he crossed the threshold and stopped.




  There was a woman sitting on a bed. A broad link of the chain was about her ankle, and she did not look up, for she was swaying and shaking with a fit of coughing, and, despite the warm cloth about her shoulders, she was shivering as with an ague.




  Sanders stood spellbound, for this girl was black, and obviously negroid. Presently she looked round slowly at the Administrator.




  “O man,” she said feebly, “I am very sick, and Mofolobo has left me here for a moon, and I am now newly starved.”




  “Woman, who are you?”




  “Lord, he took me,” she said listlessly, “to learn all the mysteries of the Old Woman.”




  She walked slowly toward him. Sanders backed through the door. The group which he had left at the bottom of the hill were now standing about the body of Mofolobo, and they turned as the woman came out. One look they gave her, and then, with a yell, the men and the leader alike fell flat upon their faces. Sanders gripped the newest man and pulled him up.




  




  “Speak, fool!” he said roughly. “Why do you fall at the sight of a girl?”




  “Lord,” muttered the man — it was Gini-Gini, and he had forgotten the existence of his brother— “this woman is tchu — tchu!”




  Sanders looked round in astonishment. He saw the marks on the woman’s forehead — the same marks as he had seen on her who had come to him one night and had marked him for death.




  “Lord, that is true,” said the tchu, “for I was a mystery who carried the word of the Old One, and men feared me — all men save Mofolobo, who seized me on the night that Fergisi was chopped, that I might tell him the mysteries. For, lord, this Mofolobo desires to sit in the cave of the Old Woman and be a god.”




  Sanders looked down at the dead man, and drew a long, sobbing sigh. “O Mofolobo,” he said, “now by all the rules of these people you deserved your death, and by my rules also do you deserve death, and you came up against me with not Kofolaba, yet I would not kill you now.”




  “Lord, this man deserved death many times,” quavered one of the spectators, “for it is very terrible for any man to look at the tchu, and he has touched her and beaten her, I think, and worse.”




  Worse it was, according to the girl’s account. Sanders found no just cause for revising his hate.




  They sent back to the village to get a man to release the girl from the clasp about her ankle, and Sanders had time time to discover many things about Mofolobo.




  “This man had certain white magic also,” said the woman, and she took gingerly from beneath her bed a flat piece of wood and dropped it on the fire, dusting her hands.




  “What magic was that, O woman?” asked Sanders, with a smile.




  His relief was greater than he knew.




  “It was white magic, lord,” said the woman, “being wood with certain devil-marks which white men had made. Mofolobo brought it from the city of the Old King.”




  “Devil — marks?”




  He stooped and picked the shaving of wood from the fire. It was already blackened and scorched, but in some places the writing was discernible, and in one place he was able to see that the letters had been written with a blackened stick.




  He carried the wood to the light and read, and, as he read, the room seemed to spin round.
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  Diana Ferguson was alive! The letter must have been written within the past seven days.




  “Lord,” said the girl, who was looking at him curiously, “is that, too, a mystery?”




  “Woman,” said Sanders, breathing hard and pocketing the still-warm wood, “it is the greatest of all the mysteries.”




  VII. The Woman Bofaba
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  A captain of the Hill was Dobolimi, and taking rank with a chief, for he governed nine thousand of Rimi-Rimi’s citizens. But his own hut he did not govern, because of the woman Bofaba, his lovely wife. She had flaunted him in secret, and now she flaunted him openly.




  “For the Old One is dead, and the White Man has come, therefore I have no fear,” she told her lover, a warrior of the Old King’s Guard and a majestic personage, who won women’s hearts by his contempt of them.




  “Woman,” said her lover, “you are fortunate in me, for if Dobolimi speaks spitefully to me, I will smash his head.”




  So what veil of secrecy she had hung before her perfidy she cast aside, and when her husband, a mild man who loved her strangely, spoke to her in reproof, she threw a pot at him before all the suburb.




  “If the Old King lived, you should die,” he told her; “but there is a new law here, and I will go today to the palaver of Sandi and speak for myself.”




  In some circumstances the untutored native employs the identical parabole of his refined white brother, and she replied that, for her part, he could go to the Devil Place.




  “O man,” she mocked, “who go to this palaver of Sandi? K’luba, the teller of stories, and Bosufumasi, the maker of riddles, so that the people will hand-laugh at Sandi! This I know. Now, what riddle will you ask, Dobolimi?”




  “I shall ask of him the riddle of you,” said her husband, “and if he gives me no good word, I will come back with my two brothers, who hate you, and you will not be.”




  Bofaba was frightened until she remembered her majestic admirer, who was a high man.




  That day Sanders called to him all captains of districts — Masters of Hills they were termed, because the sections of Rimi-Rimi stood upon hills — and the captains of districts, who were never consulted except when a question of taxation was in dispute, came importantly; for they were not warriors, but stout little chiefs, who had never been consulted within the memory of man. And when they were all together in the great space before the king’s hut, the Masters of Hills and their drummers and their keepers of grain and the like, Sanders addressed them.




  “Chiefs,” he said, “you are wise men, who know the strength and the cunning of all your people, and I wish that you would serve me.”




  “O ko,” said one fat chief, “this white man wishes us to give him something.”




  Sanders heard the interruption, but diplomatically ignored it.




  “From each of the twelve districts of Rimi-Rimi you shall send me the best makers of huts and weavers of straw and thatchers of roof, and you shall each contribute the straw and the wood I desire, for I am going to build a great Palace house in this space and here I and the king I make shall sit down and give laws so that all may live comfortably.




  “Lord,” said one of the deputation in dismay, “we heard you were not staying with us and our hearts were glad.”




  “I am staying with you,” said Sanders, without a smile, “and if your hearts are not glad, your backs will be sore.”




  In two hours they had sent to him the best of their artisans, and Sanders, with the top of his walkingstick, drew a plan upon the ground.




  “And where I put a leaf, you shall make a door,” he directed them, “and where I lay a bamboo stick, you shall make me a fine window.”




  All the builders and the architects and the weavers of strawy consulted with one another, and one came to Sanders.




  “Lord, we cannot do this,” he said, “because, if we make a house, you will stay with us. Therefore my friends and my brothers have said: ‘We will not make this house, but go back to our homes.’”




  “Take this, man,” said Sanders, and handed him a long, light bamboo pole. “Now stand here—” he indicated a spot “ — and hold the pole straight above your head.”




  The man did as he was bid.




  “And here you shall stand,” said Sanders, and tonight I will spread a cloth over the pole and I will speak under it. If you let your hands bend, or do not stand still, my soldiers will beat you until you are sick.”




  “Lord,” said the man, “I think it would he easier to build your house.”




  “So I think,” said Sanders. And here and there ended all labour unrest.




  Sanders was in some difficulty. Three times had he endeavoured to find a king for this wayward people, and once or twice a king had discovered himself, with disastrous consequences. The people were quiet, accepted his judgments without question, and even sent from Tofolaka and Bubujala — the most turbulent tribes of the kingdom — requests for a judgment in a matter — it was the inevitable divorce palaver — upon which the local chiefs did not agree.




  Now he was to hold his first judgment palaver, an event of some importance. Before the king’s hut three chairs had been placed, and already a crowd of litigants and curious spectators were squatting in a half-circle about them. Bones and Hamilton, resplendent in their new uniforms, came ashore for the great talk, and Sanders met them on the beach, for he was particularly anxious to see Bones.




  In some respects Sanders had an extraordinary faith in his subordinate. Captain Tibbetts was erratic, his judgments erred at times on the side of wildness, but there could be no question of his native shrewdness, and time and time again Sanders had been pleasantly struck by the amazing sanity of Bones’s point of view.




  And late on the previous night he had handed to Bores a chip of wood inscribed with certain devil-marks that had come to him in a most surprising manner in the hut of one Mofolobo, recently deceased, having died very quickly for his many crimes.




  On that chip of wood had been written a message and that message was from Diana Ferguson, who, four years before, had disappeared and, as it was believed, had died, following the destruction of her father’s mission house by the Great King’s orders.




  “Well, Bones?” he asked anxiously.




  Bones shook his head. “It’s a jolly old mystery to me, Excellency,” he said.




  He carried the wood wrapped in a handkerchief, and this he undid carefully. Sanders took the wood. It had been burnt on Mofolobo’s fire, and only certain letters were visible.
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  “Of course, sir, it’s addressed to you,” said Bones. “The first word is ‘Sanders,’ then there’s a space where a word or two has been burnt out. This is my construction of it.”




  Bones took a paper from his pocket and read




  “To Sanders. I am Diana Ferguson, and I am in terrible danger. Have you seen or heard of the old woman of Limbi? I am to be admitted to sacrifice on the Day of Looking.”




  Sanders took the slip from his hand.




  “There’s something in that,” he said, “and I should say that the ‘sa.ri’ stands for ‘sacrifice’. We may get something out of this palaver. Has Kufusa returned?” he asked Hamilton.




  “No, sir,” replied Hamilton.




  “Is that the man you sent to the Old Woman’s camp?”




  Sanders nodded. “I was not without anxiety to discover the day I am to be executed,” he said dryly, for he had the marks of one reserved by the Old Woman for slaughter.




  He led the way back to the palaver place, and found the crowd at his feet. There were many there who had genuine grievances for discussion. There were not a few who came to test the genius and tolerance of their new lord, and hardly had the three men seated themselves when one, who was known through the five territories for the excellence of his riddles, stood up.




  “Lord,” he said, “it is said that you are very wise in your head, and I have come to ask you this. Once in the Old King’s garden were nine trees, and on each tree there were nine pineapples. Now, a monkey came to each…”




  It was a variant of the ancient herring-and-a-half problem which has puzzled many children.




  “O man,” said Sanders. “it seems that you think this is a marriage feast, where the asker of riddles puts cunning questions to the foolish. Take this man. Abiboo, and lay him out.”




  They strapped the puzzler to the ground, and he howled dismally.




  “There were so many monkeys”, said Sanders, and signalled the sergeant of Houssas, who had turned back his cuffs and was whistling a stout cane. “Nine,” said Sanders when the last stroke of the rattan fell. “Tell me, O man, do I speak truth?”




  “Lord, you speak truth,” said the rueful purveyor of clever sayings. “Now, the last time I asked this riddle I spoke of three monkeys, but I said nine to your lordship, that it should be harder.”




  “It was harder for you,” said Sanders. “And harder yet for him who follows, unless he makes a palaver.”




  There were four or five other clever ones in the crowd, but they did not ask questions.




  Then came a flood of genuine grievances and Sanders listened patiently and judged with extraordinary swiftness — extraordinary, indeed, to the men who were used to day-long palavers, for the Administrator cut short many flights of eloquence and came quickly to the point and to his decision.




  Then arose Dobolimi the husband of Bofaba. Sanders saw that he wore half — monkey tails, which were the marks of a type of chieftainship. In this land, he had discovered, there were two kinds of chiefs. There were the fighting captains and the civic chiefs, who held a position analogous to that of a mayor of a more civilized community. These men commanded no regiments, though they had a force of their own to carry their rulings into effect, and they were mainly concerned in the collection of taxes, in the adjustment of domestic grievances, and with other such useful and uninteresting matters.




  “Sandi, I stand—” said Dobolimi, and Sanders jerked his head sideways in acknowledgement. “Master, I do not know the law of the white lords,” said Dobolimi, “It seems that I am a very ignorant man. But the Old King’s laws I know and I obeyed. Also I have given judgment under his hand. Now he is dead, and you, lord shall give me your law, for my mind is allways. This I say truly, that I was the Old King’s man.”




  “It shall not be against you, chief,” said Sanders, impressed with the man’s honesty, “for there is only one law in all the world, and that is the law of rewarding that which is right and punishing that which is wrong.”




  “Then you make me happy,” said Dobolimi simply, “for I will tell you what is wrong with me, and you shall judge.”




  And he told the story of an errant and shameless wife, of a woman who held him to mockery, and had even threatened him in heated moments with the vengeance of her majestic lover.




  “And this man is tall and strong, lord. Also he is highly favoured, being of the king’s own guard, and he is the son of the brother of Kabalaka himself, whom his lordship with the eye of glass slew in the Hut of the Chosen.”




  “This is a bad palaver, Dobolimi,” said Sanders. “It seems your woman is without any niceness, and as for the man who puts your authority to shame, though he be as tall as the mountains and as strong as the swift waters that run through the devil’s hands, yet I will break him. Where is this great warrior?”




  “Lord, he is there.”




  Dobolimi pointed to the warrior, who had come to the outskirts of the palaver crowd, either from sheer idle curiosity and to carry stories to the wife of Dobolimi, or to intimidate the chief in his evidence.




  “Man, come ye here,” said Sanders, and the warrior swaggered forward and stood before the Administrator, very stiff and erect and proud and more majestic than ever, for the pads upon his hair were of red clay, and his great bared torso shone and glistened with fragrant oil.




  Sanders rose and held out his hand for the bright spear which the man carried as a sign of his office and his honour, and that spear had been polished so that it shone like silver. Sanders took the spear in his hand and broke it across his knee, which has ever been the sign of degradation of all military castes.




  “Go out, man,” said Sanders, “and join those who labour to erect my fine hut. And you shall carry water for the workers, and if tomorrow there is oil on your body and clay on your hair, I will whip you till your skin is dry.”




  And when the man slunk away Sanders sent for Bofaba, that proud wife, and she came defiantly.




  “I see you, Bofaba,” said Sanders. “You, who are a chief’s wife and a favourite wife by my understanding, have done an evil thing. There, fore for the space of one moon you shall be a sweeper in my fine hut like a common woman and all your bracelets and your beautiful ornaments shall be taken away from you, so that you may feel the shame that Dobolimi, your husband, has felt.”




  The woman said nothing but the eyes that were fixed on Sanders blazed with her hate. For this is true of all peoples in the world who speak and think—that hate is the child of fear, and that you cannot hate unless you quake. And surely she quaked under the blue eyes of the white man.




  The palaver finished, for Sanders believed in these conferences ending on a high note. He was restless and a little irritable. Hamilton, who knew him and loved him, saw the signs, but made no attempt to discover his mind. He walked alone to one of the suburbs, and Hamilton did not follow him, knowing that at such moments Sanders preferred solitude and his own thoughts.




  “Do you know what I think?” said Bones, who, too, was watching his chief with a troubled face.




  “I don’t know, and have never known,” said Hamilton, relieved to find a target for his own irritability.




  “One of these days, dear old Major,” said Bones soberly, “you’ll wake up, dear old thing, and find that I’ve got a head. And you’ll be a bit surprised, jolly old sceptic.”




  “You never spoke a truer word than that, Bones,” said Hamilton, “But what was it that you were thinking?”




  “I was thinking that this young Diana business is getting on sad old Excellency’s nerves. Here’s the point I want to make.” He tapped Hamilton’s chest with his finger. “When the Fergusons were chopped by the naughty Old King — may he roast in hell!” he added in Arabic— “Sanders, from what I’ve heard, was up in the Ochori.”




  “Yes,” said Hamilton after a moment’s pause, “I think he was.”




  “Isn’t it likely,” said Bones, “that she heard Sanders was there, wrote the message, and sent it off by some faithful old aborigine before she was captured and killed?”




  Hamilton was silent. “You mean that this message is years old?”




  Bones nodded. “Why not?” he demanded quietly,




  “That is a view, of course, which is quite maintainable,” said Hamilton.” But Sanders is convinced that the girl is in this country now.”




  Bones shook his head. In moments such as these, all that was flippant in Bones’s nature seemed to evaporate and leave a very calm practical man, though his mannerisms of speech remained.




  “Only one man could have told us,” he said quietly, “and that was naughty old Mofolobo, and our impetuous Excellency shot him up.”




  “It is an idea,” said Hamilton. “I’ll put the idea to Sanders.”




  “Don’t say it’s my idea unless it’s right,” said Bones calmly. “If it turns out that my view is correct, I’ll mention the fact, dear old thing.”




  “I’ve no doubt you will,” said Hamilton.




  “Bones is going back to the ship,” he explained, when Sanders came up, watching the lanky striding figure swinging towards the beach.




  “Do you feel like a six-mile walk before tiffin?” asked Sanders abruptly. He had come back accompanied by a man whom he had requisitioned in the course of his wanderings, and when Hamilton assented: “I’m going out to the place where the Fergusons had their home. I’ve intended going there ever since I arrived in the city. This man knows the place.” He indicated the native walking ahead of them.




  “I wondered whether you intended going,” said Hamilton. “It occurred to me that there would be likely clues in the place of these unfortunate people. Naturally the folks who chopped them would loot their house and, I suppose, would burn it, but it would be very unusual if they came back to the place after the first day.”




  It was as Hamilton had said, for in all the native territories are the dead invested with special qualities, so that even the house of a common man is sacred, and is allowed to rot under the rains and the storms until it collapses and is hidden from view by the growing jungle.




  The way carried them out to the north of the village, across a bare plain which looked like an elephant’s playing-ground, but was, explained Sanders, the old camping-ground of the king’s guard; and after an hour’s tramp they came to the crest of a gentle ridge, and here they halted. Far away to the north was an unbroken stretch of forest land, above which, in the distance, rose one gaunt, grey hill. Sanders gazed on this long and earnestly.




  “That is Mount Limpisi,” he said, “the home of that ancient lady who will one day—” He did not finish his sentence, but Hamilton guessed just what fate was in store for the Devil Woman of Limbi.




  It was a sombre, desolate hill; not even distance nor the softening qualities of the heat haze in which it shimmered detracted from its unloveliness. They resumed their walk, following a clearly defined track which meandered through a wood of stunted trees resembling the juniper.




  On the way Sanders was unusually communicative.




  “I’m a little worried about supplies,” he said “ — I mean munition supplies. I hoped to get the country settled without anything like a war, but that now seems impossible. We must open up communication with the old territory through the Ochori, and as soon as I’ve got this infernal king palaver settled I intend setting up posts on the mountain road. There is only one road out, unfortunately.”




  “I know,” said Hamilton, “and it leads through the Tofolaka country,” he added significantly.




  Sanders said nothing but he shared Hamilton’s misgivings. The Tofolaka were the most turbulent of the Old King’s tribes, and had been ominously quiescent. But even more ominous was the fact that the Chief of the Tofolaka people had sent no embassy to the city. Moreover, there were stories, which had come through Sanders’s spies, of war palavers throughout the country.




  “The Tofolaka cannot wait,” said Sanders, answering Hamilton’s unspoken thought. “The question of securing the path is one we must take in hand haec dum.”




  The path which they were following was curving now to the river, and they caught glimpses of a broad stream between breaks in the wood. Suddenly the guide stopped and pointed.




  “Lord, it was here,” he said, and Sanders stared, for there was no sign of house or even a cleating. The elephant grass formed a thick belt to the water’s edge, and sturdy little trees made a plantation which seemed to have existed for years.




  Sanders walked slowly into the grass and began poking around with his stick. “Yes,” he said, “here is the place—” and pointed to a rotting roof-tree.




  He followed its direction, and came to a crumbled heap of native bricks overgrown with weeds. Then he took off his coat, and the native drew a long-bladed chopper from the sheath at his waist and handed it to the white man. As for him, he would not touch or help, being, as he explained frankly, fearful of ghosts.




  The two men worked for an hour. The sun was hot and the work was heavy. Before they had been at their task very long, both men had stripped off their shirts and were working bare to the waist.




  They found a trace of furniture, a battered kettle, a mouldy book, and bits of china plate which had been overlooked by the looters. Sanders knew the ways of the missionaries, and began digging by the side of the heap of bricks where he knew the fireplace had been, and presently he was rewarded.




  The find was not a very important one; it was a rusty tin cashbox, the lid of which he wrenched off without effort. Inside were a large number of papers, most of which were undecipherable, and which were evidently correspondence relating to the mission.




  At the bottom of the box were three English banknotes for five pounds and three photographs, one of which was evidently a group. Here the moisture had played havoc with the picture. The other he recognized as a portrait of Mrs. Ferguson, and the third, which was practically untouched by the action of the soil, was a full-length cabinet picture of a girl in short frocks.




  Sanders looked at the photograph thoughtfully. The child was pretty, and he guessed, by the mop of golden hair, that this was the “little woman with hair like corn” about whom he had heard.




  “Pretty child,” he said laconically, and handed the photograph to Hamilton.




  Hamilton gazed at the picture fascinated. The beauty of this girl budding into womanhood was undeniable, and even an amateur photograph, as it apparently was, could not coarsen her ethereal loveliness. He gave the photograph back to Sanders. They dug a little more, without, however discovering anything that would help toward a solution of the girl’s fate, and, slipping the photograph and the papers into his jacket pocket, Sanders redressed himself. On the way back Hamilton put forward Bones’s theory, and Sanders was obviously impressed. “There is that possibility, of course,” he said. “It’s perfectly true, as Bones said, that I was in the Ochori at that time, and possibly the missionaries may have known that I was, comparatively speaking, close at hand But it seems to me that the writing is fresh. When I touched one of the letters, the charcoal came off on my fingers.”




  “It may have been taken into a hut and preserved by a native as a ju-ju,” suggested Hamilton.




  Sanders did not reply. They were nearing the village before he broke his long silence.




  “Hamilton,” he said, “we have a pretty stiff task in front of us, and if the Old Woman is as powerful as we think she is, and if the markings which have been put upon my forehead mean anything, I want you to understand that you are to take my place as leader of this expedition.”




  Hamilton looked at him, startled. “You don’t think for one moment sir, that the Devil Woman of Limbi really will kill you?”




  Sanders laughed shortly, “I don’t know,” he said, “but I do not rule out any possibility.”




  “But you cannot seriously think—”




  “I think so seriously,” said Sanders, “that I sent Kufusa to discover from the Old Woman and her guards just when this interesting event is likely to occur. And that is why the absence of Kufusa is worrying me a little.”




  As they came into the place before the king’s hut, they saw that something unusual had occurred. There was a party of armed strangers waiting by the door of the hut, and around them, at a respectful distance, was a fringe of awestricken townsmen. Sanders pushed his way through the people, and at sight of him the leader of the strangers stiffened. There was no need to ask who he was. The clay-plastered hair, the oily body and the silvery spear in his hand told his calling; the girdle of half-tails and the broad-bladed elephant sword by his side his rank.




  “O captain of soldiers,” said Sanders, walking towards him, “why do you come to my hut with spears?”




  “Man,” said the warrior, “I am of the Limbi regiment of the king’s guard, and am a captain of a hundred men who sit down at the terrible door of the Old Woman’s house.”




  He was carrying something wrapped up in a square of rough-woven native cloth, Sanders noticed, and whispered two words in English to Hamilton.




  “So I see,” said Sanders. “Now tell me why you come with your five men and stand so haughtily before me, I who am lord of these lands.”




  “There is a greater lord, I think,” said the man insolently, “and we who serve her say this — that you shall not send your spies into our land, asking evil questions about the Holy One, the Woman of Limbi — and if you do, behold!”




  He let one corner of the cloth fall, and there rolled upon the ground at his feet a head. It was the head of Kufusa, the man Sanders had sent to the Old Woman’s country.




  “Him we found,” said the chieftain, unconcernedly, “and burnt him till he spoke, saying that you had sent him. Afterwards we cut off his head.”




  “This also I see,” said Sanders again. “O man, what do they call you in this land?”




  “I am a captain of a hundred men,” said the big chief proudly, “and I am very terrible in war, having slain all these.” He ran his forefinger swiftly down a long line of nicks on his spear, and Sanders made a little grimace.




  Until that moment he had not realized the extraordinary power which the Old Woman wielded. That she could send armed men with this insolence to him, testified to the faith which these warriors had in the potency of her name. For now the captain of a hundred men was preparing to take his departure, having, as he thought, fulfilled the dignified service which carried no evil consequences to himself.




  “Put down your spears, men,” said Sanders softly, “for these two little guns which are in my hands are spiteful and quick as the lightning from M’shimba M’shamba, as also are those which are in my lord’s hands by my side.”




  “I have heard of these little guns,” said the chief, as he dropped his spear, an example which his fellows followed. “Now tell me why you do this terrible thing, for I am the Old Woman’s messenger, and none dare stop me in my proud way.”




  The Houssas of the guard — Sanders had left six at the hut — came out and tied the six men scientifically.




  “I also have a proud way,” said Sanders. “As to you, friend, your way is the top of a tree where I hanged a great chief, and there you die this day, that all men shall see that the messengers of my pleasure are more sacred than captains of a hundred. And where you hang, man — and listen to this, you soldiers, who will not hang, for you shall go back to the Old Woman with this message — one day upon that same tree I will take the Devil of Limbi, be she man, woman, or ghost, be she the own child of M’shimba, and there she shall hang, by Ewa!”




  The Old King’s war-drums rolled that afternoon, and before the assembled city of Rimi-Rimi the swaying body of the captain of a hundred was hauled aloft for all men to see. And there it hung till sunset, when they let him down and took him to the middle islands in a canoe and buried him with proper rites.




  That afternoon there was a new servant in the hut which Sanders occupied — a sullen woman with scowling brows, who swept listlessly, and seemed nothing now that all her ornaments of legs and arms had been taken from her by her husband. Sanders had placed her there instead of the two women who had hitherto been engaged in his service, partly because there was not sufficient work for two, and they fell to gossiping, to Sanders’s annoyance when he took his hour’s sleep in the afternoon, and partly because, though he had sentenced Bofaba to this menial office, he did not wish to emphasize her degradation by bringing her into contact with the common women.




  At eight o’clock, when the orderly had put their dinner on the table in the hut, Sanders sent for Bofaba.




  “Woman,” he said, “you go now to the hut of your husband, there to sleep. And when the sun comes up you will return and make all things clean.”




  She shot one withering glance at him, then dropped her eyes. “Lord, it is better that I hang like the big warrior,” she said, “for now the people of the hill will laugh at me.”




  “They have laughed long at your husband, my woman,” said Sanders.




  Though she had been dismissed, she stood still, turning some matter over in her mind. “Lord,” she said at last, “if I killed you, would the other lord hang me?”




  “Be sure of that,” said Sanders. “Also it is likely that I would kill you first and save my strong soldiers their unpleasant duty.”




  Then she went out and walked slowly to the hill, still turning matters over in her mind, for now she hated Sanders worse than she hated her husband, and she was resolved to kill him.




  She sought out her lover, to condole and be condoled, but in his bitterness of spirit he struck her, and she hated Sanders worse.




  It was a simple matter to get into the hut, despite all the precautions Sanders had taken after the last midnight visitation, and doubly easy because neither Hamilton nor Sanders was there. Bones had found certain shortages in his stores, and had sent for his superiors, and the conference which followed did not break up until one o’clock in the morning.




  At midnight Bofaba, waiting in the dark hut, a long, sharp sword in her hand, somebody come in from the second door of the hut, and walked noiselessly to meet —




  And then she saw with her sharp eyes that this was a woman, and drew a long breath and a very natural conclusion — by her code — at one and the same time. But because she did not wish to be betrayed, she asked in a rough voice —




  “Who is there?”




  And then a hand touched her face lightly, and she felt something wet strike her forehead twice, and heard a flutter of feet. She put up her hand and felt it sticky, and a horrible fear came upon her, and she ran out of the hut shrieking. The sentry at the door saw her go, and, knowing that Sanders had not come back, did no more than curse her for the noise she was making.




  Up the hill she flew and into her husband’s hut, and he, seeing the sword in her hand, reached for his spear. But in the hut she fell on her knees and turned to him a face that was grey with terror.




  “Lord, lord,” she cried, “what mark is this upon my head?”




  He looked at her and howled his fear.




  “Woman,” he gasped, “you have been marked for death by the Devil of Limbi!”




  She stared at him openmouthed, then picked up the sword, and, before he could move, she had put the handle on the ground and the point at her heart, and had fallen forward, as many others had done who had been marked by the Devil Woman, and who preferred an instant pain of body to a long agony of waiting.




  VIII. The King From the South
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  “Lord,” said Dobolimi, “the woman my wife was marked for death, and died, I think, because she could not wait for the Day of Looking.”




  “The Day of Looking?” said Sanders quickly. “When is that?”




  “Lord, it is on the ninth day after the new moon.”




  “How came she to be marked?”




  “That I do not know, lord,” said the man, “but I have spoken to a woman who was with her in all her wickedness, and therefore knew her heart, and it seems that Bofaba, my wife, went down into your hut to kill you, and the devil-marking came to her in your hut,”




  Sanders was thoughtful. He had interviewed the sentry, and had heard the story of a shrieking woman who had rushed out through the doorway.




  “In future I think we’ll sleep on board the ship,” said Sanders. “This infernal king’s house is like a rabbit warren.”




  “What do you think happened?” asked Hamilton, and the Administrator hesitated.




  “I think the lady with the marking ink came to—” He stopped.




  “But she’s already marked you,” said Hamilton, with a smile.




  “I rather imagine she came to mark you,” said Sanders quietly.




  “The devil she did!” said Hamilton.




  They lunched that day upon the Zaire, having taken off their personal belongings.




  “It’s a curious thing nobody wants to mark me, dear old Excellency,” said Bones.




  “Even the Devil Woman jibs at you, Bones,” said Hamilton, prodding some pickles.




  “In re Devil Lady,” said Bones, “I’ll tell you a weird discovery I’ve made. It’s a funny thing about me, dear old Excellency,” he said, “but I always seem to get hold of some dinky little bit of information that other and so-called superior brains — not casting any reflection upon your jolly old cranium, Excellency, but facts are facts — manage to miss.”




  “There are many queer things about this country,” said Sanders, “and your perspicacity, Bones, is not the least queer of them.”




  Bones bowed.




  “That wasn’t intended as a compliment at all,” explained Hamilton, and Bones bowed again.




  “Well, what is it, Bones?” asked Sanders.




  “Well, this is the queer thing,” said Bones impressively. “And, mind you, when I say a thing’s queer, it is queer. I’m one of those people with what you might describe as a normal mind.”




  “I might describe it so,” said Hamilton, the temptation being irresistible, “but it is extremely unlikely.”




  “Go on, Bones,” said Sanders, with a smile.




  “In this strange an’ unpleasant land,” said Bones, “there are no witchdoctors.”




  The two men looked at one another.




  “That is queer,” said Sanders, “and what’s more, it’s true. I haven’t heard of a witchdoctor palaver or met one of the gentlemen since I’ve been in the country.”




  “In every other territory with which I’ve been acquainted in a career arduous and marked, as it were,” Bones rhapsodized, “by adventures ashore and afloat, and characterized—”




  “Don’t let us have a history of your life Bones, for the Lord’s sake!” snapped Hamilton. “you’re trying to say that you’ve never found a country without witchdoctors. Well, you only know one, and that’s the old territory.”




  “It certainly is strange,” said Sanders thoughtfully, “and I should imagine that is the secret of the Old Woman’s power. She is all the witchdoctors in the country wrapped up in one, and has concentrated in her bands all their authority and power.”




  There was a man whom he kept a prisoner at large, a petty chief who had served at the Old King’s court, and he sent for him from his comfortable quarters below.




  “It is true, lord,” said the man, “there are no witchdoctors in this land. And once, when a certain man named Gigini set himself up to do magical things, the Old King sent for him because the Woman of Limbi—” he shivered; all natives shivered at the mention of her name “ — was very jealous of such doings. And the Old King put a sharp little snake in his mouth and sewed up his lips.”




  “Cheery little fellow!” murmured Bones.




  “What happens when the Old Woman dies?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord,” was the surprising and crushing retort, “the Old Woman has never died yet!”




  The palaver would have ended there, but this prisoner, being a courtier, must needs ask a question which Sanders had asked himself a hundred times in the past twenty four hours.




  “Lord,” he said, “how will you find a king?”




  “Who knows, man?” said Sanders, being sure himself that he did not know, though he was on the verge of knowing, a thought of his having taken such shape that a derision was near, “I have marked as king the chief of the Tofolaka people, who is by all accounts a warrior and the brother of the Old King’s wife. Also M’seru, who is in that relationship; but M’seru is a feeble man and very sick, and, moreover, he has been corrupted by living so long in the Bad Village.”




  “Lord,” said the man, “if you take the chief of the Tofolaka, then I tell you, you will have war. For the Fongini hate the Tofolaka, who have done many cruel things to them, and it is a saying in these parts that the snake and the Tofolaka live in the grass, and the snake dies of shame. Also for years we people of Rimi-Rimi have feared the Tofolaka because it was prophesied that some day a king would come from the south.”




  “They have set up a new chief of the Bubujala,” said Sanders, to whom the legend was new, and the man spat.




  “The Bubujala are great thieves,” he said, “also they chop and eat men, which we people of Rimi-Rimi have never done. Now, how can you take one of such a shameful race and put as king above us, the proud people of Rimi-Rimi?”




  “O man,” said Sanders sarcastically, “what cause for pride have you in Rimi-Rimi?”




  “Lord, we are proud that we we not as other people,” said this heathen Pharisee.




  Now, this discussion on the dearth of witchdoctors in the land came at an opportune moment, though this Sanders could not know. For down in Tofolaka a man had come boldly forth as a curer of the dead. Perhaps he had practised his arts secretly during the Old King’s lifetime, for there was some report of his having raised a very dead man cala cala (which means long ago), but at the time he ascribed this achievement to the virtues of the Old Woman of Limbi, and it was said that he had whispered her dreadful name in his ear, and that the deceased had thereupon sneezed and sat up, asking for food.




  And when the Old King died, he went before the chief of his village — who was his brother from another woman, but by the same father — and very boldly he asserted, in a long and flowery oration, that all future miracles would be performed without assistance, and that he had no connection with any other business, so to speak.




  The Old King was dead, and there was no authority in the land save that which was exercised with such disconcerting violence by three strange white men who had come into the country, Purporting to be the servants of a league, the native name for which being Many-who-speakas-one, so this man was allowed to practise his arts.




  There was a Pope in Rome and a Pope in Avignon, who exercised each his authority and seemed to get along very well, and although it is unlikely that this historical precedent was in the mind of Lobi N’kema, it was certain that for the moment he offered no rivalry to the Old Woman of Limbi, but rather spoke of her as his “sister,” and hinted that he had received his inspiration from a source of wisdom which was common to the two. Also he claimed that in the dark hours of the night the Old Woman came to him — having made herself so small that she could be carried on the breast of a bat — and these two would talk together affably, as devil to devil, without pride or conceit.




  Then he gave up his wives and returned to a small cave in the neighbourhood of his village — a piece of shameless plagiarism, but impressive. He demanded a guard of women, but this was denied to him for the time being. Nor was he allowed to remain undisturbed in his sanctuary, for when the chief, his brother, died suddenly, or appeared to have done so, lying stiff and motionless with closed eyes, they sent for Lobi the Monkey, and he came. He laid his hand on the heart of his “dead” brother and blew into his nostrils, and his brother woke and was exceedingly well.




  There were many sceptics who would have preferred to have seen the experiments tried upon one who was not so closely related to the doctor, and others — these being refused admission by the woman of the brother’s house when they came to make sure that he was dead — who spoke contemptuous words; and the leader of the opposition was cursed by Lobi in the most public manner. The next morning he was found in his hut with his throat cut, so that the curse seemed to have had some potency.




  Then Lobi came into greater prominence, for the paramount chief of the Tofolaka sent word to all his people, and to his chiefs and headmen and high hunters and masters of land, that they should hold palavers touching the matter of the Old King and his successor, and it was a term of reference that they should decide upon his successor, choosing “the highest and greatest chief of all the world, one who loved his people and his country, and was skilled in war and hated white men.”




  This description so accurately fitted the chief of the Tofolaka people that at a thousand palaver fires he was acclaimed as the only possible candidate for the office. To him in his great city came Lobi with strings of teeth about his neck and a necklace of little bones.




  “I have heard of you, Lobi,” said the chief, “and it seems to me that when I sit in Rimi-Rimi, and the Old Woman makes palaver with me because of your shameful pretensions, I must hand you to the skinners.”




  Lobi turned grey, but put on a bold face.




  “Lord,” he said, “last night I spoke to the spirit of the Old Woman, who is my friend. And she came to me under the wing of a bat, and she had made herself so small that she could sit upon my finger.” And he held out his finger in proof, and the chief was uneasy. “And, lord,” Lobi went on, “I spoke to her, saying: ‘Sister-devil—’ for we are brother and sister, lord ‘ — Sister — devil, we will put M’ndi in the Old King’s place, for he is the brother of the chief of the Tofolaka, who was cruelly slain by the white men and was himself marked for king.’”




  “O ko,” said M’ndi, fascinated. “That was a great talk. What said the Old One?”




  Lobi cleared his throat lest the chief detect his nervousness, and knowing that his life depended upon the way in which M’ndi would take his next invention.




  “Lord, she said that M’ndi was no king for her,” he stated, breathless in spite of himself, and the chief’s brows met.




  “Death!” he said. That is a bad talk!”




  “So I said, lord,” said Lobi. “‘Woman,’ said I, ‘go back to your bat and to your great cave, and do not come here again, for I tell you I, Lobi, great in magic and a raiser of dead men, as your lordship knows, will be M’ndi’s friend!’”




  The king was openmouthed. “O Lobi,” he said in a hushed voice, “you spoke to the Old Woman thus and you live?”




  “I live, lord,” said Lobi complacently. “For when the Old Woman threw lightning at me, I put up my shield, which was made for me by three blind ghosts, and the lightning turned to water and fell on the ground, and where it fell is a great hole, as I can show you, chief.”




  The chief thought a while. “Stay with me, Lobi,” he said, “for I see that you are greater than the Old Woman.”




  Now came Lobi’s supreme moment.




  “Lord, the Old Woman will die,” he said loudly, “but I will never die, for I am immortal.”




  There was a silence.




  Let curiosity, caprice, sheer lust of hurting stir the chief; let but a flicker of doubt trouble his mind, and Lobi was a dead man. And he stood, his blood like ice, the fear of death upon him, till the chief spoke, and when he spoke Lobi knew, from the quiver in his voice, that he had won.




  “You shall sleep in my hut this night, Most Holy One,” said the king.




  Between M’ndi’s city and the city of the Ochori is a distance of two hundred geographical miles. Between the two countries lies the impenetrable barrier of the Ghost Mountains, impenetrable save for the one narrow road which crosses its crest — a road which is no road for twenty miles on either side of the mountain, but a goat track which leads to a narrow, twisting ravine.




  In the city of the Ochori dwelt a chief who had settled the problem of witchdoctors to his own satisfaction many years before. Bosambo of the Ochori was a foreigner to his people. He was, in fact, a Liberian Kroo boy who had escaped from a convict establishment in Monrovia, and, after walking hundreds of miles across a desolate and dangerous country, had sat down with the Ochori, the most timid tribe in all Africa, and had created a nation out of this unpromising material. And he had fought the warrior Akasava and the ruthless N’gmbi and the cunning Isisi, and incidentally, from time to time, his own people; for when he filled their stomachs with food and their hearts with courage, they had turned against him, and he had fought great battles with his northern people before he had crushed their aspirations for separate government and had disposed of their leaders.




  He was a good servant of Government, and faithful, though constitutionally dishonest in small matters. He had made one incursion into the Great King’s country, and by the favour of Sanders he had returned with his life and the woman who was to him more than life. They called her Fitema, and she was of the true faith, having been named “Fatima,” and this comely, brown Arab girl was the light of Bosambo’s eyes.




  She sat at the door of her hut, rocking her second son upon her knee and watching Bosambo, whose eyes were roaming the sky. The chief’s hut was so placed, like all chiefs’ huts, that it commanded a view of the main street of the Ochori, and from where she sat she could see the women busy at the fires, preparing the evening meal.




  “Lord,” she said softly, “there is no sign of the little bird?”




  Bosambo shook his head and came back to her.




  “All things are with God,” he said in Coast Arabic, “and is it not written in the Sura of the Djin that that which is looked for is never boasted about?”




  “Lord,” she said gently, “I do not think that is in the blessed Koran.”




  “Who knows?” said Bosambo vaguely.




  And then the thing he had been looking for for twenty days came. The woman saw it first, pointed, and Bosambo looked up. A bird was wheeling round above the village — a tired bird that planed lower and — lower on outstretched wings. Bosambo pursed his lips and whistled. It was a shrill, unmusical whistle, but at the sound of it the pigeon dropped straight to his outstretched hand.




  “O Kuku, little love,” he chuckled, as he held the bird tenderly in his great paw, “now I did not think you would be the first to come, because you are so lazy. Bring food and water,” he called in Bomongo, and he waited until these were brought, caressing the pigeon that lay in his hand with long, gentle strokes. They placed the seed and the water on the ground and only then did Bosambo slip the two rubber bands from the bird’s leg and unroll the thin paper they held in place.




  He smoothed the paper and walked out from the shadow of the hut, and slowly spelt out the message, which was in Arabic, and began —




  “To the servant of God, Bosambo. Chief of the Ochori and Ranger of the Upper Rivers, on your house peace.”




  Bosambo read and re-read until he knew the contents of the letter by heart, then he walked by himself, the woman watching him anxiously until the sun went down. Presently he returned to her.




  “Mother of my children,” he said, dropping his huge hand on her head, “‘Sandi has need of me and calls me to a great palaver.”




  The woman licked her lips. “Do you go alone?” she asked.




  “With ten spearmen and no wife,” said Bosambo. “And I am glad of this, my jewel, because the Old King’s city has bad dreams.”




  “Go then, lord,” she said, after a pause, “and I will hold the Ochori for you, for now all the races are at peace, and even the king of the Akasava has sent us presents, because he loves Sandi.”




  Ten minutes later Bosambo’s lokati was sending its staccato message, calling for the “Sunrise Chiefs,” they being the chiefs who, by starting immediately from their several homes, could reach the Ochori city by sunrise. In the morning Bosambo held his palaver, and his words were few.




  “I go into the Old King’s country by the mountains,” he said, “and my woman Fitema sits in my place, and has the life of the highest men in her hand. For behind me, in this palaver, is Sandi.”




  “Bosambo,” said one of the assembly, “why do you send for us to tell this? For who knows whether you walk in or walk out of this land in these peaceful days, save at the tax times, when we all know that you are here?”




  There was a smothered laugh at this, and when headmen laugh at their taxation the process of government is running very smoothly.




  “I say this for my people and my village,” the little chief continued, “that I am Fitema’s man, and my shield is for her. For, Bosambo, your woman is a good one. She has no lovers and does not behave naughtily…”




  After this the palaver developed into a complimentary exchange of views. In the night, when Bosambo was well on his way, the lokali of the Ochori city, which was a hollow tree-trunk of extraordinary thinness, beat out a long message, and the villages of the north took it up and sent it along, and even the drummers of Tofolaka repeated the message — though they did not understand it — in case it might be sent by one of the spirits that live in the Ghost Mountains.




  The drummer of M’ndi heard, and brought his interpretation to his master, who was sitting at council with seven wise men.




  “Lord, there is a long-long call, and it comes from the mountain, and by my cunning I understand it, though the rolls of the Ochori are strange and foreign.”




  “What does it say?” asked M’ndi.




  “Lord, it says: ‘I come. Make ready.”’




  “That is a sign,” said Lobi, who was one of the council. “For this lokali has been beaten by spirits. And I do not doubt that the splendid ghosts of whom I spoke, and who are well known to me, are with you in your enterprise, for all men know that beyond the mountains there is nothing but the end of the world and a few common herds of people.”




  The chief fingered the hair of his chin in a reflective but not unpleasant frame of mind.




  “It has been said in this land, ever since the world began, that some day there would come a great king from the south,” he said. He did not use the word ‘south,’ but an idiom which means ‘On the left hand of the setting sun’. “Now, if your words are true, Lobi, then it is true that I am the man, for there is no country nearer the mountains than Tofolaka.”




  And then a great inspiration came to Lobi.




  “Lord,” he said, “lest any wicked man should rise and say ‘I am the true king, for my village is farther south than the city of M’ndi’, we will make a journey into the mountains, and I myself will talk with the ghosts for you.”




  The chief M’ndi was perturbed. “O ko, I do not love ghosts,” he said, with a distasteful grimace. “How can I look upon them and not go blind? Now, you know these beautiful people. Therefore you shall go up, and I will sit at the foot of the mountain and you shall carry their word to me. Besides,” he added, and this was to the point, “I am too fat a man to climb hills.”




  They set forth in the dawn, the king and his counsellors and two regiments of a thousand spears. On the third day they sat down in a village to consider the pressing problem of supplies, for the country could not support the two thousand spears, as the agitated chiefs for miles around testified; and since M’ndi did not wish to begin by plundering the granaries, he sent back all his soldiers save two score.




  It was not until the filth day that they came to the foothills of the mountain, for M’ndi had tarried in a village because of a certain dancing girl who had pleased him. The high ridges of the mountain were shrouded under clouds, a certain sign that the spirits were present in great strength and desired privacy. It was not a propitious moment, the witchdoctor explained, to make his call, but the next day, the cloud having disappeared, the camp was shifted to halfway up the mountainside.




  And then M’ndi, reflecting all one night as to whether his interests were wholly safe in the hands of a man who had been comparatively unknown to him a few weeks before, made a decision. Might not this companion and associate of devil, utilize the interview for his own advantage? And was it certain that Lobi would tell him all that happened?




  “I will come with you he said,” even to the very edge of this devil’s land. For in the days of the Old King we went against the Ochori by this road, and none of us took hurt from the ghosts.”




  “Lord, you are wiser than most,” said his companion seer, “and it will be good for you in the days to come. For who shall have gone nearer to the edge of the kingdom than you, M’ndi?”




  They left their warriors alone at dawn and climbed the steep track. The going was rough and thing until they came to the Sshaped ravine at the very crescent of the mountain.




  “I see no ghosts,” said M’ndi.




  The two men were alone, for M’ndi’s disrespectful attitude towards ghosts was not shared by his counsellors or his soldiers.




  “Lord, they are invisible,” said Lobi, “yet in my wonderful eyes I see many. Look, lord, there is one — a very old ghost who is walking across the road.”




  “I see nothing,” said M’ndi in truth. “O ko, Lobi! now I know that you have the true magic.”




  “And there,” said the imaginative Lobi, pointing, “is is the ghost of the Old King himself, and he has put up his hand with great joy at seeing you.”




  M’ndi saw nothing. He stared expressively along the road, up and down the steep sides of the canyon, and finally at Lobi. That wise man had gained confidence in himself at an amazing rate.




  “Now I will speak with them he said, and addressed some one who was quite invisible to the chief.




  “O ghost,” said Lobi, “I see you.”




  He paused and listened as though for a reply.




  “Lord chief,” he said, “this ghost wishes you well.”




  “I hear nothing,” said the puzzled M’ndi.




  “That is because you do not understand their magical words,” said Lobi. “O ghosts and devils—” he raised his voice and threw out his hands to the mountains, and M’ndi, the chief, began to shiver violently, for his courage was oozing away “ — see me, Lobi, your servant and friend, also M’ndi, who loves you.”




  He bent his head again, listening, and great beads of sweat were rolling down M’ndi’s face.




  “Lord,” said Lobi, “this they say: ‘O king from the south, I see you!”




  “I see you!”




  Lobi leapt round with a squeal of fright, for neither M’ndi nor spirit had spoken. In the centre of the roadway was a tall man, his broad shield on his left shoulder, his right hand twirling a stabbing-spear with such rapidity that it seemed a blurred wheel.




  “I see you,” said the intruder again.




  “Who are you, man, who dare stand in this holy place?” asked Lobi.




  “I am he of whom you spoke — Bosambo from the south, and king of all these lands and people.”




  Deep and loud was Bosambo’s voice, and the straight cliff caught his words and sent them back in rolling echoes.




  “Sleep!” roared M’ndi, first to recover, and sent his spear flying in Bosambo’s direction.




  An almost imperceptible tilt of his shield, and the spear flew off at a tangent.




  “O man, whoever you are,” said Bosambo, “and I think you are a chief, now you shall discover all about ghosts.”




  And the paralysed Lobi, watching in a frightened terror, did not see Bosambo’s hand move, and lo! there was M’ndi the chief sprawling on his back in the road, and his hands beating feebly.




  




  “What man was this?” asked Bosambo.




  “Lord,” said the shaking Lobi “he was the chief of the Tofolaka, and by accounts doomed to be king of all this land.”




  “It was a good day when I met him,” said Bosambo, and looked at Lobi curiously. “By certain signs of devil masks and such offal as you have about your neck,” he said, “I see you are a great witchdoctor.”




  “Lord, I am what I am,” said Lobi uncomfortably.




  “How many did you bring with you — you and this dead king — and where do they wait?”




  “They wait at the bottom of the road, and there are four times twenty spears.”




  He looked about him helplessly, and for the first time he saw, perched on boulders, and sitting on the ground and everywhere save on the road, ten men of the Ochori, and they were heavily armed.




  “That is good,” said Bosambo, and spoke to his followers, giving them certain instructions. “Now you shall come with me Lobi, the witchdoctor, and you shall do as I say; otherwise I shall break your neck.”




  They went down the road together, and presently issued from the neck of the ravine.




  “Lord, when we turn this corner?” said the man, “we shall see the fine soldiers of M’ndi.”




  “Then we shall not turn the corner,” said Bosambo. “Now, man, you shall do this. Whilst I lie in the grass behind this rock, you shall go no farther than I can reach you with three spears’ length, so that I may kill you if you make me look foolish, and you shall call up ten of the men and say to them: ‘Lay down your arms and go up to the Holy Place where M’ndi is.’ Go.”




  Lobi did as he was bid, calling out in the middle of the road, and ten men came up, packed their spears and went up to the ravine. Presently from the top of the path sounded a low whistle, and Bosambo said:




  “Now, Lobi, you shall say to another ten what you said to the first.”




  And so, ten by ten, they went up into the ravine leaving their spears and their swords, their wicker shields and fine knives by the side of the road; and each party surrendered without noise, and two of Bosambo’s guard took the prisoners back to the Ochori village to the south of the mountain, where Bosambo had left a regiment of a thousand spears in case of accidents. And of this thousand, eighty came back without arms and, collecting the spears and the shields and the swords and the sharp little knives which the soldiers of M’ndi had left by the wayside, they arrayed themselves in two lines under Bosambo’s approving eyes.




  *




  “Sent for Bosambo?” said Hamilton incredulously. “Good heavens!”




  “Why good heavens?” asked Sanders quietly. “There is in reality very little racial difference between the Ochori and the people of this territory.”




  “Jolly old Bosambo!” murmured Bones. “Why, dash it all, Excellency, he is the king from the South that these naughty old people have been talking about.”




  “I thought of that, too,” nodded Sanders; but mainly I have sent for Bosambo because we are going to have trouble, anyway, and it had better be about a king I can trust.”




  “But how is he going to get here?” asked Hamilton. “He can’t come by way of the river, and if he comes by the mountain path he has got to cross through the Tofolaka country, and the Tofolaka are ready for war and by all accounts M’ndi, their chief, is a pretty hefty fellow.”




  “He’ll come,” said Sanders.




  He had hardly spoken the words before three canoes swept into view around the point which is made by the out-jutting base of one of the seven hills. And in the centre, beneath a grass canopy, was a large man, and on his head was an opera hat set at a rakish angle, and in his hat was a large cigar,




  “Jolly old Bosambo, I think,” said Bones.




  IX. The Passing of Major Hamilton
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  It is said with some truth that all wars begin with a woman, and certain it is that the war which the people of Tofolaka joined to make is traceable to Egeni, who was a woman of fifteen, the daughter of the chief Rimilaka, who might have been the wife of M’ndi, the dead chief of the Tofolaka, but that the high chief and his subordinate fell out over the price of. Her father demanded twenty goats but M’ndi stuck at eight goats. So they went apart, and on the day that Bosambo’s spear cut short the life of M’ndi, this woman Erring had been married for seven moons, though not to the man she loved.




  It was all to the bad that her husband was a quiet man and in awe of her, because she was the daughter of Rimilaka, who was marked for the chieftainship. On the first day of her coming to her husband’s hut she settled any question which might have existed as to the dominant partnership in their new combination by hitting him with an iron pot on the head, so that he bled. And he carried his woes to Rimilaka.




  “You are no headman for me if you cannot rule a wife,” said Rimilaka.




  “What shall I do?” wailed the unfortunate husband.




  “Beat her,” said Rimilaka.




  So the husband went home and took a stick to his wife, encouraged thereto by the whole village, and he beat Egeni.




  That night came Bosambo with his eighty soldiers making a forced march across the Tofolaka country to join Mr. Administrator Sanders; and he slept that night in the village, taking a chance, for the main body of M’ndi’s army was only eight hours distant. And he took the headman’s hut as was his right, and the headman’s wife served him with her own hands, for she did not know that this was the man who had killed M’ndi, the news of which killing had conic through within a few hours of his death.




  Bosambo was not like the natives of the country; he was blacker and taller, broader of shoulder, longer of neck, and much quicker to smile.




  “Lord,” she said to Bosambo, “how come you to call yourself king of all this land? For M’ndi, who was chief of these parts—”




  “M’ndi I killed,” said Bosambo, and had not said the words before he regretted them.




  She jumped away from him as though he had been a leper, and in the morning, when Bosambo and his eighty soldiers had gone at a jogtrot into the forest her husband, the little headman, carried the story to Rimilaka, and this time Rimilaka listened, and called the elder men to his palaver house.




  He was next in line to the chief of the Tofolaka people, so that he had at hand the means to enforce his will. He sent a regiment into the forest to intercept Bosambo and his party, and they marched away with stately strides, to the admiration of all who saw them. But whilst they were walking with stately strides, Bosambo’s men were running without dignity — that easy jogtrot which he had taught the people of the Ochori, and which covers six steady miles an hour. Bosambo had reached the river and had commandeered the necessary canoes to carry him to Rimi-Rimi before his pursuers were within twenty miles of him.




  On the aft deck of the Zaire the great man squatted, a large glass of beer before him — the one alcoholic dissipation which Sanders had ever allowed his favourite chief — and told his fears.




  “Lord,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and raising his eyes ecstatically, an expression at singular variance with the news he had to tell, “I think there will be war in the Tofolaka country; for, as I came through. I saw very few young men, and I learnt that most of them were in camp. Also I saw the women building houses.”




  That was a significant happening, as Sanders knew, for the building of houses is a prerogative jealously preserved to the male of the species.




  “What spears do they muster, Bosambo?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, I think three tribes, because a man of the country told me six, and the Tofolaka people are notorious liars and boasters.”




  Three tribes roughly represented twentyfour thousand spears, which was serious enough for Sanders. In preparation for Bosambo’s coming, Sanders had sent to all the tribes and people, to the Tofolaka the Bubujala, to the Fongini and the Kasala — which lies to the due east of the Tofolaka country — telling them to send chiefs for a palaver of state. And all had sent respectable representatives except the Tofolaka. From here had come only a few unimportant headmen of the fishing villages, and their appearance merely denoted a desire to be on the safe side, since, being on the river’s shore, their villages were open to attack. Once more was the big space in the centre of the city filled with the people of Rimi-Rimi, the ambassadors from the far-off countries forming an inner circle to the great conclave.




  “O people of this land,” said Sanders, “see me.”




  “I see you,” came in a deep chorus.




  “All the people of Rimi-Rimi and the country about know me because of my name,” said Sanders. “For I have given the law in the country beyond the mountains. Also here I have given the law, and men have died because they resisted me. Where is the big chief K’salugu M’popo? He is dead because my lightning killed him. And where is Mofolobo? He also is dead. And Lubolama and others? And now I will tell you that M’ndi of the Tofolaka, he also is dead by the hand of my minister.




  “Now I have tried to find from all the people of this land one worthy to sit in the place of the Old Man, and give the law, and I have found none but evil men; so I have sent for Bosambo, paramount Chief of the Ochori and a great warrior, of whom you have heard, and him have I set up to be king over you all.”




  He saw the scowls, the looks of surprise, and in some cases of consternation, and a voice asked:




  “Lord, why do you set a foreigner over us proud people of Rimi-Rimi?”




  “That you shall ask the king,” said Sanders shortly, for he intended leaving a lot to Bosambo.




  He turned to that man, standing now before a new carved chair, and threw over his shoulders the coarse-woven purple which robed the kings of Rimi-Rimi, and strapped about him a Sam Browne belt and a long infantry sword — donated for the occasion by Captain Tibbetts — and then stepped back.




  “O Bosambo,” he said, “you shall be king of these lands, and shall hold the territory for my several masters, and you shall rule justly and treat all men equally.”




  Bosambo had seated himself, a truly kingly figure. Now he rose solemnly and raised his huge hand — two fingers were erect — and, speaking in English before the astonished and awestricken assembly, none more so than the three white men in his audience, he pronounced the Benediction!




  Before the assembly could disperse, he beckoned.




  “Bring me that man,” he said, and they dragged before him one who had looked scoffingly upon him.




  “O man, who are you,” he asked, “that you laugh in my face?”




  “Lord, I did not laugh,” said the trembling man. “Having a terrible pain in my teeth, my face goes thus and thus.”




  “What kind of man are you, for I see you are no warrior?” said Bosambo.




  “Lord, I am a little chief of the Bubujala, also I am a cunning carver in wood.”




  “That is well,” said Bosambo, eyeing him speculatively. “Now, you shall make me twenty drums of the size of this great drum of the Old King, and you shall not cover any of them, for it is my heart’s desire that each shall be covered with the skin of an enemy, and that each enemy shall come from a different tribe. The palaver is finished.”




  “Excellent propaganda,” said Sanders, when this was reported to him. No doubt Bosambo had started well.




  The Tofolaka could wait now, but there were other matters which could not wait. He felt the imminence of danger from another quarter, and Ahmet, the chief of his intelligence staff, who had been recruiting busily, sent out a cloud of spies, all moving cautiously in one direction, and having as their landmark the grey and tawny mass of Mount Limpisi.




  Day followed day, and each was a day of tension and strain. Outwardly there was no sign. The land basked in the hot sunshine; the women worked in the fields; there was more laughter than usual from the crowded little streets of Rimi-Rimi; and reports from the Tofolaka were of a negative character.




  And yet all these people of Rimi-Rimi knew that from the Tofolaka country six men had come secretly to the Rimi-Rimi country, six proved slayers, such as had served M’ndi in the early days of his chieftainship when it became necessary to remove important rivals, and these had come, or were coming, with orders to slay the three white men and the new king who sat in the Old Man’s place.




  For once Sanders’s spy system failed him, and he had no knowledge that the deputation was on its way. The first to discover the existence of this conspiracy was Bosambo the king. One day he was inspecting a quarter of the new city which was called the Village Between the Hills. He had with him a dozen men and he himself was heavily armed. Out of the crowd of idlers and those impelled by curiosity to trail behind, or form a group about him when he stopped, came a lean man, and Bosambo saw that he wore no clothes, only a small cloth about his middle and that his body glistened with oil. He held on his outstretched palm two dried fish, and they were gifts such as men commonly bring in token of their loyalty to their master.




  “O king, take these,” said the man, and Bosambo reached out his hand and grasped, not the palm extended to him, but the right wrist hanging by the man’s side with such cunning carelessness that you might not have suspected the haft of a knife concealed in its hollow, or the long N’gombi knife which was laid against the forearm. Under the crushing pressure of Bosambo’s hand the man dropped his knife and sought to escape, for he had oiled himself that no man could hold him. But, oil or no oil, Bosambo held, and he was pushed to the ground and tied.




  “Man, who sent you?” asked Bosambo.




  “Lord, I was sent by Rimilaka, the chief of the Tofolaka.”




  “O ko,” said Bosambo, “Now, this is a state palaver, and it must go before Sandi.”




  The case did not go before Sanders, because on the way to the beach the man, by reason of the oil on his wrists, slipped his bonds and ran for the bush; and Bosambo, who could throw a spear with great accuracy up to fifty yards, wriggled off his cloak and sent a light lance whizzing after him.




  “Now he will not talk,” said Bosambo ruefully, looking down at the still figure, “but I do not think he could have told us much.”




  He reported the circumstances to Sanders, and went in search of Hamilton, who was making an inspection of the defences to the north of the city, but did not find him.




  “I saw the white lord looking through a magic tube,” said a worker in the fields. “Then he went into the bush, lord king, and he took the path which leads to the little hill looking toward Limbi.”




  Bosambo was troubled.




  “Man, tell me this,” he said. “Did Amatini have soldiers with him?”




  “No, lord, but he carried a big gun under one arm, and two little guns were strapped about his belly.”




  Bosambo stopped only to strengthen his escort, and went on at a trot along the bush path. He was a stranger in these parts, but with the instinct of a woodman he had taken in the lay of the country, and he went forward without error. Presently he came to the crest of the rise which looked toward Limpisi, but there was no sign of Hamilton, although it was quite clear to Bosambo that Hamilton had passed that way. He had seen the half-burnt cigarette, and twenty paces farther the burnt stalk of a match, and Bosambo halted on the crest and took a rapid survey of the country. If Rimilaka had sent assassins into the land it would not be with the sole purpose of destroying him. The white men would be marked for death, and there was a cold feeling in Bosambo’s stomach at the thought that Hamilton might be the first victim. He had reason for his distress, as he discovered.




  “Let us go on,” he said, and went down the slope into the bush.




  And there, a hundred paces from the crest, he found the body of a native in the middle of the path. The man was wounded, being shot through the shoulder, but what was more disconcerting than his injury from Bosambo’s point of view was the fact that he also wore nothing but a breech cloth and his body was heavily oiled.




  A few feet away from him in the grass lay a replica of the knife which Bosambo had taken from the other assassin. Bosambo turned over the wounded man, but he was unconscious. There was no time to be lost. Bosambo raced along the path and came to a second man, who was sitting with his back to a tree and his jaw hanging, dead. He had been shot, apparently, whilst he was standing with his back to the tree, and had slid down into his present position. One glance Bosambo gave, and then ran on. He had not far to go. In a small clearing he found Hamilton’s helmet, bloodstained, and a third wounded man: but this time it was no assassin, but one of the Old King’s guard in all the panoply of his office. He was bleeding from the breast, and and had evidently been shot at short range, for his flesh was burnt. The bullet, however, had done little harm, except to leave him unconscious, and his groans betokened rather his fear than his pain.




  Bosambo jerked him to his feet and put the needle point of his fighting spear under the man’s chin.




  “Now speak, you,” said Bosambo, “or, by death, you will never speak again! Where is the white lord?”




  “Chief,” said the warrior, who had evidently not heard of Bosambo’s promotion, “the white lord is gone, having been taken and marked.”




  “Taken and marked, O fool? What do you mean?” asked Bosambo.




  “He has been taken for the Old Woman’s meat,” said the man. “For he came running along here, and we heard his little gun say ha-ha, and certain low men who followed him died; but we were waiting in the bushes, and when he came up to us, we fell on him and struck him down. Me he killed with his little gun because of my bravery in faring him.”




  Bosambo, aquiver with grief, was silent.




  “How long since, man?”




  “Lord,” said the soldier, “the shadow of the trees was on that stone.”




  Bosambo looked and made a rough calculation. It had happened an hour before; it was madness to continue the pursuit with his small force.




  “This is a bad palaver, man,” he said. “You will come to Sandi.”




  “Lord, I cannot walk because of my great hurt,” said the warrior.




  “You will walk or die,” said Bosambo curtly, and the man walked.




  Sanders heard the news with a white, drawn face, and paced the deck of the Zaire, his hands clasped behind him, his chin on his breast. Presently he spoke.




  “Bosambo, you shall sit on this ship, and you shall be as I am in my place, all men obeying you.”




  Bones came out from his cabin at that moment, and there was nothing that was humorous in his expression, for a hard light was in his eyes, and his mouth was set as no man had seen the month of Bones before.




  “We’ll want a dozen men, Bones,” said Sanders. “We had better take rifles and a box of Mills bombs.”




  “They’re in the boat, sir,” said Bones.




  “I’ll take a few of your own men for carriers, Bosambo,” said Sanders; “I can’t trust these other devils. Send them to me. We will go ashore together.”




  A quarter of an hour after he landed he had begun his march, the party moving off in single file, Sanders leading, Bones walking at his heels.




  “I warned Hamilton about making these solitary surveys,” said Sanders, and those were the only words he spoke in the twenty-mile march they made before sunset.




  Sanders had much to think about, and as he walked he pieced together the fragments of information he had received about his enemy. This only he knew — that in a vast cave, the mouth being very wide, but so low that at its highest entrance a tall man must stoop to go in, lived the old Woman of Limbi, who had no name but Death, and no family but the fierce leopards which roamed in the forest, who were like her, for they loved killing for killing’s sake, and were dainty feeders.




  No man remembered the establishment of the Old Woman in her wonderful position. Tottering fathers of grandfathers told how, as children, they were told of her by other totterers, but none remembered her coming.




  It is said that on the day Ferguson the missionary, was chopped by her orders — for he had preached against her — she spoke to the captain of soldiers Mofolobo, having come down to see with her own eyes the destruction of the missionary’s house.




  “Mofolobo,” she said, “I see you, and I know that you are the son of Dabobo, who was the son of Kafu who was the son of Tifilini, who was the son of K’Nema. And K’Nema I knew, also his mother.”




  That made her at least a hundred.




  No living man had seen her face, for she lived alone in her great and lofty cave, and grew in strength on the blood of her victims. Every so often she called for sacrifice, and they brought to the mouth of the cave a girl or a young man, their hands roped behind them and their feet haltered. And they bound round the waist of The Marked a heavy sword which had never been used in war, and round the neck of the sacrifice was a rope, tied to the end of which was a young kid, this being for the propitiation of certain local ghosts and ju-jus which had their home with the Old Woman. Into the cave the sacrifice was pushed and met the Old Woman…




  Then the tottering figure in the straw coat and the fantastic mask would come out with her wet sword and sprinkle the shivering crowd. Only on such days were common people allowed to pass the cordon of the virgins who guarded the hill. Who these virgins were, and how they were recruited, Sanders could never discover. Indeed, it was very difficult to find anybody who would discuss the Old One or her retinue. This much he did find out — that the tchu of the Old Woman had no association with the virgin guard, nor did she pass from the mountain by any known route. Sanders suspected a secret way to the cave, and put the tchu as a victim who had been spared by the Old Woman to attend upon her. The fact that the girl he had seen had been marked for sacrifice supported his likely theory. But Hamilton had not been so marked.




  Late in the afternoon he made his camp by the side of a little stream four miles north of the village, which, for the information it supplied, might not have existed. None had seen the white man nor the Old King’s guard, and when he spoke of the Old Woman of Limbi, they were dumb. Hamilton had been brought through here, however. There were distinct markings of a booted foot in the dust at the entrance to the village.




  Sanders marched again at midnight, taking the forest path. He had requisitioned a man of the village to guide him, and, carrying a lantern, he swung ahead on the heels of the guide. Once a lion crossed their path, and unexpectedly, for this beast is not seen to the west or south of the mountain. It was a male lion, and stood only for a few seconds lashing its tail and roaring in fear — for the lion is a coward — then leapt into the bush, and they heard no mere of him. They saw a leopard too, but the great cat was scared of the light, and the glimpse of his spotted skin was only momentary.




  At daybreak they came to the village of P’pie, which is at the foot of Limpisi, the last three hours of the march having been uphill. They were now in the most northerly portion of the Rimi-Rimi country. They were also in touch with the Old King’s guard, and there was a little skirmish in the forest, which Sanders had hoped to avoid. He wanted to meet the Old Woman and talk to her. He knew how impossible was his task with the small force at his disposal and without the support which the Zaire’s guns could give him — impossible, that is, if it came to war.




  Bones went out to reconnoitre the land before the sun fell, and came back haggard and tired. The land rose abruptly, he reported, to an extensive terrace about five miles wide, above which, as abruptly, rose another terrace, and on this last plateau was the Old Woman’s cave.




  “There’s a hill about twelve miles to the left which would put us as near to the second terrace as it is possible to get,” said Bones.




  “Can the terraces be forced?” asked Sanders.




  Bones shook his head.




  “Quite impossible, sir,” he said quietly, “I saw a camp of three regiments of the Old King’s guard and the terrace walls are precipices three or four hundred feet high. I suppose there’s some sort of path, but it’s pretty sure to be well guarded.”




  Sanders nodded.




  “I sent out a message to the guard by one of the villagers, asking for a passage through and telling my peaceful intentions. They sent back my messenger — and he was not nice to look at,” said Sanders grimly. “We shall have to take the hill. Apparently the ceremony is tomorrow.”




  Bones jerked his chin.




  “We’ll have to start at midnight,” he said. “It’s not a long way, but it’s a very stiff climb.”




  The two men did not speak about their missing comrade. Bones drank a cup of tea and looked away from Sanders, and the same fear was in each heart.




  As for Hamilton, the story which the wounded soldier had told was very near the truth. He had been surprised by the hired assassins of the Tofolaka, had shot two, and had run straight into the party which had been sent to kidnap him. And the rest of the story was the story of a long, hot walk, amidst men who did not speak to him, who answered none of his questions, but who did not ill-treat him.




  Even as Bones was reconnoitring the first terrace, Hamilton was walking slowly up a steep zigzag path that led to its top. The path gave evidence of having been cut from the solid rock, and Hamilton was glad to throw himself upon the ground when he reached the top, and rest his bruised and weary limbs. Here he met a chief who was sufficiently important to talk, one Okaso.




  Throughout his journey Hamilton had noticed one curious fact — that the men who guarded him had shown no enmity to him, had practised none of the minor cruelties which vicious men practise quietly upon those they hate, but had treated him with civility, and new the attitude of the chief was no less courteous.




  “O chief,” said Hamilton, when he saw the man coming towards where he lay, his bonds having r been removed.




  “O Amatini,” said the chief “I see you.”




  And, despite his tragic position Hamilton smiled to hear that title, though he knew how quickly the names of strangers ran from one end of the country to the other.




  “This is a bad palaver, Okaso,” said Hamilton. “Tell me why the Old Woman desires me.”




  “Lord, who knows?” said Okaso, squatting down opposite him. “She is too wonderful for me. But I think you were marked.”




  Hamilton shook his head.




  “Then one was marked for you,” said the other philosophically. “It matters little, and this is the word of the Old Woman — that you are her meat, and one came to me giving orders to send my soldiers to bring you and the two white lords and Bosambo, the king. For when the sun comes up, Amatini, then that is the Day of Looking, when common people may look upon the Old Woman’s face and die.”




  “Tomorrow’s dawn,” said Hamilton reflectively, “Well, who knows that this is not good?”




  “It had better be good,” said Okaso significantly, “for it will be! Lord, every year one goes, and sometimes more, to the cave of death. That is why our crops are good and the land is prosperous. Every year goes a maiden or a man, but only goats in milk have gone in these late days, for the Old Woman does not, perhaps, eat so much blood, being so old.”




  In the morning, when the stars were still in the sky, they wakened Hamilton from a deep sleep, and he got up and bathed his face in the pool. Then they set out across the narrow plain, and presently came to a higher wall of rock. But here the path up the face of the cliff was more gentle, and he reached the top fresh to meet his doom.




  The ledge of the second terrace was not more than a quarter of a mile broad, and he saw the cave, a longitudinal slit in the face of the rock that looked like a black, leering mouth. They tied his hands behind him with especial care, and then came Okaso, who, to Hamilton’s surprise, buckled about his waist his revolver belt with the two long-barrelled automatics, and he could see the ten spare magazines bulging in the pocket.




  “O Okaso, why do you do this?”




  “Lord,” said the man, “that is the Old Woman’s way. For when a warrior is taken in arms for the Old Woman’s pleasure, his spears and his fine sword he wears upon him. And the Old Woman told me this, I lying on my belly at the mouth of the cave for fear of her terrible eyes: ‘Let the white man come with his little guns that I may see them.’ And thus it is.” He looked round. “O Lord,” he said, “speak well for me to M’shimba M’shamba, and all holy devils and ghosts that walk upon the mountains, and the terrible brothers of Bimbi, who eat the moon.”




  He stepped back and slipped a noose about Hamilton’s neck, and to the end of the rope was fastened a young goat.




  “Now, I do not think, Amatini, that my young men need prick you with their spears.”




  “That is true talk,” said Hamilton gravely, “for I am a soldier.”




  And he walked with steady steps to the mouth of the cave, peering in and seeing nothing. He stopped only for a second at the very opening, and then, lowering his head, he walked in.




  He saw nothing and heard nothing save the bleating of a little kid tugging at the rope about his neck, and then in the gloom he saw a figure in straw, and caught the bright gleam of her sword as she came toward him. He lifted his head erect as the sword rose, and closed his eyes, He heard, but did not feel, the swish of the blade as it fell, cutting through flesh and bone, then darkness came upon him….




  




  On the crest of the hill two men lay watching. They saw Hamilton walk into the cave, and waited, not daring to breathe. Then from the mouth of the cave staggered the ghastly figure in her shapeless straw jacket. She brandished in her hand a sword that glittered like silver in the morning sunlight, and there was on that sword a thick red stain. Through his glasses Sanders saw and groaned. He heard a grunt at his side. Bones was cuddling the stock of his rifle, and the muzzle was as steady as a rock. Before he could fire, Sanders’s hand fell upon the weapon and twisted it round.




  “Bones,” he said gently, “there is still work for you and me. If you shoot, the guard can reach the base of this hill long before we can.”




  Bones stared stupidly from Sanders to the cave and the shambling figure, sprinkling the prostrate guard with bright red drops, then laid his face on the crook of his arm and cried bitterly.




  X. The Grey Bird That Moaned
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  “I think this, lord,” said Bosambo of the Ochori, and king of the great territories, “that grief is like a great pool such as the rain leaves, or the river when it floods its banks, and it is so deep that it is higher than a man’s head, and you say, ‘How can so much water run away? I think it must be here for all time.’ But, lord, the sun comes up, and by its magic the waters shrink, and great winds blow some away, and the earth, which is full of little mouths, sucks its share; and presently there is dry land where the water was, though it carries the watermark for a thousand years.”




  Sanders nodded and chewed at his dead cigar, Bones, lying back in his basket-chair under the awning of the Zaire, did no more than look at Bosambo, then fell to biting his nails.




  “Lord, there was a man in the Ochori who had many beautiful gardens filled with wonderful things that you could eat. And because one of these gardens was a little hollow, the rain came down one night and the water was so that a man could take a canoe and row amongst the mealie beds. And this man was so sorrowful, and came so often to watch the pool, that all his other gardens died, for the beasts broke through his bad fences, and the weaver-birds took what they liked, because the gardener was looking at the garden which was not, and throwing his face from the garden that was.”




  Sanders, his elbow on the rail of the ship, examined the chief.




  “Bosambo,” he said. “I think you are wiser than I, for there is a garden which has been given to me for my care. Some day I will go up to the Old Woman of Limbi, and there will be an end. I pray God that this Old One lives until I come. Bosambo, how long have you smoked cigars?”




  He glanced suspiciously at the butt between Bosambo’s fingers.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “for a very long time.”




  “I called at the Ochori city on my way up,” said Sanders plainly, “and though you were not there, I remember certain things were lost from my cabin, and of these a box of cigars is remembered by me.”




  “Lord Sandi,” said Bosambo indulgently, “these Ochoris are great thieves.”




  “I think so,” said Sanders dryly, and almost smiled.




  “This garden is all weeds, I think,” said Bones, who had evidently been thinking upon Bosambo’s parable.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo cheerfully, “all things are weeds until you train them to be vegetables. For were not sweet potatoes weeds cala cala? — so a god-man told me when I was young.”




  “Bosambo’s right,” said Sanders. He turned to the king. “You, Bosambo, desire this kingship, and you must have had many serious palavers with yourself.”




  “That I have,” said Bosambo, “and this is my mind. The people of Tofolaka will fight, being warriors and an uncomfortable people. The people of Bubujala, they also will fight, sending their soldiers into Tofolaka to join Rimilaka, But, lord, in all countries such as this—”




  “There is a key state,” said Sanders quickly. He used the English phrase and Bosambo was puzzled. Sanders translated laboriously, and the kroo’s face brightened.




  “Truth is here,” he said. “For in the old territories who rose if the Akasava sat down in peace? and in the days when I have brought my people into a warlike spirit, did the Akasava or the Isisi rise? Lord, they knew I was on the frontier of one, and on the flank of the other, and they sat quiet. What is the key state here? Not the Kasala,” said Bosambo, shaking his head, “for they are an indifferent people and given to pleasure, though they have fought when the Tofolaka have crossed their line. Nor the Tofolaka, because they are too haughty with their neighbours. Nor the Bubujala men, because they only make war because they fear war.”




  “You’ve left the Rimi-Rimi people and the Fongini.”




  “Lord, you speak,” said Bosambo. “As to the Rimi-Rimi people, they are soft and fear devils too much. I think the Fongini are your men.”




  Sanders was silent.




  “They have a new chief,” he said, “I have sent for him, but he has not come.”




  Yet it was true that Fongini was the key state — a conclusion which as much of its history as he could learn went far to confirm. The Fongini was the one tribe which had defied the Old King and had fought him, with such success that, fearing for his position, he had made a compromise in the matter of taxation and concluded a peace. To that day the Fongini paid only half the tribute exacted from the other tribes. And they had defeated the Tofolaka in one great, bloody battle — somewhere around 1860, so far as Sanders could gather — and they had, too, successfully resisted the nomination of chiefs, which at one period was the Old King’s prerogative.




  Yet the Fongini were a mild people, so mild and so just in their dealings with men that the killing of Mofolobo, which Sanders had expected would rouse a storm, passed without comment. The people were hunters and workers of steel, and the land was very fertile, save in the year of the drought. Further, all the people were rich with goats and cattle — strange beasts which were never seen south of the mountain.




  They were a deceptive people to outside observers, and once in a generation some or the other of their neighbours would hold a palaver and say, “The Fongini are rich and lazy; let us go in and take what we desire,” and would lay the seeds for a great deal of regret and explanation and humiliation.




  Rimilaka, elected by acclaim to be chief of the fighting Tofolaka, counted heads at a council of all the nation, and was proud of his strength.




  “Yes, as he explained to the inner council, though the Bubujala, our friends and brothers, are with us in six fine regiments, and even the chiefs of Kasala have wished us well, and all the folk of Rimi-Rimi, with the Old King’s guard, will fight for us, the Fongini have sent us neither spears nor corn. Now, this is a shame.”




  There were many who agreed; there were a few, old men and experienced, who shook their heads and said “Chuk!” at the mention of the Fongini.




  “Lord, we will go on without the Fongini,” said the chief’s own headman “for these are bad-tempered people and spiteful; and in the days of my father they made war upon the Tofolaka, and there were many broken huts in the land.”




  “O ko,” said a younger councillor in fine contempt, “the Fongini are cowards, and they say that the men are dying away, so that there are four women to every man, and those men feeble.”




  “So they said in the days of my father,” said the old headman sardonically. “And where were the fine regiments that went out to meet them in battle?”




  “You talk like an old man,” said the other contemptuously. “Now, we young men, whose blood is hot and who are exceedingly brave, we do not remember the past or know of it; and if Rimilaka will send me into the Fongini, I will speak with the chief in a cunning way so that he shall have fear in his heart, knowing that, if he does not fight and the Tofolaka win, his people shall be enslaved to us, and a man of our people shall sit in the chief’s place.”




  The majority of the council thought this an excellent scheme, and M’jibi took a canoe and travelled to a Fongini fishing village, and thence twelve hours through the forest to the Fongini city, where the new chief had been installed.




  It was not a propitious moment for the ambassador. The new chief was also young, being the son of Lubolama, the old chief. There never was so humble and pleasant a man as Bufali when he sought the suffrage of the little chiefs, begging them, by the magic of his father’s name, that they make him overlord of the tribe. And when they had elected him, and blooded him with the blood of a goat and a cockerel and a monkey, that he might be nimble and prolific and wise, they discovered that they had elected a tyrant, a glutton, and an evildoer, who combined the caprices of Heliogabalus with the blood-lust of a Nero. All this M’jibi heard before he came to the city, and was very glad, for this was his man.




  Bufali received him kindly, and found in him a kindred soul.




  “You will tell Rimilaka,” said Bufali, “that because I love him, and hate the white men who slew my father before the king’s fire, I will bring the Fongini and my own fighting regiments, who are the bravest warriors in the world. For I tell you this, M’jibi, that a warrior of the Fongini can live without a heart, and he dies slower than any man in the world.”




  And to prove this he sent for a soldier of the guard, and had him laid spreadeagled before him, whilst certain of his familiars did terrible things to the soldier. Two hours before sun-up the king grew tired of waiting for the man to die, and took M’jibi to his own sumptuous hut.




  He was hardly asleep before three little chiefs and a big chief named M’lapa of the Fongini went into the chief’s hut and strangled him under M’jibi’s fearful eye.




  “And if you cry out, man,” said the big chief, “we will kill you, too. But if you keep quiet we, will let you go.”




  And when the chief was dead, they slipped a noose about M’jibi’s head.




  “O chief,” he whimpered, “you promised to let me live.”




  “That was a lie,” said the big chief calmly, “being said to keep you quiet.”




  So they strangled M’jibi and they threw their bodies in a shameful place, and elected to the chieftainship a big chief who had strangled his predecessor.




  “NOW I think there will be war,” said the man. “Therefore let all the spears of the land be called, and the young men do their exercises, such as leaping and dancing and throwing spears, until I return.”




  “Lord, where do you go?” the council asked him.




  “I go to Sandi in the city of Rimi-Rimi,” said the chief, “and, by my reckoning, I go to the stronger man.”




  News travels fast in primitive countries, and Rimilaka learnt of the death of a possible ally and the election of a certain enemy with something like consternation,




  “M’lapa hates me, as I well know,” he said thoughtfully. “In the old days, when we sat in the king’s city, and he was a small chief, and I was strong with the Old Man, being a captain of a hundred that guarded his women, I beat this M’lapa, and now I wish I had killed him.”




  A fortnight passed, and Sanders felt himself growing old with the tension of waiting. The Tofolaka made no sign, and, so far as he could learn, confined their hostilities to the making of intolerable war-palavers. War was in the air; he felt the electric tingle of it, and knew the grand crisis, which would end in the crushing of the rebel forces and the establishment of law in the country, or in his own annihilation, was near at hand.




  Hamilton he could not think about — dared not let his mind rest upon. He almost welcomed the coming struggle for the relief it would give him to that one persistent nightmare — the thought of what Patricia, the dead man’s sister, would say.




  He blamed himself, which was like Sanders. The thought of Hamilton’s fate and his own great loss obsessed him, yet did not make him deviate by one hair’s breadth from the plan he had laid down, nor yet come between him and his policy. That was like Sanders, too.




  He went ashore one afternoon with Bones to attend the palaver which Bosambo had called for the judgment of certain delinquents. They were walking across what Hamilton had called the ‘parade ground’, when Sanders said:




  “Do you know, Bones, that other matter has gone quite from my head?”




  “The warning, dear old Excellency?” said Bones, and there was in that ‘dear old Excellency’ a tender quality which made Sanders choke.




  “No,” he said gruffly. “I was thinking of the girl Ferguson. That tragedy seems so remote, so incidental to this life — God forgive me! — that I never even speculate upon it nowadays.”




  By this time they were pushing their way through the crowd about the seat of justice.




  Bosambo was a shrewd man and very wise in the ways of litigants. It was his custom on such occasions to sit with a long stick across his knee, and that stick was made of rhinoceros hide, and was a most painful instrument of punishment. It had already served its purpose and reduced litigation to its lowest limits. It had eliminated, too, the petty complainants and those whose chief reason for presenting their cases was the gift of oratory.




  Bosambo gave swift justice, and swiftly were the cases presented. The man who committed an offence in the morning went smarting to bed. A dispute which arose at midday was settled by sunset. Those daily justice courts of Bosambo served yet another purpose. Strangers to the city, headmen and little chiefs of outlying villages, came in to discover what manner of justice was given, and of late these informal commissions of inquiry had come from far as Lower Bubujala.




  Men sometimes came for particulars of the new government, and these were informative, for they showed Sanders that something of the old fear and terror associated with the Old King’s reign had disappeared. On this particular morning came a new kind of applicant. When the palaver had finished and such questions had been answered as ‘How many sides are there to this world?’ and the like, a man arose who by his cloak, his girdle of monkey tails, and his sword, was clearly a fighting chief, and as clearly a stranger from northern Rimi-Rimi, as he had a fillet of plaited straw about his head, such as the northern people wear. “Lord,” he said, “the people of my village have, heard of the wonders which the white lord has brought, especially of the Birds of Grey that moan and because they live in this village and in the king’s house, also on the great ship of Sandi, and are not wild, but come to the hands of men, my people think they are spirits. Now, lord, I desire one such bird, that I may take him to my village and worship him, and presently he shall come to my hand also, and I shall be glad.”




  He addressed Bosambo, but it was Sanders, sitting on the right hand of the king, who answered. It was a curious request, but it had been made before in the old territories. For these Government pigeons were very mysterious to the native mind. It was said that they were the spirits of dead Houssas, and those who had seen them in their swift flight, carrying messages between Sanders and his subordinates had invested them with other magical qualities.




  “I would give you many things chief,” said Sanders, “but not these, for they are the little servants of the Many-Thinking-As-One.” (Thus he translated the League.)




  “Lord,” said the man earnestly “I would not ask this for a gift, because that would be shameful, but I have brought as the price a great tooth of ivory.”




  Sanders looked at him in astonishment, because, whatever fallacious values the native may have, he has no illusions as to the worth of ivory, and this man was offering twenty pounds for a bird that was worth five shillings.




  “These things are not to be sold, chief,” said Sanders gently. “But presently, when I come back on my fine ship, I will send you a grey one who moans and you shall be satisfied.”




  The man was certainly not satisfied now, for he grew agitated with the refusal.




  “There is nothing in my house that I will not give you,” he said. “Now, I have ten goats, which is the price of a good wife, and this I will give you for your little bird.”




  Sanders laughed at the man’s persistence, “O friend,” he said “is it not said in this land that a good wife does all things but fly? Now, you had better buy a wife with your goats, for this bird I will not sell.”




  Later Sanders thought the matter over, and the more he thought, the more puzzled he was.




  “They’re a queer people, these,” he said, and looked aloft to the wooden cote which had been hoisted to the mast of the Zaire. One of the greatly desired pigeons was preening himself on the roof of his home; another was circling in slow, wide sweeps in the blue above, locating his, home in the way of a wise pigeon.




  “I shall transfer these to Bosambo,” he said. “We may be going off at any moment, and they will find a difficulty in getting back.”




  News came late in the day that four big canoes were coming from the direction of the Fongini country, and towards evening they appeared, the leading boat making straight for the ship.




  Sanders watched the approaching flotilla through his glasses, and saw that it carried one whose importance was advertised by the gay colouring of the awning under which the visitor sat.




  “This, I think, is the Fongini — chief,” he said with a sigh of relief. “which makes matters a little curious, Bones.”




  “Who is he, sir?” asked Bones.




  “Heaven knows,” replied Sanders, “for the chiefs are rising up and falling down quicker than I can count them.”




  He went to the gangway as the canoe came alongside, and presently one came up who had a white cloth about his shoulders, and the edge of that cloth was dyed purple.




  “O chief, I see you,” said Sanders. “Now, I am glad you have come, for you were one of the Old King’s great council of war.”




  “Lord,” said M’lapa. “your ears are greater than elephants’, for you have heard this thing. And it is true that I sat in the Old Man’s palaver house on big days. Therefore do I wear a white cloth with this beautiful colour upon it, the same as the Old Man’s coat.”




  Sanders smiled within himself, and led the way to the aft-deck.




  “Now, M’lapa, we will talk,” he said, “for I see you are a chief, and I think you are chief of the Fongini.”




  “There is truth,” said the chief, sitting down upon the deck at a sign from Sanders, “for he who was chief is dead, and I will tell you no twisted stories, but the truth itself. For he was a wicked man, having this and that and the other vices” — he specified them, and Sanders was not shocked— “so we went into his fine house one night, and we put a thong about his neck, and he said ‘Ugh!’ and died. Also we killed one who was with him, being the secret man of Rimilaka, the chief of the Tofolaka, who desired war with you and your tribe.”




  “That is good news for me,” said Sanders. “But hear this, M’lapa — that from this day on there shall be no killing palaver in your country; and if any man do evil, he shall come to me, and if it be great, great evil, he shall die, for there cannot be two killers in one country.”




  “So I think,” said M’lapa readily. “I would wish that these high matters were taken from my hands. Now, Sandi, I am strong for you and all my people, and I have called my spears together to go against the Tofolaka.”




  Sanders’s heart leapt, for the miracle for which he had prayed had happened. The key state had declared on his side, and the future of the country was assured.




  “O M’lapa” he said, “this is a great thing you have told me, and I will send for the king, Bosambo.”




  Bosambo came in haste, and the two giants met — M’lapa was only a few inches shorter than his new lord.




  “See this man,” said Sanders, “for he is strong for you. Hear him kindly. Now hear me! Because of his loyalty and friendship, he shall be second to you in this land, and shall hold Fongini for you and your people.”




  Bosambo held out both his hands, and M’lapa laid his upon them.




  “What tribute do your people send the king, M’lapa?” asked Bosambo, a very practical man.




  “Lord, since the beginning of the world they have sent half the tribute which other lands have sent,” said M’lapa, “also five regiments in all great wars. Also, lord, we have the right of fishing upon the shores of the northern Tofolaka, who are lazy people and bad fishermen.”




  So Bosambo in conventional language confirmed the rights and privileges of the Fongini, and the two men ate salt, and cut each his forearm and rubbed the cuts together so that the blood mingled, and Bosambo gave the chief a wonderful cloak of furs and a looking-glass, both of which were unaccountably missing when the chief came to take his departure.




  “These will I find and send on to you, M’lapa,” said Bosambo soberly, “also many other beautiful presents which I have in my house.”




  The night had come, and the half moon was riding in the sky, when the chief took his departure and Bosambo went home to his hut.




  “How did you know that fellow sat in the council of the Old King?” asked Bones.




  “By the purple edging on his cloak,” said Sanders quietly. “Didn’t I tell you that all these people are descendants of old Roman adventurers?”




  “Then—” began Bones.




  “The purple stripe on the white toga was the insignia of a senator. I’m afraid you’re not very well up in Roman history, Bones.”




  “I don’t know so much about that, sir,” said Bones, with something of his old spirit, but he lacked the provocation which Hamilton offered, and relapsed into silence.




  At half-past eleven he went to his cabin and lay down on the bed. In these days he did not undress, though the nights were warm, being content to take off his boots and his coat. He was dozing, when there came a tap at the door, and he swung out of his bed in a second.




  “Abiboo knocks, lord,” said a low voice, and pulled back the door. “Lord,” said the sergeant-major of Houssas, “this I found by the little ladder which comes from the water.”




  He held up a wet cloth.




  “What thing is this?” asked Bones.




  “Lord, it is such a thing as the men of this country wear about their waists, and it is wet.”




  “There’s a stranger on board,” said Bones, and took up his revolver and a flashlamp.




  “The sentries have heard nothing, and these men I trust,” said Abiboo, “being people of my own family.”




  The upper deck of the Zaire was, save for the space aft, made up of two narrow alleyways and the spacious cabin which the officers occupied. Amidships was poor Hamilton’s cabin, and as Bones walked along he gasped, for the door of the cabin was open, and it had been locked. Indeed, it had been locked by Hamilton himself, and when Bones had made an attempt to take an inventory of his comrade’s kit, he discovered that none of his keys would fit the door, and an entrance had to be made through the open window. Now the door was wide open.




  Bones stepped in and switched on the light. Somebody had been in here. A box had been broken open and its contents had been thrown out on the floor.




  “O ko,” said Abiboo, “this is robbery. I swear to you, lord, that my men are honest.”




  Bones was trying to think what was in that box. He had made a list of its contents. He went back and aroused Sanders, and told him what had happened, and Sanders came along in his pyjamas to investigate. Bones joined him later, after going to his cabin to get the list he had made and which he had still.




  “Here you are,” said Bones. “Black box.” And he enumerated its contents, with the object of checking the articles on the floor with the list in his hand.




  “One small brown box, locked,” he read. “That’s gone.”




  “What did it contain?” asked Sanders.




  “I’m blessed if I know, Excellency,” said Bones. “I hadn’t a key that would fit the lock.”




  Sanders was puzzled.




  “It’s extraordinary,” he said. “The door of the cabin seems to have been opened without forcing. It’s the first time I have heard of a native burglar. Nothing else is missing?”




  Bones made a rapid survey, pulling open drawers and unlocking boxes.




  “No, sir,” he replied, shaking his head in wonder. “The thief must have gone straight for this box. Probably it was the first he came upon.”




  Abiboo, who had gone out to question his sentries, returned.




  “Lord,” he said in a troubled voice, “on the high mast behind your lordship’s cabin we found wet marks, and also, it seems, one of your pretty birds of grey, Mimi, who lays beautiful eggs, has gone, for the door of their little house, which we pull up at night because of the hawks, has been broken open.”




  The two men looked at each other in amazement.




  “Did the sentry hear nothing?”




  “Lord, he heard only the grey birds talking angrily, but thought it was a night-hawk who had alarmed them.”




  A diligent search of the ship revealed nothing. Yoka, the engineer, who slept by his engine, had not been disturbed, and, but for the waist-cloth in the gangway and the wet marks on the mast, the visitor had left no clue as to his identity.




  “My theory is, dear old Excellency,” said Bones, “there’s a fellow got on board secretly, climbed the mast—”




  “Oh, Bones—” Sanders dropped his hand on Bones’s hard shoulder and squeezed it affectionately— “only poor Hamilton could have given an adequate rejoinder to that.”




  Bones shut up so quickly that Sanders was sorry.




  The next morning he sent for the chief who had desired to buy the Grey Bird that Moans, but he had gone overnight, some said, though nobody had seen him pass through the adjoining villages. This fact, however, did not impress Sanders, for the people seemed to have a scientific system of silence where the movements and doings of important people were concerned, and he discovered that from one end of the country to the other it was the practice, when something disagreeable happened which the chiefs desired to go no farther, to call the villagers together and recite to them —




  “Who saw this?” To which they answered “No eyes.”




  “Who heard this?” “No ears.”




  “What has happened?” “Nothing.”




  The weather broke, and there were three days of dismal rain, during which the two men found time hanging heavily on their hands and the tension of the situation growing intolerable. On the fourth day the clouds cleared and the sun came up, dispersing the heavy mist which lay on the river, and that day promised to be as uninteresting as its fellows, but at two in the afternoon a message came to Sanders which set the bugles blowing.




  “I want full steam, Bones,” said the Administrator. “Six hundred canoes from the Tofolaka coast are within a dozen miles.”




  Bones saluted.




  “Shrapnel, I suppose, sir?” And Sanders nodded.




  Portable machineguns were mounted on the tops of the cabins, ammunition lockers were opened, and an extra supply of small-arm ammunition was served out to the men. Then down the middle of the river steamed the Zaire, her blue ensign flying.




  Five miles south of the city the Zaire came in sight of the fleet, and Sanders saw the river speckled red with brightly-coloured canoes.




  “Gentlemen,” said Bones, his shoulder at the rubber feet of the gun, his eye glinting along the sights, “the toast of the evening is ‘Sweethearts and wives!’”




  And the first gun crashed forth.




  “A thousand yards, O Ahmet!” called Bones to the man at the second gun. “Now fire quickly!”




  The two Hotchkiss guns banged and crashed and echoed, the ‘ha-ha-ha’ of the Maxim piercing the infernal din. Bones handed over his gun to a competent man, and ran along the deck to give his soldiers a final look over.




  “O man,” he said to one who fingered a Mills bomb gingerly, “If you jiggle that little pin from that little hole, I think you will be in hell.”




  “Lord captain, I do not understand these little devils,” said the soldier, and Bones very wisely relieved him of his very dangerous possession.




  The flotilla of canoes was now in disorder; white puffs of smoke lay over them, and every second added a new burst. The river was filled with swimming men and men who could not swim. And then, when the bow of the Zaire seemed likely to draw level with the nearest boat, the canoes began to paddle frantically to the land.




  “The Bubujala shore, thank Heaven!” said Sanders. “Shell the beach, Bones, and cease fire as soon as they’re out of sight.”




  When the firing had ceased. “Take a party ashore and destroy the canoes,” said Sanders. “I think that will settle the business for the time being.”




  The Zaire was moving about when Abiboo, frantic with excitement, flew on to the aft deck and gripped Sanders unceremoniously by the arm.




  “O man,” said Sanders astonished, “what is this shameful thing?”




  “Lord,” gasped the Houssa sergeant — major, “Mimi — I have seen the beautiful one!”




  “Mimi!” said Sanders in astonishment and then remembered the filched pigeon. He looked up, shading his eyes. Above, there was a tiny blue speck that was sweeping downward in a long spiral plane. Presently it dropped to the board of the dovecote, and Abiboo went up the ladder by the mast, hand over hand. He came back to Sanders, trembling with excitement, and in his hand was a pigeon.




  




  “Lord, it is she,” he said exultantly. “Now I know how clever are the grey ones, for when the wicked chief released her, behold! she came back to us who are her fathers.”




  Sanders took the bird and uttered an exclamation, for about its leg, tied with a thin piece of native skin, was a paper. He unfastened the string with trembling fingers.




  “What’s this, Excellency?” asked Bones. “From Bosambo?”




  Sanders did not reply. He opened the paper and peered down at it. The message was written in pencil and was faint.




  “South of Rimi-Rimi seventy miles. Fishing village Tonkini. Joining you there.”




  There was no signature.




  Bones, looking over his chief’s shoulder, snatched the paper from his hand unceremoniously and, raising his head, emitted a yell of joy. “Hamilton!” he roared.




  “Hamilton!” gasped Sanders, “I don’t recognize the hand.”




  “Hamilton!” shouted Bones, prancing up and down the deck in a wild war dance. “Hamilton!” he said incoherently. “Dear old Ham never could spell! Spelt ‘joining’ without a ‘y’, dear old Excellency!”




  XI. The War in the Tofolaka
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  The frontier between the Fongini and the Tofolaka country was delimitated by Nature when she laid the true course of the river which is called by the Tofolaka ‘Bubukata’, meaning ‘the invisible river’, and by the Fongini ‘the river without water’. It is a form of humour in the Fongini country to promise that on a certain date you will wash yourself in the Mala, as they call it. For little water runs here, save a trickle in the rainy season, though there is evidence that at some time or other this was a fierce, strong stream, for the bed lies thirty feet below the level of the plain through which it runs, and this trench is broader than the length of twenty men.




  There is a legend of floods in the Fongini country which is analogous to the legend of the Deluge.




  Yet the oldest inhabitant had never seen more water in the Mala than could fill, so to speak, a cooking-pot. The explanation was that its waters were caught higher up the mountain and dammed by the rocks and the sand it brought down, forming a lake which had its overflow in two swift rivers, one that ran into the great river near Hell’s Gate, and the other which watered the Kasala country. Once in a hundred years, perhaps, the dam would break under the pressure of a heavy rainfall, and the Mala would exist for a year or two as a veritable river, and so would be until the dam formed again. But no living man had ever seen this wonder, none but the Old Woman.




  The Chief of the Fongini came back to his city and saw his fine regiments ready for war. He called the captains of hundreds and the captains of thousands to a palaver which followed the dance of a hundred girls and a great feast.




  “We go against the Tofolaka people,” said M’lapa. “for that is the word of the true king, who is a man.”




  There was an obstinate councillor, who was very aged and had the sourness which comes so rarely to old people.




  “Is this king a true king, chief?” he asked. “For I have not heard that the Old One came down from the mountain and gave him the magic, as is the custom.”




  “He is true enough for me,” replied M’lapa, “for Sandi Ingonda is with him and is his friend.”




  “Lord,” said the old man loftily, “I know nothing of this Sandi, save stories which the young men bring me, or of this Bosambo; but I know well the customs of fathers and their holy superstitions, and I see no king who is not made according to the law.”




  “Then you see no chief either,” said M’lapa. “And will you stand up at this fire and say I am not your chief?”




  The old one was silent, for he loved life, and there was that look in M’lapa’s eye which made him uneasy.




  “Lord, you are my chief, and Bosambo is my king,” he mumbled, and there was no more opposition.




  “I will take the regiments to the Mala,” said M’lapa the chief, “and there we will sit down until word comes from Sandi, or until these dogs of Tofolaka grow war-proud.”




  And in the first light of the morning the long columns marched westward and the Tofolaka heard of their coming from the villagers who lived on the other bank of the Mala, and fled in fear of their lives.




  The news brought terror to Rimilaka and his councillors, for in their secret hearts they feared the Fongini.




  “This is a bad palaver,” said Rimilaka to his daughter Egeni, “and I have a mind to go to Sandi and tell him my sorrow.”




  “Lord father, you should wait,” she said, “for who knows what magic may be brought about? And is not Sandi hated by the Old Woman, who has marked him for death?”




  “O ko,” mocked her father. “And did not Sandi, who is hated by the Old Woman, put all my beautiful canoes into the river and kill my men by the magic of his big guns, though he is hated by the Old Woman and all devils?”




  The remnants of the force he had sent against Rimi-Rimi city were returning, and they did not minimize their perils nor the ferocity of the white man’s weapon.




  The whole of the Tofolaka people had risen, and spears had come to the gathering — places in greater number than ever before in the history of the country. And the Bubujala folk had sent their fighting regiments, from no love of the Tofolaka, it is true, and rather because they were carrying out the native maxim: ‘if your neighbour be armed, take your arms and join him’.




  “Leave me, woman,” said Rimilaka at last. “I will let my mind speak with the spirits of dead chiefs, and they shall tell me what to do.”




  And she left him to make up the excuses which he would offer to Sanders at a meeting which he thought could not long be delayed.




  As for Sanders, he was not thinking of the Tofolaka, nor even of the imminence of war, if the truth be told. Whilst the soldiers of the Fongini were marching to the River-without-water, and the very night they halted on the first stage of their journey, he gave a great feast to all the people of Rimi-Rimi. Bones, on the upper bridge, alternately fired off signal rockets to the awe of all beholders, and sent his searchlight in erratic and joyous gyrations to the lowest-lying clouds. Under the deck awning a table was spread amidst festive decorations, for Bones had dug out a Chinese lantern, and the flags of all nations were conspicuously, if inartistically, displayed, Bones being the decorator.




  “We will have a bottle on this, Bones,” said Sanders, and chuckled.




  Bones’s eyes brightened.




  “I didn’t know we had any—” he began.




  “A large bottle of ginger ale,” said Sanders.




  “O ko,” said Bones dismally. “Dear old Excellency, I thought you were launching forth. Couldn’t we have something strong out of the medical stores?”




  “Ginger ale,” said Sanders, “and even that will be wildly exhilarating.”




  Later he raised his glass.




  “Here’s to Hamilton,” he said, “wherever he is, and may he soon return.”




  “Cheerio,” said Bones. “It’s a horrible drink, but cheerio!”




  “I don’t quite understand it all,” said Sanders. “Surely the fellow who came to steal the pigeon could have brought the note.”




  Bones nodded wisely,




  “Naturally that’s a mystery to you, my jolly old Excellency,” he said. “Pardon me!” He put his hand convulsively to his mouth. “Dear old Excellency, ginger ale never did agree with me,” he apologized. “I can explain the mystery in two ticks. Ham escaped from the cave and is a prisoner in one of the villages. He kidded the jolly old indigenous native that the pigeons were great ju-jus and that he could perform magic. Now, my theory — pardon me” said Bones, “my theory, dear old Sanders is this — pardon me!”




  What Bones’s theory was, was not immediately disclosed, for Bosambo came, a large smile bisecting his face and a rich red brocaded gown hanging from his shoulders.




  “O Sandi,” he said, “this is joyful news and now my heart is glad.”




  “Sit down, Bosambo. And since there must be no unhappiness this night. I tell you that I will not inquire too closely about a certain fine curtain which hung at the door of my cabin and which vanished when you came to see me a moon ago.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo calmly, and he hitched the brocaded robe, so that the place where the curtain rings had been sewn should not show, “these folk of Rimi-Rimi are great thieves and yesterday I lost a square of beautiful silk, coloured variously with red and blue, which my lord Tibbetti gave to me,” he added in some confusion, as he caught Bones’s accusing eye.




  “You’re a naughty, naughty old liar,” said Bones.




  “I be fine fellow,” said Bosambo in the same language. “I makeum fine king, same like Matty, Marki, Luki, Johnni.”




  “O you naughty fellow!” murmured Bones, shaking his head.




  Sanders clapped his hands, and to the servant who came, “Bring beer for the king,” he said.




  “In a glass of great size,” said Bosambo humbly, “for my hands are so big and clumsy that the little glasses slip and break. And let the glass be filled, Sandi, so that no bad air should get into it.”




  “Lord,” he said suddenly and more seriously, “there is news from the Old Woman’s country.”




  “What is that, Bosambo?” asked Sanders.




  “In the days of the Old One,” said Bosambo, “there were three great regiments of soldiers who sat about the king’s hut and lived in this city. And when you came and your magic destroyed the Old One, these men went up to the mountain and sat down under the Old Woman’s cave, being fearful Of white men, and moreover doing what is right by their custom; for the Old King’s guard has always been the guard of the Devil Woman of Limbi.”




  “All this I know,” said Sanders, nodding. “What then?”




  Bosambo stopped to swallow half the great glass of beer which was put before him, and to wipe his mouth.




  “They move on the city, lord,” he said, “and that, I think, is a war palaver, because my spies tell me their faces are streaked with camwood, and their shields have been smoked black.”




  This was bad news indeed. Sanders had depended in the forthcoming conflict upon the placidity of the Rimi-Rimi people, and had not counted upon any interference by the Old King’s guard. They were a considerable body, numbering between four and seven thousand men — it was difficult to get any exact figures, but he judged from what he had observed when he had seen Hamilton enter into the Devil Woman’s cave. A thought struck him.




  “What of the Devil Woman? Has Hamilton killed her?”




  He put the question to Bosambo, and the king shook his head.




  “Lord, if that were so, who would not know the news? For these people are all ears and are quick to tell. More than this, they come in the Old Woman’s name, as I know.”




  “She has sent them?” asked Sanders, and Bosambo nodded.




  “They are commanded by Okaso, who is a big captain of the guard, and they tell me he is a very cunning man.”,




  “You could not hold the city?” asked Sanders, after a while.




  Bosambo looked at him earnestly. “Lord, if you say to me. ‘Hold this Place’, I will do so with eighty men, and hold it until I die, knowing your lordship will be very gentle and generous to Fitema, my wife. Eighty men I have and no more; they are my own Ochori warriors. As for the townsmen, they do not fight, for townsmen are made only as meat for the fighting men of the country, and have no other use.”




  “And this I have done, lord,” he added. “I have sent word to Fitema, who is very clever—”




  “Sent her word?” said Sanders in astonishment.




  “I also brought the grey ones who moan,” said Bosambo, “and one of these I have flown.” He seemed at a loss as to how he should proceed.




  “What was the message you sent?”




  “Lord, I told her that we were for a great and terrible war, for then I did not know which way the Fongini would go.”




  Sanders was silent.




  “The Territories are settled,” he said, thinking of his old country, “and they will not grow reckless because of a war here. But I think they are glad that the Old King is dead, because he had made secret Plans to come down into the Ochori and upon the Akasava and eat them up. Therefore, Bosambo, my friend, you did well.”




  Bosambo did not tell him how well he had done, for the letter he had painfully composed, which had been addressed to ‘Fitema with the eyes of doves and the soft voice of gentle winds’, did not underestimate the peril. Therefore the war lokali of the Ochori had drummed frantically, and messengers had gone south and west to the Akasava, to the N’gombi, to the Isisi, to all save the bushmen, who had no kindness. And the lower river was aquiver with excitement, canoes coming and going, not singly, but in fleets. Armed men trailed through the forest, singing their songs of battle, and war fires were burning from the upper Ochori to the sea.




  The villages were deserted on both banks of the river for a hundred and fifty miles, save for the women and the old men, and in the Ochori country, along the great broad road which Bosambo had built with forced labour, an endless column trailed like a column of soldiers northward and ever northward, and at their head, borne on a litter which was carried by eight men, the thin brown woman Fitema, her husband’s spear of chieftanship in her hand.




  Sanders spent an uneasy half-hour thinking of the possible complications which would follow Bosambo’s note of alarm if it were acted upon. The Territories just then were without a Commissioner, and only a subordinate officer was in control. Whatever doubt he had upon the matter was shifted to another angle when, in the middle of the night, they woke him with the news.




  The Mala river — that river without water which divided the Territories — was in spate. There had been a burst somewhere in the mountains, and between the armies of the Fongini and the Tofolaka was a broad, impassable stream which they could not pass for ten days.




  Sanders took the news along to Bones.




  “This is bad,” said Bones. “Rimilaka will not lose such an opportunity.”




  “He hasn’t,” said Sanders grimly. “His war fires are burning, and he’s gathering a fleet for the invasion of Rimi-Rimi.”




  Sanders was sending his sergeant to arouse Bosambo and bring him to the ship, when that alert man anticipated his wishes. They heard his voice hailing them from the water, and presently he was aboard, and Sanders saw that he was dressed for war.




  He had not come alone, for with him was a warrior in the paraphernalia of the king’s guard.




  “Lord, I bring this man to you,” said Bosambo. “He came to my hut at midnight, and I have made a long palaver with him.”




  “Who is he?” asked Sanders.




  “This man is Okaso, of the king’s guard, and, lord, he desires to serve you.”




  “So I think,” said Sanders sarcastically. “Tell me, Okaso, do you desire to serve me as you served the lord Militini, whom you pushed into the cave of the Old One?”




  “Master, if you speak of Amatini,” said the man calmly, “that was an order. And how should a soldier do if one say to him ‘Do this,’ and he think on the right or wrong of it? But now I come to serve you by the Old Woman’s orders.”




  “To serve me by the Old Woman’s orders?” repeated Sanders incredulously. “O ko, this is strange, for I wish no favour of the Old Woman. And in what way can you serve me, soldier?”




  “Lord, I bring with me many thousand spears, being three regiments, all well commanded and hot for fighting.”




  This was staggering news.




  “How do I know this is not a cunning thing you do, Okaso?” he said. “For when you are mixed with my soldiers, could you not turn and destroy them?”




  “Of that I have thought,” said Okaso, “and I have brought with me my favourite wife and my three children, who shall sit upon your fine ship and be blood for you if I betray you.”




  The man was obviously sincere — so sincere that Bones, who saw a trap in everything, was impressed.




  “Why does she do this, the Old Woman who hates me and has marked me for death?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, she hates the Tofolaka worse, I think,” said Okaso, “because they set up a witch who spoke devilish words about Her Holiness.”




  So the Old Woman was alive. But Hamilton was alive, too, and half the malignity in Sanders’s heart against this terrible power vanished with the knowledge of his friend’s welfare.




  “I will trust you, Okaso,” he said. “Yet you shall bring your woman and your three children on board, and be sure I will have no softness in my heart, for them if you betray me. Tomorrow morning you shall take your canoes and fasten them, the nose of one to the end of another, in a long line, and I will fasten the first by a rope to my ship, and you shall go down the river with magical speed and without labour.”




  “Are you going to the Tofolaka?” said Bones in English, and Sanders nodded.




  “Yes,” he said quietly. “I am going to the village of Tonkini, where Hamilton expects to meet me. It couldn’t have been chosen better for my purpose. From that landing I can throw a force into the heart of Tofolaka, which will bring the main body of Rimilaka’s forces back. Incidentally, it will give the Fongini people time to bridge the river. Although I am not a soldier,” he said. “I believe that to carry the war into your enemy’s country is a favourite plan of all the great strategists.”




  “You’re right,” said the enthusiastic Bones. “Dear old Excellency, you’re absolutely right! That IS my idea!”




  “As for you, Bosambo,” said Sanders, “you will come with me on the Zaire, and I think there’ll be enough fighting for all of us.”




  Before daybreak the Zaire steamed down, strewn, and behind her trailed more canoes in one line than any of the people of Rimi-Rimi had ever seen; and in each canoe sat twelve delighted men of the King’s guard who found their canoes moving without any effort on their part, and that was pleasing, because soldiers do not like work.




  They came to the village of Tonkini at noon, having travelled considerably over a hundred miles in seven hours, and they landed without opposition. Okaso, who was a skilled captain, threw out a screen of skirmishers without finding his enemy in force, though one village showed fight and was taken and burnt.




  The country hereabouts was open.




  They were in the foothills of the Ghost Mountain, and within twenty miles of the path which led to the Ochori country. To secure this path was Sanders’s first consideration, and he sent forward a third of his force to establish themselves in the country to the other side of the road; but Rimilaka had heard news in the night, and, what was more important, had a large force within striking distance of the mountain; and scarcely had the Old King’s guard reached their post when Rimilaka struck with five thousand spears and threw the invaders back halfway to their base.




  Bosambo saw the danger and went forward at the head of two regiments, striking at a point where he guessed the right of Rimilaka’s spears would rest. The manoeuvre was only partially successful, because the greater portion of Rimilaka’s force was now in movement; and though Bosambo reached the enemy’s flank and turned it he had to retire, leaving a considerable portion of his force upon the ground.




  “Lord, I think it is not well,” he said. He had come back to Sanders, bleeding from a wound in his shoulder and very tired. This tiredness he explained simply,




  “I carried back Okaso who is hurt with a spear in the chest, and will die if it is the will of God. But I think this fight is worth all, because the men led me king as they went into battle. So also did Okaso, else,” he added naively. “I would have left him to be chopped.”




  Okaso’s injuries were not as serious as Bosambo thought, but quite bad enough, as Sanders saw when he dressed the wound.




  “You shall go on board my ship, Okaso,” he said, “and I think you will live.”




  “It is a terribly strange thing you do, lord,” said the fighting captain, “saving those who are hurt to death.”




  “That is the way of the new king,” said Sanders, “and the law he brings.”




  He had his mind occupied for the next hour. Rimilaka was attacking in full strength, and once broke through the locked line and would have brought about disaster but for an opportune machinegun post which Bones had sited.




  It was late in the afternoon when Rimilaka delivered his third and most serious blow, and Sanders guessed that every warrior the Tofolaka could muster was attacking. The defensive line gave in waves, and it seemed that the end was at hand. Then Bosambo led his eighty warriors into a crucial gap, and for a moment defeat was averted.




  Sanders sent for Bones, and, handing over his machinegun to his sergeant, Captain Tibbetts reported.




  “If we bolt before this crowd, we’re probably finished in this country,” said Sanders; “and if we don’t bolt, we’re certainly finished. Have the launch ready, and a full head of steam in the Zaire.”




  The belt of land his force was holding was scarcely a mile wide, and behind the warriors was no retreat but the river and their canoes. Rimilaka saw the fight from a hill near by.




  “Now,” he said exultantly, “my day has come, and I shall be king of this land.”




  He called a grey-haired chief to him.




  “Go now and tell my captains to make an end,” he said, “for I see that Sandi’s soldiers are weak, and if we run quickly our enemies will not reach his boat.”




  The old man carried his message and then edged his way into the struggling line, where he was killed.




  And then, when it seemed that nothing could save Sanders and his party, when the line was wavering and only a pitiful remnant of the king’s guard was fighting, and that for its life, Rimilaka turned his head and saw an immense army behind him. They were pouring down the hill through the narrow road which led to the Ochori — Akasava and N’gombi and Ochori — thousands of yellow shields and flashing spear-tops.




  “My daughter,” he stammered, “how is this?”




  He was trembling like a leaf.




  “I think these are foreigners,” she said huskily.




  “You have made me a dead man,” said Rimilaka, and stabbed her between the shoulders with his killing spear.




  Then he went down to meet the new enemy, and died.




  From where he stood Sanders could not see what was happening, only that what appeared to be an inevitably successful enemy was giving way and running in groups, and from far away came the crash of shields and the hoarse shouts of men.




  “O Bosambo,” he called “what is this?”




  “Now, God knows,” said Bosambo, “but I think that this is an answer to the prayers which I have addressed to various gods.”




  He went forward and met none of the enemy and then he raised a great shout, for he had recognized the shields of the company which was coming toward him at a run. He stopped and threw out his arms to them, and the shields opened and a woman came out — a woman very beautiful in Bosambo’s eyes.




  When he returned, bleeding and dusty, to Sanders, he carried the woman sitting on his shoulder.




  “Lord,” he said, “behold Fitema, who is my wife, and who raised the People of the Lower River for our help!”




  




  Sanders put out his hands with a smile and lifted the woman down.




  “I see that you are as good a queen for these people, Fitema, as Bosambo is king,” he said, “and the soft places of the Ochori are not for you.”




  “Lord, that is true,” she said. “Here I come to stay with my man, and my two fine sons will follow me, O Bosambo, why do you dance?”




  Bosambo had stuck his spear head down in the ground and was making little steps about it, performing the dance of the Kroo people, shuffling his feet and slapping his thighs, and as he danced he sang —




  “I am the king of this land, and Fitema is my true wife. I am a follower of the Prophet and of other saints and holy ones, etc.”




  Sanders left him to his joy and to the ecstatic girl, and went on to the ship.




  “I think this finishes our work, Bones,” said Sanders brusquely. “There has been no sign of Hamilton — that is the only thing which is worrying me now.”




  “Not a sign,” said Bones irritably.




  Sanders bit his lip.




  “It is queer,” he said, “but I suppose we mustn’t be particular to an hour or two. He only told us to be here, and he did not specify the hour he would come.”




  “Of course not,” said Bones. His anxiety showed in his voice. “Naturally, dear old Commissioner, we can’t expect him to run to timetable.” He changed the subject with a question.




  “Yes,” answered Sanders, “the casualties are rather heavy, but we’ve settled the Tofolaka, and they will remember this battle for many a day.”




  “There are still two regiments,” said Bones.




  “I doubt it,” said Sanders, with a smile. “You mean the two regiments which are waiting on the banks of the Mala? According to the rumour I got just before I came aboard — and these rumours are mostly right — the Fongini are already across the river, and I do not think the Tofolaka people will trouble us again.”




  He turned and dropped his hands on Bones’s shoulders and shook him gently.




  “Bones. I know a better place than this country, and by this and by that, when I have settled Bosambo firmly, I am going there.”




  “Yes,” said Bones, but with no great heart.




  It was no use trying to make conversation; now that the strain of the battle was removed, they found that a heavier burden rested on them. Night came, and still no sign of Hamilton. They kept the searchlights playing on the river throughout the night, and the morning found them tired and irritable. News had come of the Fongini. They had indeed crossed the river, and the two regiments which had opposed them were no more. Sanders sent a message to the Fongini chief telling him to hold his men and was satisfied that his orders would be obeyed. He knew instinctively that his mission was accomplished, and that the solution he had sought had been found.




  Bosambo, in a more sober mood, brought a startling estimate of the total losses. Rimilaka’s body had been found, also the body of his daughter.




  “Lord, had I found her alive,” said the gentle Fitema, “she would have died slowly, but my man is very gentle with women, as all men know.”




  “You weary me with praise,” said the smug Bosambo. “Yet you have not told our lord how kind I was to the widow of the Akasava man whom I drowned, or how I brought the little children of Kesemi into the hut of my headman because I slew him.”




  “I remember that palaver, Bosambo,” said Sanders, a little twinkle in his eye. “Your headman came to me and complained of your generosity.”




  “Lord, he was a dog,” said Bosambo. “Look!” he yelled. He pointed up the river. In the very centre was a canoe, and it was paddled by a man in a tattered white shirt.




  Sanders raised his glasses and gasped —




  “Hamilton!”




  Hamilton was paddling furiously. Now and again he looked over his shoulder, but there was nothing in sight, and it seemed that he kept to the centre of the river so that he might see behind him, for hereabouts the great river runs in a succession of curls. With a sweep of his paddle he came alongside, and Sanders gripped him by the hand and hauled him aboard.




  “My dear fellow—” he said brokenly, and then could say no more.




  It was an exceedingly clean-looking Hamilton, though his face was pale. His clothes were in tatters and his hair was unusually long. For a moment he could not speak, and then he caught Sanders’s arm and gently pushed him aside.




  “Guns!” he said thickly, and, running to where the Hotchkiss stood, he slipped open the breech and threw in a shell.




  There was nothing in sight, and for a moment Sanders thought that Hamilton’s brain was affected; but it was only for a moment, for round the bend swept a single canoe, and behind twenty others in a line.




  The first canoe was at least fifty yards ahead of those that followed, and it carried one paddler. Again Sanders fixed his glasses, and nearly dropped them, for he recognized the straw coat and the curious birdcage headdress.




  “The Woman of Limbi!” he cried.




  Behind him was a rifle rack and he pulled down a sporting Lee-Metford and slipped in a cartridge from the magazine.




  “What are you going to do?”




  It was Hamilton, and his voice was strained.




  “I’m going to rid this country of its last menace,” said Sanders, “and I rather fancy that I shall not miss her.”




  “Miss whom?” said Hamilton.




  “The Old Woman of Limbi,” said Sanders, and as he fired Hamilton knocked up his gun.




  “Sanders,” he said breathlessly “Sanders — she is my wife! if you must shoot, shoot the devils who are following her!”




  XII. What Happened to Hamilton
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  Every man gifted with imagination has speculated upon the manner in which he would meet the great moment of his dissolution. It is an idle speculation for nine hundred and ninety-nine out of every thousand, since death at the end has no terrors and excites no fear.




  Hamilton of the Houssas had stood before the narrow slit of the Old Woman’s cave, and had bent his head and gone in, believing that the end had come. And he had closed his eyes before the flashing blade of the sword. His last vision had been of a monstrous shape that eyed him furtively, as he thought, behind a fringe of grass tassels. Then he had heard the slash and thud of the sword and his knees had given way.




  A swoon may last for an hour or the fraction of a second. Before Hamilton’s knees had touched the ground, he had instinctively thrown out a foot to save himself, and he was not dead. He felt something shiver against his foot, and looked down. There was sufficient light in the cave to see clearly. The kid which was part of the sacrifice was dead, kicking its last as he looked. And then his eyes slowly travelled in the direction of the cave entrance. He saw the Old Woman, watched her caperings, saw the swing of her bloody sword, and then she came back slowly and stood before him, waiting.




  “O woman, end this,” said Hamilton in Bomongo, but still she did not speak. He thought she was watching the entrance of the cave and he turned again and saw the backs of the departing soldiers. Then she went behind him, and he felt her cutting at the ropes which bound him In a second he was free, and his hand dropped on the revolver at his belt,




  “I’m so sorry to have scared you,” said a voice in English, and he stepped back, staring.




  The hands with their leopard-skin gloves went and lifted the cage-like structure from her head, and he saw a head such as he had never dreamt of seeing in any land, and never in the wildest delirium of fever had expected to see in the Old King’s country. The hair was dull gold, the calm beautiful face was perfect in shape and colouring. And then he recognized her and fell back a pace. “Diana Ferguson!” he breathed, and she nodded slowly, peeling off her leopard-skin gloves.




  




  “Don’t speak loudly,” she said in a low voice, “Wait, and I will take you to a safe place.”




  She had stripped off her gloves and unfastened the straw jacket which reached to her feet and put it carefully by one of the walls, and it was so stiff and heavy that it stood of itself. Then she unfastened her hair, which was bunched on the top of her head, and shook it loose, and it fell in a billow of gold over her shoulders.




  Hamilton could only stare stupidly at the girl, and had eyes for nothing else. Then she took his hand to guide him, and he followed her over the uneven floor of the cave and along a zigzag passage which was in complete darkness.




  He guessed that she was finding her way by touching the wall, for she walked along without hesitation; and after a while he saw a dim light ahead, which proved to be the reflected light from a fire which was burning in the principal chamber of the cave.




  It was an immense cavern, the roof of which, he judged, was a hundred feet high. The floor space was a rough oval — he afterwards measured it — of eighty feet at its longest and forty-five feet at its widest. The walls rose almost perpendicularly, and at one side ran a flight of steps roughly hewn, the end of which he could not see in the gloom.




  Another thing he noticed was that the smoke rose straight, and the air was sweet and good. In the wall opposite to the “stairway” were two deep alcoves, and in one of these was a native hut deeply thatched, and he wondered whether the Old Woman or the girl had erected this, and just why this additional privacy was necessary.




  Diana Ferguson was looking at him curiously, and coloured when his eyes met hers.




  “You are the first white man I have seen for five years,” said she, with a little catch in her voice. “The first strange white man, I mean.”




  “I am dazed,” smiled Hamilton, “I suppose I’m not dreaming.”




  She answered with a smile of peculiar sweetness.




  “You don’t know what a relief it is to me that you are here,” she said. “I did try so hard to catch all three of you, and I marked Mr Sanders—”




  “You?”




  She shook her head.




  “My poor girl did that. They call her tchu. She was a girl who had been marked for death by the king years ago. Do you feel hungry?” she asked. “I have food here.”




  “I am hungry for information,” he laughed, “and I am mystified beyond words. Tell me first, is the Old Woman here?”




  She shook her head. “I am the Old Woman,” she said simply. And then Hamilton jumped, for a feeble voice called “Diana!”




  “Who’s that?” he said starting to his feet.




  She laid her hand on his and smiled. “My father,” she said, and went into the hut.




  She was gone for some time, and when she returned there was a worried frown on her face.




  “Father is very ill,” she said, “He has been ill for some time.”




  “Your father?” he repeated incredulously. “Surely he was—”




  “I’ll tell you the whole story,” she said, and settled down on a rug by the fire.




  She seemed unconscious of the scantiness of her attire, for the thin dress she wore left her shoulders bare, and the skirt was little longer than a kilt.




  “We were marked for destruction, you know. Have you seen my mother?”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “Is she well?” asked the girl quickly, and when he replied in the affirmative, “Thank God!” she said. “I’m so worried that I didn’t ask, though of course I knew she escaped, and I prayed that she had not gone mad under the strain. We had a mission, as you know, and we were really doing good work until the Old Woman grew jealous of father’s influence and demanded our lives from the king. We had no idea that there was any danger — though one of the servants had given us a half warning — and the first intimation we had that anything was wrong was when Mofolobo, the king’s hunter, came into the hut while we were at breakfast, and, without any warning, struck at my father. Father managed to avoid the blow, and what followed seems like a bad dream. I saw them struggling in the hut, and I saw mother running towards the river. And then Mofolobo came out with such an evil look on his face that my blood turned to ice. I was paralysed for a moment, and then turned and ran, Mofolobo following me. I flew into the woods, and I heard, him coming after me. I was very agile in those days and could climb a tree like a cat. I can still climb,” she said, with a half smile, “but I don’t think I would dare do the things I did then.”




  “There were several big, bushy trees with low branches, and, seizing an opportunity when I was out of sight of him, I leapt up, caught the lowest branch, and drew myself up and out of sight, crouching against the trunk and clasping it tightly, praying that the movement of the leaves would not betray me. Fortunately there was a wind blowing that day, and Mofolobo passed me by. I remained still, and presently he came back, looking at the path, and apparently puzzled, for I heard him talking to himself. He could track me to the spot where the branch crosses the path, but after that the trail was broken. I don’t know why he did not think of looking into the tree, and once I think he did glance up, but dismissed the possibility of my hiding there as being an unlikely one. I heard him thrashing the bushes with his spear, and once I heard a scream, and my heart came into my mouth; but it seems that Mofolobo must have detected something crouching in the low grass and have speared it, only to find that it was a monkey. It was a monkey’s cry I heard.”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “That is why he cleaned his spear,” he said.




  “Did he? Then you know—” began the girl.




  “I know nothing,” said Hamilton, “except that he was seen coming out of the wood cleaning his spear.”




  “When night fell,” said the girl, “I went on through the wood, hoping to reach the river and find a canoe in which I could get through Hell’s Gate to the Ochori Country, where I knew Mr. Sanders, the Commissioner, was. But I must have lost my bearings in the dark, and wandered on, and nearly walked into a village.




  “That would have been fatal, for the Old Woman’s word had gone out, and I knew I should be captured. I could not depend upon even the most devout of our converts. For three days and nights I travelled, and one morning at daybreak I found myself on the northern slopes of Mount Limpisi. I had heard of the terrible Old Woman and I knew, of course, that if I fell into her clutches there was small hope for my life.




  “That night I managed to make my way to the far side of the mountain, which country people think is haunted. Beyond the mountain, as you know, is a desert, where wild animals abound and where it would be almost impossible to find food. The north side of the mountain is pitted with holes and caves, but these, I found, were mostly used as lairs by wild animals, and I had a narrow escape from a leopard mother whom I had disturbed.




  “Food was the greatest difficulty; of water there was plenty, for the northern hills abound in streams. I had been living on nuts, and I had got a supply of these tied up in the apron I was wearing. To these I added a bunch of bananas which I had stolen from a native garden on the outskirts of one of the villages, and this was sufficient to sustain me whilst I explored the hill. For I knew that, even if I found a likely hiding-place, I should have to go at least once a week into the populated country to get my food, for on the hill there are no trees but junipers and pines.




  “I suppose I was a thousand feet up the hill when I discovered what looked to me like a likely cave. I went in carefully, listening and smelling—” she smiled “ — but there was no beast smell. And I found myself in what reminded me of a mine gallery — we came from a mining district in Wales. I found the passage, which was perfectly straight, but sloped downwards, and the light from the opening was sufficient to enable me to find my way. But presently this failed, and I stopped. I hadn’t the courage to go on in the dark, for I did not know where the passage led to.




  “I was on the point of turning back, when I heard a faint sound ahead of me — as though somebody was striking the rock with a stick. I thought that in the darkness I could not be detected, and, though I was dreadfully frightened, I determined to go on a little farther. I walked half a dozen paces down the incline, and then, reaching out my foot, I felt I was stepping into the air, and drew back, half dead with fright. I lay flat on the ground and reached down, and it was very ridiculous, for what I had thought was the edge of a precipice was really a step. Less than a foot down I found firm foothold. This, too, terminated abruptly, and again I investigated, this time with my foot, to find another ledge, and I realized that I was on a man-made stairway. That is it.” She pointed up to the wall of the cave. “There are five hundred of those steps,” she said, and Hamilton gasped. “Father thinks they must have been made thousands of years ago, and that this was a mine chamber. He has found garnets and little diamonds here, but nothing of any value. But I must tell you what happened,” she went on.




  “It was very slow progress I made, for I was in fear that there might be a break in the steps, and I had to test every one before I put my weight upon it. After an awful long time — it seemed a whole day — I saw a glimmer of light at the end, which was sufficient, at any rate, to show me the stairs and enable me to move more quickly. Then, as the light grew stronger, I became cautious. Fortunately I was wearing a pair of rubber-soled shoes that made no sound, but the stairs were so littered with stones that the danger of making some sort of sound was a very grave one.




  “After a while I came in sight of this cave, and when I looked down I nearly swooned, for there, seated before a fire, was the most awful woman I have ever seen. I think the Woman of Limbi must have been a hundred years old.”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “She was terribly thin, and I could count every rib from where I stood. She sat before the fire, crooning and talking to herself, swaying backwards and forwards like a demented thing; and I am sure she was mad, and must have been mad for many years. I hardly dared draw breath, but, pressed close to the wall, I peeped down at her. And at that moment I really had a fear that she might be possessed of supernatural powers.




  “After a long time she got up from the fire and went out through the passageway to the entrance to the cave. She had been roasting a chicken, and it was laid on a leaf by the side of the fire, and the smell of the food was maddening, for I was hall starving. I could hear the shuffle of her feet growing fainter, and then I grew bold. I knew I was strong enough to overcome that puny old creature, and the only danger was that she might have some attendants within call. I risked that, and, running down the remainder of the steps, I snatched up the food and ate ravenously. I am afraid I was an awful pig,” she added naively, and Hamilton chuckled.




  “The Old Woman did not return, and, once my appetite was satisfied, I fell into a panic. I looked round this room and saw, against one of the walls, a heap of swords. You know that every sacrifice that comes to the cave brings his own sword?”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “I didn’t hesitate. I took up the smallest and drew it. It was awful.” She shuddered. “The blade was rusted with blood, but at the time this did not trouble me. I listened, and there was no sound. And then I crept along the dark passage where I led you into the outer cave. By this time my eyes had got accustomed to the gloom, and there was no difficulty in finding my way. I came stealthily into the outer cave, expecting every minute to see the Old Woman’s horrible face; but as I turned the corner I heard her squeaking, and, putting my head round, I saw the back of her standing at the entrance to the cave, haranguing the soldiers, who had evidently brought a victim.




  “The sacrifice was a girl, younger than I, and the poor thing was howling most dismally. Her hands were strapped behind her, and she carried a sword at her waist, and the little goat was fastened by a rope to her neck, as yours was. I don’t know what it was, but at the sight of that wretched victim, something inside me boiled up. The Old Woman backed into the cave and stood ready to receive the shrinking girl, who came sobbing toward her. Then, as the Old Woman brought up her sword, I struck at her.”




  Again she shuddered and covered her face.




  “It was terrible, but I didn’t realize how terrible it was till long after. She dropped like a stone, and I think I must have killed her instantaneously. I grabbed the girl by the hand and pushed her into the passage, and then I realized — for I had heard about the custom of the Old Woman — that the soldiers were waiting to ‘feel blood.’ I was horror-stricken. If the woman did not go out, I thought they might have come in. There was nothing else to do. I lifted the headdress of the Old Woman of Limbi, and with trembling fingers I undid her straw cloak. I won’t ask you to imagine my feelings when I put on that terrible hat of hers and fastened the cloak round me. The straw seemed to clutch my arms. But, as it happened, nothing could have been better, for, by stooping slightly, I could make the dress reach the ground, and the leopard paws which she wore on her hands hid the fact that my hands were white.




  “I picked up the sword and, going to the entrance of the cave, I sprinkled the people, and must have been on the verge of collapse, for when I came back I fainted, I got rid of the dress and went in search of the sacrifice. I found her sitting by the fire, shivering. Like all native girls she was stupid, and it took me hours to explain that she was not going to be killed. When I told her that I had killed the Old Woman of Limbi, I thought she would have died with horror.”




  “She was your tchu!” said Hamilton, with sudden realization.




  Diana nodded.




  “The Old Woman used to have a familiar, who would scare people who had been brought to her cave with the death mark, and they would act as her messengers until the mad old thing would chop her companion and take another. You don’t know how many weeks it took me to convince this girl that she would not share the fate of her predecessors. Afterwards she became most devoted, and was the dearest, kindest thing—” Her voice broke. “She died last week,” she said simply.




  “Then she came to mark us?” asked Hamilton.




  “Yes, I sent her, knowing that she would be immune and would not be molested. She carried a message, which apparently you did not get. She left it on Mr. Sanders’s desk, I gathered.”




  “And Mofolobo found it there when he came in with his soldiers to the city,” said Hamilton. “But your father?”




  “That came later,” said the girl. “Two days after I had taken up my residence in the cave and had managed to clean the Old Woman’s dress so that it was at least wearable. I heard a hubbub at the mouth of the cave, and went there, to find my father. Of course, I was wearing the straw coat and the mask, and he did not recognize me, and it broke my heart even to pretend that I was going to hurt him. This time I had to find blood, and the kid which came as part of the sacrifice was the unfortunate little victim. Ugh!




  “Father was quite demented with fever and the treatment he had received, and that made things easier. He told me afterwards that he did not recollect being brought to the cave, and knew nothing until he woke up and found himself here.”




  Hamilton asked her about Kufusu, the messenger whose head had been sent to Sanders.




  “I know nothing of him,” she said. “The guard settle matters like that — in the interest of the Old Woman,” she said, with a grimace.




  She got up quickly and turned towards the hut. There was standing in the doorway a grey-haired man in a ragged shirt and trousers, who looked at Hamilton with a queer little smile. The girl was at his side, and, drawing his arm round her shoulder, she supported him to the fire.




  “Major Hamilton?” said the old man, “I met you, I think, when I came through your territory years ago.”




  “I remember you quite well, sir,” said Hamilton.




  “You have seen my wife?” said the missionary anxiously, and Hamilton told what news he could of the distracted woman who had come to the Commissioner’s house on a memorable night.




  “Thank God, she’s safe!” said the missionary quietly. “I have tried to get word through, but it has been impossible. I am without writing materials and the only method of communication I have found — and that hasn’t proved very effective — has been to write on wood with a burnt stick, How we shall manage now that poor Lazai is dead, I do not know,” he said.




  “How do you manage about food?” asked Hamilton.




  “It comes regularly. One of the guard brings it and leaves it in the entrance of the hut every morning. Of late we have had a great deal of goats’ milk. I am afraid this is going to be a trying time for you, Major Hamilton.”




  “Is there no chance of escaping by the way you came in?” asked Hamilton, and the girl shook her head.




  “You may get to the north side of the hill,” she said, “but since I came, new villages have sprung up on each side, and it is quite impossible to reach the river without passing through the village, and that is one of the guard’s posts.”




  Hamilton slept that night by the fire, and early the next morning he made a reconnaissance of the stairway, up which, he learnt, the tchu had reached the outer world. From the hill slope he looked across a barren desert to a low range of mountains which might have been fifty miles away, such was the clearness of the desert atmosphere. And then he walked down one side of the hill, and had not gone far before he came within sight of the guard village and the flowing river beyond.




  The next day he made a reconnaissance in the other direction, without any greater success, though he might have broken through alone, for he had his two pistols and a reserve of ammunition; but that would mean leaving the girl and her father alone, and he suspected that the old man was nearing his end.




  One night, after Hamilton had been in the cave a week, Mr. Ferguson had a bad heart attack, and Hamilton thought it was all over. But the old man rallied surprisingly, though his recovery, Hamilton was certain, could only be temporary. Ferguson himself had no doubt as to this, nor had the girl, for whose quiet courage and cheerfulness Hamilton’s admiration was reaching a more tender phase.




  “I am afraid,” she said one night, her hands gripped together in an agony of sorrow. “If we only had medicine!”




  Hamilton groaned.




  “I have a medicine-chest in my cabin,” he said, “That is the maddening thought.”




  He thought all one afternoon, sitting on the hillside and watching two leopards at play on the plain below, and then an inspiration came to him, and he went down the steps into the cave.




  “Who carries out your orders, Diana?” he asked. He had reached the stage of friendship where the conventional prefix seemed absurd.




  “O man,” she said, in a pathetic attempt at pleasantry, “all men obey me!”




  “But tell me, Diana, suppose you wanted something done? Suppose you wanted Sanders caught?”




  “I should send for Okaso,” she said. “Why? Do you wish him captured? I am afraid he will be more difficult than you.”




  “Would Okaso carry out the instructions you gave him?”




  “For the moment, yes,” she said.




  “Now, listen to me,” said Hamilton, and instructed her minutely.




  Hope showed in the girl’s face.




  “He may fail,” she said. “The natives are rather clumsy when they are dealing with civilized things. Is this the key of your cabin? Isn’t it curious! I haven’t seen a key for years.”




  She held it in her hand for a moment, then went into the outer cave and donned her grass cloak and headdress. The guard of virgins saw the Old Woman standing in the entrance to the cave, and one ran toward her, flinging herself upon her face.




  “Send for Okaso,” said the girl, and Okaso came before sundown and prostrated himself.




  “O Okaso, captain of my guard,” said the girl in shrill Bomongo, “take this devil thing which I give to you, and tell one who is very cunning to go to Rimi-Rimi. First he shall buy one of the grey birds that moan from the white man Saudi; and if Sandi will not sell, though you offer a very precious price, let one be stolen; for my spirit has told me that I must make a sacrifice of a grey bird.”




  “O Devil Woman,” said Okaso, “this shall be.”




  “Take this also, Okaso, my servant,” said Diana, and flung the key down by the side of his face. “On the big white canoe where the white men dwell are three houses of wood. This devil thing which I give you shall he put in a certain hole in the middle door and turned, and then will the door open by magic, and whosoever goes will pass in. And there he shall find a great box, and he shall break it open, and take from there a box which is of the colour of a banana when it is fully ripe. And that and the grey bird you shall bring to me.”




  “Lady, this shall be,” said Okaso. “But my head is full of holes, so, Holy One, say over again all you have told me.”




  Twice and a third time she repeated her instructions, and Okaso took the key in his hand and was going down the hill, when she called him. An idea came to her on the spur of the moment. She would never have dared this, but for the courage and confidence Hamilton’s presence had brought.




  “O Okaso, this, too, is my order — that you shall take all your soldiers and go to Rimi-Rimi.”




  “Lady, is it war?” he asked eagerly. “For this my young men desire.”




  “It is war, but the white man’s war, for he goes against the Tofolaka, which have put shame on me.”




  He stood petrified with astonishment.




  “Lady, must I join the white man and the new king?”




  “It is my order,” she said, and he turned and walked down the hill.




  “You wonderful girl!” said Hamilton. “We can give your father a new lease of life if we can get my medicine-chest. And if the pigeons come, Diana, our imprisonment is over, for I can get a message through to Sanders.”




  That night Mr. Ferguson was taken ill again, and when he had recovered he sent Diana away.




  “Hamilton,” he said in a weak voice, “I do not think I have long to live.”




  “Don’t say that, sir,” said Hamilton, with a cheerfulness he was far from feeling, and the old man did not speak for some time.




  “Hamilton,” he said at last, “I am worried about Diana. I am leaving her here — with you — and Heaven knows when you can get away.”




  “I hope we shall all get away soon,” said Hamilton quietly.




  “I have hoped that for five years,” said the missionary, with a faint smile. “But if you do not, and you are kept a prisoner here — you and Diana — it does not seem to me possible that you can avoid loving her.”




  Hamilton’s heart gave a leap, and the old man must have read something in his eyes.




  “Or she you,” he said slowly, “for she is a young and loving girl.” He stopped. “Are you married?” he asked, with an effort.




  “No, sir,” said Hamilton.




  “Would you — marry Diana? You understand what I mean, Hamilton? If you escape from here after being for years with my daughter — it would not be well for her.”




  “I quite understand that, sir, and I shall be happy to marry Diana if — Why, you could marry us,” he said suddenly, and Mr. Ferguson nodded.




  “I thought that,” he said. “That was what I meant.”




  And there in the cave, by the light of the fire that night, a dying clergyman married them — Hamilton of the Houssas and the Devil Woman of Limbi. That night the girl went into the hut to take her father some food and found him sleeping. She went back again an hour later, and came out white of face and sobbed her grief on Hamilton’s shoulder.




  They buried Mr.. Ferguson in a cavern — and there were many — in one of the side passages of the outer cave, and he had been dead two days when the servant of Okaso fell at the mouth of the cave with a pigeon in one hand and a medicine-chest in the other.




  The medicine-chest was useless now, but the pigeon was good. Hamilton stroked the pretty head of the bird, thinking the while.




  “You know this country ever so better than I, Diana,” he said. “What chance is there of our escaping, suppose we reached the river?”




  She thought a moment.




  “If we could get past the big fishing village Tonkini, which is just north of Hell’s Gate, we are safe,” she said. “But there are always soldiers patrolling those waters in their canoes, and I think they are kept there for the purpose of arresting fugitives. You must have seen the village as you passed.”




  “We came by in the dark,” said Hamilton, with a little smile, “and certainly they would not have stopped us.”




  He wrote his message and threw the bird, and not until it was on its way did he tell the girl what that message had been.




  “We leave here in four days,” he said, and she stared at him.




  “It is impossible! How can you—”




  “I can push my way through the village,” said Hamilton, “and this is my plan.”




  His plan was a simple one. He himself would walk boldly to the village and shoot down opposition. He would take a canoe and begin a leisurely journey. Afterwards the girl must come in her Old Woman’s dress and must pursue him, ordering the guards to follow — and guards there were certain to be, for Okaso would leave a considerable detachment for her protection.




  “They will keep a respectable distance from you,” said Hamilton. “and you can regulate your distance from me, and give us both a much easier time than if we were together. For once they suspected you were white, and had killed the Old Woman of Limbi, every village would send its canoes to intercept you.”




  Everything fell out he had arranged, except that they left in the evening instead of the morning, and the opposition at the village had been surprisingly slight. They were twenty miles from safety when a puff of wind had taken out Diana’s straw mask, and men had seen the golden hair and the white face, although she had replaced the headdress immediately. But because they believed her gifted with divine power to change herself into whatsoever she wished, their suspicions did not take shape until they had reached the bend of the river which hid them from the Zaire; and then, when Hamilton increased his speed and Diana followed suit, it broke upon their dull minds that they had been tricked, and the long war canoes swept forward at double pace till a shell from the Zaire checked the pursuit with disconcerting suddenness.




  Two months later a party of four breakfasted at “Read’s Hotel,” overlooking the Bay of Funchal, and they were in holiday mood, for the Coast boat, which had made a call at Madeira, was staying for twelve hours. They were grouped about a table set on a piled patio, and the glories of bougainvillea and climbing roses and fragrant heliotrope were about them. Only Bones did not do justice to himself in that festive atmosphere, for he was a very thoughtful young man, and had been for some days,




  “Ham,” he asked in a hoarse whisper, “are you going to write the story of your experience in the cave and all that sort of stuff, dear old thing?”




  “I’ve told you twenty times, if I’ve told you once,” said the patient Hamilton, “that I am not going to write anything about any adventures whatsoever.”




  Bones looked round with a furtive air of secrecy, though the conversation was audible to every one at table —




  “Do you mind if I write it, dear old thing?”




  “I certainly object to your writing anything about me,” said Hamilton.




  “Impetuous and modest one, I wasn’t going to write it about you, my jolly old adventurer. I was going to write it about — do you mind if I describe my own adventures in the cave?”




  “But you weren’t there,” said the indignant Hamilton.




  Bones made a tut-tut of annoyance.




  “What I mean, dear old thing, is this,” he said, “and I really am surprised that your jolly old brain hasn’t received the impression before. My suggestion is that I should write of your adventures as my own. How does that strike you?”




  “And how will you explain me?” asked Diana Hamilton, and Bones was nonplussed.




  “H’m!” he coughed. “That would lead to complications, serious complications, jolly old Devil Lady.”




  “Why not—” it was Sanders who spoke “ — why not write the report for the League of Nations, Bones?”




  “That’s an idea, sir,” said Bones, brightening up.




  “And don’t forget,” said Hamilton, putting sugar in his coffee, “that ‘League’ is spelt with a ‘u’.”




  “It is wholly unnecessary to tell me that,” said Bones. “I know it is spelt with a ‘u’. L — E — E — G — U — E — League, dear old thing. And there is only one ‘c’ in ‘Nations.’ There are certain things I don’t want tellin’, Ham.”




  Bones of the River (1923)
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  “Look after the chickens,” said Hamilton sardonically, “put the cat out, and don’t forget to wind up the clock,”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts inclined his head with, as he believed, a certain quiet dignity.




  “And take something for that stiff neck of yours,” added Hamilton.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders came back from the deck of the Zaire to the little concrete quay that jutted out from the residency grounds.




  He was leaving on a short tour of inspection, and with him went Captain Hamilton and half a company of Houssas. Mr. Tibbetts, whose more familiar name was Bones, was staying behind in charge, and would be for seven days Deputy Commissioner, Deputy Commander of the troops, Deputy Paymaster-General, and Chief of Staff. He was also temporarily in control of twentyfive Orpington hens, three cockerels and a new fowl-house, the property of his superior officer. The cat and the clock were figments of Captain Hamilton’s imagination.




  “And by the way” — Hamilton, one foot on the deck of the little steamer and one on the quay, turned— “cut out the fairy tales, Bones.”




  Mr. Tibbetts raised his eyebrows patiently and looked resigned.




  “If you have to entertain callers, tell ’em something useful such as: A squared plus B squared equals C squared — a little algebra would improve the moral status of the wandering Isisi.”




  Once before, whilst Bones had been in charge of the station, there had come a canoe from the Isisi country, carrying a small chief with a grievance to lay before the Commissioner. And Bones, being unable to settle their problem, had improved the shining hour by giving them a rough-and-ready translation from Grimm. It was not a happy experiment, for when the little chief had gone back to his village he had practised the new magic, with disastrous results, for, failing to turn his nagging wife into a tree, he had, in his annoyance, beaten her so severely that she had died.




  “Lord, the magic was as the lord Tibbetts told me, for I sprinkled her with water and said ‘Be thou a tree,’ but because the woman has an evil mind she would not obey the lord’s magic.”




  Bones sniffed.




  “Sarcasm, my dear old commander, is wasted on me. I shall simply shut myself up with my jolly old studies and refuse to see anybody. As to your indecent old cocks and hens, I refuse absolutely to have anything to do with ‘em. There’s nothing in King’s Regulations about looking after chickens — I hate to remind you, but you really ought to know, dear old officer, that it’s not my duty to give them their milk or whatever nourishment the unfortunate animals want…”




  “Goodbye, Bones,” called Sanders from the bridge. “O boy, let go the big rope!”




  The hawser splashed into the water, and her stern wheel moving briskly, the Zaire slipped to midstream and set her nose to the tawny current.




  “Teach ’em the new two-step!” shouted Hamilton derisively.




  “Teach your own chickens!” screeched Bones.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts had three daydreams. In point of fact, he had near three hundred, but there were three favourites. The first of these had to do with the rescue of beautiful females from various dangers. Bones possessed (in his dream) a dark girl with big, luminous eyes and slim, svelte figure. And a fair girl with a complexion like milk and a figure that was not so slim; and a dashing and rather a fastish kind of girl, who got into scrapes against his earnest advice, defied him and went her own wilful way, leaving a stern young lover behind whose grief and anguish none would guess from a glance at his pale, set face. And when he rescued her, she used either to fall weeping into his arms, or fall weeping to her knees, or fall prostrate at his feet. She invariably fell one way or another, and was forgiven, or wasn’t forgiven, according to the mood in which Bones happened to be.




  His second dream was of digging up enormous sums of money and buying a wonderful yacht, which would be manned by silent, saturnine and mysterious men. He would sail to unknown seas and reappear unexpectedly at Cowes. It wasn’t always at Cowes — but was invariably before a large, fashionable and appreciative audience. And beautiful girls would see the yacht come sailing majestically to its anchorage, and would say to one another or anybody who happened to be round:




  “It is the The Yellow Vampire returned from one of its strange voyages. Look! That is Captain Tibbetts, the millionaire, on the bridge. They say he hates women. How I should like to know him!”




  He had a third, and this was the dearest of all. It involved the discovery by the higher authorities of his extraordinary powers of organisation, his amazing knowledge of criminology, and the fear that his name inspired in the breasts of evildoers. Delicate and refined young women riding in the park would turn and gaze after his sombre figure and glance significantly at one another.




  “That is Commissioner Tibbetts of the C.I.D. Never a day passes but his ruthless hand drags a murderer to the gallows. How black and sinister his life must be! I wish I could get an introduction to him.”




  Bones had made many incursions into the realms of crime investigation. They had not been very successful. He had read books on criminology, and had studied learned textbooks in which scientific men with foreign names tabulated the size of criminals’ ears and drew remarkable conclusions from the shapes of their noses. This branch of the study became unpopular when he found, in the shape of Captain Hamilton’s eyebrow, proof positive of homicidal tendencies.




  Bones lay stretched in the shade of a little matted verandah before his hut It was a roasting hot day, with not so much as a breeze from the sea to temper the furnace-like atmosphere of headquarters.




  Bones was not asleep. It was equally true that he was not awake. He was arresting a man whose crimes had baffled the police of the world until, misguidedly, he came into the orbit of that lynx-eyed sleuth, “Trailer” Tibbetts of Scotland Yard.




  Suddenly the patter of bare feet, and Bones blinked and was awake. It was a lanky, barefooted corporal of Houssas, and he brought his hand stiffly to his scarlet tarbosh.




  “There is a canoe from the upper country. I have told the men that they must wait until you have spoken.”




  “Eh?” said Bones huskily. “What’s this nonsense? Arrest the man and bring him before me!”




  He might have been reciting the Iliad for all the corporal understood, for he was speaking in English.




  “Bring them,” he said at last. “And, Mahmet, have you given food to the cluck-cluck?”




  “Lord, you said that you yourself would carry food to the cluck-cluck Water I gave them because they made fearful noises.”




  Bones screwed in his eyeglass and glared.




  “Bring the men: then take food to the birds which are as the apple of Militini’s eye, being his own aunts turned by enchantment—” He stopped, remembering Hamilton’s warning. Bones loved fury stories.




  So there came to him M’gula of the Upper Ochori, an old man of forty, with a big head and a wrinkled face.




  “I see you, Tibbetti” he boomed, as he squatted in the hot sunlight.




  “I see you, man,” said Bones. “Now, tell me why you have come in your big canoe. Sandi is not with me, having gone to the Isisi country, but I sit in his place and give justice.” This Bones magnificently.




  “Lord, I have heard of you and your wise words. From the river-with-one-bank to the mountains of the old king, people speak of you clapping their hands. It is said that you are greater than Sandi, being a magician. For you take things in your hand and they disappear. Also from the air you take silver dollars. Also it is said that from an empty pot you have drawn beautiful things, such as birds and pieces of cloth and small animals.”




  Bones coughed a little self-consciously. He had once performed a few conjuring tricks before an awestricken audience. Happily Hamilton knew nothing of this.




  “So, lord, I came, knowing that the lord Sandi was going to the Isisi, because I have many thoughts that trouble my mind.” In a country where men have been known to travel a thousand miles to seek the answer to a riddle, it was not remarkable that one should make the long journey from the Ochori to find relief even from a trivial worry, and Bones waited.




  “Lord, I am a man who has lived many years thinking greatly, but doing little-little. My own brother is chief of K’mana and has a medal about his neck, and men say ‘kwas’ to his judgments. Now I, who am greater than he because of my thoughts, am only a common man. Tell me, Tibbetti, must all men be as they were born?”




  Bones began to take an interest.




  “Man, what is your name?” And when his visitor had told him: “M’gula, many men have been born common, but have come to greatness. That is well known.”




  Warming to his subject, and conscious of the improving character of his lecture, Bones became very voluble. He cited the story of a certain young Corsican officer of artillery who had reached for a throne; he told of a poverty-stricken boy in a rolling-mill (“a wonder of iron” he called him) who had acquired riches; he ransacked and misquoted history to preach the doctrine of opportunism, and M’gula of the Upper Ochori sat motionless, entranced.




  “Now I see that you are wiser than M’Shimba, and greater than ghosts,” he said, when Bones had talked himself out. “And I have a warm feeling in my stomach because I know that men become great from their thoughts.”




  He came again the next morning, and Bones, who in the meantime had raked up a few more historical instances, continued his discourse on Self-Help.




  “The leopard comes once to the net” (thus he paraphrased the proverb of opportunity knocking at the door), “and if the net is fast, behold, he is your meat! But if the net is old and the pit is shallow, he goes and comes no more.”




  M’gula went back to the Ochori country an enlightened man.




  A month after his return, his brother, the chief, was seized with a passionate desire to stand up before the people of his village and recite the poem called “M’sa.” It is a poem by all standards, native or white, for it deals with death in a picturesque and imaginative way. There was not a man or a man-child from one end of the territory to the other who could not recite “M’sa” had he been so terribly defiant of devils and ju-jus. But it is the law that “M’sa” must be taught in whispers and in secret places from whence all birds have been frightened, for birds are notoriously members of the spirit world that carry news and chatter in their strange ways about the souls of men.




  In a whisper must the poem be taught; in a whisper recited, and then the last word, which is “M’sa,” must never be uttered. No man has ever explained what “M’sa” means. It is enough that it is so fearful a word that it sets men shivering even to think of it.




  It is recorded that for a hundred years no man, sane or mad, had spoken “M’sa,” so that when Busubu, the little chief of the Ochori, stood up by the village fire and, with some dramatic ability, recited the great poem in a tremendous voice, his people first sat frozen with horror at the sacrilege and its terrible significance, then broke and fled to their huts, hands to ears. In the night, when Busubu was sleeping, his two sons and his brother came to his hut and wakened him softly.




  He rose and went with them into the forest, and they walked all night until they came to a big swamp where crocodiles laid their eggs. The waters of the pool rippled arid swirled continuously in the grey light of dawn.




  They rested by the side of a small lake, and the brother spoke.




  “Busubu, you have brought upon the people the terrible Ghost who shall make us all slaves. This we know because our father told us. This ghost is chained by the leg at the bottom of this swamp, waiting for the words of ‘M’sa’ to reach him, when he shall be free. Now, I think, Busubu, you must speak to this spirit.”




  “O man and brother,” whimpered Busubu the chief, “I would not have said the terrible words if you had not told me that it was the order of Sandi that I should do this. For did you not come secretly to my hut and say that Sandi had killed the ghost and that all men might say ‘M’sa’ without fear?”




  “You are mad and a liar,” said M’gula calmly. “Let us finish.”




  And because they would not have his blood on their hands, they roped him to a tree near by where the ripples ran most frequently, and they put out his eyes and left him, They rested awhile within earshot of the place, and when, in the afternoon, they heard certain sounds of pain, they knew that their work was consummated and went hack to the village.




  “Now, Sons of Busubu,” said the uncle of the young men, “if this matter goes to the ear of Sandi, he will come with his soldiers and we shall hang. Tomorrow let us call a full palaver of the people in this village, and all those countrymen who live in the forest, and tell them that Busubu was mad and fell into the river, and was drowned.”




  “His leg being caught by the terrible ones,” suggested his nephew helpfully. “And, M’gula, I will sit in my father’s place and give justice. When Sandi comes, and hearing me speak cleverly, he shall say: ‘This son of Busubu is my chief.’”




  His proposal aroused no enthusiasm.




  “It is I who will sit in the place of my brother, for I am an old man, and old men are wise. And when Sandi comes I will speak for you both,” he added cunningly.




  And so it was arranged. M’gula sat on the stool of office on the thatched palaver house, and gave judgment and made speeches. One day he invited his two nephews to a great feast of fish and maniac. After the feast the young men were taken ill. They were buried in a middle island the next morning, and M’gula took their wives into his house. Bosambo, Paramount Chief of the Ochori, heard rumours, and sent a pigeon to Sanders a month or so later.




  “M’gula? Who the devil is M’gula?” demanded Hamilton.




  They were at breakfast in the big, airy diningroom of the residency. Sanders had read aloud a message that had come by pigeon post that morning.




  “My dear old Ham!” said Bones, who sat opposite to him, “my dear Captain and Honourable! Do you mean to tell me that you don’t know M’gula?”




  Lieutenant Tibbets sat with coffee cup poised, an expression of incredulity and wonder on his pink face. He spoke a little thickly.




  “I wish to heavens, Bones, you wouldn’t speak with your mouth full. Weren’t you taught manners as a boy?”




  Bones swallowed something rapidly and painfully. “You’ve made me swallow a plum-stone, cruel old prefect,” he said reproachfully. “But don’t get off M’gula. I don’t profess to know every jolly old indigenous native by sight, but I know M’gula — he’s the fisherman johnny: quite a lad…Isisi river. Am I right, excellency?”




  Sanders, lighting a black cheroot, shook his head. “You’re wrong. He’s a man of the Northern Ochori.”




  “When I said Isisi,” said Bones shamelessly, “I naturally meant the Ochori. I know his father. Jolly nice, amiable old rascal…”




  “I hanged his father ten years ago,” said the patient Sanders, “and I think that hanging runs in the family.”




  “It does,” murmured Bones, unabashed. “Now that you come to mention him, sir, I remember him. M’gula, of course. Dear old Ham, I’m really surprised at your forgetting a fellow like M’gula!”




  “What has he been doing, sir?” asked Hamilton.




  “Poison — that is certain; probably a more picturesque murder, though I think that is going to be difficult to prove. Busubu, the little chief in that part of the country, has disappeared. I think he was a little mad. The last time I was through the country he was developing sleep sickness — the neck glands were typical, but I thought he’d last longer before the mad stage was reached.”




  He tapped his white teeth with the tip of his of his fingers — evidence of his uneasiness.




  “I’ve half a mind to send you up to the country, Bones — you could take the Wiggle and call in Bosambo en route.”




  “Surely it is rather a simple matter to bring M’gula to trial?” asked Hamilton. “It isn’t unusual. A chief mysteriously disappears, a relative jumps into the vacant place…?”




  Sanders shook his head. “There is a curious feature about this crime — if it is a crime. Nobody can be found who can or will give evidence. Usually, even in a small village, you can collect a dozen stories that fit together. Bosambo says that two months ago M’gula made a journey to headquarters — I don’t remember his coming.”




  Something in Bones’ face attracted his superior’s attention.




  “Bones! You saw him?”




  “Did I, dear old Ham? I’m blessed if I remember. What with sitting up all night with your jolly old hens—”




  “You saw him, and I’ll bet your infernal passion for educating the unfortunate native is responsible. What branch of study did you take?”




  Bones rose from the table and folded his serviette deliberately.




  “If every time a naughty old chief disappears you’re going to lay it at my door, sir,” he said bitterly, “and if every—” Suddenly he stopped and his tone changed. “What about sending me up to nose around, excellency? I don’t want to praise myself but I’ve got a gift for that sort of work. Things you wouldn’t notice, dear old bat-eyed superior, I should spot in a minute. You know me, excellency — when you lost your cigarette holder, who found it?”




  “I did,” said Hamilton.




  “But who put you on the track, dear old Ham? Who was it said, ‘Did you look in your pocket?’ Me! I bet I’d unearth this mystery in two twinks! It’s observation that does it. A little bit of cigar ash, a torn-up letter. Things an ordinary Johnny wouldn’t think of looking for…”




  “I don’t think you’ll find either cigar ash or letters in the Ochori forest,” said Sanders drily, “but I do feel that this matter should be inquired into. Take the Wiggle, Bones, and go to the village. You might pick up Bosambo on your way. Leave the appointment of a new chief to him. And be careful! These folk of the north are queer and clannish. Even Bosambo has never quite mastered them. You may be successful.”




  Bones smiled indulgently at the word “may.”




  Bosambo, Paramount Chief of the Ochori, held a palaver of all his fifty chiefs, for there was trouble in the land. The crops had unexpectedly failed, goat sickness had made a mysterious and devastating appearance, and three considerable tribes had refused tribute, and had sent defiant messages to their lord. There w talk of a confederation between these, and that could only mean war. Moreover, a collector of taxes had been beaten to death, and another, Bosambo suspected, had been drowned. Bosambo, wearing his cloak of monkey tails and in his hand his three short killing spears, listened hour after hour as speaker after speaker arose and addressed him. Then at last spoke M’febi, a chief and suspected witchdoctor. All the day he had been waiting for this man, the most powerful of his subjects and the most antagonistic.




  “Lord Bosambo, you have heard,” said M’febi, in a deathly silence, “from one end of the land to the other there is sickness, and none who lie down at night know what the sun will show. Now I know, being a wise man and acquainted with mysteries, that there is a reason, and this I tell you. The Fearful Word has been spoken, and the Swamp Ghost is abroad.”




  A murmur of horror ran through the assembly. Men rubbed their hands in the dust and smeared their arms hurriedly.




  “Because of this,” M’febi went on, gratified by the sensation he had caused, “our crops are rotting and our goats lie down and die, making noises in their throats. Now you, Bosambo, who are so clever and are loved by Sandi, you shall show us a magic that will make the corn rise up and the goats become lively.”




  Bosambo raised his hand to check further eloquence.




  “M’febi,” he said, “am I a magician? Can I make the dead live? Say this.”




  M’febi hesitated, sensing danger. “Lord, you are not,” he admitted.




  “It was good you said that,” said Bosambo ominously, “for if I were such a magician I should have speared you where you stand, knowing that I could bring you to life again. As for the Fearful Word, that is your story. And, I tell you, M’febi, that I have a quick way with men and chiefs who bring me ghosts when I ask for rubber. They also make noises in their throats and sleep on their faces. I will have tribute, for that is my due and the due of Sandi and his king. As for these northern men who conspire against me, I will take fire and spears to them, and they shall give blood for tribute. The palaver is finished.”




  That day he summoned his fighting regiments, young men who sneered at spirits and laughed in the face of M’shimba M’shamba Himself, and they came to the call of his lokali, in tens and tens from every village within sound of his drum, and made spear play on the plain beyond the city.




  Bones arrived to find the capital an armed camp, and Bosambo, meeting him on the beach, thought it prudent to say nothing of the unrest in his land. It was when Bones put forward the suggestion that the chief should accompany him to the northern territory that his face fell, and he found some difficulty in explaining his unwillingness.




  “Lord Tibbetti, I would go to the end of the world for Sandi, but for you I would go up into hell. But now is a bad time, for I have many palavers to hold, and it is the month of taxing. Therefore, Tibbetti, go alone, and I will come after you before the full moon.”




  A plan which suited the amateur detective, who wanted the full credit for the discoveries he was confident of making.




  “This Busubu was mad,” said Bosambo at parting. “As to M’gula, I know nothing of him because he is a common man. I think if you would burn his feet a little he would tell you Tibbetti for the soles of old men are very tender.”




  Bones knew a better way.




  On the morning of the day that Bones arrived in the village, M’gula held a secret conference with the chiefs of the three revolting tribes, whose territories adjoined his own.




  “My spies have brought me word that Tibbetti is coming with soldiers in his little ship to hear the manner of Busubu’s death. Now, Tibbetti is my friend, for he has shown me the way to power And because he is my friend, I will send him to you to make a palaver.”




  “But if he comes, he will bring his soldiers,” demurred one of the rebel chiefs, “and that would he a bad palaver. How do we know, M’gula, that you will not speak evilly of us to Tibbetti, who is the son of Sandi? For it is clear that you have now become a man too great for your village, and they say that you desire to rule the three northern tribes in the manner of Gubala,”




  He named an ancient chief who had been dead 800 years, but to the native 800 years is yesterday, and yesterday is centuries past.




  M’gula was nonplussed by the crude expression of his own secret thoughts and ambitions.




  “After Tibbetti has gone, we will speak again,” he said, “You shall come to my fine house and we will have a feast.”




  “Better you came to my fine house and had a feast,” said the spokesman of the northern tribes, significantly, “for I do not wish to have a pain in my belly, and lie in the middle island, M’gula.”




  It seemed that the death of M’gula’s nephews had not passed unnoticed. However, he appeased his guests, sent them back to their territories satisfied with his bona fides, and prepared for the coming of Bones.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts had not arrived in the village more than half an hour before, with a large pipe in his mouth and a ferocious frown on his face, he began his investigations. Willing but untruthful men and women showed him the exact spot on the beach where Busubu had been standing when the crocodile seized him. In corroboration they pointed to the identical silurian, basking at that moment on a low sandbank in the middle of the river, openmouthed. Bones had a momentary impulse to shoot the crocodile and make a thorough investigation of his interior, but thought perhaps that too long a time had passed for such clues to be of any value. With the assistance of a tape-measure and a piece of pencil he made an exact plan of the village, showing the distance from Busubu’s house to the river. Then he interviewed Busubu’s late wives, sullen, stupid women, wholly absorbed in their domestic occupations. They could tell him nothing except that Busubu had gone out of the hut and had not come back. They conveniently forgot the circumstances of his leaving. They only knew he did not return, and that they had gone into the house of M’gula.




  “Very baffling,” said Bones, shaking his head seriously.




  He slept at night on the little steamer, which was moored close to the bank. His days were occupied in his search, his evenings in the acquirement of knowledge. If he could inspire M’gula, M’gula would tell him much that would fascinate him. Bones had a passion for native folklore, and learnt three new stories about snakes, a brand new legend concerning M’shimba M’shamba, and a mystery poem.




  “Lord, this is the great secret of our people,” said M’gula in a hushed voice; “for any man who knows this poem has power over all the world. And if it were known that I had taught you, I think my people would kill me. If a white lord speaks this wonder, all men will worship him, and he shall be as great as M’shimba. Because I love you, Tibbetti, and because you have told me so many beautiful things, I have taught you this. Now say with me again the words ‘Talaka m’sidi lulanga…’”




  So Bones became word perfect. He had been a week conducting his investigations, without discovering anything more than he knew when he arrived; on the seventh day came an invitation from Lusingi.




  “Lord, these people are in revolt against Bosambo, who has treated them cruelly. I think it would please Sandi if you spoke to them in your loving way, for they are very simple. Also, lord, if you spoke to them the poem which I have told you, they would be very worshipful, giving you the tribute which they deny to Bosambo.”




  It was an opportunity at which Bones jumped. To go back and confess his failure as a detective was one thing; to carry in his hands the pacification of a revolting tribe was another. Sanders would value the latter achievement even more than the unravelling of the mystery of Busubu’s death.




  The city of Lusingi lay five miles from the river and Bones went gaily, unattended. M’gula walked with him to the end of the village street, and then returned with his counsellors.




  “I think the people of Lusingi will kill Tibbetti,” he said cheerfully, “and then I will send word to Sandi, and he will know I am his true friend, and give me the four tribes. In this way do men become great, Osuru, even as the lord Tibbetti said.”




  The innocent Bones reached the town and was met by the chief and escorted to the palaver house. Looking down on the mass of unfriendly faces that were turned up to him, Bones smirked inwardly.




  Their grievances he knew. The uneasy chief, not knowing what military forces might be behind Tibbetti, had stated them concisely. There was a devil in the land, and goats were dying; and on the top of this, Bosambo had sent for his tribute — a familiar plaint.




  “O people,” said Bones, “I see you.”




  He spoke fluently in the soft and silky tongue of the Northern Ochori, which differs slightly from the Bomongo tongue used from one end of the river to the other.




  “Sandi has sent me here to look into your hearts…”




  His address mainly dealt with native economics. Here Bones was speaking as an expert, because he was well grounded in the problems which confronted these peasant farmers. Presently he came to his peroration.




  “O people, hear me! I speak for Sandi, and for the Government. When the crops are good and your goats are many, and the little trees in the forest give you rubber in plenty, do you not make a store of corn and rubber, so that when the bad days come, you shall neither starve nor come empty-handed to your Paramount Chief? Now, these days have come, and your stores must be opened, and that which is buried must be dug up. This is the way of all the world, that bad days and good days follow one another.”




  His audience stared at him stonily. The miserly traits of the Northern Ochori are notorious.




  “And now I will say to you a poem of great power and magic,” said Bones, smacking his lips in anticipation. “Let all men listen…”




  A silence as of the grave fell upon his audience with the first words of his great effort. Bones closed his eyes and started. He was thoroughly enjoying himself. He heard a rustle of movement, and drew an altogether wrong conclusion as to its cause. When he opened his eyes he was alone. The little hill, which had been covered thickly with the people of the town, was deserted. Men and women were flying to the shelter of their own homes, that their ears should not be shocked by the Fearful Word.




  “Good Lord!” gasped Bones, and looked round.




  The chief and his counsellors had already disappeared. He was entirely alone. In a few moments there was nothing human in sight, and the hair at the back of his neck lifted. Bones had smelt the danger instantly.




  He drew his long-barrelled Browning from the holster at his side, felt for the spare magazine he always carried, and, pulling back the jacket of the pistol, pushed a cartridge into the chamber, Then he walked slowly down the hill. His way back to the river lay through the interminable main street of the town. Keeping to the centre of the broad road, he walked without haste, and from the dark interiors savage eyes followed him. And still there was no movement. Looking round, he glimpsed one head thrust out from an open doorway, but it was instantly withdrawn.




  He knew that nothing would happen to him while he was in the town; the danger lay in the thick woods beyond. He put up his hands and measured the distance of the sun from the horizon. He had three-quarters of an hour before night fell, and he was five and a half miles from the boat.




  It was the poem, he thought; and somehow he connected the poem with the mysterious disappearance of Busubu. Reaching the end of the village street, he walked quickly through the rank grass which separated him from the forest path.




  Whizz!




  A spear flew past him, buried itself in a tree, quivering. Bones spun round, his gun outstretched. There was nobody in sight.




  Then he broke into a run, and instantly the spears began to fall around him. He located the point of attack: it was the long grass to the left. Levelling his pistol, he fired twice, and a dark figure sprang up and fell again. This time Bones really ran.




  The path twisted and turned, with never more that a dozen straight yards; and so long as he could keep ahead of his pursuers, he was safe, for the wood was too thick for spear work. He padded on swiftly, but the sound of feet behind him grew nearer and nearer, and he stopped and turned. As he did so, the sound of the running ceased.




  Bones could not afford to wait, for he knew that the men who were following him were at that moment moving through the forest from trunk to trunk, in an attempt to outflank him. Again he ran, and this time the hunters came into view. A spear passed so close to him that it brushed his gaitered leg.




  Subconsciously he wondered how they came to miss him, for the Ochori are famous spearmen, and it was only later he learnt that the swamp demanded a live sacrifice. He turned and fired three times into the thick of his hunters and checked them for a second; then, as he thought he had reached an elbow of the path, a spear fell between his legs. He stumbled and fell, and before he could rise, they were on him. Near by was a crazy death-hut, one of the places to which the people of the town take their aged relatives when they are past work and are becoming a burden to the community. Here they die, and the wild beasts carry them to their lairs.




  “This is a bad thing you do, man,” said Bones when he recovered his breath; “for presently Sandi will come and then I think there will be many hangings.”




  He addressed the chief of Lusingi who had welcomed him less than an hour before.




  “Tibbetti, though we all hang, you must die, for you have spoken the Fearful Word that loosens the great Ghost of the Swamp, and now misfortune will come to this land, and our children will have sickness, and fire will fall on our huts. Because we are afraid, we shall take you to the swamp of the Ghost, and we shall blind you a little, and afterwards the fearful ones will have you. So sleep, Tibbetti, for when the moon comes up we must walk.”




  They had taken away his arms, but they had not bound him, and Bones sat down on the floor of the hut, his head in his hands, considering the possibilities of escape. They were few, for it seemed that every man capable of carrying a spear had left the town and had come out to hunt him. From where he sat he could see that the wood was filled with men. The prospect was not cheerful.




  Presently he saw the chief pass the entrance of the hut, and called him.




  “Tell me,” he said, “did Busubu speak the Fearful Word?”




  The chief shook his head affirmatively.




  “And thus he died, by the pool of the swamp!”




  “Lord, thus he died,” agreed the other.




  “Mystery solved!” said Bones with melancholy satisfaction.




  He had been up early that morning, and he had had an exhausting day. There was something in the suggestion which the chief had made. He was healthy and young and lived in the minute. He had hardly stretched himself upon the ground before he was asleep.




  When Bones awoke it was daylight, and he sat up quickly. Through the opening of the hut there was nobody in sight. Something hanging on the thin roof-beam caught his eye and he gasped.




  It was his belt and pistol.




  “I’m dreaming,” said Bones.




  He went blinking out into the light. At the edge of the forest path were two trees, and a man was sitting, his back to Bones, gazing interestedly at two uncomfortable figures tied very tightly to the trunks.




  “Bosambo!” called Bones sharply, and the watcher rose.




  “Lord, I came up in the night, I and my young men, and M’gula showed me the way you had gone and told me of the Fearful Word he had made you speak.”




  “He told you…?”




  Bosambo did not meet his eyes.




  “Lord Tibbetti, you have the wisdom of a snake. This they told me in the village: that you measured many things with your fine ribbon and looked at many things through your glass-that-makes-little-things-into-big-things.”




  Bones went pink.




  “Also by looking at leaves and cooking-pots and digging in the sand, and other cunning methods, you sought to find which way Busubu went. All this is very wonderful, but I am a simple man. I burnt M’gula a little, and the soles of old men are very tender…and he told me.”




  *




  “I knew all along that it was M’gula,” said Bones to an admiring audience. “In the first place there was a patch of black mud, dear old officer, on the foot of his bed. That showed me two things — and this is where the jolly old art of deduction comes in — it showed me that he had come a long journey and — and—”




  “That he’d been standing in mud,” said Hamilton helpfully.




  “Exactly!” said the triumphant Bones. “Where did the mud come from?”




  “From mud,” suggested Hamilton.




  Bones clicked his lips impatiently.




  “Dear old officer! Let me tell the story, please — that is, if you want to hear it.”




  “I’m afraid, Bones, you’ve been forestalled — Bosambo has sent me two very long and detailed messages,” smiled Sanders. “According to him M’gula confessed under a primitive form of torture.”




  Only for a second was Bones nonplussed.




  “But who was it set his jolly old conscience working?” he demanded in triumph.




  II. The Medical Officer of Health
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  For the use of Mr. Augustus Tibbetts, Lieutenant of Houssas, and called by all and sundry “Bones,” a hut had at one time been erected. It was a large hut, and in many ways a handsome hut, and would have accommodated 999 young officers out of a thousand. There was even a shower-bath operating from a lofty barrel. But the interests of Bones were multifarious. His hobbies were many. They came and went, and in their passing left on the shelves, in the cupboards and under the table and bed, distinct evidence of their existence. As the scientist may, by the examination of geological strata, trace the history of the world, so might an expert delving into the expensive litter of his hutment, follow Bones from the Devonian eras (represented by a passionate search for rare and remarkable stamps) through Cretaceous, Tertiary, and Quarternary strata of study and recreation.




  Another hut had been added to store his collection, and on its native-built shelves reposed old wireless sets that did not work and never had worked, volumes of self-improvers, piles of literature, thousands of samples ranging from linoleum to breakfast foods, boxes of scientific and quasi-scientific instruments (he took a correspondence course in mountain railway construction, although there were no mountains nearer than Sierra Leone), and rolls of electric flexes.




  “What an infernal junk shop!” said Hamilton appalled.




  He had come over to make a few caustic remarks about the key of the storehouse which, as usual when Bones had its temporary custody, had been left all night in the door, thereby offering temptation to Hamilton’s Houssas, who were loyal but dishonest.




  “To your unscientific eyes, my dear old captain and comrade, yes,” said Bones quietly. “To my shrewd old optics, no. Everything there has its value, its raison d’être — which is a French expression that is Greek to you, dear old Ham — its — its requirability.”




  “What is this?” asked Hamilton, picking up a queer-looking object.




  “That,” said Bones without hesitation, “is an instrument used in wireless — it would take too long to explain, Ham. Unless you’ve got a groundin’ in science, dear old ignoramus, any explanation would he undecipherable—”




  “Unintelligible is the word you want,” said Hamilton, and read with difficulty the words stamped upon the steel side of the instrument. “‘Robinson’s Patent Safety Razor Strop’ — you don’t mean ‘wireless’ — you mean ‘hairless.’




  “I wish to good gracious heavens you wouldn’t mess things about,” said Bones testily, as he fixed his monocle and glared at the unoffending strop.




  “The truth is, Bones,” said Hamilton when he reached the open and had drawn in long draughts of air with offensive ostentation, “you ought to burn all that rubbish. You’ll be breeding disease of some kind.”




  Bones closed his eyes and raised his eyebrows.




  “I am fightin’ disease, dear old layman,” he said gravely, and, going back to the hut, returned with a large wooden box. Holding this in the cross of his arm, he opened the lid and disclosed, lying between layers of cottonwood, a number of long, narrow, wooden cases.




  “Good Lord,” gasped Hamilton in dismay. “Are you going to do it?”




  Bones nodded even more gravely.




  “When did this come — Sanders told me nothing about it?”




  A faint and pitying smile dawned on the angular face of Bones.




  “There are some things which our revered old excellency never tells anybody,” he said gently. “You have surprised our secret, dear old Ham — may I ask you, as a man of honour an’ sensibility, dear old Peepin’ Tom, not to mention the fact that I have told you? I trust you.”




  Hamilton went back to the residency, and, in defiance of the demand for secrecy, mentioned his discovery.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders looked up from his work. “Vaccination lymph? Oh yes, it came this morning, and I sent it over to Bones. We may not want it, but Administration is worried about the outbreak in the French territory, and it may be necessary to inoculate the border people. Bones had better take charge — they can’t spare a doctor from H.Q.”




  “God bless the lad!” said Hamilton in great relief. “I was afraid that I should be the goat.”




  Sanders nibbled the end of his penholder. “Bones has imagination, and I think he will want it when he comes to tackle the Lesser Isisi folk.”




  “He certainly is a ready liar,” admitted Hamilton.




  Government departments have a mania for labelling any man who occupies, temporarily or permanently, a post under their directions. There is this sense in the practice — an official so labelled may be easily identified by the most obtuse of clerks, He may occupy a separate drawer in a filing cabinet, and to him, by reason of his labelling, may be attached responsibilities which fall within the designation they have found for him, Sanders received a wire from headquarters — the wire had been working without interruption for a month owing to the elephants, who have a playful habit of uprooting the poles moving inland for the breeding season, and the message ran:




  “No. 79174. Administration H. Re your wire No. 531 T. Lt. A. Tibbetts, King’s Houssas, is appointed temporary Health Officer and Sanitary inspector your territories, with additional pay three shillings per diem as from 4th instant until further notice. He will indent and report under letters H.O. and S.I. Acknowledge.”




  Sanders duly acknowledged and communicated the momentous news to his subordinate. Bones received the intelligence very gravely.




  “Of course, dear old excellency, I shall do my best,” he said seriously. “The responsibility is simply fearful.”




  Thereafter, to use Hamilton’s own expressive language, life became simply Hell.




  At breakfast, Bones invariably came late, smelling strongly of disinfectant, his manner subdued, his tone severely professional.




  “Good morning, excellency… Ham — Ham!”




  “What the devil’s the matter with you?” demanded the startled Ham.




  “Have you washed your hands, dear old officer?”




  “That’s sunburn, you jackass!”




  Bones shook his head. “Use a weak solution of carbolic acid, dear old infectious one,” he murmured. “Can’t be too careful in these days.”




  He invariably carried a sheet of white paper, which he laid on the chair before he sat down, and he insisted upon a cup of boiling-hot water being placed on the table so that he might sterilise his fork and knife.




  When, one morning, Sanders came into breakfast and found the diningroom reeking with carbolic, he struck.




  “Bones, I appreciate your conscientious efforts on behalf of hygiene, but if you don’t mind, I’d rather die of disease than endure this stink?”




  “Microbes, dear old excellency,” murmured Bones. “This is stuff that makes naughty old Mike go red in the face.”




  “I prefer that he remains pale,” said Sanders, and called his orderly to open the windows.




  More annoying was the practice which Bones initiated of inspecting his superiors’ sleeping quarters. Hamilton found him in his bedroom with a tape-measure and a look of profound distress.




  “Ham, old fugg-wallah, this won’t do at all!” said Bones, shaking his head reprovingly. “Bless my jolly old life and soul, you’d be dead if I hadn’t come in! How many cubic feet do you think you’ve got?”




  “I’ve got two feet,” answered the exasperated Hamilton, “and if you’re not out of this room in three twinks, I’m going to use one of them!”




  “And what’s all this?” Bones stirred a heap of clothing with the end of his stick. “Trousers, dear old thing, coats an’ hats — don’t get peevish, Ham. Us medical lads—”




  “‘Us’” sneered Hamilton. “You illiterate hound! Get out!”




  It is very trying to be brought into daily and hourly contact with a man who smelt alternately of lysol and naphthaline. It was maddening to find dinner delayed because Bones had strolled into the kitchen and had condemned the cooking arrangements; but the culmination of his infamy came when he invented a new filter that turned the drinking water a deep, rich pink that made it taste of iron filings.




  “Can’t you telegraph to headquarters and have him reduced to the ranks, sir?” asked Hamilton savagely, after he had found crystals of pure carbolic acid in his shaving mug. “I’m being sanitised to death!”




  Happily a tax-collecting tour was due, and Sanders was not sorry. Bones, of course, ordered the thorough fumigation of the Zaire, and for three days after the little steamer started on her voyage, the unhappy crew breathed sulphur fumes and drank sulphur water and ate sulphurated rice.




  Bones came down to the quay, a strange and awesome spectacle; a thin veil of antiseptic gauze hung from the edges of his helmet like a curtain, and on his hands were odorous gloves.




  “Hail to the bride!” snarled Hamilton from the bridge. “Where’s your orange blossom, Birdie?”




  “I order you to keep away from the Ochori,” cried Bones in a muffled voice, “There’s measles there — drink nothing but Lithia water…”




  Hamilton replied offensively.




  *




  There runs between the Pool of the Silent Ones and the Lesser Isisi, a strip of land which is neither forest nor swamp, and yet is of the nature of both. Here grow coarse trees that survive even the parasitical growths which shoot upward in one humid night to the height of a tall man; and here come the silent ones to sleep between trees, secure in the swamps that surround them and the guardianship of those little birds who love crocodiles and stand sentinel over them when they slumber. Of other birds there are few; other beasts do not come to the Wood of the Waters, and the elephants’ playing ground is on the firmer shore of the river. Here they have levelled the trees and stamped the earth flat, so that they may gambol and chase one another and the calves may fight to the applause of trumpetings and waving trunks. There are many rotting huts in the Wood of the Waters, for the Isisi send here the old, the blind, and the mad, that they may die without distressing the whole and the sane. Sometimes they kill one another, but generally a scaly form creeps up from the mud and knocks them into the water with its quick tail, and there is an end.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders was mad, but not slayable, by reason of his soldiers, his long-nosed “wung-wung” (so they called his hotchkiss) and the brass-jacketted guns that said “ha-ha-ha!”




  Nobody but a madman would go squelching through the noisome mud of the wood, peering into foul huts, raking over ground for signs of skeletons (all that the crocodiles did not take was the little red ants’ by right). Yet this is what Sandi did. He slowed his fine boat and brought her to the bank.




  “I have impressed upon Lulaga the impropriety of hastening the deaths of his relatives,” he said to Captain Hamilton of the Houssas, “and he has sworn by M’shimba and his own particular devil that there shall be no more blinding or old-age-pensioning,” he added grimly.




  Hamilton smiled wearily. “‘The customs of the country must not be lightly overridden or checked,’” he quoted from a famous Instruction received from the Colonial Office in bygone days — there isn’t a Commissioner from K’sala to Tuli Drift who cannot recite it by heart, especially after dinner.




  “‘Nor,’” he went on, “‘should his religious observances or immemorial practices be too rudely suppressed, remembering that the native, under God’s providence, is a man and a brother.’”




  “Shut up!” snarled Sanders, but the inexorable Houssa was not to be suppressed.




  “‘He should be approached gently,’” he went on, “‘with arguments and illustrations obvious to his simple mind. Corporal punishment must under no circumstances be inflicted save in exceptionally serious crimes, and then only by order of the supreme judiciary of the country—’”




  “That looks to me like a new hut,” said Sanders, and stepped over the hastily rigged gangway, twirling a mahogany stick in his thin, brown hand.




  Threading his way through a green and anaemic plantation, he came to the hut, and there he found B’saba, sometime headman of the village of M’fusu, and B’saba was mad and silly and was chuckling and whimpering alternately, being far gone in sleeping sickness, which turns men into beasts. He was blind, and he had not been blind very long.




  The nose of Sandi elaka wrinkled.




  “O man, I see you, but you cannot see me. I am Sandi, who gives justice. Now tell me, who brought you here?”




  “Lulaga the king,” said the old man woefully. “Also he has taken my pretty eyes.”




  He died that night, Sanders squatting on the ground by his side and feeding the fire that warmed him. And they buried him deep, and Sanders spoke well of him, for he had been a faithful servant of Government for many years.




  In the dawn-grey he turned the nose of the Zaire against the push of the black waters and came to the village of the chief, to that man’s uneasiness.




  The lokalis beat a summons to a great palaver, and in the reed-roofed hut Sanders sat in judgment.




  “Lord!” said the trembling Lulaga. “I did this because of a woman of mine who was mocked by the old man in his madness.”




  “Let her come here,” said Sanders, and they brought her, a mature woman of sixteen, very slim, supple and defiant.




  “Give me your medal, Lulaga,” said Sanders, and the chief lifted the cord that held his silver medal of chieftainship. And when Sanders had placed it upon the neck of a trustworthy man, and this man had eaten salt from the palm of the Commissioner’s hand, soldiers tied Lulaga to a tree, and one whipped him twenty times across the shoulders, and the whip had nine tails, and each was a yard in length.




  “Old men and madmen shall die in good time,” said Sanders. “This is the law of my King, and if this law be broken I will come with a rope. Hear me. The palaver is finished.”




  There came to him, as he made his way back to the ship, an elderly man who, by the peculiar shape of his spear, he knew was from the inner lands.




  “Lord, I am M’kema of the village by the Frenchi,” he said, “being a chief of those parts. Now, it seems to me that you have taken away the magic which our fathers gave to us, for all men know that the sick and old are nests where devils breed, and unless we kill them gently there will be sickness in the land. On the other side of the little river the Frenchi people are very sick, and some say that the sickness will come to us. What magic do you give us?”




  Sanders was instantly alert.




  “Any men of the Frenchi tribes who cross the river you shall drive back with your spears,” he said, “and if they will not go, you shall kill them and burn their bodies. And I will send Tibbett, who carries many wonders in a little box, so that you shall not be harmed.”




  On the way down river, Sanders was unusually thoughtful. Not less so was Captain Hamilton, for, as the elder man had said, from the beginning of time every tribe, save the Ochori, had carried its ancient men and women into the forest and left them there to die. Sanders had threatened; he had on occasions caught men in the act of carrying off their uncomfortable relatives; but never before had he punished so definitely for a custom which the ages had sanctioned.




  They smelt headquarters before they saw the grey quay and the flowering palm-tops that hid the residency. Suddenly Sanders sniffed.




  “What in the name of Heaven — !” he asked.




  A gentle wind, blowing in from the sea, carried to him a strange and penetrating odour. It was not exactly the smell of tar, nor was it the scent which one associates with a burning soap factory. It combined the pungent qualities of both. Later, Sanders learnt that, in his absence, a trading steamer had called and had landed half-a-dozen carboys of creosote for the use of the Health Officer, and that Bones, in his enthusiasm and in that capacity, had tried the experiment of a general fumigation. The fire whereon the creosote had been transformed into its natural gases, still smouldered in the centre of the square, and Bones, a fearsome object in a gas mask, and without any assistance — his men had practically mutinied and flown to their huts — was continuing the experiment when, in sheer self-defence, Sanders pulled the siren of the Zaire and emitted so bloodcurdling a yell that it reached beyond the protective covering of Bones’ mask.




  “For the love of Mike, what are you trying to do?” gasped Hamilton, spluttering and coughing.




  Bones made signs. After his helmet had been removed, he propounded the results of his experiments.




  “There isn’t a jolly old rat left alive,” he said triumphantly; “the beetles have turned in their jolly old numbers, and the mosquitos have quietly passed away!”




  “Are any of the company left?” demanded Hamilton, “Phew!”




  “Creosote,” began Bones, in his professorial manner, “is one of those jolly old bug-haters—”




  “Bones, I’ve got a job for you,” said Sanders hastily. “Get steam in the Wiggle and go up to the Lesser Isisi and on to the French frontier. Near a village which I gather is M’taka there is smallpox. Vaccinate everybody within a ten mile radius and be happy.”




  “And keep away from the French territory,” warned Hamilton.




  Bones smiled contemptuously. “Am I a ravin’ old ass?”




  “Not ‘old,’” said Hamilton.




  Within two hours Bones was on his way, a huge pipe clenched between his teeth, a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles (“And God knows where he got those from!” said Hamilton in despair) on his nose, and, balanced upon his knees, a ponderous medical tome. The fact that it was a surgical work dealing with nerve centres made no difference to Bones, it was the only medical work he had — it had been sent to him, in response to his written request to a London publisher for a novel that was enjoying some popularity at the time. And if, reading Bones’ vile handwriting, the publisher translated his request for “‘Walter Newman’s Sister” into “Watts’ Diseases of the Nervous System,” he was hardly to blame.




  In course of time he came to the Lesser Isisi, and was received with great honour by the new chief. It seemed that every man, woman and child in the village had turned out to meet him, But there were no marks of special enthusiasm, nor did any of the people smile. And the folk of the Lesser Isisi are only too ready to laugh.




  “Lord,” said the new chief; “all men know that you bring great magic in your two hands, for Sandi has spoken well of you, and it is known that you are a friend of ju-jus and ghosts. Therefore, my people have come that they may see this magic which is greater than the magic of our fathers,”




  This he said publicly, for all men to hear. In the privacy of his hut, he told another story.




  “The people have anger in their stomachs, because Sandi whipped Lulaga, and there have been secret palavers,” he said, “And, lord, I think they will make an end to me. Also, there is a saying that Sandi loves death and hates the people of the Isisi, so that he would be glad if the cooking-pots were broken and the roofs of the village were fallen.”




  Thus he symbolised death, for when a man of the Isisi passes, the pots wherein his food was cooked are broken on his grave, and no man tends his hut until the winds and the rain bring it sagging to the ground.




  “That is foolish talk,” said Bones, “since Sandi has sent me to make all people well by the wonder which is in my little box. Behold, I will put into their arms a great medicine, so that they shall laugh at ghosts and mock at devils. For I am very honoured in my land because of my great wisdom with medicine,” added Bones immodestly.




  Accompanied by four soldiers, he marched two days into the forest and came at last to the village by the water, and arrived only in time; for, in defiance of Sandi’s orders, three men from the Frenchi village had crossed in the night and were being entertained by the headman himself. They left hurriedly and noisily, Bones chasing them to their canoe, and whacking at them with his walkingstick until they were out of reach of his arm. Then he came back to the village and called a palaver. In the palaver house, placed upon an upturned drum, and covered with one of his famous sanitary handkerchiefs, were innumerable little tubes and a bright lancet.




  “O people,” said Bones in his glib Bomongo — and he spoke the language like a native— “Sandi has sent me because I am greater than ju-jus and more wonderful than devils. And I will put into your bodies a great magic, that shall make the old men young and the young men like leopards, and shall make your women beautiful and your little children stronger than elephants!”




  He held up a tube of lymph, and it glittered in the strong sunlight.




  “This magic I found through my wonderful mind. It was brought to me by three birds from M’shimba M’shamba because he loves me. Come you M’kema,”




  He beckoned the chief, and the old man came forward fearfully.




  “All ghosts hear me!” said Bones oracularly, and his singsong voice had the quality of a parrot’s screech. “M’shimba M’shamba, hear me! Bugulu, eater of moons and swallower of rivers, hear me!”




  The old man winced as the lancet scraped his arm. “Abracadabra!” said Bones, and dropped the virus to the wound.




  “Lord, that hurts,” said M’kema. “It is like the fire of Hell!”




  “So shall your heart be like fire, and your bones young, and you shall skip over high trees, and have many new wives,” promised Bones extravagantly.




  One by one they filed past him, men, women and children, fear and hope puckered in their brows, and Bones recited his mystic formula.




  They were finished at last, and Bones, weary but satisfied, went to the hut which had been prepared for him, and, furiously rejecting the conventional offer of the chief’s youngest daughter for his wife — Sanders had a polite and suave formula for this rejection, but Bones invariably blushed and sputtered — went to sleep with a sense of having conferred a great blessing upon civilisation; for by this time Bones had forgotten that such a person as Dr. Jenner had ever existed, and took to himself the credit for all his discoveries.




  He spent an exhilarating three days in the village, indulging in an orgy of condemnation which would have reduced the little township to about three huts, had his instructions been taken literally. Then, one morning, came the chief, M’kema.




  “Lord,” he said, “there is a devil in my arm, and your magic is burning terribly. Now, I have thought that I will not have your magic, for I was more comfortable as a plain man. Also my wives are crying with pain, and the little children are making sad noises.”




  Walking down the village street, Bones was greeted with scowling faces, and from every hut, it seemed, issued moans of distress. In his wisdom Bones called a palaver, and his four soldiers stood behind him, their magazines charged, their rifles lying handily in the crooks of their unvaccinated arms.




  As a palaver, it was not a success. He had hardly begun to speak before there arose a wail from his miserable audience, and the malcontents found a spokesman in one Busubu, a petty chief.




  “Lord, before you came we were happy, and now you have put fiery snakes in our arms, so that they are swollen. Now by your magic make us well again.”




  And the clamour that followed the words drowned anything that Bones had to say. That night he decided to make his way back to the river.




  He came from his hut and found Ahmet waiting for him.




  “Lord, there is trouble here,” said the Kano boy in a low voice, “and the young men have taken their spears to the forest path.”




  This was serious news, and a glance showed Bones that the village was very much awake. To force his way through the forest path was suicidal; to remain was asking for a six-line obituary notice in the Guildford Herald. Bones brought his party to the little river, and half the ground had not been covered before he was fighting a rearguard action. With some difficulty they found a canoe, and paddled into midstream, followed by a shower of spears, which wounded one of his escort. In a quarter of an hour Bones stepped ashore at the Frenchi village, which turned out even at that late hour to witness such an unusual spectacle as the arrival of a British officer on alien soil.




  He slept in the open that night, and in the morning the chief of the Frenchi village came to him with a complaint.




  “Lord, when three of my men went over the M’taki, you whipped them so that they stand or sleep on their bellies. And this you did because of our famous sickness. Now, tell me why you sit down here with us, for my young men are very hot for chopping you.”




  “Man,” said Bones loftily, “I came with magic for the people of the Lower Isisi.”




  “So it seems,” said the French chief significantly, “and their magic is so great that they will give me ten goats for your head; yet because I fear Sandi I will not do this thing,” he added hastily, seeing the Browning in Lieutenant Tibbetts’ hand.




  Briefly but lucidly, Bones explained the object of his visit, and the chief listened, unconvinced.




  “Lord,” he said at last, “there are two ways by which sickness may be cured. The one is death, for all dead men are well, and the other is by chopping a young virgin when the moon is in a certain quarter and the river is high. Now, my people fear that you have come to cure them by making their arms swell, and I cannot hold them.”




  Bones took the hint, and, re-embarking, moved along the little river till he came to another Isisi village. But the lokali had rapped out the story of his mission, and locked shields opposed his landing.




  The chief of this village condescended to come to the water’s edge.




  “Here you cannot land, Tibbetti,” he said, “for this is the order of Sandi to M’kema, that no man must come to us from the Frenchi land because of the sickness that is there.”




  For seven days and seven nights Bones was marooned between bank and bank, sleeping secretly at nights on such middle islands as he met with, and at the end of that time returned to the point of departure. M’kema came down to the beach.




  “Lord, you cannot come here,” he said, “for since you have gone the arms of my young men have healed owing to the magic of their fathers.”




  That night, when Bones had decided upon forcing a passage to the big river, the relief from the Zaire fought its way into the village and left him a clear path. Bones went back in triumph to headquarters and narrated his story.




  “And there was I, dear old thing, a martyr, so to speak, to jolly old science, standing, as it were, with my back to the wall. I thought of jolly old Jenner—”




  “Where were you, Bones? I can’t quite place your defence,” said Hamilton, peering over a map of the territory. “Were you in M’kema’s village?”




  “No, sir, I skipped,” said Bones in triumph, “I went across the river to—”




  Hamilton gasped. “Into the French territory?”




  “It’s a diplomatic incident, I admit,” said Bones “but I can explain to the President exactly the motives which led me to violate the territory of a friendly power — or, at least, they were not so friendly either, if you’d seen the ‘Petit Parisienne’ that came out by the marl—”




  “But you were in the French village? That is all I want to know,” said Hamilton with deadly quiet.




  “I certainly was, old thing.”




  “Come with me,” said Hamilton.




  He led the way to Bones’ hut and opened the door.




  “Get in, and don’t come near us for a month,” he said. “You’re isolated!”




  “But, dear old thing, I’m Health Officer!”




  “Tell the microbes,” said Hamilton.




  And isolated Bones remained. Every morning Hamilton came with a large garden syringe, and sprayed the ground and the roof thereof with an evilsmelling mixture. And, crowning infamy of all, he insisted upon handing the unfortunate Bones his meals through the window at the end of a long bamboo pole.




  The Health Officer had come out of isolation, and had ceased to take the slightest interest in medical science, devoting his spare time to a new architectural correspondence course, when M’kema, summoned to headquarters, appeared under escort and in irons, to answer for his sins.




  “Lord, Tibbetti did a great evil, for he took our people, who were well, and made them sick. Because their arms hurt them terribly they tried to chop him.”




  Sanders listened, sitting in his low chair, his chin on his fist.




  “You are an old man and a fool,” he said. “For did not the sickness come to the Isisi? And did not the villagers have their mourning — all except yours, M’kema, because of the magic which Tibbetti had put into their arms? Now, you are well, and the other villagers have their dead. How do you account for that, M’kema?”




  M’kema shook his head. “Lord,” he said, “it was not by the magic of Tibbetti, for he made us ill. We are well people, and the sickness passed us because we followed the practice of our fathers, and took into the forest a woman who was very old and silly, and, putting out her eyes, left her to the beasts. There is no other magic like this.”




  “What’s the use?” asked the despairing Sanders, and M’kema, hearing these words in English, shivered, suspecting a new incantation.




  III. The Black Egg
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  There is a new legend on the river, and it is the legend of a devil who came from a black egg and hated its new master so powerfully that it slew him.




  Once upon a time in the Isisi land, the birds ceased suddenly from gossiping at the very height of day, and goats and dogs stood up on their feet and looked uneasily from left to right, and there was in the world a sudden and an inexplicable hush, so that men came out of their huts to discover what was the matter.




  And whilst they were so standing, gaping at a silence which was almost visible, the world trembled, and down the long street of the Isisi city came a wave and a billowing of earth, so that houses shook and men fell on to their knees in their fear. Then came another tremble and yet another billowing of solid ground, and the waters of the big river flowed up in sudden volume and flooded the lower beaches and washed even into the forest, which had never seen the river before.




  Between the first and the second shocks of the earthquake, N’shimba was born, and was named at a respectful distance after that ghost of ghosts — more nearly after one who had been as terrible. M’shimba M’shamba notoriously dwelt in the bowels of the earth, and was prone to turn in his sleep.




  Down the river went three canoes laden with wise men and chiefs, and they came solemnly into the presence of Mr. Commissioner Sanders, who, in addition to being responsible for the morals and welfare of a few millions of murderous children predisposed to cannibalism, was regarded as a controller of ghosts, ju-jus, the incidence of rainfall and the fertility of crops.




  “O Sandi, I see you,” said M’kema, chief of the deputation. “We are poor men who have come a long journey to tell you of terrible happenings. For you are our father and our mother and you are very wise.”




  It was a conventional opening, and Sanders, who had felt the earthquake, an infrequent occurrence in these parts, waited, knowing what would come.




  “…and then, lord, the river rose fearfully, washing through the huts of Bosubo, the fisherman, and eating up his salt. And the roof of Kusu, the hunter, fell down whilst he was in bed, and also two canoes were washed away and found by the thieving Akasava, who will not give them to us. Now tell us, Sandi, what made the world rock? Some of my councillors think one thing, some another. One says that it was M’shimba putting up his knees as he slept. Men do this in their sleep, as I know. Another, that it was a fight between two mighty ghosts. Speak for us, Sandi.”




  Sanders was not prepared to give a lecture on seismology, but supplied a plausible, fairly accurate, not wholly fanciful explanation.




  “M’kema,” said he, “in this world what do you see? The earth and the trees upon it, and the rivers that run on the earth. And if you dig, there is more earth. And if you dig deeper, there is rock and more rock, and beneath that — who knows? Sands and rivers and soft earth again. And if the rivers wash away the under earth, then the rocks settle and the ground settles, and there are strange disturbances. As to ghosts, I know M’shimba M’shamba, for he is my friend and well liked by the Government. But when he comes it is with a mighty wind and rains and spittings of fire. He lifts big trees and little trees and carries away huts, and he roars with a loud voice.”




  “Cala cala,” said a grey wise man (Foliti, suspected of witchcraft), “in the days of our fathers this thing happened, and there was born in the midst of the wonder, a man whose name was Death.”




  Sanders knew the legend of the ancient N’shimba, and had fixed the date of his appearance at somewhere in the seventeenth century. This N’shimba, so miraculously born, had been a common man who had no respect for kings or authorities, and by his genius had made himself master of the land between the mountains and the sea. It was said that when he was a youth, a ghost brought him a black egg, and from this egg was hatched a devil, who gave him power so that he was greater than kings.




  “This I know,” he said. “Why do you say this to me, wise man?”




  “Lord, such a child has now been born in our village, and the mother, being mad, has named him N’shimba. And doing this, she made strange faces and died, as the mother of N’shimba of our fathers died. Because of this we have held a palaver for three days and three nights. And some said that the baby must be buried alive before the ghost comes which will give him power, and some that he must be put in the Pool of the Silent Ones, and others that he must he chopped and all of us must put our fingers in his blood and smear the soles of our feet, this being magic.”




  Sanders wrinkled his nose like an angry terrier.




  “Do this,” he said unpleasantly, “and be sure that I will come with a magic rope and hang the men who chopped him. Go back, men, to your villages and let this be known. That I will send a Jesus-man to this child, and he shall take away all that is evil in him, and then will I come and fix to his forehead a certain devil mark which shall be strange to see. Thereafter let no man raise his hand against N’shimba, for my spirit will be powerfully with him. Elaka!”




  Two days after a missionary had formally baptised N’shimba, Sanders came, and in view of all the silent village, pressed a small rubber stamp on the squirming baby’s forehead. It was the stamp that Sanders used when he sent microscope slides to the School of Tropic Medicines for examination, and it said “Fragile: open carefully.”




  In a sense it was an appropriate inscription.




  “People, I have put my ju-ju upon this child,” said Sanders, addressing the multitude. “Presently it will fade and go away, because by my magic it will eat into his bones and into his young heart. But because my magic is so fearful, I shall know who laid his hand upon this small one, and I shall come swiftly with my soldiers and my gun that says ‘ha-ha-ha.’”




  Such was the potency of the charm that, after many years, a slightly mad woman who struck the child, died in great agony the same night.




  All this happened cala cala, in the days when Sanders was mapping out the destinies of five contentious nations. From time to time he saw the boy, and discovered in him nothing remarkable, except that he was a little sulky, and, according to his father, given to long silences and to solitary walks. He knew none of his own kind; neither played with boys nor spoke frankly to girls. They said that he was looking for the black egg, and certainly N’shimba climbed many trees without profit.




  Then one day, N’shimba, squatting about the family fire before the hut, propounded a riddle.




  “I caught a young leopard and put him in the fine little house, where once I had kept many birds. Did my leopard sing or fly or make ‘chip-chip’ noises?”




  “Boy, you are foolish,” said his unimaginative father, “for you have caught no leopard and you have no fine house where birds are kept.”




  “That is my mystery,” said N’shimba, and, rising, walked away to the forest and was not seen for three days. When he returned, he brought with him a young girl of the Inner Isisi.




  “This is my wife,” he said.




  The father said nothing, for the boy was sixteen and of a marrying age. The new wife, on the contrary, said much. “I do not want this man, your son,” she said frankly. “I am a great dancer, and my price is ten bundles of ten malakos in ten heaps ten times ten repeated. A man of my people would give as much salt as would fill a hut if I would be his wife, yet your son comes to me and takes me and gives nothing to my father nor to me. And when I turned from him, he struck me down. Here is the mark.”




  The mark was horridly patent, and N’shimba’s father was troubled and sought his son.




  “Why have you taken this woman?” he asked. “Presently her father will come and demand her price. And Sandi will come and give judgment against me. Let her go, for, even if you are married to her, what does it matter? Is there not a saying that ‘Women marry many times but have one husband’?”




  “I am that man,” said N’shimba. “As to Sandi, I am the child of his spirit, as all people know, and I take what I need.”




  That evening he beat his new wife, and her father, arriving in wrath to make the best of a bad bargain, was also beaten to his shame.




  “Who is N’shimba?” asked Captain Hamilton curiously when the news came to headquarters, and Sanders, a thoughtful, troubled man, explained.




  “It wouldn’t worry me at all, but the young devil has used the slogan of the old N’shimba, ‘I take what I need’ — and that is a very bad sign. One whisper of black eggs and I will take N’shimba and hang him.”




  He sent a warning, and marked down N’shimba in his diary as one to be interviewed when he next went north. Then one day there came into existence the Blood Friends of Young Hearts.




  In native territories, secret societies are born in a night, and with them their inspired ritual. From what brain they come, none knows. The manner of their dissolution is as mysterious. They come and they go; perform strange rites, initiate secret dances; men meet one another and say meaningless but thrilling words; there is a ferment and thrill in life — then of a sudden they are no more. Some times there is a little bloodletting, as when the N’gombi people held a society which was called The Mystery of the Five Straight Marks, Five cuts on the left cheek was the sign of the order, Sanders heard, saw, said nothing. On the whole, he thought the personal appearance of the N’gombi people was improved by the mutilations. But when, at a big palaver of the society, an Ochori girl was beheaded and her skin distributed to the members of the order, Sanders went quickly to the spot, hanged the leaders, flogged their headmen, and burnt the village that had been the scene of the ceremony. Thereafter the Five Marks vanished from existence.




  “Ahmet says N’shimba is behind this new society,” he said, calling Hamilton into his airy little office. “I’m scared lest N’shimba discovers that the mantle of his disreputable namesake has descended upon him. If he does, there will be bad trouble. I think I’ll send Bones to the Isisi with a platoon of young men. The wholesome presence of authority may nip in the bud the activities of the Young Hearts.”




  “Why ‘Young Hearts’?” asked Hamilton lazily.




  “They are mostly young men, and the movement is spreading,” said Sanders. “Bosambo has reported that a branch of this interesting society has been formed in the heart of the Ochori city.”




  “Send Bones,” suggested Hamilton promptly. “I know of no more depressing influence.”




  “What is the matter with him!”




  “If this were a civilised country, and the necessary opportunities existed, I should say that Bones was in love,” said Hamilton. “As it is, I think he’s sickening for something.”




  “It can’t be measles,” said Sanders. “He’s had them twice.”




  Hamilton sniffed. “Bones is the sort of fellow who would have measles three times and never turn a hair. But it isn’t measles. And it isn’t liver. I had him in yesterday morning and insisted on his swallowing three pills. He made a fuss about it, and I had to quote the Army Act. And even now he’s depressed.”




  Sanders stared thoughtfully across the sunburnt parade ground.




  “I think a trip to the Isisi might do him a lot of good,” he said.




  *




  There were moments when there came to the soul of Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts a great unrest. Times when even the pursuit and practice of his latest course of study brought neither peace nor consolation. Bones (for such was his name to his equals) found a melancholy satisfaction in the phenomena, for these conditions of unease usually preceded some flashing inspiration. It was as though Nature in her mysterious way ordained that Bones should only put forth his finest efforts after some (to him) tremendous ordeal. Such a tinge of irritation came to Bones one sunny day in April, and at a moment when he had every reason to be perfectly happy. The mail had brought to him a diploma which certified to his proficiency as an accountant. He had been elected a Fellow of the Society of Accountancy (Wabash), as a result of a course of correspondence lessons conducted by The College of Practical and Theoretical Accountancy (also of Wabash, U.S.A.).




  His half-yearly inspection had passed off magnificently, with the trifling exception that his books were out of order and that the sum of three pounds one shilling had in some mysterious fashion crept into the credit column. But this was instantly rectified by the discovery that he had added the day of the month. Bones invariably did this. Generally he added the year. Sometimes he was £192 1s. short. Sometimes he had £19 2s. 1d. surplus. Sanders had praised some work of his; his immediate superior, Captain Hamilton, had been unusually gracious. And Bones was unhappy.




  There was, in truth, an excellent reason. Bones was one of those uncomfortable people who take a passionate interest in every phase of human activity that happens outside their own especial orbit of duty. He was an officer of Houssas. He enjoyed an allowance from a wealthy uncle, he was living the kind of life he would have chosen of all others, and yet Bones was constantly striving toward perfection in professions which had nothing whatever to do with soldiering. He “took up” almost every branch of study that was offered to him through the advertisement pages of the magazines. He learnt elocution, public speaking, newspaper illustration, short-story writing, motorcar construction, law, motion-picture production, engineering, and the after-care of babies, through the medium of weekly questionnaires and test sheets, though without possessing the slightest aptitude for the practice of a single calling which he so assiduously studied.




  And he read. He read the Hundred Best Books and Egyptian History and John Stuart Mill, and books on Inductive and Deductive Logic, and Works of Travel and Sociology. If he did not actually read them he bought them. Sometimes he read nearly through the first chapter, but generally he read the introduction and put the book away to be read some day “when I can give my mind to it.” That day never dawned. Possibly the introductions were sufficient to assure him that they were books he did not wish to know.




  Bones was passing through a phase of intellectual development when the inequalities of life were all too apparent. He grieved for his fellow-men. He despised wealth and spoke glibly and contemptuously of capitalism. But for Florence, his life would have been intolerable. Florence was the property of Captain Hamilton. She was a hen, and she was of the Plymouth Rock variety. From her chickhood she had conceived a violent affection for Bones, and Bones, to whom all living things had a soul, had returned her love.




  There was an embarrassing side to the friendship, for Florence followed him like a pet dog, and invariably inspected the guard behind him. And the Houssa has a very keen sense of humour.




  Yet even Florence did not wholly compensate for the social conditions which were revealed to Bones from week to week in the pages of a fiery periodical which came to him. Bones grew careless in his attire, and addressed Abiboo, his sergeant, as “Comrade,” Which Sergeant Abiboo reported to Hamilton.




  “It is clear that the young lord Tibbett has fever,” he said, “for this morning he spoke to me as if he were a common man, and said that all men were equal. Even sergeants with privates. Also he said that the land did not belong to Government, but to me and to his lordship. This I report officially.”




  Finding no traces of fever, Hamilton had given his subordinate three large pills, Bones protesting.




  Summoned to the residency, he heard of his projected trip without enthusiasm. Ordinarily the prospect of assuming control of the Wiggle would have brought him to a high pitch of ecstasy.




  “Thank you, sir an’ excellency,” he said gloomily. “I’ll go because it is my duty. I have a premonition that I may not come back, instinct, my dear old Ham — I’ve always been like that. I’m physic.”




  “‘Psychic’ is the word you want,” said Hamilton.




  “We always call it ‘Physic,’” said Bones calmly, “and that’s the way it’s spelt, dear old comrade and O.C. Troops. If a johnny is physic, surely to good gracious heavens he know how it’s spelt?”




  “What have you a premonition of, Bones?” asked Sanders.




  Bones made a grimace, lifted his angular shoulders and threw out his hands — gestures indicating his inability to give a plain answer to a plain question.




  “Not wishing to cast a dark old shadow or be jolly old killjoy, I’d rather not say,” he replied darkly, “but I’ve had this feeling, comrade—”




  “A little less ‘comrade’ would be welcome,” said Hamilton.




  “We’re all comrades, dear old officer,” said Bones gloomily. “We’ve got our jolly old social values mixed up. The condition of society with its naughty old artificial restrictions is positively ghastly. It is indeed, old Ham. Sweinmacher says—”




  “What Sweinmacher or any other Dutch trader says is immaterial,” said Hamilton. “You go to the Isisi this afternoon. And if your premonition comes off I’ll write the nicest little obituary notice you’ve ever seen.”




  Bones inclined his head gravely. “I’ve already written it,” he said. “You’ll find it in my desk, dear old com-officer. You might send it to the Times — I’ve subscribed to that jolly old Thunderer for years, an’ they’ll be glad to put it in. About 20,000 words as near as I can judge, but if you’d like to add anything to it, I’ll take it as a kindness.”




  Sanders came down to see his subordinate leave.




  “N’shimba you will deal with firmly. As yet he is not dangerous. These fellows hold tight to tradition, and until the arrival of the black egg — and the spies say he has been searching for it — there will be no general rising. If necessary, kill N’shimba. You’re not taking Florence?”




  Florence was perched on the rail of the boat, a brooding, sleepy figure. Undisturbed, she remained when the Wiggle cast off and pushed its blunt nose to the rapid waters of the big river.




  Bones passed the Isisi country according to plan, and his first call was upon Bosambo, Paramount Chief of the Ochori, and thorn in the side of all kings, chiefs and headmen of the Isisi, Akasava and N’gombi. As well he might be, for he was a Krooman by birth, adventurer by instinct, and a great collector of other men’s property by choice.




  “I see you one time: I looka you longa longa times, Bonesi. You be good fellow.” Thus Bosambo in English, for he had been educated in an English mission school.




  Bones struggled hard against resenting the familiarity. Tactfully, he replied in Bomongo.




  “Sandi has sent me to speak with your young men, Bosambo, for Sandi’s heart is troubled because of this secret society.”




  “Lord,” said Bosambo calmly, “there is no secret society in this land. When the older men join together in dances and call themselves by ghostly names, I say no word, for old men are great talkers and nothing comes of that. But when my young men meet in secrecy, then I know that they will talk scandal. And what is scandalous here in the Ochori but taxation and the punishment I give to evil men? These Young Hearts spoke of me badly, and this I discovered. Now the Young Hearts are not in the Ochori,” he added significantly.




  Bones considered the matter, scratching his nose. “Bosambo, in this land all men are equal,” he said, and the big chief regarded him dispassionately.




  “Lord, all men are equal who are equal to one another,” he said. “But no man is equal to me, for I am the chief king of the Ochori. And I am not equal to you, Tibbetti, nor you to Sandi. If you are equal to Sandi, speak.”




  Bones modestly refrained, and the big man went on:




  “It is right that I should be over the Ochori,” he said, “for some one must stand high above the people, or he would not see them well. When there are ten thousand goats upon the plain, what does any goat see but the goat that is next to him? And how may he know what happens on the edge of the flock, where the leopards come crawling and creeping?”




  “All men—” began Bones again, but thought better of it. Bosambo was not a man who would be readily convinced.




  He secured a certain amount of information about the Young Hearts — information which Bosambo had taken the most drastic measures to procure.




  “They are of the Isisi,” said Bosambo, “and this king of the Isisi is no man, but a cow. For he sits down and hears these boys speak, and does not beat them. You go to the Isisi, lord?”




  Bones went on his way, and his host watched by the riverside, until the white hull of the little Wiggle had disappeared round a woody headland. Then Bosambo returned to his hut and to his wife, who was also his counsellor.




  “Light of my life,” she said in the Arabic of the coast, “Tibbetti has been in many terrible places, but I think the Isisi country will be worse for him.”




  In two nights and a day Bones came to the Isisi city, and was received in state by the king.




  “Lord, I know nothing of the Young Hearts,” said Bugulu nervously. “The folly of children is not for me and my wise old men, but for their parents. As to N’shimba, what is he but a child?”




  Bones did not attempt to supply an answer to his question. He had not failed to notice, in his walk through the widely scattered city of the king, that, which ever way he looked, he saw no young men, There were those who were old squatting at the fires, and women of all ages going about their proper business, He called the attention of Bugulu to this fact, and the king grew more miserable.




  “Lord, they have gone to a palaver in the deep forest,” he said. “For these night-talk-people must hold palavers at all times.”




  Bones hesitated, and then, accompanied by the king, walked down the broad main street of the city. He stopped at the first hut, where an old woman was crushing meal, and spoke to her.




  “O woman,” he said, “I think you are the mother of sons. Now tell me where your fine son is, that I may speak to him.”




  She glanced from Bones to the king, and then:




  “Lord, he is gone to make a palaver in the deep forest,” she said.




  “What is your son?” asked Bones.




  “Master, he is a fisherman and is very stout.”




  Bones listened to the recital of the young man’s virtues, and then asked:




  “Bring me his shield and his spear, that I may see them.”




  The woman looked at the king and at Bones, then turned her eyes away.




  “Lord, he has taken his shield and his spear with him, for there is game in the deep forest, and leopards that are terribly fierce,” she said.




  Apparently, every other young man who had departed out from the Isisi city had also gone in the expectation of meeting terrible leopards.




  “These young men say fearful things, Tibbetti,” said the old man, troubled. “My own son, who desires to be chief in my place, brought word that you spoke his mind, and that in your heart you were against all chiefs and kings, and the young men believe him. Also that all that is mine is all men’s. And that my goats belong to the village and my gardens to every mean man.”




  “Good gracious heavens alive!” said Bones, aghast, and for the first time there loomed before his eyes a vision of that vast barrier which stands between Utopia and the everyday world.




  “Also, lord, they say that men are all as one, as N’shimba the Great also said cala cala. And that the young shall rule the world.”




  “We’ll see about that,” said Bones, but as he spoke in English the chief thought he was swearing.




  Bones went back to the Wiggle, and his first act was to cast into the swift black waters of the river a learned treatise on equality by a Russian philosopher who had never met cannibals who believed in ghosts. The book was instantly pouched by a waiting and hungry crocodile, who, perhaps, was best competent to digest it.




  Then Bones strapped a Browning to each hip and called Sergeant Ali Ahmed to him.




  “Ahmed, I go to make a palaver with the young men of the Isisi.”




  “Lord comrade—” began the misguided Ahmed, and Bones showed all his teeth.




  “If you call me comrade, I will beat the soles of your feet until they are sore,” he said. “I want four men who can shoot, and four to carry the little gun that says ‘ha-ha.’”




  Ahmed saluted and went to parade the men.




  An hour’s walking along the narrow forest path brought Bones to a clearing where the ground dipped to form an amphitheatre. N’shimba was waiting for him, for news had been brought of his coming. Tail and lank, his body covered with a close-fitting garment of leopard-skin — the wearing of which was a prerogative of chiefs — N’shimba the inspired leant upon his long spear and watched the khaki figure moving slowly toward him.




  “I see you, Tibbetti,” he called, but did not raise his hand in salute.




  “I see you, N’shimba,” returned Bones, “and I have come to talk to you, because of certain things which have come to the ears of my lord Sandi. For they say you have a society of Young Hearts.”




  “They speak true,” said N’shimba insolently. “And I, N’shimba N’shamba, am their chief and greater than all chiefs. For I have been called by ghosts and devils to make the Isisi a free people. And I shall be the highest in the land, as the great N’shimba was before me, for his spirit is in my belly.”




  To his amazement, Bones was neither excited nor showed any visible signs of annoyance.




  “That is good talk,” said Bones, “Yet those wise men I meet say that the soul of the great N’shimba comes from a black egg. Tell me, man, have you found that egg?”




  N’shimba shuffled uneasily. “That will come, Tibbetti, when I have proved my greatness.”




  “Take me to your Young Hearts,” said Bones.




  Reluctantly, and with an apprehensive glance at the soldiers, N’shimba led him to the amphitheatre, which now Bones saw for the first time. The slopes of the hollow were black with men, black dappled yellow where the oval shields showed, black which glittered at a thousand points where the sunlight caught the polished heads of the spears. And Bones, without preamble, spoke, and by his side the red-tarboshed soldiers fixed the tripod of the Maxim.




  Bones spoke the Bomongo tongue as fluently as a native. He had at his command a range of native imagery which covered all things growing and living. And he talked rapidly and convincingly on the laws of property, and the right of men to eminence. They listened in silence, N’shimba scowling.




  When he had finished, they allowed him to go without molestation, Bones in triumph sent a message by pigeon to headquarters.




  “Settled Isisi perlarver. Talked them sily. Knockked ideas out of their joly old crayniums.”




  Bones had never been strong on spelling.




  He had sent the message when Ahmed came to him with news and something in his hand.




  “Lord, whilst you made palaver with these boys, the chik-chik sought you in the village, and this came in the very street before the king’s house.”




  Bones looked at the egg in the man’s hand and jumped up, his eyes bulging.




  It was jet black!




  “Moses!” he gasped, and then, in Arabic: “Who saw this?”




  “All people, and they were frightened.”




  “Phew!” said Bones, and turned reproachful eyes upon Florence, who was balancing herself on the back of a chair.




  “You’re a naughty, naughty girl!” said Bones. “Yes, you are.”




  Florence made the noise which, in all well-regulated chickens, is the equivalent to a purr.




  An hour later came N’shimba.




  “Lord,” he sad respectfully, “there is talk of a wonderful black egg. Now give this to me, and I will be strong for you.”




  “Man, I am strength itself” said Bones quietly. “As to a black egg, I know of none.”




  N’shimba went away without protesting further.




  At three o’clock, in the dead of the night, the sentry on duty on the Wiggle saw a figure crawling stealthily along the deck plank, and shot at it without warning. Bones, running out of his cabin, saw a dead man lying in the light of Sergeant Ahmet’s lantern, and the knife clenched between the bared teeth told its own story.




  With four men he reached the village. Happily, he had not gone far before the Young Hearts’ attack was launched. Fighting his way back to the river, Bones cast off the two steel hawsers as the forerunners of the Young Hearts reached the beach. The Wiggle possessed no searchlight, but she carried two Maxim guns, and they sprayed the beach industriously.




  In midstream he anchored whilst steam was being raised, and at dawn came a solitary canoe, paddled by a trembling man, who handed up something in a native sack, something that was heavy and wet. Bones guessed the contents before the dead face of the king Bugulu stared up at him.




  “Man, who sent this?” he asked the shivering messenger.




  “Lord, it was N’shimba,” said the man, his teeth chattering. “Also, he spoke to me thus ‘Say to Tibbetti, that I am N’shimba, King of the Isisi and of the Akasava, and of all the peoples of the mountains, and the highest man in all the land. Bring me the black egg and you shall live.’”




  Bones did not hesitate. “I go with you,” he said, for he knew that the Isisi were night fighters, and that no man would lift spear to him in the open day.




  He went ashore. The body of the old king lay stark in the village street, and Bones saw a dead woman lying where she had been speared, and two old men whose age had been an offence.




  No man hindered him as he walked slowly to the new king’s hut, but the silence was ominous, and, to Bones, menacing. Before the old king’s hut sat N’shimba, the medal of kingship about his neck.




  “I see you, white man; give me my pretty egg and you shall live.”




  Bones took something from his pocket and put it in the new king’s hand.




  “N’shimba, by magic this thing was born, and it is an egg like none other I have ever seen. Hold it fast, king, and presently your devil shall come out and speak to you, but I must not be here nor any other.”




  N’shimba nodded gravely. “Let this man go,” he said, and Bones walked quickly down the village Street.




  His foot was in the waiting canoe when he heard the harsh sound of the explosion.




  The devil in the black egg had spoken as only a devil can speak when the incautious N’shimba released his grip of the Mills’ bomb which Bones had pressed into his hand.




  IV. A Nice Gel
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  Because Terence Doughty was possessed of an immense fortune, was unmarried, and had neither sister nor brother, it was a delicate matter to chide him, At least, so thought his aunts and cousins and other likely beneficiaries of his will.




  He was thirty, a little pompous in a reserved way, exceedingly goodlooking, and learned in such a terrifying degree that ordinary people cleared their throats before they so much as remarked to him that it was a fine day.




  He had written a textbook on Arabic, and he spoke most modern languages. It was a chance reference to the irregular Bomongo verbs, that he read in Notes and Queries, that decided him upon taking up the study of native dialects, It happened that there was in London at that time (on sick leave) a missionary from the great river, and from this gentleman Terence learnt, with his usual facility, enough of the language to induce in him a desire for an even further acquaintance.




  He announced his scheme to the one aunt who did not stand in awe of the bachelor-millionaire-scientist.




  “Rubbish!” she snapped. “I’ve never heard such nonsense! The idea of going into Central Africa to learn verbs! You’re either a poseur or a fool, Terence. You had much better find a nice gel and settle down in England.”




  Mr. Doughty shuddered. “Gel” always made him shudder. “My dear aunt! Nice gel!” he mimicked, “I have been looking for that nice gel these ten years! Unfortunately I am cursed with the possession of ideals. These ladies you and the rest of the family have been good enough to choose for me — my God! They are dreadful! There isn’t one that doesn’t shock all the aestheticism in me.”




  “What kind of gel do you want?” asked Lady Morestel, curiously.




  Lying back in his deep chair, his eyes half closed, his fingertips touching, Mr. Terence Doughty enumerated the desirable qualities.




  “She must be pretty, of course, that kind of delicate, spiritual prettiness that gives to a woman her most precious mystery. She must be intellectual, yet womanly, in a wistful way. I must be able to love her mind. Refinement of speech and thought, impregnability of ideals — these are amongst the qualities that I seek but do not find.”




  “You’ll not find them in Africa,” said her ladyship grimly, and Terence smiled.




  “I shall be looking for verbs in Africa,” he said.




  Two months later, Terence Doughty poised himself on the gunwale of the surf boat, his hand upon the bare, brown shoulder of a rower, and, watching his opportunity, jumped almost dry-footed to the yellow sands. One of the crew threw a new suitcase after him.




  “Thanks,” said Terence.




  He was tail and fairly athletic, his face was thin and tanned, his appearance suggested the patronage of a good colonial tailor. Stopping only to light a cigarette, then picking up his grip, he walked toward the residency. Sanders came to meet him.




  “Mr. Doughty,” he said, and Doughty lifted his helmet. “I’m afraid you hate my coming, sir,” he said, apologetically.




  “I have a bad reputation along the coast,” smiled Mr. Commissioner Sanders, “and I suppose it is justified. I do not like traders, and I am not, as a rule, enthusiastic about scientific explorers.” He walked by the side of the visitor. “What is your itinerary?” he asked.




  “I intend going up as far as the Akasava country, then, striking across the French territory to the Congo, follow the river as far as Stanley Falls. After I reach Stanley Falls I shall decide whether I go by rail to Tanganyika and on to Rhodesia, or whether I push across Uganda to the sea. There is one point on which I wanted to speak to you, Mr. Sanders, and it is this: I have no timetable, I am moving at my leisure, and it is likely that I shall stop over in certain villages for months at a time. So that if I disappear, I hope I shall not give you any uneasiness.”




  “You will,” said Sanders promptly. “I do not think there is any danger, for the tribes are very quiet just now, but in this land ‘tomorrow is a different day,’ as the saying goes.”




  Mr. Doughty was introduced to Hamilton of the Houssas, and to Lieutenant Tibbetts, whose other name was Bones, and whilst tiffin was in course of preparation he went down to the quay to examine his heavy baggage that had come on before him, and to try his missionary Bomongo upon the crew of the big canoe which had come down from the Akasava country to take him up river.




  “Deuced nice fellow,” said Bones thoughtfully. “I’ve often wished, as you’ll bear witness, dear old officer, to make a complete study of these jolly old verbs — what about sending me up with the doughty old Doughty to look after him?”




  “I’ll say this for you, Bones,” said Hamilton, “you’re never at a loss to find an excuse for loafing. You stay here and study the jolly old verbs and the payroll and the stores account. And you might give the men a few days’ field exercise; they’re slacking fearfully.”




  Bones sighed and abandoned his dream.




  So Mr. Terence Doughty went alone, and after a month’s idling along the river, came in the dark of an evening to a beach.




  “We will sleep here tonight,” he said, and the headman of the boat grew unexpectedly agitated.




  “Lord, we will go on to the city, which we shall reach by the morning. For though my strong paddlers are tired, they will be happy.”




  “Why not here?” asked Terence in surprise.




  The man tapped his teeth with his knuckles, “Lord, this is a magic place. For here is the Tree of the World, and devils live in abundance, so that you cannot walk without treading on their tails. Now let us go on, for my men have fear in their stomachs.”




  “Land me alone and my little tent,” said Terence, now thoroughly interested. “In the morning come for me.”




  He went ashore on the flat beach and watched the hurried and fearful erection of his tent. They lit a fire for him (all in frantic haste) and paddled away.




  Terence had brewed himself a cup of tea and was preparing a meal of canned chicken breast and biscuit, when, raising his eyes suddenly, he saw, standing in the light of the fire, a slim figure. For a second he was startled, and then:




  “I am M’mina of The Tree,” said the girl simply, “and I am a great friend of ghosts.”




  “O woman, sit with me and eat,” said Terence, and she obeyed.




  *




  There is a tree in the Forest of Happy Dreams, which is in the Akasava country, that has stood from the beginning of time. It is the Tree of the World, and floated in the waters which, according to legend that is so splendidly confirmed by the Jeano-men, was the beginning of all substance. And to the bare roots of the tree came earth, and more earth, and rocks to keep the earth in its place, and mountains to hold the rocks, and so the world was made. It is a cedar of enormous height, which in itself is miraculous, for no other cedars grow in the Akasava. Its branches spread amazingly. Beneath, you may see the rotting stumps of other trees which in the course of hundreds of years have been cut down that the Tree of the World might grow. Some day, so the legend runs, that tree will wither, and on that day the world will begin to go back to the water. First the mountains will crumble and fall into the great river; then the rocks will go to dust, and lastly the earth will dissolve into water and there will be no more earth.




  Near by the tree, in a large hut, lived Ogonobo, the Keeper of the Tree, a wise old man, reputedly friend of devils and in the fellowship of ju-jus.




  So potent was the mystery of Ogonobo that even M’shimba M’shamba, most ruthless and disrespectful of all great spirits, spared his house on the night of the great wind, when villages and cities were levelled and great gum-trees were plucked up by the roots as though they were corn-stalks.




  Yet for all his magic and aloofness, Ogonobo was no ascetic. He had taken to himself many wives, and each he had put away because none bore him children. Then he found a fisher girl of no great account and took her into his hut, and she gave him M’mina, a straight-backed, grave-eyed daughter. Some say one thing and some say another about this miracle of a daughter who came to Ogonobo in his old age. Such is the Akasava love for scandal. That his wife had many lovers is true, but what woman of the Akasava is without lovers? Do they not say, “This day I have married a woman who has three husbands” at every wedding feast? Be that as it may, M’mina was a fact, and when old Ogonobo sold his wife to a petty chief, this M’mina became the supreme woman of his house, tended his small garden, crushed his corn and cooked for him.




  Such men as saw her, hunters who strayed into the ghost forest led by their quarry, feared her. One brought a story that he had seen M’mina sitting on the ground surrounded by thousands of parrots that squawked and chattered to her. And another had seen her in the company of many little birds that came to her when she whistled. It is certain that M’mina was a great charmer of birds, and at her whistle even the fierce hawks stooped and came with a beating of wings to her feet. This was her own peculiar magic.




  Incidentally the spirit of the forest came to her, and she communed with devils. One day she came to the old man, her father, and told him.




  “Ogonobo,” she said, “I saw a little yellow devil sitting under the Tree of the World. He had red eyes, and from his knees grew two hands that pinched me as I passed.”




  Ogonobo said nothing. He took a long and pliant length of hippo-hide, and he flogged her until he could flog her no more.




  “Now, woman,” said he, “see no more devils.”




  M’mina went through the days that followed as though nothing had happened. She slept in a small hut at the back of her father’s house, and one night, having a pain in his head, he went to call her that she might boil water for him. She was not on her bed, and, spying, he saw her slip from the forest in the dawn hour and go straight to her hut. He watched her three nights in succession, and every night she went away into the forest and came back with the dawn.




  Then he spoke to her. “Woman,” he said, “if you have a lover, let him come to me. But if you go in the night to speak to devils, that is bad. For a lover can give you nothing but life, but devils bring trouble. Tell me now, M’mina, which is true?”




  “Lord, I go to see devils and one who is greater than all. For he lives in a tree and fire comes from his eyes when he speaks, and one day he will take me into his hut and we shall be happy.”




  Ogonobo went in search of his thong, and this time the flogging was severe.




  “You shall bring no sons of devils into my house, woman,” said Ogonobo breathlessly, for he was an old man.




  M’mina got up from the floor, rubbing her whealed thighs. Her dark, grave eyes searched the old man’s face, and she said:




  “This night your arm shall die.”




  “This day my arm is strong,” said Ogonobo, and thrashed her again. In this primitive manner did he wage war against the illusions which solitude and a too prolonged austerity might bring to an imaginative mind.




  He was sitting before his hut eating his dinner as the sun was setting, and M’mina was crushing corn in a big stone pestle. As the sun touched the trees, the bowl fell from Ogonobo’s hand, and when he tried to pick it up his right arm refused to obey. From shoulder to fingertip he was paralysed.




  “Woman, come here,” he said, and the girl obeyed, standing before him, silent and watchful.




  “My arm is dead, as you promised. Now I see that you are a great witch, and I am afraid. Touch my arm and make it well.”




  As she bent down to perform this service, his well hand shot out, and he caught her swiftly by the throat and threw her backward over his knees.




  “It is better that I have one arm than none,” he said, “or no arms than that I be dead. I am too old to live in fear of death; therefore, M’mina, my daughter, you go quickly to the Place of Ghosts.”




  She lay unstruggling as the pressure of his sinewy fingers increased, and when it seemed to him that she was resigned to death, with a strength that he had not guessed, she flung herself free from him and fled into the hut. He rose a little awkwardly and followed. As he stooped to enter the low door, she struck at him twice with the long handled N’gombi axe that he kept to trim away the tree. Ogonobo coughed thickly and went down on to his knees, clutching with his one hand at the doorway’s edge.




  “Death,” said M’mina, and brought the keen edge to his unprotected neck with all her power…




  When she had buried him and had cleaned away the mess, she went back to her corn, and, carrying the pestle into the hut, lay down on her bed and slept. And she sat in Ogonobo’s place and said magic words to the tree, and held communion with ghosts of all colours.




  One day she went on a journey into the city of the king and stood before his house, and Ofaba, the king, who had heard of her, came out.




  “I see you, M’mina, daughter of Ogonobo, the Keeper of the Tree. Where is your father?”




  “Lord, he is dead, and his mystery is mine. And I sit in the Forest of Dreams and many pleasant devils make love to me. One I shall marry soon, and on that night M’shimba M’shamba shall come to my hut and sing my marriage song.”




  Ofaba shivered and spat. “How did Ogonobo die, woman?” he asked. “One of my young men when hunting saw blood on the leaves.”




  “A devil killed him with a great axe that was bigger than the Tree of the World. And I fought with the devil by my magic, and he is dead too. And I cut him into pieces, and one of his legs I threw into the Little River, and it overflowed, as all men know.”




  That the Little River had overflown Ofaba knew. The rains had been heavy, but the Little River had never overflown before. Here, then, was an explanation more in harmony with Ofaba’s known predilection for the mysterious and the magical.




  “This I came to tell you, lord,” she said. “Also that I had a dream, and in this dream I saw Bosambo of the Ochori, who was on his knees before you, Ofaba, and you put your foot on his neck, and said ‘Wa,’ and Bosambo shook with fear.”




  Ofaba himself trembled with something that was not fear, for she had dreamt his dream. This he did not tell her, sending her away with presents, and by certain wonderful acts confirming her in her office.




  It is a saying in the Akasava country, that the child of the eaten moon is a great glutton, and Ofaba M’lama, the son of B’suri, King of the Akasava and paramount lord of the Ten Little Rivers, was so born. For the moon was at its last quarter when he came squealing into the world, and B’suri, looking up at the fading crescent, said, having a grievance:




  “This child will eat. Let him eat the Ochori,”




  A wise saying, so frequently repeated to Ofaba, long after he had taken B’suri’s stool of office and his great silver medal of chieftainship; long after B sun had been paddled stark to the middle island where dead men lie in shallow graves.




  Ofaba needed little to remind him that the Akasava hated the Ochori, because that was traditional. Cala cala, which means “Years ago,” the Ochori had been the slave tribe, a debased and fearful people who, at the first hint of danger, ran away into the woods with their wives and children and such goats as they could grab. Sometimes they left their wives behind, but there is no record of their having gone entirely goatless.




  So it was that, what any nation needed, they took from the Ochori, and if the taking was bloodless, no strong word went down to the ear of Mr. Commissioner Sanders, who sat between sea and river in a large thatched house and gave judgment impartially. But there came to the Ochori a certain man from the Kroo Coast, an escaped convict, one Bosambo, who, by the employment of questionable methods, had secured his election to the kingship. And with his coming there had arisen a new spirit in the Ochori, so that when the Akasava or the Isisi raided their lands, they were met by locked shields and a phalanx of spears, and there was a killing or two.




  Ofaba was now a man of twentythree, and in the year when M’mina became the Keeper of the Tree, the harvests of the Akasava failed, for no especial or understandable reason. Ofaba and his wise men gathered in secret council, and in the dark hours of the night they took from his bed a youth who was silly with sleeping sickness, and, carrying him into the woods, they cut his throat with the razor edge of Ofaba’s hunting spear, and sprinkled his blood on that old and sacred tree which had stood from the beginning of time.




  M’mina watched the ceremony from the door of her hut, and when it was over came forth.




  “I see you, Ofaba, also this man whom you have killed because your crops have failed. Now, I have talked with my husband, who comes to me every night in the shape of a bat, and he says that the crops have failed because of Bosambo, the chief man of the Ochori. That day you bring him to me, that day shall the crops grow and the game come back to the forest. For I will make a great magic with Bosambo that will be wonderful to see. You shall make an end to Bosambo, as I have made to his spies. Come.”




  Bewildered, the king followed her through the dark forest and came to the beach. Here, hidden by bushes, were three graves. “O woman!” he gasped. “What evil have you done? For if Sandi knows—”




  “Shall Sandi know the blooding of the tree?” she asked significantly, and Ofaba sweated. “Now, I tell you that when Bosambo himself comes, as he will, you shall bring him here. And you shall be happy.”




  *




  At headquarters, Mr. Commissioner Sanders was in a peculiarly complacent frame of mind. For two months there had been no sign or sound of trouble in his territory. Mr. Terence Doughty, that fastidious grammarian, had passed to the French territory (Bosambo had sent a long message by Pigeon post announcing his passage); the crops, with the exception of the Akasava mealie crop, had been good. Taxation was being voluntarily liquidated.




  “In fact, everything is almost too good to be true,” he said one evening as they sat in the cool of the verandah.




  That night he was wakened from a sound sleep by a hullaballoo that brought him to the open, revolver in hand. A knot of men were struggling noisily somewhere in the darkness, and Hamilton, who joined him, offered an explanation.




  “One of my infernal Houssas,” he swore. “Where these devils get gin from, heaven knows — Bones!”




  Bones answered from the darkness. “Naughty old thief trying to get into the residency, Ham, old thing—”




  Five minutes later a dishevelled Bones in pyjamas and mosquito boots came to report.




  “Chucked him in the guardroom,” he said. “By gad, if I hadn’t seen him you might have been robbed, dear old excellency — murdered, dear old Ham. If this isn’t worth a special report and a D.S.O., then there’s no justice on this wicked old earth.”




  “Did you spot him?” asked Hamilton incredulously.




  “I didn’t exactly spot him, sir and brother officer,” said Bones with care. “In theory I did, old captain. Ahmet saw him sneaking across the square, and of course I was on the spot in two shakes of a duck’s jolly old rudder.”




  Sergeant Ahmet supplemented the information. He had seen the marauder and had leapt at him.




  “When we wakened my lord Tibbetti, he ordered the bad man to prison.”




  “What do you mean—’wakened’?” demanded Bones indignantly. “O Ahmet, was I not there — did I not — ?”




  “Why ask this unfortunate man to perjure himself?” demanded Hamilton, “Go back to bed, Phyllis; you’re losing your beauty sleep.”




  The buglers were sounding reveille, and the brown-legged guard stood rigidly before the guardhouse, their rifles at the slope, their expressionless brown faces strained and intense, looking at nothingness.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, in khaki, a long sword slapping at his leg, stalked over from his hut, his helmet tilted over one eye in the fashion set by a remarkable admiral, and coming to a halt before the guard, glared at the four inoffensive soldiers.




  “The guard is present, lord,” said the sergeant in his queer, guttural Arabic.




  “Let it be dismissed, Ahmet,” said Bones. “Now bring me the prisoner.”




  There came, blinking into the light from the dark prison hut, a man, at the sight of whom Lieutenant Tibbetts’ jaw dropped — and it took a lot (as Bones often said) to surprise him.




  “Bosambo!” he squeaked in English. “Goodness gracious heavens alive, well I’m dashed!”




  The big man grinned sheepishly. “I be damned, sah, too, one time. I make ‘um foolish all time, Bonesi.”




  “Not so much of that Bonesi,” said Bones severely. “You naughty old reveller — you disgustin’ carousin’ old sinner. Really, really, Bosambo, I wonder you’re not ashamed of yourself!”




  Bosambo did not look particularly ashamed, although he, king and paramount chief of the Ochori, had suffered the indignity of spending a night in the guardroom, and had been carried there in the middle of the night by four stalwart Houssa.




  “I no be drunken, Tibbetti,” he began earnestly. “I be good Matt’ew Marki Luki Christian—”




  “Monkey talk,” said Bones unpleasantly, and this time he spoke in Bomongo.




  “Lord,” said Bosambo in that language, “I came by night because of certain news which my spies brought to me, And because I came secretly, not wishing your lordship’s soldiers to know me, I did not tell them who I was when they fell upon me as I crossed the square. And if I fought them, using terrible words, there was this reason, for I thought that in the night I could break away from the little prison and go my way.”




  Bones went up to the residency, leaving the “prisoner” in his own hut. Hamilton, shaving (in his pyjamas) on the verandah, saw the martial figure — he would have heard the slap of the sword any way — and suspended operations.




  “Morning, Mars — is there a war on?” he demanded, returning to his grimaces at the mirror and the manipulation of his safety razor.




  “Dear old officer, there are certain aspects of military service that no self-respecting old commander jests about,” said Bones testily. “If I hadn’t turned out in jolly old regimentals, you would have kicked.”




  “Well, did you court-martial and shoot the noisy devil?” asked Hamilton. “He woke Sanders — who was he and what was he doing? Abiboo said it was somebody trying to break into the residency.”




  “It was Bosambo,” said Bones, with dramatic emphasis.




  He was entitled to enjoy the sensation his words created.




  “Bo — sambo? Bosh!”




  Bones raised his eyebrows and closed his eyes. “Very good, jolly old sir, I have done my duty: I can do no more,” he said.




  “Bosambo!”




  Sanders stood in the doorway, and Bones saluted, “Yes, excellency: Bosambo. I had a suspicion it was he last night.”




  “You said that you knew it was a Lower River fisherman who had got squareface,” began Hamilton, but Sanders’ hand called for silence.




  “Send him here, Bones,” he said quietly.




  Bosambo arrived, more self-possessed than Bones thought was decent.




  “Lord, it is true that it was I who came like a thief, desiring secret word with you,” he said frankly, “for this is a big thing that I had to tell, and my stomach was troubled.”




  “You have brought me much news before,” said Sanders sternly, “yet you came in daylight and met me in palaver. Now you come like an Isisi robber, and my soldiers have shamed you, and therefore have shamed me and my king. Are there no grey birds or swift messengers?”




  “Lord, there are all these,” said Bosambo calmly. “One grey pigeon came to me last week, and about his little red leg was a book* which said that I must not seek Dhoti any more, as he had gone a long journey into the Lower Isisi.”




  [* Letter.]




  Sanders sat up in his chair with a start. “Man, what are you saying? I sent no message but about your taxation.”




  Bosambo fumbled in his leopard-skin robe and took out a folded paper, handing it to the Commissioner without a word. Sanders read and frowned. “I did not send this message,” he said. “As to Dhoti,”* he went into the Frenchi country two moons gone, and you sent me a book saying this.”




  [* Doughty]




  “Lord,” said Bosambo, “I sent no such book, nor have I seen Dhoti. And because of things I heard, I sent my spies into the Akasava and they did not come back. I myself would have gone, but my young and cunning listeners told me that Ofaba waited to seize me, and his canoes watched the river. So, lord, I came secretly.”




  Sanders fingered his chin, his face set and hard.




  “Get steam in the Zaire, Hamilton. I leave for the Upper River just as soon as you are ready. I shall want ten soldiers and a rope.”




  *




  In the deepest jungle of the Forest of Dreams, and in a secret place between two marshes was a hut, and stretched on a bed of skins before the door lay a young man. He was yellow of face, unshaven, gaunt. The fever which comes to white men in this forest of illusions was on him, and his teeth chattered dismally. Nevertheless, he smiled, and his eyes lit up as the girl came from a belt of trees, carrying in her arms a large and steaming pot.




  “By jove, M’mina, I am glad to see you,” he said in English, as he reached out and took her hand.




  “My husband and my lover,” she murmured, fondling the thin fingers between her palms, “I do not understand you when you speak with that tongue. I have brought you food, and I have spoken with the devils that you shall get well.”




  Terence chuckled weakly. “The grey birds have not come?” he asked.




  “One will come soon — my spirit tells me,” she said, squatting on the ground by the side of him.




  He dropped his arm on her shoulder and looked fondly down into the round and comely face.




  “There is no woman like you in the world, M’mina. You are the most wonderful of all. And I will take you across the black water, and you shall be a great lady.”




  “Lord, I will stay here, and you also,” she said calmly; “for I knew when I saw you first, that you were the husband that the ghosts had whispered to me about.”




  He was looking at her raptly. “O woman,” he said in Bomongo, “you are very beautiful.” And then he stopped, for her eyes were searching the heavens. Suddenly she sprang up, and, pursing her lips, sent forth a long trill of melody. It was less a whistle than a high vocal note, and though it was not loud, the swift bird that was crossing the patch of sky checked, wheeled and came in narrowing circles lower and lower, till it dropped at her feet. She stooped, picked up the grey pigeon and smoothed its plumage. Then, with fingers deft with practice, she took the tissue paper that was fastened about the leg by a rubber band and gave it to the man.




  He peered down at the Arabic characters. “It is from Sandi to Bosambo,” he said, “and he says all is well.”




  She nodded. “Then this little bird may go,” she answered; “and my lord need not write any message to deceive the fat man of the Ochori. Lord, I fear this man, and have spoken with Ofaba that he may be killed.”




  Terence Doughty fell back on his pillow and closed his eyes. “You’re a wonderful girl,” he murmured in English, and she tried to repeat the words. “Clever girl…what a splendid mind you must have!”




  She stooped and covered him with a skin rug, and then, at the sound of footsteps, she turned quickly. A lean man in white duck was crossing the clearing, and behind him she saw the glint of steel and the red tarbosh of soldiers.




  “O Sandi,” she greeted him without embarrassment, “so you have found me and my husband.”




  “And three little graves, M’mina,” said Sanders quietly. “Now you shall answer to me for your life.”




  She shook her head. “You will not kill me, Sandi, because that is not your way. In all time you have never hanged any woman from the high tree, and I think I shall live, because I am well loved by certain devils and ghosts, and my ju-ju is strong for me. Also for this man.”




  Terence was staring up at Sanders, a frown on his emaciated face.




  “Morning,” he said, a little resentfully. “You know my wife?”




  “I know her very well,” said Sanders softly.




  “Hope you didn’t mind my fooling round with your messages,” said Doughty. “By the way, I’ve at last got the Bomongo word for…”




  His voice sank into a drowsy murmur. Mr. Terence Doughty did not wholly recover consciousness until he was halfway on the voyage to England, and then he woke as from a bad dream. In that dream there figured a strange and gracious figure, which he could not identify or remember. All his life, even when he was comfortably and respectably married, there hovered in the background of his mind the illusion of a greater happiness which he had once experienced.




  Sitting in the Village of Irons, in that portion reserved for the women who had worked evilly against the Government, M’mina often said to her fellows in durance:




  “Sandi has taken my man, but my soul and spirit and ghost is with him always, and my devil shall whisper in his ear: ‘M’mina waits for you in the Forest of Dreams.’”




  Which in a sense was a perfectly true statement, though Terence Doughty would have been shocked if he could have identified the woman who flitted through his thoughts and was the foundation of many dreams…




  Once he woke with a cry, and his wife asked him if he was ill.




  “No, no…I was thinking…a nice gel…I wonder who she was?”




  His wife smiled. She was wise enough never to probe into the past, but sometimes she wondered who that nice gel was.




  V. The Brass Bedstead
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  There is no tribe on the river that has not its most secret mystery. In the course of the years, Mr. Commissioner Sanders had acquired a working knowledge of hundreds, yet was well aware that he had but touched the fringe of multitudes. For within every mystery is yet another. He knew that within the pods of a specie of wild pea there dwelt a beneficent spirit called “Cha,” that brought luck and prosperity, but that if the pea was split into four and given to four people, one would die within a moon, but he did not learn for years that if one of the four quarters remained green, there would be no fish in the river for the space of nine moons.




  Every plant and flowering tree had its peculiar familiar, good or bad, and once he had been brought a hundred and fifty miles to a great palaver, and all because a mealy stalk had produced only one cob — which was a sign of coming pestilence. Sometimes a peculiar potent would not appear at all and a hundred thousand men and women would sit and shiver their apprehension, whilst search parties would go forth and seek it.




  In the end Sanders evolved a formula. At headquarters was a squat concrete house, built at the time of a serious war to store ammunition. The magazine was still employed for that purpose but Sanders found it a new use. It became a repository of ju-jus. When M’shimba M’shamba (which is another name for a small typhoon) did not put in an appearance, and the Isisi and N’gombi people met in solemn conclave to discuss what evil had been done that the great green spirit did not walk abroad, Sanders came.




  “Have no fear, for M’shimba stays with me in my Ghost House, being very weary.”




  When the famous Tree of the World was uprooted in a storm and swept out of sight down the river, Sanders could reassure a trembling people.




  “This great tree Is. It lives in my strange House of Ghosts, and none other shall see it. There it sits making good magic for the Isisi.”




  Bones came to be custodian of the Ghost House by natural processes. Finding that certain credit attached to the position, he claimed it for his own, and when the lower river folk lost their ju-ju (maliciously conveyed on to the Zaire by a native workman and concealed in the engine furnace) Bones assumed responsibility.




  “This fine ju-ju came to my Ghost House, and there he lives, and every morning I speak to him and he speaks to me.”




  “Lord, we should like to see our beautiful ju-ju, for he was made wonderfully out of a magic tree by our fathers,” said one of the troubled elders.




  “Him you may see,” said Bones significantly, “but if you look upon the other ghosts who live with him, your eyes will fall out.”




  They decided to leave the ju-ju to his tender care.




  The plan worked exceedingly well until Bosambo fell out with the Akasava.




  Bosambo, Paramount Chief of the Ochori, best-eared of all chiefs, had an elementary but effective system of justice. For him no frontiers existed, no sovereignty was sacred, though he rigidly enforced the restrictions of frontier and the holiness of the Ochori territory upon others. There came into the forest land at the extreme southern edge of his land a party of Akasava huntsmen in search of game, and these with a lordly indifference to the inviolability of his territority, speared and shot without so much as “by your leave.”




  They were in search of the small monkeys with white whiskers, which are considered a delicacy by the epicureans of the Akasava, and are found nowhere else than in the southern Ochori. They are killed with arrows, to the heads of which a yard of native rope is attached. When the monkey is hit, the barbed arrowhead falls off, and the rope and shaft becoming entangled in the small branches of the trees in which the little people live, they are easily caught and despatched.




  Now the people of the Ochori do not eat monkeys. They capture them and train them into domestic pets, so that you cannot pass through an Ochori village without seeing little white-whiskered figures squatting contentedly on the roofs of the huts, engaged mainly in an everlasting hunt for fleas,




  Messengers brought news of the invasion, and Bosambo left hurriedly for the south, taking with him fifty spearmen. They came upon the Akasava hunting party sitting about a fire over which shrivelled monkey-meat was roasting.




  What followed need not be described in these pure pages; Bosambo had no right to brand the poachers with red-hot spear blades, and certainly his treatment did not err on the side of delicacy.




  Ten days later, the weary hunting party came to the Akasava city and carried their grievances.




  “Lord king, this Bosambo beat us and put hot irons upon us, so that we must sleep on our faces and cannot sit because of the cruel pain. And when we spoke of our king, he made horrible faces.”




  Here was a cause for war, but the crops were not in, so the king sent his eldest men to Sanders. There was a palaver, and Sandi gave judgment.




  “If a man walks into the lair of a leopard, shall he come to me and say, ‘I am scratched’? For the leopards have their place, and the hunter has his. And if a man put his hand into a cooking-pot, shall he kill the woman at the fire because his hand is burnt? There is a place for the hand and a place for the boiling meat. Now, I give you this riddle. How can a man be burnt if he does not go to the fire? Let no man of the Akasava hunt in the forests of the Ochori. As to the lord chief Bosambo, I will make a palaver with him.”




  “Lord,” said one of the injured hunters, “we are shamed before our wives, and we cannot sit down.”




  “Stand,” said Sanders laconically; “and as to your wives, this is a wise saying of the Akasava: ‘No man turns his face to the sun or his back to his wife.’ The palaver is finished.”




  He saw Bosambo in the privacy of his hut, and the interview was brief.




  “Bosambo, you shall neither maim nor kill, nor shall you put other people to shame. If these men hunt in your forest, do you not fish in their waters? They tell me, too, that you take your spears to the Akasava country and clear their woods of meat. This is my word, that you shall not again go into their hunting-grounds, until they come to yours.”




  “Oh ko!” said Bosambo in dismay; for the taboo which had been put upon him was the last he desired.




  Bosambo had an affection for a kind of wild duck that could only be trapped in the Akasava marshes, and the deprivation was a serious one.




  “Lord,” he said, “I have repented in my heart, being a Christian, the same as you, and being well acquainted with Marki, Luki and Johnny, and other English lords. Let the Akasava come to my forest, and I will go to their lands to catch little birds. For, lord, I did not hurt these Akasava men, merely burning them in play, thinking they would laugh.”




  Sanders did not smile. “Men do not laugh when they are so burnt,” he said, and refused to lift the embargo.




  “If they come to you, you may go to them,” he said at parting.




  For the greater part of three months Bosambo was Tempter. He withdrew his spies from the forest, he sent secret word to the Akasava king, inviting him to great hunts; he conveyed taunts and threats calculated to arouse all that was warlike in his bosom, but the Akasava king rejected the overtures and returned insult for insult. And Bosambo brooded on roast duck and grew morose.




  Then on a day Sanders had a message from one of his spies who kept a watchful eye upon the people of the Akasava And there was need for watchfulness, apart from the trouble with Bosambo, for it had been a year of record crops, and when the crops are plentiful and goats multiply in the Akasava country, and men grow rich in a season, and are relieved for the moment of the strain which judiciously applied taxation and the stubbornness of the soil impose, their minds turn to spears, and to the ancient stories of Akasava valour which the old men tell and the young maidens sing And they are apt, in their pride, to look around for new enemies, or to furbish old grievances. For this is the way of all peoples, primitive or civilised, that prosperity and idleness are the foundations of all mischief.




  Cala cala, which means long ago, the N’gombi people, who were wonderful workers of iron, had stolen a bedstead of solid brass, bequeathed to the king of the Akasava by a misguided missionary, who in turn had received it from as misguided a patron. And this bedstead of brass was an object of veneration and awe for twenty years; and then, in a little war which raged for the space of three moons between the Akasava and the N’gombi, the Akasava city had been taken and sacked, and the bed of brass had gone across the river into the depths of the forest, and there, by cunning N’gombi hands, had reappeared in the shape of bowls and rings and fine-drawn wire of fabulous value. For any object of metal is an irresistible attraction to the craftsmen of the forest — did not Sanders himself lose a steel anvil from the lower deck of the Zaire? The story of how ten men swam across the river, carrying that weight of metal, is a legend of N’gombi.




  The true city of these people is situated two days march in the forest; and hither, one fine morning came messengers from the king of the Akasava — four haughty men, wearing feathers in their hair and leopard skins about their middle, and each man carrying a new shield and a bunch of bright killing spears, which the N’gombi eyed with professional interest.




  “O king, I see you,” said the chief envoy, one M’guru. “I am from your master, the king and lord of the Akasava, who, as you know, are the greatest people in these lands, being feared even by Sandi because of their valour and wonderful courage.”




  “I have heard of such people,” said the king of the N’gombi, “though I have never seen them, except the spearers of fish who live by the riverside.”




  This was designed and accepted as a deadly insult, for the Akasava are great fish-eaters, and the N’gombi do not eat fish at all, preferring frogs and snakes (as the slander goes).




  “My king will bring his people to see you,” said the envoy significantly. “And this he will do soon, if you do not return to us the bedstead you stole cala cala, and which my king desires.”




  The king of the N’gombi was smoking a long stemmed pipe with a tiny bowl, and the rancid scent of the native tobacco was an offence to the nose of the Akasava messenger.




  “Am I M’shimba M’shamba, that I can bring from nothing something?” he asked. “As to your bedstead, it is not! Nor will it ever be again. Take this word to the little king of the Akasava, that I am M’shulu-M’shulu, son of B’faro, son of M’labo, son of E’goro, who put the Akasava city to the flames and carried away the bedstead which was his by right. That I, this man who speaks, will meet the Akasava, and many will run quickly home, and they will run with the happiest, for they will be alive. This palaver is finished.”




  All this the embassy carried back to the Akasava, and the lokalis beat, the young men danced joyously, as young men will when the madness of war comes to a people: and then, when secret preparations had been completed, and all was in readiness, an Akasava man, walking through the forest by the river, saw a foreigner throw a pigeon into the air, and the man was brought to the king of the Akasava, and a council of war was held. The prisoner was brought, bound, before the king.




  “O man,” said he, “you are a spy of Sandi’s, and I think you have been speaking evilly of my people. Therefore you must die.”




  The Kano boy accepted the sentence philosophically. “Lord king,” he said, “I have a great ju-u in a little basket. Let me speak to him before I die, and I will speak well of you to the ghosts of the mountains.”




  They brought him the basket and the pigeon it contained, and he fondled it for five minutes, and none saw him slip into the red band about the pigeon’s leg a scrap of paper no larger than a man’s thumb. Then, before they could realise what was happening, the pigeon had been flung into the air and was flying, with long, steady strokes and ever-widening circles, higher and higher, until it was beyond the reach of the arrows that the young men shot.




  Six young warriors carried Au, the Kano boy, into the forest. Bending down a young sapling, they fastened a rope to the top, the other end fastened in a noose about the spy’s neck. His feet were pinioned to the ground, so that he was stretched almost to choking by the upward tug of the tree. The king himself struck off the head with a curved N’gombi knife, and that was the end of Ali the spy.




  Three days passed in a final preparation, and on the morning of the fourth the king of the Akasava assembled his fighting men by the riverside; their war-painted canoes blackened the beach, their spears glittered beautifully in the sun.




  “O people,” said the king, exalted to madness, “we go now to make an end of the N’gombi…”




  His speech was nearing its peroration — for he was a notorious talker — when the white nose of the Zaire came round the wooded headland that hides the course of the river from sight.




  “‘This is real war,” said the king, and hardly had he spoken before a white puff of smoke came from the little steamer; there was a whine, a crashing explosion, and all that remained of the haughty king of the Akasava was an ugly mess upon the beach — it was a most fortunate shot.




  Sanders came ashore with fifty Houssas and four machineguns; there was no resistance, and Kofaba, the king’s nephew, reigned in his place.




  At the Palaver of All People, Sanders disposed, as he hoped, for ever of the brass bedstead.




  “This brass bedstead lives for all time in my ghost house, with ju-jus and other wonderful things, for cala cala I took it from N’gombi by magic and put it away that there should be no more wars. And Tibbetti, who is the Keeper of the House, sees this every morning and every night and touches it lovingly. Because it is the property of the Akasava and like no other in the world, I keep it, and no other nation, neither the N’gombi nor the Isisi, nor the little bushmen nor the Ochori, shall see this great treasure.”




  The vigilant Bosambo, who had gathered his fighting regiments in readiness to intervene, dismissed them in disgust when he learnt of the comparatively peaceful termination of the dispute. Bosambo had visions of new treaties and the removal of old restrictions, and it was a disappointment to him to learn that the dispute had ended so bloodlessly.




  The cause of the quarrel was plain to him, and for some time made no impression, for ghosts and ju-jus and occult mysteries of all kinds had no place in his practical system. He began fresh negotiations with the new king of the Akasava, and sent two of his councillors on an embassy of congratulation, accompanied by a large bag of salt as a peace offering.




  But Kofaba was no more amenable than had been his uncle.




  “Go back to Bosambo, the little chief” he said, with the arrogance of his new dignity upon him, “and tell him that I, Kofaba, am Sandi’s man and will keep Sandi’s law. As to the salt, it is bad salt, for it has fallen into the water and is hard.”




  This was perfectly true. Bosambo, who was of an economical mind, kept that salt bag as a permanent offering. It was the custom of chiefs and kings to greet one another with presents, though the ceremony was more or less perfunctory, and the present was invariably returned with polite expressions of gratitude.




  It is true that Bosambo had returned nothing; that he kept the bag of damaged salt in case some dignitary of the land, who hadn’t sufficient decency to return his proffered gift, should accept the salt.




  Bosambo received the message wrathfully. “It seems that this Kofaba is a common man,” he said. “Now sit with me in palaver, and we will think great thoughts.”




  The palaver lasted for the greater part of four days, and every plan for the invasion of his kingdom was rejected. Bosambo might have sent forth his own poachers to satisfy his gastronomical needs, but he was a queer mixture of lawlessness and obedience to law, and would no more have thought of breaking his word to Sandi than he would of murdering his wife.




  Then, on the fourth day, a great thought came to his mind. In the evening he sent a canoe with six paddlers to the mouth of the river, for he remembered that it was the time of the year when Halli, the trader, came to the river.




  On a certain day, following the despatch of his mission, a crazy old tub, that had the appearance of a barge which had seen better days, came slowly along the coast, keeping close to the beach, for its skipper was taking no chances.




  Barge or lighter it had been. The stern wheel that creaked as it turned, was obviously homemade and home-fitted. The engine-house was no more than a canopy of rusty galvanised iron, through which poked the black snout of something that had once been a donkey engine, and was now the chief motive power of the Comet — such was the name of this strange craft.




  Amidships were three thatched huts, the sleeping apartments of the officers in command. Before these stretched an awning which covered a raised platform on which a man in a battered and dingy white helmet manipulated the steering wheel.




  By a miracle the Comet rounded the point and came slowly up the river. Opposite the residency quay the captain struck a big brass gong twice, and four perspiring natives cast an anchor overboard. The gong sounded three times, and the engines stopped.




  Passing back to examine the steam gauge, the captain washed his hands, lighted a long, thin cigar, and, stepping into the canoe that had been dropped for him, he was paddled ashore.




  He was tall and lean, and his face was the colour of Egyptian pottery. His age was somewhere between twentyfive and thirty-five.




  Bones stood on the quay watching the arrival of the craft. The manoeuvring of the Comet was to him a subject of fascinating interest.




  “Good Halley; the jolly old ship’s still floating?”




  “Yes, she’s still floating,” agreed the other gravely.




  He was slow of speech, being unused to English, which he spoke very seldom, though it was his native tongue.




  “Is Mr. Sanders at headquarters? I want permission to trade up as far as Lobosolo on the Isisi, and I’m taking up some stuff to Bosambo.”




  “What’s your deadly cargo!” asked Bones.




  “Whisky and machineguns, as usual,” said the other more gravely. “We are thinking of introducing cocaine and mechanical pianos next voyage.”




  Halley and Halley’s Garnet were known from Ducca to Mossamedes. He was a one-man trader who from time to time dared the dangers of the deep for his immediate and personal profit. In this crazy ship of his he penetrated rivers, explored strange streams, exchanging his beads and looking glasses for rubber and ivory and the less valuable products that native industry produces. He was invariably fair in his dealings, and had a reputation for honesty that carried over a million square miles of country.




  Sanders welcomed him with a geniality which he offered to few other traders. He knew that there were no cheap German rifles concealed at the bottom of the Comet’s cargo, nor illicit bottles of synthetic gin artfully hidden beneath bolts of Manchester goods. Halley was white in every sense, and whitest in his dealing with the women of the backlands.




  “The country is quiet and the people are fairly happy,” he said. “Avoid the Tugesini River — there is another outbreak of smallpox there…the N’gombi have been trapping leopards, and you should get some good skins.”




  They gossiped of the people, of their idiosyncrasies and peculiar tastes, of how the Akasava never bought mirrors, and the queer passion of the Lesser Isisi folk for aluminium saucepans.




  That afternoon, the Comet went on its slow way, its donkey engine puffing noisily.




  “Queer bird,” said Hamilton, watching the departing boat. “I wonder what the dickens he is doing with Ochori paddlers — did you notice them, sir?”




  Sanders nodded. “Bosambo sent them up the coast a month ago — he’s a great shopper. I wonder what stuff Halley is taking to our friend. I meant to ask him.”




  Bosambo was the one chief of the territory who held any communication with the outside world. He waited patiently for the arrival of the Cornet, and when the ship came wallowing round the green bluff that hid the lower reaches of the river, Bosambo went down in state to meet his visitor, and for three days there were great bargainings and hagglings, Bosambo squatting on the untidy deck, Halley in his skin-seated chair.




  “Effendi,” said Bosambo (it was his title of honour for all strangers), “for all I buy I will pay in white man’s money.”




  Halley was gratified, but sceptical, and when Bosambo produced bags of shining coin, he was agreeably surprised. If he tried samples of the first bag in his strong white teeth, he did not test the second bag at all.




  Halley brought his eccentric boat to the mouth of the river, in the dark hours of the morning, and Bones, going down to the beach for his dip, saw the Comet crawling along the coast, no unusual circumstance, for the trader never stopped at the residency on his homeward voyage unless a sea was running. As it happened, Mr. Halley had nothing to stop for, since there had been no unusual happening to report.




  *




  “HAVE you ever thought, dear old sir, what a dinky little ice plant you could rig up in that old dugout?” asked Bones, standing, his arms akimbo, before the grey door of the magazine. “A refrigeratin’ plant, dear old Ham — we might even get some skatin’!”




  “I’ve often thought I’d like to see it a little cleaner than it is,” said Hamilton, “Have it turned out and limewashed, Bones — and for heaven’s sake let the men do the whitewashing.”




  “My dear old officer,” said Bones reproachfully, “as if I should turn myself into a jolly old paper hanger an’ decorator!”




  Nevertheless he came to lunch next day with boots that were splashed white and a long streak of whitewash on his nose.




  “By the way, have you a great deal of ammunition in stock, Hamilton?” asked Sanders, who had been very quiet through lunch.




  “The regulation amount, sir,” said Hamilton in surprise. “A thousand rounds per man — why, are you expecting trouble?”




  “No,” said Sanders shortly, and Hamilton knew from his brusque tones that the Commissioner’s uncanny instinct was at work.




  “Maybe dear old excellency is worryin’ about my gettin’ a splash of whitewash in my eye,” suggested Bones.




  “Maybe he isn’t,” replied Hamilton.




  “It’s a funny thing about me, dear old Ham—” began Bones, but his superior was not in the mood to discuss the many funny aspects of Bones which had struck him from time to time. For Sanders’ anxiety had communicated itself to him.




  And yet there was no apparent reason for uneasiness; by the reports that came to headquarters peace and prosperity were the orders of the Gay from one end of the river to the other.




  But Hamilton knew, as Sanders knew, that this condition of affairs was the invariable preliminary to all outbreaks and disturbances. The bolts, the real bolts, fell from a cloudless sky. Secretly Sanders preferred a condition when little quarrels between the tribes completely occupied their minds. Native people cannot think of two things at once. They are children who live in and for the day. Yesterday is cala cala, tomorrow is the dim and misty future.




  And then, one sleepy afternoon…




  By all the laws of average and chance, Bones should have been killed. As it was, he sneezed, and when Bones sneezed, his body fell into strange and fearful contortions. Sometimes he sneezed forward and finished up with his head between his knees (you must suppose him sitting in the shade of his verandah); sometimes he sneezed backward and his head jerked over the rail of his deckchair, and, to the alarmed spectator, seemed in danger of dropping off. Usually he sneezed forward, but this time he raised his contorted visage to the heavens and sneezed at the blue skies. And the arrow, missing his throat, struck a pole of the verandah and stuck quiveringly.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts looked at the deadly shaft, dazed for a second. Then he rose quickly and went into his hut. He was out again in a second, a sporting Lee Metford in his hand. A glance at the arrow showed the direction. It had come from a Clump of cotton bush at the far side of the parade ground, and, sinking to one knee, Bones aimed at the groundline and fired.




  The “pang!” of the shot brought the Houssa guard tumbling out of their hut, but before the Sergeant could reach him, the long legs of Bones were flying across the parade in the direction of the bushes. He heard a shout, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Hamilton leap the verandah and pelt along after him, but he did not slacken his pace, and was tearing through the bush before Hamilton had jumped the first fence of the plantation, and, guided by certain sounds of anguish, came up with his subordinate. Bones was standing, legs wide apart, arms akimbo, glaring down at a writhing, terror-stricken man on the ground.




  He did not display any apparent wound, and Hamilton frowned questioningly at the other.




  “Little toe,” said Bones briefly, and yet in his very terseness conveying a hint of annoyance. “And I aimed for the big toe!” he added later. “I must have that naughty old rifle corrected. It isn’t like me to make a perfectly ghastly error like that, old Ham — you know Bones!”




  Hamilton ignored the opening, “What happened ?” he asked, and at that moment Sanders came through the trees, a sporting rifle under his arm.




  He listened as Bones described his exact position before the hut, his occupation, his tendency to sneeze forward, his emotions at the sight of the arrow. His first thoughts, his alacrity, his amazing presence of mind and marksmanship. When he had finished, Sanders looked at the stricken man.




  “Speak: Why did you do this evil thing?”




  “Lord, that is my mystery.”*




  [* “Mystery” and “secret” are synonymous terms in the Lamongo tongue.]




  Sanders jerked his head on one side and looked at the assassin through narrowed lids.




  “If I hang you, what of your mystery then?” he asked, and the man made no reply.




  They put the would-be murderer in irons and confined him to the guardroom.




  “I don’t understand it,” said the troubled Sanders. “This fellow is Akasava and, though the Akasava are by nature and inclination assassins, they have never come to headquarters to carry out their dirty work. Have steam in the Zaire, Hamilton, and warn your men to be ready.”




  “It may be some friend of his late majesty,” suggested Hamilton, but Sanders shook his head.




  “One king is as good as another to the Akasava,” he said.




  “But why Bones?” said Hamilton, and Bones smiled sadly.




  “It’s perhaps dawnin’ on your fusty old brain, dear old Ham, that the indigenous native is slowly wakin’ up to the sense of proportion, dear old sir and superior. You can’t kid the jolly old native, Ham. He knows who’s important an’ who isn’t important. He strikes at the keystone of administration, dear old bird — not that I’d disparage the importance of our blessed old excellency—”




  “I’d hate to deceive you, Bones,” said Sanders, with his rare smile, “but I hardly think that it is your importance that made you the object of attack — you happened to be in sight — so you got it.”




  For once Sanders was wrong.




  Bones went to his hut that night, after inspecting the loose cordon of sentries he had posted, and getting into his pyjamas went to bed without the least suspicion that his claim was in any way justified. Bones was ordinarily a heavy sleeper and addicted to snoring — practice which he strenuously denied.




  His bed was in the centre of a large and airy hut, and there were two big windows, which were open day and night except for the frame of thin netting placed to keep out midnight insects.




  It was a burning sensation on his wrist that woke him with a snort. He rubbed the sore place and diagnosed the cause as mosquitoes. The hut was full of them, and he could hear the low buzzing of insects. He was out of bed instantly, slipping his feet into his long, pliable mosquito hoots.




  A glance at the nearest window revealed the fact that the netting was gone, and even as he looked he saw, against the dim light, a stealthy hand creep up and then a head.




  “Twing!”




  The arrow zipped past him, and he heard the thud of it as it struck the bed.




  Bones crossed the hut noiselessly and slipped his automatic from its hoister.




  Twice he fired, and, flinging open the door, ran out. A killing spear grazed his shoulder, and he fired again. He saw a man fall and another disappear into the darkness. Presently came a shot from the other side of the square — a sentry had seen the flying figure and had fired.




  “Another Akasava,” said Sanders, the first to reach the spot.




  He turned over the limp figure that lay huddled against a verandah post. The second man sprawled on the square with a pistol bullet through his thigh, and he also was of the same people — the third man had escaped.




  At dawn the Zaire pushed out into the river. Day and night she steamed, stopping only to gather wood to feed her boilers. In the darkness, the villagers on the river saw her pass, a banner of sparks floating from her two funnels, and the lokalis sent word through the night that there was war — for the Zaire never steamed at night between the treacherous shoals unless the spears were out.




  The wooden drum carried news to others more interested, and ten miles short of the Akasava city, where the river narrows to pass through a sheer gorge, a cloud of arrows fell upon the deck, wounding a soldier and missing the steersman by a miracle.




  The Zaire panted forward, for here the river runs at seven knots, and whilst the marksmen peppered the edge of the bluff; Sanders examined the arrow heads.




  “Tetanus,* I think,” he said, and knew just how serious was the situation, for the Akasava did not usually poison their arrows.




  [* There are patches of land on the river, in which the germs of lockjaw abound.]




  The Akasava city was deserted, except for women and old men.




  “Lord,” said a trembling ancient, “Kofaba has gone to the Ochori to get his beautiful bed that Tibbetti has given to Bosambo.”




  “You are the father of ten fools,” snarled Sanders, “for the bed of the Akasava is in my great Ghost House.”




  “Master, a man saw the Ghost House and it was empty, and a spy of Kofaba has seen the bed, very shining and beautiful, before the hut of Bosambo.”




  The Zaire took on a new stock of wood and went northward. Near to the edge of the Ochori country, Sanders saw a canoe paddling downstream, and pulled the steamer across the river.




  In the canoe was a dead man.




  “This Kofaba, the king,” said the headman of the paddlers, “he was killed this morning in a great fight, for Bosambo has the help of many devils. We go to bury Kofaba in the middle island, according to our custom.”




  Later Sanders met the main body of the routed army and stopped their canoes, only to collect their spears and arrest the petty chiefs who were in charge.




  And each told him the story of Bosambo and his bed of brass.




  “I cannot understand it,” he said puzzled, “the Akasava would not make war on a rumour which Bosambo set in circulation that he had their infernal bed.”




  The shadows were lengthening when he came at last to the Ochori city, and so unexpected was the arrival, that Bosambo was unaware of his coming until Sanders strode up the main street. He came within sight of the king’s hut and stopped dead.




  Before the hut, and surrounded by his admiring people, Bosambo sat in state. His throne was a brass bedstead, over the slats of which skins had been spread.




  It was a bedstead of great beauty, having four glittering knobs, one at each corner, and on the head-rail were shining medallions that caught the light of the setting sun and sent it back in a thousand gleaming rays.




  “Oh, Bosambo, I see you,” said Sanders, and the big man scrambled to his feet.




  “Lord,” he said hastily, “these Akasava men are thieves, for they came into my land with their spears to steal my beautiful bed.”




  “So I observe,” said Sanders grimly, “but now you will tell your strong men to carry the bed to my ship, for did you not tell the Akasava that by magic you had taken this beautiful bedstead from the House of Ghosts?”




  The agitation of Bosambo was pitiful to see, “Lord, I told them this in jest. But this bed I bought from Haul, and, lord, I spent a great fortune, paying with real silver dollars that I had saved.”




  “You may have the money back again,” said Sanders, and Bosambo’s eyes lit up, “for if you take a bedstead by magic, you may take money.”




  Bosambo spread out his hands in resignation. “It is written,” he said.




  He was a good Mohammedan, and most of the silver dollars he had paid were of a dubious quality. Mr. Halley discovered this later.




  VI. A Lover of Dogs
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  The mail-boat had come into sight, had dropped its letter-bag, and was a smudge on the horizon. Sanders sorted the personal mail, putting the letters beside each plate at the breakfast-table, and Captain Hamilton of the Houssas had read three letters, a balance-sheet, and the circular of a misguided racing tipster (this was sent on from Hamilton’s club), and was rereading one of the letters for the second time when Sanders asked:




  “Where on earth is Bones?”




  “Bones, sir?”




  Hamilton looked round resentfully at the vacant chair.




  “Curious,” he said. “He’s usually waiting on the mat for the post. Just now he is learning accountancy through a correspondence course, and that makes him keener.”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, known by all and sundry, from His Excellency the Administrator to the least clerk of the district, as “Bones,” took correspondence courses as a hypochondriac takes physic. They were mostly of American origin, and they emanated from colleges which, although they occupied only one small room on the nineteenth floor of important buildings, did not hesitate to print pictures of the whole of those important buildings on their notepaper. They also awarded diplomas and degrees that were imposing and grand. Bones, after three years of frenzied study, was a Doctor of Law (University of Tuxedo), a Graduate of Science (Ippikosh University), a Fellow of the Incorporated Society of Architects (of Elma, Ill.), and Master of Dramatic and Cinematographic Art (Spicy’s College of Dramaturgy, Sacramento, Cal.).




  “Maybe,” said Hamilton thoughtfully, “this course will teach him to add. The last returns we rendered to H.Q. have been returned twice because Bones mixed the hundreds with the thousands.”




  “Ham! Ham! Dear old officer!”




  It was the voice of Lieutenant Tibbetts, alternately shrill with excitement and hoarse with pride, and it came from outside. Hamilton got up and walked to the door, Sanders following.




  Bones was standing before the broad steps, an angular figure in white, his big topee pushed back from his streaming forehead, one skinny arm extended stiffly.




  “Jumping Moses!” gasped Hamilton, “Where did you get that?”




  Straining at a lead wound round and round the extended hand of Bones, was the largest and ugliest bulldog he had ever seen. It was white save for a smear of black that ran across its face. Its teeth were bare, its bow legs planted determinedly, and its stub of tail quivered ecstatically.




  “Bought it, old boy! Had it sent out by a jolly old pal of mine. Ah, naughty, naughty Hector!”




  Hector had suddenly leant about and was confronting Bones, his lips curled back, a strange green light in his eyes.




  “Hector, Hector!” reproved Bones. “Naughty, naughty old bow-wow. Yes, you is! You’se a naughty old bow-wow!”




  The naughty old bow-wow made a menacing noise.




  “Now, now!” said Bones soothingly, and stooped to pat the bullet head. Hector watched the approach of the hand with suspicion and doubt, but apparently was prepared to submit to the caress. Then:




  “Snap!”




  Bones leapt back with a yell. “Naughty, naughty!” he squeaked. “You bad, savage, naughty boy. Ugh! I’m ashamed of you!”




  Hector bared his teeth and seemed crouching for a leap.




  “You’d never think, dear old Ham,” beamed the proud owner, standing at a respectful distance, “that a ferocious old johnny like Hector was as gentle as a jolly young baby?”




  “I shouldn’t: what the dickens are you going to do with him?” asked Hamilton.




  “Train him, dear old thing. In three months Hector will he carrying my stick and standing to attention. Up, Hector! Watch him, Ham! Most wonderful intelligence, dear old sir. Watch him stand on his hind legs — taught him in five minutes! Up, Hector!”




  Bones snapped frantic fingers above the bull pup’s head, but Hector did no more than leer at him and make a mental calculation. Could he get those fingers if he jumped? Reluctantly he decided he couldn’t, and closed his eyes wearily.




  Hamilton was looking at the dog. “I don t think I should call her Hector, Bones,” he said drily. “Helen of Troy would be more respectful,” and Bones gaped.




  “Is he a she, dear old thing? Bless my dear old life! So he is. Hi, Helen! Up, Helen!”




  But not even her changed status affected the dozing Helen, and in the end Bones tied her to the verandah rail and went in to breakfast.




  “I got him as a surprise for you, dear old Ham,” he said. “Your birthday coming along — how the dear old years spin round!”




  “If you think you’re going to pass that savage beast on to me — think again!” said Hamilton firmly. “My birthday was celebrated two months ago, as you know.”




  “Christmas coming along,” said Bones pleadingly. “You’re not going to turn down dear old Santa Claus, Ham?”




  Sanders, a silent and an amused observer, intervened.




  “It is something of a coincidence that your lady friend should have arrived to-day, Bones — by the way, I should keep Helen locked up whilst Fobolo is here…”




  *




  Running from the great river is a stream, so small and so covered by weed and elephant grass that only a few men knew the secret of its course. Therefore is it called “No river-One River,” or, more intimately, N’ba, which is an abbreviation of ten Words signifying “The-River-that-the-N’gombi-found-and-the-Isisi-lost.” Which is a name of reproach, for the Isisi are riverain folk, and the N’gombi are forest people who are so unwise in the ways of water that, when they fall into the river, they make a noise that sounds like “glub glub !” and drown.




  Cala cala in those days when Lieutenant Tibbetti was a comparative newcomer to the river, there lived at the end of this river of no appearance, and at the place where it drains the big lake, a man whose name was Fobolo. He was a rich man with many huts and many wives, and two and twenty young children. Of all men of the N’gombi people he was most respected and feared, for his father, Kulaba, had been a very wise man and was skilled in the way of poisons, and many inconvenient people lay in shallow holes on the islands, troublesome no more, because of the bitter foods they had taken from their wives’ hands. These they had eaten, and had died, and their wives had girded their flanks with green leaves, and had stamped and strutted ceremoniously through the village in the Death Dance.




  Kulaba grew rich and taught his son Fobolo his mysteries, such as how a certain blue flower may be boiled and the drippings of its steam collected; and how the bulb of an ugly weed might be mashed and its juice disposed of. And such things.




  Fobolo listened attentively, and one night he went out into the forest and found a little flowering weed that has a strong and unpleasant perfume. The flowers of these he collected, and stewed them until, the water was all boiled away, and then he took the mess and made a small ball of it, That night his father had pains in the stomach and died, and Fobolo took all his wealth and his younger women, and went to the edge of the lake to enjoy the reward of his experiment, praising all the time the wisdom of his father, who had said “this weed that grows flowers is death mongo.”




  So he became more powerful in the land than chiefs and headmen, and even the little kings came to him secretly and took away with them the messes he brewed. For kings have enemies. About Fobolo’s huts grew the huts of his kinsmen, and of stray fishermen who, having no village of their own, were drawn into communion by the magnet of Fobolo’s greatness.




  Fobolo was gaunt and tall and greedy. Wealth bred in him a desire for wealth. Though his deeply dug stores were filled with ivory teeth and rubber, and under the floor of his hut were many thousands of brass rods, and salt and other treasures were stacked tight in his huts, he sought new means of profit.




  On a cold, clear morning, when only the stars were hot in the sky, a woman in the house of the Akasava king went shivering into the open with a blanket about her shoulders. She knelt before the dead fire and blew at the ashes until the air was filled with snowy specks, and when she had coaxed the fire to a proper redness and had set a pot upon it and filled that pot with water and corn, she went to carry food to the king’s dogs. They did not greet her with thin yelps, nor tear frantically at their grass-walled compound at the sound of her feet.




  There was a silence that was strange and alarming. As she stood peering into the void, the stars went out in the sky and the sun shot up and she saw in the light the dogs were gone, and went, coughing and sobbing in terror, to the king’s hut.




  “O shameful and ugly woman,” said the king, naked and blinking in the light to which he had been called, “did I not give to your care my dogs, and now they are gone?”




  “Lord,” she whimpered, “last night I gave them water and dried fish, and they were happy, one putting out his tongue at me, and all moving their tails from side to side, which is the way dogs speak.”




  Ten minutes later a well-beaten woman howled her misery, and the lokalis of the city were drumming the news of the great steal.




  It would seem that N’Kema the king was not the only loser, For the chief of the Isisi village, which lay on the other bank of the river, came paddling furiously to the Akasava beach and stalked into the presence of the king.




  “Lord king, there is sorrow in my stomach that I should tell you this: last night came your young men to my village and took from me two beautiful fat dogs that were ready for the marriage feast of my own son. And these dogs were each worth five and five bags of salt.”




  Forcibly and with violence did the king deny the charge.




  “It seems, little chief; that, having stolen my dogs, you come to me with a lie that your dogs are taken. If I had lived in the days of my fathers before Sandi came, I would cut out your tongue and give your body to the ghosts. But now I will go to Sandi and tell him, and he shall put iron rings and chains on your legs according to his law.”




  Sanders at that time was on the Zaire, making a tour of inspection, and to him they went and with them four smaller chiefs of the neighbourhood who had suffered loss. And small comfort they received.




  A few months later, the youngest wife of N’Kema was seen by his favourite daughter, Militi, who was the apple of the king’s eye, speaking with a lover in the forest. And Militi carried word to her father, hating the woman who had replaced her mother in favouritism.




  “This woman of yours has a quiet man,” she said, and told him things that a woman of fourteen would not have understood had she been white.




  N’Kema took his youngest wife by the nape of her neck and flogged her with a strip of hippo-hide — which hurts.




  In his absence on a hunting trip, the wife found her way through the hidden river and came to Fobolo’s village.




  “I see you, wife of N’Kema, the king,” greeted Fobolo, standing on the beach as she landed.




  “I see you, Fobolo: I have a riddle for you.”




  “No man understands riddles better than I,” said Fobolo. “Tell me this, and I will give you an answer.”




  “When the young she-leopard claws,” said the woman, giving him her mystery, “must you wait for the scratches to heal and then go forth and be clawed again?”




  “My answer to your riddle is this,” said Fobolo, who had solved such enigmas before, “that it is better that the leopard should die that he will claw no more.”




  This clawing leopard was a popular illustration in a land where the favour of men is shown by a ring of brass, and their displeasure is scored deeply On the shoulders of their women.




  Whilst Fobolo went into his house, the woman wandered along the beach. And she came at last to a compound on the wooded promontory where there were many dogs. And two at least she recognized.




  She went back to the beach before Fobolo’s hut, and after a while he came to her empty-handed.




  “Woman,” he said, “this is in my mind. That little leopards may die and nobody shall speak. But if the leopard be great, then shall everybody speak and say, ‘Last night this leopard was alive: today he is dead,’ and then Sandi will come and there will be a palaver and perhaps a woman who talks, and Fobolo’s hut will he fire and he will be a ghost in the trees. Therefore, go back to your leopard and let him scratch.”




  Shamelessly he retained the present she had brought him. The wife of the king went home sick with fright, and that night when her husband returned she told him a lie.




  “Lord, this day I went fishing through the River-that-the-N’gombi-found, and there I saw Fobolo with many dogs. And of these there were two which were like the fat man dog Cheepi that you loved.”




  It was the very worst luck for all concerned that Bosambo, paramount chief of the Ochori, should have taken into his head the idea of paying a state visit to the Isisi king at that particular moment. N’Kema, with two war canoes, had put out from his beach en route to recover his stolen dogs, when Bosambo’s flotilla swept into sight round the bend of the river, With Bosambo were fifty excellent spearsmen, for the chief of the Ochori was by no means certain that the invitation which the Isisi had extended to him was purely disinterested.




  At the sight of Bosambo’s painted canoes, N’Kema and his fellows stopped paddling, for Bosambo was notoriously a creature of Sandi and it was essential for N’Kema’s peace of mind that his affair with the dogstealer should be settled without publicity.




  He had hoped that the canoes would pass, but Bosambo was a man with very keen eyesight.




  “I see you, N’Kema,” he boomed as his canoe drew alongside the others “Is there war or peace in this land, that you go out with your young spearsmen?”




  “Bosambo, I came out to meet you, for, as you know, the people of the Akasava love you. And besides, I am going to the Great Lake to fish.”




  “It seems to me,” said Bosambo, “that I see many shields at the bottom of your canoes. Now, tell me this, N’Kema: do men fish with shields?”




  Whereupon Mr. N’Kema, who lacked the natural gift of lying, spoke frankly of the outrage which had been committed, and of his desire to execute summary justice upon the robber.




  “I will see this Fobolo,” said Bosambo instantly. “And be sure N’Kema that justice will be done. For, as you know, we men of the Ochori do not eat dogs; therefore it is certain that we shall return all we find.”




  N’Kema knew this to be true. For some extraordinary reason, to the Southern Ochori people dog meat was taboo.




  “But, Bosambo,” he protested, “how may you know which are my beautiful dogs if I am not there to call them by loving words, and tell you that this is mine and this is not mine?”




  “And if you say that all are yours,” said Bosambo “how do I know that you speak the truth? N’Kema, I will go alone and hold a palaver, and in the end word of this matter will be sent to Sandi, who judges all, like God.”




  Bosambo, who had an amazing knowledge of the country, found the Little River without difficulty, and at the noon hour, when Fobolo was asleep in the shadow of his hut, Bosambo came to him and there was a long palaver, which could end only in one way.




  A carrier pigeon had taken to Sanders a sketchy account of Bosambo’s rough-and-ready justice. Later came Fobolo himself, full of trouble and plaints. Squatting in the hot sunlight before the residency, Fobolo told his story.




  “Lord, this Bosambo came and made a long palaver, saying many evil things against me.”




  “Tell me what evil things, Fobolo,” said Sanders. “Lord, he called me a stealer of dogs and an eater of dogs; and that was foolish, as your lordship knows, for all true men eat dogs. And then, lord, when the palaver was finished, Bosambo went to a certain place near the water, where I keep all my dogs, and he took them all away with him; and, lord, they sat in Bosambo’s canoe and made sad noises.”




  Sanders thought a moment, his chin in his palm, and then “Fobolo, I speak! As to these dogs, I will send a book to Bosambo, and he shall tell me where they have gone. Afterwards, you shall tell me from whence they came.”




  “Lord,” protested the other, “they are my very own dogs. I have had them all since they were little babies—”




  “That is as may be,” said Sanders, “Now listen, Fobolo. Strange stories come to me from the Upper River of men who die quickly, and for no reason. And my spies tell me of women who go secretly to you by night, and come away with little gourds which hold death. Some day I will come to your village and hold a palaver. Tell me, Fobolo, how high do the trees grow on the edge of the Great Lake?”




  Fobolo shuddered. “Lord, they are too high for me,” he said huskily.




  “But not so high that one of my soldiers cannot climb,” replied Sanders significantly. “And on one branch to fasten a rope where a man can hang. I think, Fobolo, your days are very few.”




  That night Fobolo sat with his followers in that place on the edge of the residency wood which is set apart for the entertainment of such visitors as he; and in the morning he was gone.




  The disappearance of Helen was not discovered till daylight. Bones had made for her a kennel of a peculiarly ingenious type. It was an exact replica of his own hut, with verandah poles and thatched roof complete. He had made it with the assistance of half the garrison, and had covered the floor of the interior with a thick layer of native grass. And Helen seemed to be satisfied, and to have no other desire than to sleep.




  She had been attached to a thick leather thong, Which in turn was fastened to one of the verandah poles, and there, with a large bone and a dish of water, Bones had left her, apparently reconciled to her fate, and even looking forward to the coming day. And in the morning she was gone.




  “Nobody but an imbecile would fasten a bulldog to a leather lead,” said Hamilton. “Of course she gnawed it through.”




  “But, my dear old thing,” said Bones dismally, “she was so perfectly satisfied when I said ‘night-night’ to her. And she looked up into my eyes with a kind of resigned, happy look, and toddled off without a word.”




  “You’re bringing tears to my eyes,” said Hamilton, “And now she has toddled off without a word again. You’ll probably find her in the woods.”




  A search, conducted by the entire population, produced no sign of the fugitive. Bones, looking for clues, found nothing more tangible than one of his slippers in the darkest corner of the kennel. It was half-eaten.




  Curiously enough, nobody associated the disappearance of Helen of Troy with Fobolo, and no word of Helen came from the spies of Sanders.




  Three months later, Fobolo called together his kinsmen and spoke to them.




  “You know that I am rich and that all men envy me, even Sandi, who sent Bosambo here to take my dogs, which he has sold to the chief of the Isisi. And now I have word that Sandi is coming with his soldiers because of the death of a certain man who was poisoned by his wife. I must go quickly, or I shall hang, for the woman was put to the fire by the king of the Akasava, and she said that she bought the poison from me, giving me a thousand brass matakos. And this is true, that she told me it was for a leopard who broke into her garden and scratched her. But because N’Kema hates me, he has sent word to Sandi — and it will not be good to stay. Tonight we will go away into the forest, taking our women and our treasures, and the dog with the beautiful face that I found in Sandi’s garden. Also will we take Militi, who is the favourite daughter of the king, and is the most beautiful woman in the land. And she shall dance for us, and the king will be sorry.”




  That night when the Zaire was threshing her way up between the shoals, and was within ten miles of the Akasava city, Fobolo and his kinsmen landed noiselessly on the beach, and, slaying the sentry before the hut of the king’s daughter, carried her away, and within two hours came to the village by the lake.




  “Now, woman,” said Fobolo, “you may cry, but none will hear you.”




  The girl, an object of dispassionate interest on the part of Fobolo’s wives, lay moaning on the ground, more dead than alive, for Fobolo had choked her into silence when he carried her off. His kinsmen and his people were ready, their cooking-pots upon their shoulders, their young goats and dogs tethered, and each carried something of his treasures. Fobolo went to the little compound on the headland and opened the grass door.




  “Come, my pretty one,” he said.




  Helen of Troy opened her eyes and blinked at the sunlight. Then she stretched both her hind legs and her forelegs and yawned. For three months she had lain in that roomy pen, waddling out at intervals to inspect the village, and never once in all that time had she shown the slightest indication of her true character.




  To Fobolo, Helen of Troy was a normal dog, something which in time would make an excellent piece de resistance for a feast. And Helen had fostered this illusion, for she had been content to eat and sleep, and since, after the native way, none interfered with her, she had interfered with none. Obediently and meekly she trotted at Fobolo’s heels back to the village street, where the carriers were waiting. The girl still sat huddled, clasping her knees, her face hidden.




  “Come, woman,” said Fobolo, “for you will walk far before you sleep.”




  So far he got, when his trained ears heard the rumble of a distant lokali. Lokalis belong to the night and to the early morning, when the air is still and sound travels fastest. He bent his head and listened, then suddenly heaved a long, sobbing sigh.




  “Sandi is coming,” he said. “I think we had better go.”




  In his hand was a long and pliant thong. He dropped it sharply across the girl’s shoulders and jerked her to her feet.




  “Walk, woman,” he said.




  And at that moment Helen of Troy began to take a serious interest in the proceedings.




  At the shriek of the girl she growled softly and as though encouraged by the ferocity of her own language, the growl became a bark the like of which had never been heard by Fobolo. The fat food dogs looked round at Helen in terror. That bark stirred something within them, and they whimpered fiercely in response.




  “Dog,” said Fobolo, “be silent.”




  He brought up the thong and it fell once. He only knew one kind of dog — a dog that whimpered and fled. But Helen did neither. She stood square, motionless, glaring, her black lips curled in a silent snarl.




  “Let us go,” said Fobolo.




  And then something weighing about 20 lbs leapt at him. He struck it down with the bunch of spears he carried on his shield arm, but the respite was temporary.




  As the Zaire pushed her nose through the last barrier of weeds and gained the open water of the Lake, Sanders saw a figure running along the sandy edge of the lake. He was running at a speed which at once interested and startled the Commissioner. Behind him bounded a small white speck.




  “What is that, Bones?”




  Bones focussed his glasses. “Looks like a man running to me, sir,” he said.




  At that moment the flying native saw the Zaire, and, turning, plunged into the water and swam frantically toward the boat. Behind him came a blunt head, and, at a short interval, the white stump of a tail.




  They hauled the two on board together, which was necessary, since Helen of Troy had gripped his loincloth and was not to be shaken off.




  “Dogs I know,” gasped Fobolo. “Men eat them. But it is not right that dogs should eat men. I think this is a devil. Devils also I have seen, being a wise man, but none like this.”




  “My man,” said Sanders, “there are other devils to be seen. And if in your village I find Militi, the daughter of N’Kemo, this night you shall live with ghosts.”




  VII. The Camera Man
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  For a thousand years (which may only mean a few centuries) there had been a feud between the Leopards and the Fire Ghosts. When the Leopards came under the ban of civilised administration and soldiers of all nations penetrated the hinterlands with judges and priests and commissioners who were something of both and by whipping and summary hanging, stamped down this most evil of all secret societies, the Fire Ghosts, being comparatively innocuous, were left supreme. For they did not hunt young maidens having gloves on their hands shaped like leopards’ naws, with little steel knives in place of the claws, nor did they hold terrible meetings where things were done that can only be described in highly technical books. They were mild folk who believed in ghosts and devils, and they did no more than chop an occasional enemy and paint the soles of their feet with his blood.




  But presently they, too, came under the ban, and dwindled until all the ancient hates and animosities, together with the secrets of their rituals, were concentrated in the villages of Labala and Busuri, and although they were within a dozen miles of one another, they kept the peace.




  Then a thing happened that had no parallel in history. A woman of Busuri married Obaga, tile hunter of Labala. As to the reason for this monstrous union, some say one thing and some say another. They first met in the forest, and each made the contemptuous gesture — by European standards vulgar — with which Labala and Busuri greet one another. Then they met again and refrained, Afterwards they smiled, and then came Obaga to the Chief of the Busuri and the father of the girl, and a bargain was struck. So M’Libi of Busuri went into the hut of Obaga and lived with him for two years, but bore him no children.




  Whereupon all the old women of the village put their shaven heads together and cackled joy that their prophecies had been fulfilled, for they had said that no children could come of such an unnatural marriage. So also the old women of Labala spoke over their menial tasks and cursed the day that such a likeable girl had gone to the Fire Ghosts. So affairs went on, Obaga patient, uncomplaining, kindly. He brought her the finest of his pelts; the noblest of monkey tails, the prerogative of chiefs, were split to make her a bed robe. A few gibed him secretly because he was loved; none openly because he was feared, for he threw spears unerringly and had no regard for human life.




  Then on a day, Obaga returned from a hunting trip seven days earlier than he had expected. More important, he was not expected by his handsome young wife. Obaga found his hut empty, and when he came out with knit brows, N’kema, the fisherman, shouted a jest that had to do with the short memories of women.




  Without a word Obaga went hack into his hut and gathered the short killing spears he had put aside, polished them with dust gathered from before his hut, and, sitting on his bed, whetted one of them for two hours until the edge of it was razor-sharp. Then he went forth, twirling the spear between his fingers. He was making for the banks of a little river which runs through a wood, for this was a notorious meeting-place for lovers of a kind. Therefore, it was called The Wood of Changed Hearts — or so we may translate it, though the stomach is more readily recognised as the seat of all emotion.




  Somebody had gone to warn M’Libi, and halfway to the wood, very near to a patch of shallow graves (these Northern Ochori considering it unlucky to carry their dead across water to the middle islands) he found her sitting on a fungus-grown trunk of dead wood, her hands crossed on her breast The scowl on her face denied her humility.




  “O M’Libi, I see you,” said Obaga the hunter softly, and she set her white teeth for all that was to come, her eyes fixed on the bright spear blade which glittered and flashed in the afternoon sun.




  “Obaga, I have been to the woods to gather leaves for mourning, for my brother has died this day in the Ochori city, and Bosambo sent word to me.”




  “Many things have died this day,” said Obaga. He held his spear at full arm’s length by his thigh, and he so spun it with finger and thumb, that the blade was a blur of light. This was a trick of his when he was not sure in his mind, and she knew it well and took courage.




  “When I was born,” she said slowly, her eye never leaving the spear, “it was said that I should have two lives; one of greatness and one of evilness. Out of the mud grows the wonderful flower. Obaga, who knows what will come from this mud?”




  The hunter wetted his lips with the tip of his tongue.




  “Who is this lover of yours?” he asked her, and for the first time her eyes left the spear.




  “If there is to be killing, begin!” she said, and dropped her hands to the tree trunk.




  “There will be no killing,” said Obaga. “Come.”




  She followed him back to the village, and, to the disappointment of all, there was neither killing nor beating. At dawn next day, Obaga gathered his spears, his bows and loose-headed monkey arrows, girded a broad-bladed elephant sword about his waist, and went back to his hunting. His wife stood and watched him until he was out of sight. One other watched from the fringe of the forest, Tebeli, the boaster, and when he had made sure that the husband was gone, he hurried to M’Libi.




  There can be no question that Bones had an inquiring mind. And there was a special reason why he should be interested in photography and all that pertained to the art, at that moment.




  “You stick your infernal nose into every darned thing that doesn’t concern you,” said the wrathful Hamilton, the owner of a new camera, an important plate of which Bones had irretrievably ruined. “I’ve been waiting for weeks to get that cloud effect over the sea, and you, like the howling jackass…”




  “Not howlin’, dear old Ham,” murmured the patient Bones his eyes tightly shut “quiet, dignified, sufferin’, dear old savage, in silence…not howlin’.”




  “I told you..,” spluttered Hamilton.




  “You told me nothin’,” said Bones gently, “and a boy should be told. I read it somewhere in a jolly old book the other day, a boy should be told how to work the shutter and everything. A loaded camera, dear old tyro — which means a cove that doesn’t know an awful lot — a loaded camera is worse than a loaded gun. Listen to the voice of reason, dear old Ham, the vox reasoni. I picked up the silly old thing and clicked the shutter—”




  “Never leave things within reach of children,” said Hamilton bitterly.




  Bones shrugged his lean shoulders. “Dear, but explosive old officer,” he said quietly, “there may be method in my jolly old naughtiness. There may be money, dear old improvident one. Old Bones may be working out a great old scheme in his nippy old nut, to make us all rich.”




  “Orange growing?” asked Hamilton pointedly, and Bones writhed. Once he had conceived a get-rich-quick scheme, and Hamilton had put his money into an orange syndicate which Bones had conceived. They had imported trees and they had grown trees that lore everything except oranges. Some had borne apples, a few might, had they lived, have borne chestnuts. Bones bought the young trees by post, from the Zeizermann Mail Order Corporation — the proprietors of which are still in Sing Sing.




  “Being my superior officer, sir and captain, you may taunt me,” he said stiffly and shrugging his shoulders again, saluted and went back to his quarters. He could, of course, have offered a very complete and satisfactory explanation, but had he done so, he would have spoilt the surprise he had in store for everybody.




  And to Bones, surprise (other people’s pleasant surprise) was the joy of life.




  Most of his daydreams were about surprises that he sprung on other people. Bones had on many occasions owned a potential Derby winner, and on the morning of the race, the jockey having proved false, Bones had donned the colours and to the amazement of his friends and the confusion of his sinister enemies, he had ridden the horse home a winner in a desperate finish.




  “Never in the history of this great classic (so his dream Sporting Life read) has there been a more wonderful exhibition of masterly jockeyship than that given by the famous amateur rider, Captain (or Major) Tibbetts. He is a noble-looking fellow, with grave blue eyes and a mask-like yet mobile face…”




  At this point Bones would sigh happily and introduce The Girl. There was always a girl. He saw her on the stand, white-faced and tearing at her handkerchief (not an expensive handkerchief) or clutching at her throat, and she always fell into his arms when he dismounted, and, presumably, was weighed in with him.




  He had surprised the War Office by inventing a new gun and the Admiralty by compounding a new strategy, but mostly, as has been remarked before, he surprised girls by his strength, genius, workmanship, knowledge of women, kindness of disposition, tenderness of heart, wit, nobility of character, and general all-round excellence. And the motif of Bones’ plan of surprisement at the moment was an amazing cinema camera which he had seen advertised in an American magazine, and which at that moment was speeding on its way — it would in fact arrive by the same steamer that carried home Father Carrelli.




  Bones had an immense faith in the probity of magazine advertisements, and when he read of Keissler’s King Kamera which was offered at $150.00, and after he had discovered that $150.00 was not fifteen thousand, but a hundred and fifty and no cents, he wrote for the prospectus and received in reply an avalanche of literature which was alone worth the money.




  Therefore, anything of a photographic nature meant much to Bones. He could have explained his fault in a word. Instead he maintained silence. There was time enough later — and the story had to be written, for in those days the picture play was coming to its own, and Bones was an enthusiastic subscriber to all movie periodicals that were published. He had many stories in his mind.




  Nobody paid any particular attention to the arrival of a large case or of sundry other bulky packages, because both Sanders and Hamilton had long since ceased to wonder at the amazing character of Bones’ mail. He had, on an average, one new hobby a month, and the inauguration of each was signalised by mails of terrific or mysterious proportions.




  The first hint Hamilton had that something unusual was afoot, came to him in the nature of a shock. One afternoon he strolled over to the hut in which Bones had his headquarters, and, as was usual, he made straight for the big window which gave access to the young man’s sittingroom; and, looking in, he gasped.




  Sitting at the table was a young man who was not Bones. His face was a bright and vivid yellow; his hands and bare arms were similarly tinted; about his eyes were two rings of blue. Hamilton stared openmouthed, and then dashed into the hut through the door.




  “For heaven’s sake, what’s the matter with you, Bones — fever?”




  Bones looked up with a horrible smile, for his lips were painted a blue that was nearly purple.




  “Get into bed at once,” ordered Hamilton. “I’ll wire through to Administration to get a doctor down — you poor young devil!”




  Bones looked at him haughtily as he fixed a slight, dark moustache to his upper lip. And then it was that Hamilton saw the make-up box and the mirror.




  “What are you doing, you great jackass?” he asked, offensive in his relief.




  “Just a bit of make-up, dear old audience,”




  “Make-up? Yellow? What are you supposed to be? The King of the Gold Coast?”




  “That’s who I’m supposed to be,” said Bones carelessly, and handed a slip of paper to his visitor.




  “Reginald de Coursy, a man of synister appearance, yet of plesing apearance. His eyes show sings of diserpation dissipation disapation his nose is aquerline his mouth creul. He looks like a man who has lived.”




  “Is that you?” asked Hamilton.




  Bones nodded.




  “You look more like a man who has died,” snarled his superior. “What’s the meaning of this dashed nonsense?”




  He did not say “dashed.” Bones screwed his face in an expression of pain, and the grimace made his face even more startling.




  “Language, dear old thing! That’s one of the things I’m not going to have. I hate to hurt your jolly old feelings, Ham, but the studio must be kept clean.’’




  “Studio?”




  “Well, I haven’t got a studio yet,” admitted Bones, “but that’s coming, dear old Felix — you’re Felix.”




  “I’m what?” asked the dazed Hamilton.




  Bones searched the litter of papers by the side of his makeup box and found another slip, which he handed without a word to his chief.




  “Fellix Harington a young and hansom fellow of 26. His countenance is open and Frank and a genal smile is in his eyes, but very deceptful.”




  Hamilton could only look helplessly from the paper to Bones. That gentleman was perfectly composed.




  “There’s a fortune in it, my dear old officer,” he said calmly. “In fact, there’s two fortunes in it. Now, my idea is a play where a seemingly villainous person turns out a jolly old hero in the end. And the seemingly heroic old person turns out a jolly old rotter — robs his old father, an is going to murder him, when up comes Reggie the Knut — that’s me.”




  “Wait a minute,” said the dazed Hamilton. “Do I understand that you have cast me for this part — and may I ask who is the father?”




  “The jolly old Commissioner,” said Bones complacently, and Hamilton’s jaw dropped.




  When he recovered command of his voice:




  “Do you imagine that Sanders is going to jigger about, wearing false whiskers, just to amuse an infernal—”




  “I’m not sure about the whiskers,” said Bones thoughtfully “I’ve been turning it over in my mind, dear old Ham, and I’m not so sure that the whiskers would come out. A little beard perhaps, or maybe a couple of mutton chops.”




  Then Bones’ scheme came out. He had written a great play; it was entirely without women characters. He, Sanders and Hamilton were to act the story in their spare time, work in, to use his own expression, “a dinky little battle between savages, where I come along, dear old thing, and foil them single-handed — and it will be a sensation, Ham. There’s never been anything done like it and there never will be again perhaps, unless I do it. Look at the life, my dear old Felix…the wonderful scenery…it will be a sensation, dear old thing. I wouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t make half-a-million.”




  Sanders heard all about this new scheme of Bones’ without being either annoyed or perturbed.




  “But you may tell him from me, Hamilton, that under no conditions will I act the fool in front of his wretched camera. By the way, did you see it?”




  Hamilton nodded. “It’s not a bad-looking camera,” he admitted, “and Bones can turn the handle very well. He’s been to the kitchen, practising on the knife-cleaner, and he says he’s got exactly the right speed.”




  Baffled in his great attempt to create a picture which should startle the world, Bones, the adaptable, decided upon a great native drama.




  “It’s never been done, dear old Ham,” he said eagerly one night at dinner, when he expounded his scheme — and it was curious how quickly he had assimilated the cliches of the studio— “that’s the one thing you’ve got to be careful about on the cinema, old boy, do something that has never been done before. I’m working out the scenery now—”




  “The word you want, I think,” said Hamilton, “is ‘scenario.’”




  “Same thing, my dear old Ham,” said Bones testily. “Good gracious heavens, why do you interrupt me on a trivial little matter like scenery? Scenery or scenario — same jolly old thing.”




  “Where are you laying the plot?” asked Sanders.




  “Anywhere, dear old excellency,” said Bones vaguely. “My idea is to make Ahmet the hero, who runs away with the beautiful Kalambala, the Sultan’s favourite wife. And she’s rescued by a handsome young Englishman—”




  “Need you go any further?” asked Hamilton.




  “A handsome young Englishman,” repeated Bones, with a contemptuous glance at his superior.




  “You, of course,” said Hamilton.




  “Anyway, she’s rescued.”




  “And then what do you do with her?” asked Hamilton.




  But Bones hadn’t got as far as this. He filmed the first scene of this exciting story, and Hamilton and Sanders came down to witness the production. The attempt was a failure for many reasons. Ahmet had to stroll on to the scene, fold his arms, shake his head and smile. Then he had to shrug his shoulders and walk off. And he did it remarkably well until Bones started turning the handle.




  “Roll your eyes,” screamed Bones.




  “Lord, I roll my eyes,” said Ahmet, standing stiffly to attention and saluting.




  Bones stopped turning with a groan. “O man,” he said bitterly, “when I speak to you, do not stick your big feet together and salute me! Stand easy! Now try it again.”




  He tried it again, with no greater success; for this time, instead of saluting, Ahmet stood regimentally at ease. When the scene was made right, new trouble arose. The escaping Sultana was to be played by the wife of a Corporal Hafiz; and Corporal Hafiz refused resolutely, and with much stamping of feet and spitting on the ground, to allow his wife to be carried in Ahmet’s arms.




  “You’re demoralising the detachment, Bones,” said Hamilton sternly, and dismissed the actors to their several duties.




  Bones did not speak to his company commander for two days, at the end of which time he had found a new and more alluring scheme.




  “I’ve got it, old Ham,” he said one day, dashing into the diningroom where the two men were sitting, smoking their after-luncheon cigars, in what shade they could find, for the sun was burning and there was little or no breeze from the sea.




  “You’ll get sunstroke if you go around without your helmet,” said Hamilton lazily. “What have you got? The picture?”




  “The picture!” said Bones triumphantly. “The greatest stunt ever, dear old excellency. And it all came out of jolly old Bones’ nut. Lives and customs of savage old tribes, dear old officer.” He stepped back to notice the effect of his words.




  “Lives and customs of savage tribes?” repeated Hamilton.




  “That’s the idea. Wherever I go, I take the camera, and if I don’t make a thousand a week lecturing on a subject, dear old killjoy, that is dear to the heart of every jolly old patriot, my name is mud.”




  “Your real name I’ve never been able to remember,” said Hamilton, “but it does strike me as being much more feasible than the other.”




  Thereafter, Bones spent a great deal of his time filming native scenes; and for once there happened to be method in his hobby. Having trained Ahmet to turn the handle, he was able to make a personal appearance in most. Sometimes he was standing in a negligent attitude, talking to a native woman as she cooked the evening meal. In other pictures he was patting the heads of little black toddlers (after carefully fixing a handkerchief about their middles, lest the susceptibilities of Surbiton should be shocked), Sometimes he was standing with his arms folded, and a sad but determined look upon his face, on the bow of the Zaire. And to all he supplied titles. He showed Hamilton a list of them.




  “Kindly Cheif Comissioner helping Savidges to build a Hut.”




  Or, more flamboyantly, and in keeping with the spirit of modern subtitles:




  “Far from the hum and compitetion of the bussy world, the native goes about his daily tarsks, under the watchful but bernevilent eye of the Cheif Comissioner.”




  “One of the advantages of the cinema,” said Hamilton, “is that you needn’t be able to spell. Who is this Chief Commissioner you keep talking about in your titles, Bones?” he asked, interested. “I didn’t know Sanders was assisting you in your nefarious plan to pander to the debased instincts of the British public!”




  Bones coughed. “Well, to be perfectly candid, dear old thing,” he said, “dear old Sanders did talk about toddling down once, but he got stage-fright, old Ham. You know what these youngsters are, what, what?”




  Bones could be waggish, but Bones could never be so waggish that he could lead Hamilton from his deadly trail.




  “You don’t mean to tell me that you’re masquerading as a Commissioner? Why, even the poorest little street Arab that ever stole sixpence to go to the pictures will recognise your fake!”




  Bones could afford to smile indulgently at the other’s strictures.




  “What we want now, Ham,” he said seriously at dinner that night, “is a jolly old war! If we could only get a real good old dust-up between the mighty N’gombi and good old Bosambo, with me in the foreground, just to show that Britain’s watchful eye still keeps a watch, when naughty natives sleep — that’s a good bit of poetry, by the way, dear old thing, and don’t pass it off as your own.”




  “Bones, if you wish for war I’ll kill you,” said Sanders, coming in at that moment. “The territories are quiet, and if we can only get over the harvest without a real big bloodletting, I shall be a happy man.”




  Bones was silent, but not altogether hopeless. There was need for somebody to go to the Ochori country, for there was news of a recrudescence of Leopard trouble, and Bones gladly availed himself of the opportunity.




  On the first night away from headquarters, when the Zaire was tied up to a wood, Private Mahmud sought out his sergeant.




  “Effendi,” said he in coast Arabic, “what is this small box which Tibbetti carries and which you turn with a handle? Some say that it is a new gun; others that it is a taker of pictures. Now, we know that it is not a taker of pictures, because, when Hamiltini desires that a row of Houssas shall appear upon paper — which is against the law of the Prophet — he says, ‘Damnyoustandstill,’ which is an English word, and makes a clicking noise. Now Tibbetti does not say ‘Damnyoustandstill’ for he desires that you should walk; also he turns a handle. Tell me now, Effendi, why these things happen.”




  Sergeant Ahmet, in all solemnity, explained as much of the mystery box as he understood.




  “When Tibbetti turns the handle, pictures appear, one after another, so that when they are looked at quickly, they seem to be one and all moving.”




  “That is too much of a mystery for me,” admitted the inquirer after knowledge, and sought no further information.




  Not unconscious of his responsibility and importance, Ahmet was loth to let the discussion end there.




  “Some day, when Tibbetti is away, I will gather you all together and make a special picture for you, so that your wives may see them. And for this you shall all give me one silver dollar.”




  Though they boggled at the dollar, his men accepted the principle of the offer.




  The opportunity he sought came to them after they had left the Ochori city and were journeying up that wild bank line which the Zaire so seldom traversed. More definite news had reached Bones about the Leopards — not the clean and yellow thing that stalks and slays, but something vile and abominable in the shape of man. Bones became instantly soldier and representative of the law, and for the moment his heart turned from Hollywood.




  *




  Obaga came back from his hunting. He had been a month away, and he had brought with him ten bushmen carriers, each with a load of pelts, for he was a skilful and patient man. His wife met him outside the village, her hands crossed before her, token of her meekness, and he passed her without a word, though, if he had known all he was to know, he would have returned to the village alone. She made him his dinner, and served it on the palms of her two hands.




  “I stay here now for three and three moons,” said Obaga, “for the beasts will be breeding, and many have already gone away into their secret places.”




  This she expected, and by native reckoning a month would pass before he learnt the truth. That night, when her husband was sleeping the sleep of utter weariness, she crept forth from her hut, and sped secretly to the wood, where the other man was waiting, she having sent for him.




  “Obaga is returned,” she said. “Now, friend, what shall I do? For when he knows, he will kill me.”




  “Why should he know?” compromised the other, manlike. “For are you not his wife, and is he not a man? I think it is best for you to say, ‘Husband, there is good news for you, and you shall have a son for your house.”




  She made a sound of impatience, “He knows what he knows,” she said cryptically, but to him understandably. “If I tell him this, I will take his killing spear into my hands, so that it will be sooner over. If you were to come into the hut tonight and spear him as he sleeps, or wait for him when he goes into the wood tomorrow, that would be best.”




  “For you, woman, but not for me,” said the other. “All men in this village know that I am your lover, and Sandi will come with his guns and his soldiers, and my hut will be burnt. Also, Tibbetti is already here, He is sitting in the village of Busuri, where there is a Leopard palaver. It is said that there will be hangings. I know this, because the cunning ones have hidden their pads in the ground.”




  She drew a quick breath. “Bring me the pads, she whispered. Tomorrow, when it is dark, bring me the leopard pads.”




  He was horrified at the suggestion, but she insisted; and in trepidation and fear he left her. She went back and lay down by her man.




  When the next night came, she found Tebeli, for whom she had dared so much, and he was shaking like a leaf, and in his hands were two ugly skin-shapes, with little knives in place of claws, and the hair had earth upon it, as though they had recently been dug from the ground. He dropped them into the hands she held out as though they were red hot, and, turning without a word, would have fled back towards his village, but she stopped him.




  “Now, my own man, go towards Busuri, where Tibbetti is, and tell him that a Leopard walks toward the village, and that, if they wait by the path, they may take him.”




  He was in no mood for such an adventure, but she was stronger than he, and he went. And M’Libi returned to her hut, the pads, glove-like, on her hands. Obaga was too busy with his spears to notice, but when his eyes turned, he saw in the flickering light of the fire the hideous things she wore, and dropped his spear and leapt up with a roar.




  “Woman who art shameless, what have you there?”




  “These I found in my little box of wood, Obaga,” she said innocently.




  She held her hands up to be admired, and the rusted steel claws glittered evilly.




  “Oh ko!” said Obaga, agitated, “whose things are these?”




  “They belong to a man in the village of Busuri,” she said. “Lobala, the fisher. These he gave to me when I was a little girl.”




  “Give them,” said her husband, snatching them from her hand.




  A second later, he was striding through the village to the forest path that led to Busuri. But the lover of his wife was quicker than he, and on the edge of the village three soldiers seized Obaga and brought him into the presence of Bones.




  Now, of all things certain, this is most sure; any man who carries on his person, or hides in his hut, the insignia of the Leopard, is already dead. From one end of Africa to the other there is no mercy for the Sons of the Leopard. Obaga knew that his fate was sealed.




  “Man,” said Bones quietly, as he surveyed the damning evidence, “what horrible things are these?”




  “Lord, they were given to me to bring to the village,” said Obaga.




  “Who gave?” asked Bones, but the man was silent, because it was his wife who had given them.




  “Lord, if I hang, I must hang,” said Obaga. “But I tell you this, that the Leopards are my enemies, for my father was a Fire Ghost, and we of the village of Labala have fought Leopards for a thousand years.”




  Bones knew this was true, and was puzzled how a man from Labala came to be in possession of these things; and the order that should have been given for instant execution was delayed. In the morning the spies brought news from Busuri and the truth was out. Obaga, returning home, found his wife had fled.




  That was the story of Obaga. There it would have ended, but for the village gossip. This matter of the Leopards cleared up to the satisfaction of everybody, save a still form that hung on a tree three miles from the village, Bones turned his thoughts to the customs and habits of native people. The artist in him had prayed that there would be a fight; the administrator in him was heartily glad that the trouble had ended without disturbance. Bones had a brilliant idea. He sent for the chief of the Busuri village and exhibited to him the camera.




  “O chief,” said Bones, “this is a little eye that sees and remembers, and it desires to look upon the brave Ochori in battle. Now, let your young men play for me, pretending that they are warriors of two camps, attacking one another. But this you shall tell them, that if one man hurts the other, he shall be whipped,” he added hastily, knowing with what enthusiasm these spear players entered into the spirit of their exercise.




  On the lower deck of the Zaire a troubled Sergeant Ahmet took counsel with a number of his comrades.




  “Let no man speak to Tibbetti and tell him that I have turned the handle, that your faces should be in this wonderful box,” he said. For, in Bones’ absence, he had that day photographed his self-conscious soldiery. “Tomorrow morning, when it is light, I myself will get the pictures out of the box, for Tibbetti has told me, that all that is within there he will see. And I am a full sergeant, and he may take my stripes away.”




  In the light of the early morning sun, under the curious and interested eyes of his friends, he opened the camera and looked carefully, unrolling the film foot by foot.




  “Now, God be thanked!” said Ahmet in his relief. “For it seems that I did not take your picture at all. There is nothing there but yellow ribbon. Let us roll it up again, so that Tibbetti shall not know.”




  The preparations for the great battle picture were made on an unprecedented scale. Bones rehearsed and rehearsed until his shirt stuck to his body, and then rehearsed again. And all the women and children of the village stood round, their fingers to their teeth, and watched the producer at work.




  “Not there, you silly old ass!” screamed Bones in strident English. “Get over there, you silly old josser! Not there, go there! No, not there! Oh, you ditherer!”




  These and similar injunctions, made the confused native a little more confused, and it is probable that the battle picture would never have been taken but for certain unforeseen circumstances.




  “Now, all men go away, so that there is nobody in sight. And then you shall come from here, and you from there, and fight, and when I run to you and say ‘Stop’ you shall all lay down your spears.”




  At the moment the actors withdrew, ready for the mimic battle, Obaga came swiftly along the forest path, and with him his brother and his ten kinsmen and their kinsmen by marriage.




  “Man, where is my woman?” said Obaga, and he addressed the tall lover of M’Libi.




  “Who knows, hunter?” replied the man.




  “You know now, but how long will you know?” said Obaga, and struck with his spear.




  His enemy twisted slightly, took the cut across his shoulder and ran. Obaga’s spear brought him to the ground. And in a second there was war.




  Into the open they came, cutting, parrying, thrusting, yelling those shrill cries, meaningless but ominous, which the Ochori have screamed throughout ages.




  “Stick it!” yelled Bones. “Turn the handle, Ahmet. That’s good! Go it, boys!” he shrieked in his best producer’s style. “That’s it, a little more to the left. Don’t hurt yourselves, you silly old jossers!”




  And then in Bomongo he roared!— “I come.”




  He strode with a dignified and picturesque swing of his shoulders into their midst, and raised his hand in a lordly gesture.




  “Stop!” he cried. But they did not stop. A spear knocked his helmet off, a war club brought him to his knees. Bones reached for his gun, but he had not come armed, Fortunately, Sergeant Ahmet had…




  “I thought it was a bit too realistic,” explained Bones, who had spent the morning admiring his bandaged head in a looking-glass. “But, of course, I never dreamt that there was a jolly old war on. And when you come to think of it, dear old Ham, it wasn’t half a bad stunt — my being knocked out. It’ll look so wonderfully thrillin’ that people will just sit tight in their jolly old seats and howl! I’ll bet it’s in all the papers, dear old Ham,” he went on. “The jolly old Times, and the dear old What-you-may-call-’em—”




  Bones spent the night in a dark and smelly hut, illuminated only by a faint red glow from his developing lamp. But though he covered himself from head to foot in hypo, though he dipped and dipped the film until his arm ached, and conformed faithfully to every law contained in the book of instructions, he produced nothing but a succession of little black oblong blobs.




  “Most extrordinary, dear old boy,” he said miserably. “Most amazing! Can’t understand it, dear old thing. There’s a fortune gone west, ab-so-lutely west!”




  “Who turned the handle?”




  “Ahmet. I taught him, dear old Ham. Taught him, and he did what I told him to do. That’s the horribly hideous part of it.”




  For all his faith in Ahmet, he interviewed that gentleman.




  “You didn’t open the little door, of course, Ahmet? The-door-that-must-never-be-opened?” he asked solemnly.




  “Lord, I opened it, but only for a little time, whilst I looked for some pictures which I had improperly taken, without your lordship’s knowledge. But they were not there”




  “In daylight did you open it?” asked Bones in horror.




  “No, lord, in sunlight,” said Ahmet, “but there was nothing there, as I have told your lordship, only a yellow ribbon and no pictures!”




  VIII. The Healer
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  Men lie with a certain transparent simplicity in the lands that border the Great River. Their falsehoods are easily detected, and are less falsehoods than inventions, being so elaborated and painted in such primitive colours that no man is deceived.




  For they lie as children lie, about remarkable things and happenings that could not be: such as two-headed dogs that spit smoke, and trees that walk about, and little bees that fall in love with beautiful maidens. If they lie for safety or business purposes, they do so haltingly or sullenly, as the circumstances command, and are to be brought to the frank truth with a sharp word.




  Such a liar as Lujaga, the petty chief of the Inner N’gombi, was a rarity, and he was one of three men who, in twenty years, completely deceived Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  And talking of liars…




  “There’s a lot about you, Bones,” said Hamilton, ‘that reminds me of the Isisi.”




  “Dear old officer,” murmured Bones reproachfully, “why compare a jolly old comrade to the indigenous native?”




  “I was thinking more particularly of your interesting contribution to the Guildford Times” said Hamilton.




  He was sitting on the verandah after tiffin, smoking a lazy cigar, and as he stretched out his arm, he picked up from the floor a newspaper that had come by the mail. Bones glanced at the title and shuffled his big feet uncomfortably.




  “Dear old officer,” he pleaded, “if you’re going to spring on me a little flight of fancy, a jolly old jeu d’esprit, so to speak—”




  “I have been reading your account of how you chased the wild okapi through the forest,” said Hamilton relentlessly, “and how, when it was at bay, it turned and snarled at you. The okapi doesn’t live in this country anyway, and if he did he wouldn’t snarl. He would neigh or he would bray. Possibly he would bray, recognising you as a man and a brother, but he would not snarl or, as you suggest, show his fangs. He hasn’t any fangs to show, though I dare say he could pick up a few in his travels if he had the mind of a collector.”




  Sanders strolled out at that moment and stood, an interested listener, in the doorway.




  “Listen to this,” said Hamilton.




  “Dear old Ham,” begged the agitated Bones, “why pursue the jolly old subject?”




  “Listen to this,” said the remorseless Hamilton.




  “‘As the okapi swung round and faced me I reached for my rifle! It was not there! My terrified native bearer had bolted! I was alone in the jungle with a fierce okapi! He leapt at my throat! I dodged him! In that moment all my past life swam before my eyes! Whipping out my revolver, I fired at him twice! He fell lifeless at my feet!’”




  Hamilton glared over the top of the paper “Liar!” he said simply.




  “Dear old sceptical superior,” said Bones, speaking with a certain dignity, “you seem to forget the colourless lives that the jolly old Guildfordians live. As a matter of fact, they wrote and asked me to give them a little story of adventure for their Christmas number.”




  “That makes it more understandable,” said Hamilton. “You tried to write a fairy story. Well, you succeeded. But you’re showing up the service, Bones. An officer in these territories ought at least to know that the okapi is something between a donkey and a zebra, and that he wouldn’t show fight even to a mouse.”




  He picked up another newspaper.




  “Who sends you these infernal things?” asked Bones irritably. “Bless my jolly old life,” he added a little incoherently, “is there nothing sacred, nothing private? Can’t a fellow—”




  “There’s nothing sacred about the twopence I paid for this newspaper,” said Hamilton. He opened the pages with exasperating leisure, and Bones writhed, “Here is the second part of the serial. I won’t read it all, It is headed” — he glanced at the top of the column— “A Fight with Vampires.”




  “Don’t let’s have any unpleasantness,” said Bones, but Hamilton was not to be denied.




  “This is the bit I like best!




  “‘At night I was awakened—’




  “By the way, they’ve corrected your spelling, I observe —




  “‘ — by a shrill, whistling sound and a sense of keen pain in my toe. Looking up, I saw a huge, shadowy shape floating at the foot of my bed. It was a vampire! Not daring to move, I watched, fascinated, the hideous animal—’”




  “I should have said ‘bird,’” murmured Bones, “or perhaps ‘reptile.’”




  “Or ‘fish,’” suggested Hamilton. “But don’t interrupt.




  “‘Its baleful eyes were fixed on me like two green moons! I reached out my hand stealthily—’”




  “I hope they’ve only put two l’s in ‘stealthily,’” said Bones with a cough.




  “‘I reached out my hand stealthily,’” Hamilton went on, “‘and seized a pistol that lay on the bedside table! It was not loaded! What should I do? With all my strength I hurled myself upon the dreadful insect—’”




  It was Sanders’ long chuckle of delight which interrupted the reading.




  “Bones, you’re really wonderful,” he said, as he came forward and pulled up a chair. “I presume it was our visit to the Isle of Bats which inspired that classic.”




  In the Middle River, four days’ steaming from headquarters, is a long island where the bats live by day, hanging in huge clusters, not by the thousand but by the million; and Bones and he had spent an eerie evening watching these things of the night wake to life.




  “The question is,” said Hamilton as he folded the paper, “is or is not a man who writes that kind of stuff a natural liar; and has or has not Bones the Isisi mind?”




  “The Isisi mind is the mind of a poet, Bones,” said Sanders, “and if I were you I’d plead guilty. Whilst on the subject of gay deceivers, may I mention that I shall want you to go up into the Inner N’gombi tomorrow perhaps — perhaps not for a week or so? There is a brand new cult come into being, and one Bobolara is its prophet.”




  Hamilton looked up quickly. “Leopards?”




  Sanders shook his head. “Not Leopards this time. It is something with a little witch doctorery in it, and I want it checked before it goes any farther. A. healer of healers is amongst us, and he has made his appearance, of all places in the world, in the Inner N’gombi.”




  There was a time when the Inner N’gombi were a thorn in the flesh of administration. Loyal to none, responsible only to themselves, they took toll of their neighbours with freedom and violence. There had been a hanging or two, a few beatings, a chief deposed to the Village of Irons, a headman hunted into the bush, a village or two burnt, before Lujaga, son of Lofuru, had been elevated to the chieftain’s rank, and thereafter all trouble had ceased. It is true that his neighbours complained of midnight raids upon their property; a few women had disappeared from the Ochori; and Bosambo had carried his spears to the border. But Lujaga, summoned to palaver, had given a very frank explanation.




  “Lord,” he said, “my people are a haughty and warlike people, who have never been yoked. And there are little chiefs who call me king in a small voice, and call themselves master loudly. The Ochori women were taken by a small chief, who carried them into the forest. My young men are at this moment trailing him.”




  Similarly, when six canoes of the Upper Isisi had vanished en route to headquarters, carrying the rubber which formed their contribution to the revenue, Lujaga had been quick to detect the culprits. He came personally to the end of the river with more than half of the stolen property.




  “I bring no heads,” he said significantly, “for it is your will, Sandi, that there shall be no killing. But when thieves fight for spears, shall we clap our hands and laugh? There are bad men in the forest by the river, and these went out and held up the Isisi canoes, killing the paddlers. Now, what is your will?”




  Proof after proof of Lujaga’s honesty came to Sanders. Once, the first news of a raid on the Isisi came from Lujaga himself, and with it two men captured by the king’s soldiers — silent, pained men, who did not speak because their tongues had been cut out, a fault to which Lujaga had frankly confessed.




  “Fighting men have their ways, lord,” he said. “I cannot hold my young men in the heat of battle, for they are savages, but the men who did this have been whipped and burnt.”




  He paid his taxes regularly; his villages that fringed the river — for, though his territory in the main lay in the inner forest, it extended to the banks of the water — were models of order and cleanliness His spies brought invaluable news from the frontier, and he made no complaints against his neighbours.




  “Lujaga is a model chief,” said Sanders, not once but many times, and he showed him certain favours, such as remitting portions of his taxation and giving to him hunting rights within the no-man’s-land that ran to the borders of the French territory.




  Only one man had ever attempted to undermine Sanders’ faith in the chief, and that man was Bosambo, king of the Ochori. Bosambo trusted few and respected nobody. One day he came to the headquarters with a long story of raids, of forest rights violated, of women and goats that had disappeared from a frontier village, and Sanders listened patiently, putting in his discounts at various stages of the narrative, and in the end, gave judgment.




  “News of this shall go to the Lujaga,” he said. “The chief will find the men who did this, and your women and goats shall come back to you.”




  “All?” said the sceptical Bosambo. “Lord, I do not doubt that Lujaga will return one woman in three and one goat in six, for that is his way. All the rest you will find in the compounds of his secret city. For this man is a liar.”




  “Who is not?” asked Sanders, and there the palaver ended.




  They called the city of the king “secret” because it was tucked away in the heart of a dense wood twelve hours from running water, and therefore hard to come by. In his secret city lived Bobolara, the Healer, one who was known beyond the confines of his own territory. He was a tall man of singular beauty and character, and as a child he had performed many miracles, for he had rubbed sick men on the back and they had recovered; and he had taken away terrible headaches by twisting the neck of the sufferer in a peculiar and mysterious way. When a tree fell upon a woodman and put out his shoulder, and a palaver of the village elders had condemned the man to death, because the misshapen are never tolerated, Bobolara had by his magic twisted the shoulder back into its place, so that in a week the woodman was about his business again.




  He lived in a little hut at the far end of the main village street, and was accounted peculiar in that he had neither wife nor love affair. When he walked past the huts on an evening, he glanced neither to the right nor to the left, and no married woman turned her guilty eyes upon him.




  The king Lujaga knew him by name, and one turbulent and stormy night had sent a messenger to his hut, bidding him come. Bobolara came to the king’s great hut, and beheld a girl lying on the floor of the hut, moaning her terror, half mad with fright and bleeding from a wound in the back.




  “This woman I took from an Ochori hut,” said Lujaga, “and one of my soldiers speared her. I have given him to death, but this woman must be saved, for she is very beautiful and I desire her for my house. Now, take her to your hut, Bobolara, and by your magic heal her, and in three and three days bring her to me full of love and in some respects as she is to-day.”




  Bobolara had the girl carried to his hut and tended her wound, and in three days she had recovered her sanity, and Bobolara had learnt to pity which in all peoples is half way to love, On the sixth day the king sent his familiar, a small man called Ligi, to bring his bride to the great feast which he had prepared in the centre of the city. Here, before his hut, he had assembled his dancing girls and his warriors for the ceremony of betrothal. But Bobolara came alone.




  “Where is the woman ?” asked Lujaga.




  “She is with her people,” said Bobolara calmly. “For, king, this woman does not belong to us, and I have set her free. I guided her myself through the forest by night.”




  It was some time before Lujaga recovered from the shock, and then he struck the man across the face with his whip.




  “O dog,” he howled, “this night you shall live with ghosts Take this man to the Little People!”




  They seized Bobolara and carried him into the forest near the great anthills, and there they spreadeagled him out on the ground, naked as he was born, and from each anthill was laid a sweet and syrupy trail that would lead the Little People to the prostrate figure. And there they left him for the ants to take him, little by little, until nothing but his bones were left. In the morning, when they came to see what was left, they found him asleep. The ground was black with ants, but none had touched him. So they released Bobolara and brought him back to the king.




  “Bend a sapling,” snarled Lujaga.




  They pulled down a young tree with a rope and tied the free end to the neck of the man.




  “Strike,” said Lujaga, and the executioner raised his curved knife to strike Bobolara’s head from the body.




  Before the knife could fall the executioner had stumbled in a fit to the ground, and no one dared take up his knife when the king ordered.




  “It is clear to me,” said the chief counsellor of the king in a troubled voice, “that Bobolara has a powerful ju-ju. Now, let him go, Lujaga, for I am afraid.”




  Therefore was Bobolara permitted to live, for the king feared the temper of his people. Nevertheless, two nights later he sent his assassins to the hut of Bobolara.




  “Bring back wet spears and I will make you chiefs of villages,” he said, but they brought their spears back clean, with the story of a demon that guarded the hut of the Healer, a demon with a blue face and an owl that radiated fire.




  For another month the Healer was permitted to continue an untroubled existence. It is said that he raised the dead, but that is probably untrue. He made sick men well; he cured strange sicknesses; he eased women in their terrible pain.




  Then a strange thing happened in the secret city. The second counsellor of the king died in pain. Bobolara saw the man and guessed the cause, for the second counsellor of the king was notoriously at enmity with his master.




  Bobolara made many solitary journeys into the forest in search of rare herbs, for he had an instinct for beneficial properties. One day, after the death of the king’s second counsellor, he saw two men searching at the end of the swamp, where many crocodiles live and strange plants grow that are to be found in no other part of the country. Watching them idly, as they came toward him, bearing in their hands thick branches of a bush speckled red with berries, he recognised Lujaga and his familiar, and at the sight of him Lujaga’s face darkened.




  “O Healer,” he said, “I see you.”




  “I see you, lord,” said Bobolara. “Is the king a doctor that he gathers the little poison berries, that even the great ones of the swamp will not eat?”




  “I gather them because they are magical, and keep away spirits and ghosts,” said the king glibly.




  Bobolara said nothing, and the king hated him more.




  Day after day the Healer watched and waited, but no new counsellor was taken with a strange sickness. One night the king spoke secretly to his man.




  “Take this message to Sandi at his fine house by the river,” he said, and spent the night in giving minute instructions.




  Before the dawn, the king’s man was on his way with a little bag of white powder hidden in his loincloth.




  “I’ve had a message from Lujaga,” said Sanders one morning at breakfast. “This infernal Bobolara is raising the dead! Lujaga is never an alarmist, but he takes a serious view. A number of men and women are disappearing, and he is scared that the Healer is chopping them for medicine.”




  “I’ll give him chop, dear old excellency,” said Bones. “I think you can trust me to deal with jolly old birds of that kind. I’ll have him back by Wednesday.”




  “And bring back an okapi,” suggested Hamilton, “and be careful he doesn’t sting you!”




  Bones left headquarters full of energy. With him went Ligi, the king’s man, and Ligi served him with food. The day was gloriously fine, the sky an unclouded blue. The vivid green of the spring foliage, the diamond sparkle of the river, the cooling winds that swept down from the mountains a thousand miles away, added to the zest of life.




  The next morning Bones did not feel so bright or energetic, although the day was as beautiful and the scene was fair. On the third day there was a curious buzzing in his ears, his eyes were heavy, and two leaden weights seemed pressing on his head. He took ten grains of quinine, and braced himself and cursed all fever-bearing mosquitoes.




  He stumbled ashore on the beach of the N’gombi territory, his head throbbing, hearing the faraway voice of the little chief who greeted him, but understanding nothing.




  “Lord,” said Abiboo, his agitated sergeant, “let us go back to the beautiful ship, and I will take you to Sandi, for you are a sick man.”




  Bones grinned foolishly. In the twelve-hour march through the forest there was evidence enough that all was not well in the N’gombi country. Every three miles they found a dead man with a curious marking on his chest.




  “These Bobolara killed,” said Ligi, his guide, “so that he might attain certain power over the people.”




  Bones nodded stupidly. “This is a hanging palaver,” he said thickly, and stumbled on.




  One night, in a village ten miles from the secret city, when the fires had been stirred to flame, and men wandered from family group to group, listening here to the stories told a hundred times of old men’s valour and young men’s gallantry, and the women were chatting pleasantly about sickness, a stranger strode down the twisting path that leads from the forest, and came into the village street, well observed and wondered at. He was tall, broad-shouldered and beautiful to see, for his hair was plastered with clay, and over his shoulder he wore the new skin of a young leopard. A five-feet fighting shield was buckled to his left arm, and in the cunning socket of the shield he carried three light throwing spears, the polished heads of which glittered in the firelight. Also, to his back was strapped a long bow, the wood half covered with monkey-skin. A big hide belt was buckled about his waist, and left and right hung two short, broad-bladed swords. On his face he wore neither the marks of the Isisi, the Akasava, or the N’gombi. Ochori they knew he was not, and he carried himself too finely for a man of the Lower River tribe, who are humble people.




  Though a stranger, he seemed to know his way, for he walked unerringly to the hut of the chief of the village, and him he called by name.




  “Kofo,” he said, “let us talk a little while.”




  Kofo came blinking from the darkness of his hut and peered across the dancing flames of the fire.




  “O man,” he said, “who comes to this grand village and speaks to Kofo, who is chief by all rights, and also a man of Lujaga?”




  “I am from the city,” said the stranger. “Men call me the Healer,” and Kofo’s jaw dropped, and he stared.




  “O ko,” he said at last, “that is a bad word for me, for I thought you lived in the king’s hut. Now, what do you want of me?”




  “A canoe and ten paddlers; also a headman to be in charge. They must carry me through the lakes, for Sandi is on my heels with his soldiers.”




  Kofo drew a long breath. At that moment a man came running through the village street, and at the sound of the swift patter of his feet Bobolara turned.




  “O Bobolara, I see you,” said the runner, halting unsteadily before the chief’s hut. “Now, a bad thing has happened, for Tibbetti, who is Sanders’ son, is dying by poison in the secret city of the king, and they say that you have put magic upon him.”




  Bobolara looked at the messenger long and thoughtfully, and then:




  “I go back to the secret city,” he said simply, and turned and went back the way he had come, the messenger at his heels.




  “Bobolara, if you go back you die,” he wailed, for the people of the city loved Bobolara.




  Bones lay upon a skin bed before the king’s hut, and the dancing flames of the fire showed the white, drawn face of the half-conscious man. Grouped about were a dozen tarboshed soldiers, and in the background a semicircle of curious, peering faces observed the scene with childish interest.




  Abiboo was on his knees by the side of the bed, trying to force brandy into the lips of his master, and above all, dominating the scene, the tall figure of Lujaga.




  “Now all people see this!” he shouted. “The lord Tibbetti came to take Bobolara, who by his magic has stricken the white man low. Now, you soldiers of Sandi shall find the wicked Healer, and you shall hang him because of his deeds. For Tibbetti is dear to the heart of Sandi—”




  So far he got when the interruption came. A man pushed his way through the encircling throng, strode swiftly toward the fire, and, seeing him, the people gasped and the king’s eyes narrowed.




  “O Bobolara,” he said softly, “you have come to death, for these soldiers will kill you because of the magic you have put upon Tibbetti.”




  “Let them kill,” said Bobolara, “but first let me touch the lord.”




  Abiboo’s hand dropped upon the butt of the revolver at his belt, and his brown face puckered with suspicion and anger.




  “O man,” he said, “for this you shall die!”




  But the Healer took no notice, either of the menace or of the gesture. Stooping, he lifted the inanimate figure as though it were a child, and, none barring him, he carried the unconscious Bones through the throng, Abiboo, revolver in hand, following him.




  All night long, in the half-darkness of the hut, Bobolara pummelled and massaged, and, squatting in the doorway, Abiboo watched. When the morning light came and the weary Healer looked forth, he saw a tree and from the branch a long rope dangling. He gazed calmly for a while upon the strange sight, and then:




  “What is that, soldier?”




  “When Tibbetti dies, you also die,” said Abiboo.




  “Then I shall live,” said Bobolara with great calmness, “though it will be a night and a night before Tibbetti speaks.”




  On the third morning, in response to an urgent pigeon-post, came Sanders. He had steamed all night through the shoals of the river and had made a forced march though the forest to the secret city, and, hastily apprised of his coming, Lujaga met him.




  “Lord, this is a bad palaver,” he said, “for Tibbetti, it seems, fell under the magic spell of the Healer, and now lies sick to death in the man’s hut; and because your soldiers are also bewitched by him, they sit outside his door and watch Bobolara working his devils into the belly of my lord,”




  Sanders gaped at him. “In the hut of Bobolara? What chief are you,” he asked with asperity, “that you allow Tibbetti in his hands?”




  The king made no reply.




  Bones had recovered consciousness that morning, and was being propped up when Sanders stepped, with his catlike tread, into the big hut.




  “Hullo, jolly old excellency,” said Bones weakly. “Bit of fever, dear old sir, Couldn’t find Bobolara: the beggar skipped before I arrived. Dreadfully sorry, but” — he smiled faintly— “I didn’t see any okapi either.”




  “Bad luck, Bones,” said Sanders unsmilingly. “So you missed Bobolara. Did he get away?”




  “Yes, the beggar got away just before I arrived, but this jolly old doctor’s looked after me, and a real good chap he is.”




  “Oh!” said Sanders. He beckoned the Healer outside. “Speak to me truthfully, Bobolara,” he said, “and I will make life easy for you.”




  He glanced from the man to the dangling rope and smiled inwardly, guessing all that it meant.




  “Lord what shall I say?” said Bobolara. “I am a healing man, cunning in the ways of pain, and knowing the ways of strange poisons, such as the little red berry that grows by the swamp. I have slain none, but I have cured many, and if Lujaga hates me he has his reasons. Lord, I think your son will live.”




  Sanders inclined his head. “Man, if you speak the truth, another man lies,” he said. “Tell me why Lujaga hates you.”




  Bobolara hesitated. “It was about a woman, lord, who came from the Ochori country. She was brought here in a raid by the king.”




  “By Lujaga?” said Sanders sharply.




  “There are many raids,” said the other. “Sometimes women are brought here, sometimes goats. This woman I sent back to her home, which is on the edge of the Ochori, and Lujuga would have killed me, but he was afraid.”




  “Tell me more of these little red berries,” said Sanders.




  “Lord, I know nothing of them except that if men eat them they die, becoming very sleepy, with terrible pains in the head,”




  With a nod Sanders left him and walked slowly through the village street, his head on his breast, his hands gripping his long walkingstick behind him. The king watched him apprehensively, but Sanders passed the hut and came to a halt at the end of the village street. He beckoned a man to him.




  “Bring me Ligi, who is the king’s man,” he said, and they brought Ligi from his hut.




  “Ligi, you came with my lord Tibbetti in his fine ship?”




  “Yes, master,” said Ligi.




  “And in a day and a day the sickness came to him,” said Sanders, watching the man closely. “Such a sickness as men have who eat the little red berries from the swamp.”




  Ligi twiddled his bare toes in the dust, a sign of agitation which did not escape the Commissioner. He turned his head and called two of his soldiers.




  “Take this man and tie him to a tree,” he said simply. “Then you will whip him till he tells all he has to tell.”




  Ligi did not struggle in the grip of the tall Kano men, nor was he in the mood to be tied to a tree.




  “Lord, I am the king’s man,” he said, “and I did that which he told me to do. Now, I will tell you the truth.”




  The truth took much telling, and in the end, Sanders sent him on board the Zaire, had irons put upon his legs, and then he called Lujaga, the king, to him.




  “Lujaga,” he said, “you are going a short journey, and I hope the pain will be little.”




  “I will tell you the truth—” began Lujaga, and Sanders smiled unpleasantly.




  “Tell it to the ghosts,” he said, and looked meaningly at the tree with the rope.




  IX. The Wazoos
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  When Bones brushed his hair, he made preparations beside which the preliminary arrangements of a prima donna were feeble and ineffective. Under the broad window of his hut was a dressing table, on which stood, in serried ranks, row upon row of bottles containing hair tonics of all kinds, cosmetics, fixers, gums, washes and divers other lotions. He had two silver-backed brushes on which his monogram was beautifully engraved, and a wooden brush that would, at any period of its existence, have welcomed a nice hot bath. With this latter, a comb, certain contortions of face, bendings of head, pattings and smoothings, Bones made ready his crown for the day.




  He had an especial reason for care one bright day in July, for two days earlier the mail steamer had brought the Hon. Muriel Witherspan; and Bones had fallen in love with her the moment her dainty toot touched the yellow beach.




  The Hon. Muriel was the daughter of one Secretary of State and the niece of another. She was an artist, who had conceived the idea of making an exhibition of native studies; and in course of time, preceded by many telegrams, urgent private notes and anxious inquiries from headquarters, she had arrived, to receive a cold, distant and stiffly official welcome from Mr. Commissioner Sanders, and the incoherent adoration of Lieut. Tibbetts.




  She was pretty and slim and very capable. Bones thought she was the most wonderful woman in the world. She was certainly the most wonderful white woman in the territories, for there was no other.




  Sanders and Hamilton were at breakfast with their guest when Bones arrived from his toilet. The girl looked up from her plate, surveying the bowing newcomer with a cool and harrowing scrutiny, beginning at his neck (which made Bones very unhappy, for this portion of his anatomy was the constant subject of libel on the part of Hamilton) and ending with his polished locks.




  “Good morning, honourable miss,” said Bones uncomfortably. “Nothing wrong with my jolly old nut — nothing offensive to your jolly old artistic temperament, my young Academarian?”




  “Academician,” corrected Hamilton. “Sit down and eat your breakfast, Bones, and shut up!”




  “I was thinking how beautiful you looked,” said Muriel, and Bones beamed.




  “Not really, dear old miss? I was always considered a pretty old baby—’where have you come from dear old baby out of the nowhere particular into here’ — you know the jolly old hymn, honour able young miss? ‘Who gave you those twiddly-twiddly eyes of blue, a jolly old angel poked them as I came through.’”




  “Good God!” gasped Hamilton under his breath. Bones quoting poetry always had this effect upon him.




  “I think you’re lovely, Mr. Tibbetts,” said Muriel with truth, and Bones giggled.




  “You’re a naughty old flatterer!” he gurgled. “At the same time, Ham, old officer, I’ve often been mistaken for Henry Ainley. It’s a fact, dear old thing. I’m not sure whether it’s Henry Ainley or jolly old Owen Nares, but one of those comedians, old thing.”




  “You’re sure you don’t mean the performing seals?” asked Hamilton, and Bones closed his eyes in patient resignation.




  “I’ll take your word, dear old miss,” he said. “I don’t profess to be beautiful, but I’d pass in a crowd — .




  “With a kick,” suggested Hamilton.




  “And if you want to paint me,” Bones went on, contemptuous of the interruption, “well here I am!”




  “And if you’d paint him an invisible blue, so that we couldn’t see him,” said Hamilton, “you’d be rendering the community and the Government a great service.”




  “You’re very unkind,” said Muriel, crumbling her toast, her grey, insolent eyes on Bones. “Mr. Tibbetts has the perfect Greek face.”




  “There you are!” said Bones with a smirk.




  “His nose is a little too short for the perfect Greek, perhaps, but his chin is rather a dream, don’t you think, Captain Hamilton?”




  “Have you noticed his cheek?” asked Hamilton sardonically. “That’s a nightmare!”




  “There’s a lot about Bones that is very picturesque — let it go at that,” interrupted Sanders with a smile. “He’s rather thin, and his habit of stooping is a little unsightly—”




  “And his feet are enormous,” murmured Hamilton.




  “Jealousy, dear old thing, jealousy,” said Bones testily. “Don’t paint me, dear young honourable miss! I should never hear the last of it.”




  “Paint him as a curiosity,” suggested Hamilton, “and leave a light burning over the picture at night. It would keep the most hardened burglar at bay,”




  Bones carried off the visitor to give her a few lessons in the art of composition. She had chosen the residency garden and that patch of high gum-trees by the water’s edge — a perfect retreat on a hot day.




  “If you’ll sit over here, dear old miss, you’ll see the river and that dinky little village. Isn’t that fine?”




  “It’s perfectly splendid,” said the girl. “Put my easel there, Mr. Tibbetts, and will you unfasten my stool? And oh, do please go back and get my paints: I’ve forgotten them.”




  A dishevelled Bones ran errands for a quarter of an hour, after which the artistic Muriel began to paint.




  Stealing forward until he filled the gap between the trees, and, incidentally, in the very centre of her picture, Bones folded his arms, struck a Napoleonic attitude and waited. He waited for half an hour, and when she said:




  “Do you mind standing on one side, Mr. Tibbetts? I can’t see the view,” he was pardonably annoyed.




  Miss Muriel Witherspan, in addition to being a painter, had a passion for information about native life and customs. In one afternoon she exhausted Sanders, in the course of the evening she reduced Hamilton to a nervous wreck.




  “Well, it’s like this, you see, the Isisis are not exactly the same as the Akasavas…No, I don’t think they have any special customs, y’know — no, they don’t eat babies, alive, at least…well, why don’t you ask Bones?”




  Nothing would give Bones greater happiness, he informed his superior.




  “Naturally, dear old duffer, I’ve studied the jolly old indigenous native more carefully, and—”




  “You can lie better, that is all,” said Hamilton with asperity. “She wants horrific stories about these innocent people, and you can invent ‘em.”




  “Steady the bluffs, dear old Ham,” murmured Bones. “Steady the bluffs!”




  “Buffs, you idiot.”




  “There’s only an ‘l’ of a difference,” said Bones, exploding with merriment. “That’s rather good, old Ham? Made it up on the spur of the moment, dear old thing — just come out naturally. I must tell dear old honourable miss that!”




  “You’ll do nothing of the kind,” warned Hamilton awfully. “Tell her about human sacrifices.”




  “‘L’ of a difference — that’s good enough for Punch,” murmured Bones, “really awfully good. You said ‘Steady the bluffs,’ and I said…”




  Hamilton left him soaking in the sunshine of his Own approval.




  The next morning Muriel Witherspan heard of the Wazoos. There was no such tribe on the river, but he had to fasten his stories to some people or other, and she listened openmouthed.




  “Mr. Tibbetts was telling me how the Wazoos commit suicide by burying themselves head downward,” she said at lunch. And again: “The Wazoos, Mr. Tibbetts says, live in trees in summer to keep away from the mosquitoes.”




  Sanders blinked, but agreed.




  To the unfortunate Wazoos, Bones affixed the creations of his fancy. On their behalf he invented a kingdom (he drew it on the firm sand of the beach), and a dynasty beginning with Wog-Wog the First and ending with Boo-Bah the Ninth.




  “You’ve done it, Bones,” said Hamilton one morning, meeting his subordinate on the parade ground. “That lady wants to go to Wazooland, and Sanders had to prevent her forcibly from wiring to her lordly parent for permission. It only shows what mischief a ready liar can make.”




  “I like that!” said Bones indignantly.




  “Of course you do — Sanders is taking her up to the Ochori, and is breaking to her gently the fact that the Wazoos ain’t!”




  “Why, you treacherous old officer hound!” protested Bones. “Didn’t you tell me—”




  “Stand to attention when you speak to your superior officer,” said Hamilton sternly.




  “Deuced unfair, sir,” murmured Bones. “Deuced unsporting, dear old Judas!”




  It was Sanders who took her to the Upper River on the Zaire, but the chagrin of Bones at being deprived of the privilege of escorting the beautiful visitor was relieved when, the day after the departure of the chief, a pigeon post came to headquarters. Taking the little paper from the pigeon’s leg, Hamilton saw that it was from Sanders and marked “Urgent.”




  “Send Bones instantly to Lujamalababa by Wiggle. Arrest and bring to headquarters Saka the witch doctor.”




  “I suppose you’d better hop,” said Hamilton thoughtfully. “That blighter has been seeing things again.”




  *




  In the Akasava country, beyond Lujamalababa, on the farther side of the Great Lake, lived Saka, the sorcerer, who was the son of a sorcerer and the great-grandson of two others. This magic man had power of life and death. He could touch the dead upon their breasts, and they would straightway open their eyes and speak. And he could look upon a man or woman, and they would disappear and never be seen again. So it was said.




  Once, a petty chief and his tribe, who was a very rich man, went away to the Frenchi country to trade skins and ivory, and because he did not trust his relations — as who does? — he left with Saka all his movable wealth, and Saka buried it in his presence beneath the floor of his hut, uttering certain incantations which would produce fatal boils upon the neck of whosoever disturbed the ground and the small chief went away, satisfied that his riches were safe.




  In seven moons he came back and went to the hut of Saka, and they dug up the ground, but no treasure was there.




  “O ko,” said Saka, in cheerful dismay, “this is because of my magic! For I must have looked too hard at the pretty wonders of yours, M’guru, and they have gone into nothing.”




  M’guru, who was a trading man and therefore sceptical by nature and training, carried his woes to Sanders, and the Commissioner summoned Saka before him.




  “Man,” he said, “they tell me you are a great magician, and that whatsoever you look upon disappears. I also am a magician, and lo! I stretch out my hand, and where is the free man who walks without shackles on his legs? He has vanished to my Village of Irons, where bad men labour everlastingly for the Government, and even great chiefs are no higher than fishermen. Now go, Saka, and look well with your wonderful eyes for the treasure of M’guru. And because you are magician, I think you will find it.”




  Saka went away, and came back in three days’ time with the story of his discovery.




  “Lord, by the magic of my eyes I have seen all these wonderful treasures of M’guru. They are buried at three trees by the water, and I have dug them up and given them to M’guru.”




  “That is good,” said Sanders. “Saka, I am a man of few words and many duties. Do not let me come again to this or that palaver, or there will be unhappiness in your hut.”




  He whiffled his cane suggestively, and Saka, who was an imaginative man, winced. Thereafter, he did much to establish his fame with his people, though all his experiments were not uniformly welcomed. He looked upon the young wife of M’guru, his enemy, and she too disappeared, and M’guru shrewdly suspected that she was not buried near the three trees by the water. He sent for the sorcerer by virtue of his authority.




  “Saka, by your magic you shall bring me back my young wife, or I shall bind you for Sanders.”




  “M’guru,” said Saka, surprised, “I did not know that you had a wife; but by my wonderful powers I will find her and bring her to your hut, and you will give me two teeth* because of my talk with the pretty devils who sit around my bed every night and tell me stories.”




  [* Teeth = ivory tusks.]




  It happened that Sanders was in the neighbourhood, and the palaver which followed was brief and, to Saka, painful. Thereafter, the sorcerer’s eyes ceased to function.




  Now, Saka was a sour man of middle age; and, like all witch doctors, intensely vain, The punishment, no less than the loss of his prestige, embittered him; and, being of an inventive turn of mind, he discovered a method of regaining the authority which, whilst it did not profit him greatly, caused intense annoyance to those whom he chose to regard as his enemies. Men and women who came secretly in his hut at night to seek his intervention in their affairs, heard of a new and more potent devil than any that had come to the Lake country. His name was M’lo; he was of microscopic size, and worked his mischief from some familiar article of clothing where he had lodged himself.




  “You have fire in your teeth,” he said to one supplicant, whose swollen jaw and agonised expression were eloquent of his suffering. “My magic tells me that M’lo is working powerfully against you.” He closed his eyes in an ecstasy of divination. “He lives in the blue cloth of E’gera, the wife of M’guru. This you must burn. If you betray me to M’lo, and he knows I have told you, he will kill you!”




  The following morning, the beautiful blue cloth which encircled the figure of E’gera, principal and favourite wife of M’guru, vanished, and became a heap of black and smouldering fibre in the recesses of the forest.




  To a man whose wife had given him cause for uneasiness (to put the matter mildly) he revealed the presence of M’lo in the growing corn of an enemy’s garden, and in the morning no corn stood where the seeker after his hateful oppressor had searched.




  He discovered M’lo malignly surveying the village from a fire beyond M’guru’s hut, and in the morning it was quenched. And nobody betrayed him because of their fear of the parasitical demon. Nobody save a spy of Sanders, whose business was to know and tell.




  He had an interview with Saka, posing as a man who had lost a dog, and Saka told him of M’lo and how the devil might be exorcised by putting fire to M’guru’s hut. This he told because the spy was of another village.




  Then on a day came Lieutenant Tibbetts with four soldiers, and they carried away Saka the sorcerer to a place where M’lo had no influence.




  *




  In the blue dusk which immediately precedes the darkness of night a white steamer picked her way through the pestiferous shoals that infest the river opposite the village of Lugala, and all the people of the village came down to the beach, hopeful that something would occur to afford a subject for gossip during the remaining hours of the night, they being great storytellers and immensely credulous. Heavy rains had fallen; the shallow bed had silted up; new sandbanks had appeared where deep channels had run before; and the prospect of sensation was not unjustified.




  Unconscious of the possibility which heavy rains and shifting sands may bring, the navigator of the steamer came at full speed, a fierce light of resolve in his eye, and the greater half of a banana occupying the cavity of his mouth. In the bow of the Wiggle a Kano boy plied a long stick, thrusting it into the water and relating his discoveries in a whining monotone.




  “A fathom and half a fathom,” he droned, and then: “A fathom.”




  The Wiggle thudded into something soft and, partly yielding, swung broadside to the stream, and stopped.




  “Woof…umph…hgg!”




  Bones’ natural expression of horror and amazement was somewhat distorted by the banana. He swallowed hastily and nearly choked, and then:




  “O ten and ten fools!” he snapped, glaring down at the perfectly innocent sounding boy. “Did you not say a fathom and a fathom and a half and here is my fine ship upon the banks!”




  “Lord, there is not a fathom and a fathom and a half here,” said the sounding boy calmly. “When I spoke we were in such water. Now we are on the sand. It is the will of God.”




  Bones uttered an impatient tut and looked round. The night had come instantly. From the shore he saw the flicker of fires burning before the villagers’ huts, but knew there was no man of the Isisi who would come out to the rescue of the ship, since that implied standing waist-high in a river infested by crocodiles, in order to lift the Wiggle to deep water.




  He was safe enough until the morning, for the pressure of the current would keep the Wiggle fast to the bank. But between safety and comfort was a wide margin. The floor of his sleeping cabin canted over to an angle of thirty degrees. It was impossible either to sit or lie in comfort. Bones ordered out the boat, and had himself rowed to the shore.




  That he was expected, he knew before the watch fires began to blaze on the beach. There was a crowd of 500 people waiting to receive him — Lugala had a population of 506 people, but six were too old or ill to journey to the beach. Borobo, the chief offered him salt and apologies.




  “Lord, there are many crocodiles in the river in these days of the year. Yesterday they took a woman from the village of Gobini whilst she was washing her baby on the shore.”




  “Chief, have no fear. I come with peace in my heart,” said Bones magnificently, and stalked up the village street to the guesthouse, which was ready for him, the chief having sent secret word that his rare dogs, which were usually kennelled here, should be ejected.




  Lieut. Tibbetts’ own cook came ashore and prepared him his evening meal, which Bones ate before an audience of 503, three of the infirm and aged being carried out from their huts to witness the amazing spectacle of a man sticking a silver spear in his mouth at irregular intervals.




  (“It is said,” whispered one awestricken gossip to another, “that Tibbetti cannot use his fingers because they were bitten by a snake when he was young.”)




  When, later in the evening, tidings came to Bones that the Wiggle had assumed an even more alarming angle, he ordered all men ashore, and Saka was placed under guard in a hut at the end of the village.




  Now, Saka’s fame was not limited to his own country. He enjoyed, in the regions beyond the frontier of Lujamalababa (or Lugala as it was sometimes called), a reputation which was the envy of many local medicine men, who very properly depreciated his powers. For that is the way of the world, black or white, that small men enhance their reputations by depreciating their betters. And from Bones, the centre of interest, as the night wore on, became, not the hut in which he was lodged and sleeping, noisily, but the larger hut where the philosopher of a foreign people spoke wisdom and initiated the village of Lugala into the mysteries and eccentricities of M’lo, the invisible.




  And nobody was more interested than the Houssa sentry who was placed over him, for he was of the Kano people, who believe that his family was under the especial care of a red and green snake, the red half of which was male and the blue half female, and he never went to bed at night without placing a bowl of water near his head, that this especial demon should not grow thirsty.




  “Bring to me,” boasted Saka, “those who are dead, and I will make them alive, through the wonder of M’lo, who is so small that his village is beneath the foot of an ant! And none can see him save only Saka, who has eyes more wonderful than crocodiles and brighter than leopards. And this little devil of mine is in this village. He sits on the leaf of a tree to make your head ache, O man-with-the-wire-about-your-head; and he sits on the top of a cooking-pot and whispers evil words into the ears of your wives as they boil the fish. But most terrible is he when he dwells in the clothes of white men.”




  “My daughter has pains in her stomach, Saka,” said a man, edging forward. “Also, my garden grows no corn; and monkeys have eaten my wonderful long yellow fruit.”




  “It is M’lo who has done this,” said the other complacently, and screwed up his eyes. “I see him! He is in the white man’s clothes. Now, tomorrow morning Tibbetti will go down to the river and wash himself all over, in the manner of these people. Take, then, all of his clothing, also the little silk shirt with hollow legs that he wears in his sleep — these you will find by the shore; and put wood under them and burn them, and I will send M’lo to another village.”




  “But, Saka, if you do this,” said a troubled patient, “he will whip us, being a cruel man. Also, Sandi is within a day’s march, and he will come with his soldiers and chastise us, as he did in the days of the war, when he hanged my own father.”




  “Who shall chastise you most?” demanded Saka, oracularly. “This Sandi, who is only a man, or M’lo, who is a god and a devil and a ju-ju and a ghost, all in one? Who shall save your village from burning, and your young maidens from serious trouble, and your wives from fickleness? Only M’lo, who is so small that he may cook his dinner in the eye of a mosquito, and that terrible bird shall not feel!”




  “Lord,” said an aged man, shaking his head in fear, “we were a happy people till you came, for we knew nothing of M’lo, having our own devils, as our fathers had.”




  “To know is to suffer,” said Saka, truly and cryptically. “If you will not do these things for me, then you must pass, as many villages have passed. For what did I see on the other bank of the river but a village that was not? And the elephant grass is growing amidst the roof trees, and the graves of the dead — where are they?”




  Ten miles up the river was a village in which beri-beri had appeared, wiping out such of the population as would not flee before the scourge.




  “Who broke down the wails and rotted the roofs? — M’lo,” chanted Saka. “And now he has come here, and I fear you will all die…”




  Bones gave an order that he was to be called early. He had hailed with joy the excuse for breaking the journey, for he was most anxious to meet the Hon. Muriel Witherspan on terms that were complimentary to himself, and the Zaire was due that day, the chief told him — and he knew, for the lokali had been beating the news through the night. Bones, the subordinate of headquarters, was not the Bones in command of an important and special mission. It was only fair that she should know this. She might even find an inspiration in this new view of him.




  He imagined the picture of the year at the Royal Academy: a stern, handsome young officer, his sword girt to his waist, his sun helmet pushed back to show the almost Grecian nose and the perfect chin of a born commander. He was standing in the white African sunlight, his hands resting lightly on the barrel of a Hotchkiss gun; in the background, an infuriated mob of indigenous natives, whose bloody spears and bloodcurdling yells failed to shake the courage of this cynically smiling young man. (Bones had practised the cynical smile for days.) And the picture would be called, simply: “An Empire Builder,” or “The Iron Hand and the Velvet Glove,” or something similarly appropriate.




  He had neither the time nor the necessary apparatus to do his hair as he would like it to be done, but that was a pleasure in store; Abiboo had brought him the intelligence that the Wiggle was free from the sand shoal, and was riding at anchor in the clear waters beyond.




  “Take the men on board,” said Bones briskly. “We will not sail for an hour or two. I must overhaul the machinery, Abiboo.”




  Abiboo went and collected his prisoner and men, shipped them on board and sat down to wait. Bones shaved with the greatest care with a safety razor, and, slipping a dressing-gown over his pyjamas, he shuffled down to a secluded cove in the river for his morning bath.




  The idea of being depicted in the Academy was an enthralling one. The fact that Miss Muriel Witherspan did not exhibit in the Academy, or anywhere else that made superlative merit a test for exhibition, did not occur to Bones. He saw himself walking before the picture of the year, viewing it with a quiet, quizzical, self-deprecatory smile, and stroll away, followed by turning heads which whispered: “That is he! Tibbetts, the Empire Builder.”




  He was so absorbed with this picture that he stood for some time breast-high in the water, staring solemnly at the Wiggle in midstream.




  The picture of the year! And why shouldn’t she paint it? She seemed a very intelligent young woman, her paint-box was almost new, and must have cost a lot of money. And, anyway, painting was only a question of putting the right colours in the right places.




  With a long and ecstatic sigh he turned and swam through the shallow water, and came, pink and dripping, to a patch of grass where he had left his clothing and a towel. But even the towel was gone. His pyjamas, jacket, and trousers had vanished. His slippers, however, he found.




  “Hi!” yelled Bones, wrathfully, and the echoed “Hi!” that came back to him from the wood had the quality of derision.




  “Goodness gracious heavens alive!” said Bones aghast. He was not three minutes walk from his hut, but there was no way of reaching that shelter without passing through the village street.




  Bones looked round helplessly for leaves, having a vague recollection that somewhere or other he had read of somebody who had formed an extemporised costume from this flimsy material. But the only leaves in view were the smallest leaves of a gum-tree; and Bones remembered he had neither needle nor thread.




  “Hi!” he yelled again, purple in the face, but there was no answer.




  He turned and looked at the boat. The current was running swiftly, but he was a good swimmer, and —




  He saw a swirl of water, the comb of a rugged back, as a crocodile swam down river. It passed, only to turn in a wide circle and swim up again.




  “Oh, confound and dash it!” wailed Bones. “Go away, you naughty old crustacean!”




  He meant “silurian,” but it did not matter.




  There was nothing to do but to make a dive for his hut, and he edged cautiously forward down the little path to the village, and presently came within a stone’s throw of the nearest hut, A woman passed down to the river with a stone jar on her head. Bones gazed enviously at the grass kilt she wore. Nobody else came into view, and he crept nearer to the hut, and, flattening himself against the rush walls, peeped into the interior. It was empty, and he dashed inside.




  But it was not literally empty: stretched on two pegs was one of those identical kilts he had envied — a kilt made of long, pliant grass fixed to a string. And the maker had evidently just completed her labour, for the last strand of grass was not tied. Bones snatched the kilt from the wall and wrapped it round him. It had evidently been intended for a lady of more generous proportions, for the kilt passed twice round his body before it met. There was nothing left but to march up the street. The horrified people of Lugala gathered at the doors of their huts to see the strange and even appalling sight; but Bones, mindful of his dignity, screwed his eyeglass in his eye — thank heaven unknown robbers had not stolen that — and walked with majesty the length of the street, apparently oblivious to the bewildered or guilty eyes that stared as he passed.




  His servant had gone on board the Wiggle. His host was not in sight. Bones dived in and began a frantic search for clothes. They also had gone! His bedding had been taken away, his breeches — everything, indeed, except a short silk singlet which seemed, in all the circumstances, inadequate.




  Bones put his head out of the door and yelled for the chief, but there was no response. Not that Borobo did not hear him. Indeed, he took trouble to explain to his impressed wives what the commotion was all about.




  “The Lord Tibbetti sings every morning, being a young and joyous man. Now listen to his beautiful voice. Such is singing in the way of his people.”




  “Heavens and Moses!” gasped Bones when no succour came, and he was on the point of stepping out, made shameless by his misfortune, when a familiar sound came to his ear. It was the “honk honk!” of the Zaire’s siren. Bones sat down and wiped his forehead. Sanders was here! And Hamilton, whom he had dropped at the mouth of the Isisi River to meet Sanders. And the Hon. Muriel! There was a scamper of feet past the door of the hut. All the village was tearing down to the beach to welcome the Commissioner.




  Bones waited till he thought the coast was clear, then stepped out of the hut. There was a shriek from the girl attending a cooking-pot before the chief’s hut, and he dashed back again. He must be dreaming he thought; pinched himself — and it was so easy to pinch himself — to make sure, and he had very convincing proof that he was awake.




  He waited, every second an hour, every minute an eternity, and then there came to him the voice of Sanders.




  “That is the chief’s hut, Miss Witherspan, and this hut near is the guesthouse. You’d better look inside the guesthouse: it is less objectionable than the others.”




  There was a patter of light feet, and Bones screamed:




  “Keep out, honourable miss! Jolly old Muriel, keep out!”




  “Who’s that — Bones?” asked Sanders in amazement. “What the dickens are you doing here?”




  “Don’t come in!” squeaked Bones. “I’ve got no clothes on.”




  Incoherently he told his story. There was a sound of suppressed laughter. Of course, Ham would laugh!




  “Don’t laugh, you silly old ass,” said Bones wrathfully. “Go along and get me some clothes, you naughty old captain.”




  “I had to laugh,” said the musical voice of Muriel.




  “Good heavens, young miss! Was it you?” stammered Bones.




  “It was me. Captain Hamilton has gone down to get you some clothing. Can’t I just peep in?”




  “No, you can’t,” said Bones loudly. “Have a sense of decency, dear old artist!”




  “Who did this — the Wazoos?”




  There was a malignity in her cooing voice that made Bones shiver. Hamilton had told her! The cad!




  “Now listen, dear old painter and decorator—” began Bones.




  “Mr. Tibbetts — you pulled my leg.”




  “Be decorous!” urged Bones.




  “You pulled my leg. I shan’t forget it. I’m coming in to sketch you!”




  “I’ve got nothing on,” roared Bones, untruthfully, “except a pair of slippers and a kilt!”




  Hamilton returned with a mackintosh and a sun helmet, pleading that that was all he could raise. The mackintosh was one which was slightly too short for Sanders. On the lank figure of Bones it had the appearance of a covert coat.




  *




  It was three months later before the illustrated newspaper came into the residency; and, opening it idly, Hamilton saw a picture and yelled. It was a black-and-white sketch, which bore in the corner the scrawled signature “M. W.” It showed Bones in all the glory of singlet and grass kilt, with a sun-helmet on his head and an eyeglass in his eye; and beneath was the superscription: “British officer wearing the native costume of the Wazoos.”




  X. The All-Africans
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  The mind of Mr. Commissioner Sanders was as two books, the one open for inspection, and, by its very accessibility, defying the suspicion that any other could exist; the second a small tome, bound in steel and fastened with many locks.




  Once upon a time Hamilton, skimming his newspapers newly arrived from home, read something and laughed.




  “I wish, dear old officer, you wouldn’t,” said Bones irritably, glaring up from the torture of simple addition. “Just as I was totting up the jolly old pay sheet. I’ll have to do it all over again.”




  “And you’ll do it wrong,” said Hamilton. “Can’t you take that infernal sheet somewhere else, or learn to count to yourself?”




  Bones shrugged. “There’s only one way, dear old Ham, and that’s the right way,” he said, and began his labours anew. “Eight and four’s fourteen,” he muttered fiercely, “and nine’s twenty-two and three’s twentyfive and nine’s thirty-two an’ seven’s thirty, one, two, three, four…”




  “What were you laughing at?” asked Sanders, smoking a meditative cheroot, his eyes on the parade ground.




  “Something in one of the papers about an All-Africa Empire, with an army of its own, organized by American negroes and having their Inspector-General — where do they get such rot from?”




  “And nine’s a hundred and five, and six is a hundred and ten and three’s ninety-nine..,” struggled Bones.




  “It’s true.”




  Hamilton sat up. “What…? But not here…in the territory?”




  Sanders nodded. “I’ve known about it for three years,” he said with surprising calm, “and of course it is inevitable. Clever and rich American negroes were certain to exploit Africa sooner or later.”




  Bones had dropped his accountancy, and was listening openmouthed.




  “You don’t mean to tell me, sir an’ excellency, that the jolly old indigenous native is organisin’ a — a…?”




  “I mean even to tell you,” said Sanders with a smile. “There’s a French boat calling next week with a man named Garfield on board and a lady etymologist from England. She wants to go up country to hunt butterflies, and I’m rather worried about the lady.”




  It seemed that Sanders was changing the subject, but that impression was to be corrected.




  “Bones and I will leave tonight,” he said, surprisingly, “and you will send me on the letter she brings — open and decode it, and fly me a pigeon with the gist of it. By the way, she is rather pretty, which makes me just a little scared. Yes, the African Empire movement is a reality — I wish it wasn’t. Look at Mr. Garfield’s hands, by the way, particularly his fingernails. He has the permission of Downing Street to explore the country — hoof him along and tell him I’m tax-collecting.”




  He got up and walked out of the room, and the two men stared at one another.




  “It may be sun or it may be fever, dear old Ham,” said Bones solemnly. “And yet he must be right in his head — he’s taking me along with him.”




  “It is incredible,” said Hamilton, too perturbed to be offensive, “And yet, when Sanders talks and looks like that…You lucky young devil!”




  The Zaire left at sunset, which was unusual, for the river is full of shoals and navigation a danger. By night (the third night) Sanders brought his steamer to a creek near the village of Kafu…




  And then a whisper ran through the village, a whisper that had a gasp at the end, and at that whisper even old men slapped their lean thighs as at the prospect of tribulation, and said in dismay, “Ok’ok’ok’ok a!” which is misery’s own superlative on the big river.




  For a malign miracle had happened, and there had materialised, under their very eyes, in shape to be seen and in substance which daring men might feel, the most horrific of the river legends.




  Sandi-by-night had come, and Sandi-by-night was a distinct and deadly personality. He had arrived from nowhere between sunset and moonrise, and now sat before the hut of Molaka the fisherman. Bold men, peering fearfully from their little houses, saw him, a stooping figure in a grey-green suit, which in the flooding moonlight seemed to possess a radiance of its own. His face was in darkness, or the brim of his big helmet threw a black shadow, and, moreover, his back was toward the serene orb that touched the fronds of the palms with a silver edging.




  Whence he came none knew or troubled to think. For Sandi was well known to possess magical qualities, so that he could fly through the air or skim on his feet across the water at an incredible speed.




  And he had come, not to the chief’s hut, but to the humble dwelling of this eloquent fisherman, who told such beautiful stories.




  Sandi was talking in liquid Bomongo. “Also it seems you have spoken to the people of the Forest, Molaka.”




  “Lord, they like my pretty stories,” pleaded the man; “and because I am a poor spearer of fish and desire to please all people, I tell them tales, though I am often weary.”




  Sanders chuckled softly. “What race are you, Molaka, for I see that you have no cuts on your face such as the people of the Middle River make upon their children?”




  “I am from the Lapori River near Bongunda” replied Molaka.




  Again he laughed, this slim figure that crouched on the stool which Molaka had brought for him.




  “O Bantu, you lie!” he said, and then he spoke in English, “Your name is Meredith; you arc a native of Kingston, Jamaica, and you are a general in the All-Africa Army.”




  There was a silence.




  “You are one of five hundred specialists especially trained by the Black Africa Syndicate to organise native rebellion,” Sanders went on in an almost monotonous tone. “My men have been watching you for two years! You were trained at Louisville College for coloured men for this job, and you receive two hundred dollars a month for your services.”




  “Sic itur ad astra,” Molaka quoted with a certain smugness.




  “It is indeed the way to immortality,” said Sanders grimly. “Now, tell me, my man, when did you last see a Supreme Councillor of your pestiferous order?”




  Molaka yawned ostentatiously. “I’m afraid I cannot afford you any information, Mistah — er — I haven’t the honour of knowing your name. I suppose you are Sanders, that these dam’ niggers talk about?” (He himself was as black as the ace of spades, though his English was excellent.) “So far I have had the luck to miss you.”




  Sanders said nothing, then: “When did you see one of your bosses last?”




  “I can give you no information,” said Molaka, or Meredith, rising. “I presume you will deport me? I shall not be sorry. I have spent two miserable years in this wilderness, and I shall be glad to go home to my dear home town.”




  Sanders rose too, and now he towered above the squatting figure.




  “Come,” he said, and strode through the village behind his prisoner.




  The people saw them pass, and tapped their teeth in terror, The two men vanished into the forest path. At two o’clock in the morning, the village watchman, dozing over his fire, heard a shriek and leapt up. The cry was not repeated, and he went to sleep again.




  In the morning they found a place, just outside the village, where a man had evidently been pegged, spreadeagle fashion, to the ground, for the thongs that had bound his ankles and wrists were still attached to the peg. Also, there were the ashes of a fire and a piece of iron which had been heated. From these indications, the men of the village concluded that Molaka had been asked questions.




  It is certain that he did not tell Sanders of the great palaver which was to be held in the country south of the Isisi River, because the messenger who brought him a summons to the likambo arrived after he had disappeared — whither, no man ever knew, though the slaves who toil for Government in the Village of Irons might have given information. As to the palaver and its venue, Sanders was to make discovery in another way.




  *




  There was a man who lived in the country behind Bolibi, who was very wealthy. He ate dog every day of his life, and his wives occupied seventeen different huts. Therefore they called him “Jomo-Nsambo,” which means “ten and seven.” His plantations of corn and manico covered the land in patches, and in these his wives worked constantly. He was a just man and used the chicotte with great discernment, never beating even a woman unless she had committed a foolish act.




  One day he went hunting with his young men, for, although he was neither chief by choice nor Government-appointed capita, he exercised a lordship even over chiefs, by reason of his wealth, and crooked his finger for all the following he needed.




  Whilst he was in the forest, his tenth wife. N’kama, received a lover near the Pool of the Skies, which is a dry pan in the summer and a marsh in the rainy season, and for this reason is so called.




  The lover was a tall young man and a greatly popular man with women. Yet because he loved the tenth wife of Jomo-Nsambo, he was faithful to her for one season. His name was Lolango, which in the Bomongo language is “The Desired.”




  “Woman, I have slept seven nights in this forest waiting for you,” he said, “and it is very good to touch you. For two moons I have wanted you, as you know, for was I not a guest in your husband’s hut, and did I not say exciting things to you when he slept? But you have been as cold as a dead fish, though I have sent you wonderful words by the woman Msaro who is your servant.”




  “Lord,” she said meekly, “I could not believe that the Desired would desire. And all the stories Msaro told me I thought were foolish. Now I am here.”




  He made love to her in his fashion. The woman was wonderful to him, and he did not wish to leave her, but because there was a secret likambo, or council, in the forest by the Kasai River, and that was a two days’ journey, he must be parted from her.




  “Let me go with you, Lolango,” she said, “for I think Msaro hates me, and will speak to my husband when he returns.”




  But this, in terror of death, Lolango would not do.




  “Woman,” he said, in a hushed voice, “this likambo is ‘Ta’.” And he made a whistling noise to express the awfulness of the occasion, and opened his eyes wide.




  The woman heard the forbidden word without displaying any emotion.




  “Then I will give you magic to protect you,” she said, and he waited two hours whilst she returned to her village and brought back a bag which was filled with little red berries such as are not seen in this country.




  “These I bought from a white trader,” she said, “and in each lies a very powerful devil called ‘The Looker-Behind,’ And when you come to the great forest by the Kasai, which, as all men know, is full of ghosts, you shall drop a red berry every time your feet say bonkama,* And the red devil shall come out and no ghost shall follow after you.”




  [* = one hundred: that is, every hundred paces.]




  He shivered, but eyed the handful of berries in his palm with friendliness.




  “There are ghosts of great size and ugliness in the forest,” he agreed. “Now, I love you for this magic, N’kama, and I will bring back to you a wonderful cloth such as the Jesus women wear to hide their skins.”




  So he went away, and she looked after him and spat on the ground. Then she bathed her body in the river and walked with swaying hips toward her hut. She had done her part and had no regrets, save for the bag of beautiful red berries. She would gladly have made a necklace of these. But better he took them than that she should tramp two days with him, she thought.




  On the outskirts of the village a man met her. He had the Arab features and the Arab litheness of body, but he wore his cloth native fashion.




  “O N’kama,” he said, “where is the man?”




  “He has gone, master: also, he has taken the red seeds.”




  “Tell me, N’kama, is this man Lolango of the river or of the forest people?”




  “Lord, he is of the forest,” she said without hesitation, “for when he spoke of the secret palaver he made the word ‘Likambo.’ Now, we folks of the river say ‘Jikambo.’”




  The man clicked his lips to denote satisfaction, and, putting his hand within the cloth, pulled out a thin, long chain of brass studded with glittering stones.




  “This from Sandi,” he said, and dropped it into her hand. “Also, if any man or woman speaks evilly of you, you shall say that Sandi breaks men easily.”




  And he strode away from the ecstatic girl, leaving her openmouthed and open-eyed at the treasure in her two hands.




  A canoe was waiting for the Arab at the water’s edge, and four paddlers took him swiftly with the stream. They rounded the bend of the river and set the canoe’s nose toward what appeared to be an impenetrable barrier of tall elephant grass.




  There was a passage, however, wide enough for their ingress, and even wider, for on the far side at the screening grass was the Zaire, on the bow of which Sanders sat smoking.




  He turned his head as the Arab came aboard. “Hullo, Bones!” he greeted the “Arab” in English. “Has the woman gone with Lolango?”




  “No, but he has taken the jolly old beans.”




  Sanders nodded and frowned. “Bones, I don’t like things,” he said. “I have never known the people to be so uncommunicative. Usually, even over a ju-ju palaver you could find a fellow who was willing to open his mouth. But these devils are dumb.”




  He stood up suddenly as the “toot-toot” of a steamer siren came from the river. It was the little flat-bottomed French coasting steamer that occasionally penetrated the river as far as the rapids. Standing on the whale deck of the boat so that he could see across the tops of the grasses, he focussed a pair of prismatics to his eyes.




  “That’s the French steamer, and unless I am greatly mistaken, that is our friend Garfield and the lady etymologist on the after deck.”




  “What is she doing in this country?” asked Bones, puzzled.




  “What are women doing anywhere?” demanded Sanders savagely. Then he turned to the pipe-smoking Arab. “So Lolanga has gone?” he said. “And the woman — ?”




  Bones spread out his hands.




  “It is an unwholesome business,” said Sanders, with a grimace of disgust.




  Bones puffed noisily. “My dear old excellency,” he said, “she’s a wicked lady, and she’s got millions of naughty old boys anyway.”




  “I suppose it is all right,” said Sanders, “but I hate the thought of women being employed to trap men.”




  “It isn’t an employment, dear old sir,” said the cynical Bones, “it is a recreation.”




  And then, raising his eyes, he saw a pigeon circling and heard the excited calls of the grey birds housed in the coop above the deck cabin.




  “Your bird, I think, sir,” he said, and whistled the pigeon down.




  *




  The steamer which carried Miss Honor Brent and her companion stopped at the village of Bofuru, which is not a regular landing-place.




  Mr. Garfield was a man of fifty. He had a square, white face, and stiff, upstanding hair, and it was he who had suggested the landing. The girl who landed with him was past her first youth, but pretty, and there was in her voice and movement a suggestion of capability which had puzzled her companion, for they had been fellow-passengers from London to Sierra Leone. Bofuru might be an interesting centre, for her object in coming to the Congo (she had said) was to add to her collection of butterflies. Curiously enough, Garfield had anticipated her acquiescence.




  “It is a wonderful part of the river for butterflies,” he said. “I’ve seen them ten inches across from wing to wing.”




  “You know the country, then?”




  “I’ve been here three or four times,” he said, carelessly. “I am interested in the palm-oil industry.”




  They landed on the slip of beach at a time when the village of Bofuru was all agog with awful wonder.




  For days strange men had come down the river in their canoes, had landed here, leaving their craft high and dry on the beach, and the villagers watched them in awestricken silence. For was not “Ta” abroad? and had not secret word run from hut to hut that the Great Ones of the land would pass through Bofuru on their way to a jikambo (it is true they use the “j” on the river) of ultra-magnificence?




  The visitors came generally between dawn and the sun-on-the-trees, because there was a Government post to pass, and the very furtiveness and secrecy of their arrival gave them additional importance. There were solitary paddlers and delegates who came in larger canoes with their own paddle-men, there were chiefs, great and small, known and unknown, and they went into the forest, and the forest swallowed them up.




  The advent of two white visitors was the culminating moment of an exciting two days. The villagers stood with folded arms and incredulous faces, watching the landing, until Mr. Garfield beckoned his finger at the man who appeared, by reason of the medal hung upon his breast, to be chief.




  “O Bantu,” he said, “prepare a hut for this lady, who stays a while, for she is a very clever woman who seeks flowers-with-wings.”




  “Lord, she shall have the hut of my wife’s own Sister,” said the chief; “and if she is a God woman, I will send all my people to listen to her beautiful words.”




  “This is no God woman,” said Garfield, and his Bomongo was perfect. “Now keep her and guard her, and do not let her stray into the forest, which, as you know, is full of devils.”




  He explained to the girl what arrangements he had made for her. Six strange carriers had come from the interior to carry his luggage — strange to the people of Bofuru.




  They headed their burdens and marched away with that curious, springing pace which is the natives’ own.




  “Perhaps you will walk to the edge of the village with me?” said Garfield, and she assented.




  They talked of things and of people, neither of any great importance, until they reached the thick bush out of sight of the village. Here the path turned abruptly through a forest of great topal trees.




  “I think I’ll say goodbye,” said the girl with a smile. “I am going to see my hut. You will be returning in four days, you say, Mr. Garfield?”




  “I shall be returning in four days,” repeated Garfield, and looked at her strangely.




  A hint of her danger came to her, but she did not change colour, and not a muscle of her face moved as she held out her hand.




  “I think not,” said Mr. Garfield, and his big hand closed on her arm. “You will continue the journey, Miss Brent. I don’t know whether that is your real name, but I am not curious. Your hut has been prepared for you, and if you do not go back the natives will understand, for this forest is full of treacherous marshes.”




  “What do you mean?” she asked, and now she was as white as death.




  “I was warned before I left New York that an agent of the British secret service would come on board at Plymouth,” he said, speaking slowly, “and that that agent would probably be a woman. Any doubt I had upon the matter was removed when I searched your cabin on the night of a dance we had just outside Madeira. Your instructions were to get into my confidence and accompany me so far as it was safe for you to do so. You have gone just beyond that point.” He smiled, and it was the first time she had seen him smile.




  “Now, Miss Brent, as you have been instructed to watch the Inspector-General of the All-Africa Army, I am going to bestow upon you the privilege of being present at a council of war. If you scream I shall strangle you until you are silent, and then I shall hand you over to my carriers.”




  She was breathing quickly. “How absurd you are!” she said bravely. “This is a little comedy of yours—”




  “A little tragedy, I think,” he corrected her.




  He took her arm and, realising the futility of resistance, she went with him.




  “We have not far to go, though our rendezvous will be a difficult one for our friend Sanders to find.”




  “I have no friend — I have never seen Mr. Sanders,” she said, and he chuckled.




  “You will be a little more talkative later on,” he said significantly. “Mr. Sanders, by all accounts, does not hesitate to employ coercive methods when he is anxious to discover something from an unfortunate agent of ours who falls into his hands.”




  “I tell you I don’t know him,” she cried, for the horror of her situation was dawning upon her. “I swear I have never met him, and that I have no knowledge of his existence.”




  “That we shall discover,” said Garfield again.




  They trudged along for some time in silence leaving the beaten path and following a native guide through the trees.




  The unmarked way was an extraordinarily tortuous one, and the girl understood why, when now and again she glimpsed the waters of a great swamp. Every two hours they rested, and at the second rest the man gave her chocolate and water from the dig skin which hung from the guide’s shoulder.




  “What are you going to do with me?” She asked, putting into words the thought which had occupied her mind all day.




  “After?” For the second time he smiled. “You will not give information to your friend Sanders, that I promise you,” he said significantly.




  “You’re going to kill me?” she asked wildly, starting up.




  “Nothing so unpleasant,” he said and offered no other information.




  They came at last to the strangest village she had ever seen. A circle of new huts evidently built for this convention. The place was alive with men — she saw no women — who looked at her in wonder as she passed, but saluted Mr. Garfield with every evidence of respect and fear.




  They were met outside the village by a native, who spoke English until with a sharp word, Garfield silenced him. She was conducted to a hut, and a native squatted in front of the door to prevent her escape, and there she sat until the night came and the big moon showed through the tracery of the trees. She heard movements and caught the reflection of a great fire which burnt before a newly-erected palaver-house, and now and now and again she heard the singsong of a man crying “Kwa!” which meant “Silence!” and another voice speaking in the Bomongo dialect, which she recognised as Garfield’s.




  And then they brought her out. The pleasant Mr. Garfield she had known was not the man who sat on a carved stool under the thatched roof of the palaver-house. Except for a cloth wound about his waist, the loose ends of which were sewn up over his shoulder, he was as innocent of clothing as any of his audience. A strange, obscene figure he made, with his dead-white skin and his bristling black hair, and the incongruity of his appearance was heightened by the fact that he wore his black-rimmed spectacles.




  At another time she could have laughed, but now she was speechless with fear.




  “Brent.” He spoke in English and addressed her by her surname. “My brethren desire that you should speak and tell them of Sanders and the letter you handed secretly to the English officer at the mouth of the river.”




  She looked round at the scowling faces and past them, in the direction, as she guessed, of Bofuru, and he read her thoughts.




  “There is no escape for you,” he said. “Get that out of your mind, my friend. No human being could find his way across the marsh even if friend Sanders was on hand. Now, you shall tell me” — his manner changed suddenly, and his voice was harsh— “where is Sanders?”




  “I do not know,” she said, and her voice was husky, “Then I will find, a way of making you speak,” he answered through his teeth, “as Sanders made Molaka speak. What was that letter — you know its contents?”




  There was no spoken answer. Only there ran through the squatting figures a man who crouched, a man in grey-green uniform suit, who came swiftly yet stealthily, a long-barrelled revolver in each hand.




  He came from nowhere, but, looking past him with staring eyes, Garfield saw the glitter of bayonets, and in the light of the fire, the red fezes of Government soldiers, and dropped his hand to where, concealed by his waist-cloth, his pistol belt was strapped.




  Sanders fired twice, once from each hand, and the squarefaced man stood suddenly erect, covering his face with those telltale hands of his — the hands with the half-moon nails that betrayed his native origin. Then he as suddenly fell, and there was no life in him when Sanders turned him over.




  “You who are chiefs shall be chiefs no longer,” said Sanders, sitting in the palaver-house an hour later, and addressing a confused and miserable assembly. “This is the order of the Government. As to the young man who is a foreigner amongst you and speaks English and teaches you cunning ways of fighting, he shall hang before you all. This, too, is the word of my lords,” He paused a moment. “Come to me, Lolango.”




  The tall native who was called “The Desired” came forward in trepidation.




  “O Lolango,” mocked Sanders, “because you put upon the ground red berries which have a great magic, you are pardoned.”




  “Lord, I did this because of a woman,” stammered Lolango.




  “That I know,” replied Sanders grimly, and well he knew it, for it was by those red berries dropped at intervals that he had found his way across the swamp.




  He turned to the white-faced girl by his side. “I think, Miss Brent, that this is no job for you. I have decided views about the employment of women for Secret Service work.”




  “I didn’t expect I should have to come so far,” said the girl ruefully. “I — I did my best to make him talk on the ship, but he was very reticent.”




  “Now he is more reticent than ever,” said Sanders.




  XI. The Woman Who Spoke to Birds
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  There was a man named Pinto Fernandez who was called, by courtesy and right, “Portuguese.” He possessed an indubitable title to that description, for he was born a native of Angola, being the consequence of a union between a minor official of Sao Paul de Loanda and the half-coloured maid to the wife of His Excellency the Governor of Bonguella. Even by Portuguese standards, Pinto was “dark.” It is not necessary to trace his career from Loanda to Sierra Leone, nor to mention more than this fact, that he took a school certificate at one of Marriott Brothers’ educational establishments.




  His wife was indubitably white. She had been a Miss Hermione de Vere-Biddiford, and at one time was partner to Professor Zoobola, the famous hypnotist and illusionist, who “travelled” the coast from Dakfur to Cape Town. She spoke with a strong Cockney accent, and her father’s name was Juggs, so that the balance of probability is weighed toward the supposition that Vere-Biddiford was a nom-d e-guerre adopted to meet the exigencies of a profession which demands classiness.




  Pinto knew the coast backwards. Before he met his wife, left derelict at Grand Bassam by a bankrupt professor, he had served terms of imprisonment in French, German, Portuguese, and British West African gaols, for divers petty larcenies, impersonations, and trickeries. His wife, on the other hand, had only twice appeared before a magistrate, on each occasion charged with attempting to obtain money by threats.




  Mr. and Mrs. Pinto Fernandez met in the waiting room of the magistrate’s court at Lagos, and were expelled from the country together. At Funchal, in the island of Madeira, they were legally married, and rented a small house in one of those steep streets down which it is the delight of the visiting tourist to toboggan. And there, combining their separate understandings of the people and atmosphere of the coast, and aided largely by Pinto’s command of English, they began operations.




  Nearly twelve months later:




  “It seems to me, dear old centurion,” said Lieutenant Tibbetts, glaring up from the company clothing accounts, “that either I’m a jolly bad old accountant—”




  “I wouldn’t say that, Bones,” said Hamilton soothingly. “Maybe, as usual, you’ve added the day of the month and subtracted the year. Or perhaps you’ve put the pounds in the pence column — try again.”




  Bones sighed wearily and passed his hand before his eyes. Hamilton could not guess what black despair lay in the heart of his subordinate.




  The day was swelteringly hot and the breeze that crawled through the open window of Bones’ hut came from landward and had the fragrance and comfort of a large wood fire.




  With an effort Bones hunched his shoulders, jabbed the pen into the ink, dropped a large black splodge on his white overalls and began again.




  “Nine an’ seven’s fourteen and eight’s twentyfour and three’s twentyfive — six, seven, and one’s twenty-eight an’ four’s thirty-six and eight’s forty…”




  Hamilton did a rapid mental calculation. “The total’s right, but the Lord knows how you got it,” he said, and reached for the paper.




  Suddenly he roared, “You dithering ass, you’re adding up the men’s chest measurements!”




  Bones rose briskly. “That explains the jolly old deficit of eight an’ fourpence, sir,” he said, and passed the pen. “Audited and found correct — sign!”




  “Not on your life, Bones,” snapped Hamilton. “Those clothing accounts are a month overdue, and you’ll sit down there and make out a new sheet. Sergeant Ahmet complains that you’ve charged him for a pair of shorts he never had, and there are four shirts, grey, flannel, that do not appear in your account at all.”




  Bones groaned. “Last week it was brooms, hair, one,” he wailed, “and the week before buckets, iron, galvanised, two. Dear old thing, this isn’t war! This isn’t the jolly old life of adventure that poor old Bones enlisted for! Buckets, dear old thing! What does a jolly old warrior want with a bucket except to kick it, in the glorious execution of his duty, dear old thing?”




  Hamilton slid down from the chest of drawers on which he had been sitting and made for the door.




  “I’ll go into this matter after tiffin,” he said ominously. “You are supposed to be stores officer—”




  “If there is anything that I’m not supposed to be, dear old Ham,” said Bones, with marked patience, “you might mention it, dear old soul. I’m O.C. Bathrooms and G.O.C. Dustbins, and C.I.C. Chicken-houses. In addition to which, Ham, I’m Inspector-General of Shirts an’ Military Controller of Corns—”




  “I’ll see you after lunch in my official capacity,” said his superior. “As a human being, I will give you a long and tingling drink if you will come to my room.”




  “Barley water?” asked Bones suspiciously.




  “Whisky, with aerated water and large and globous chunks of ice.”




  “Lead me to it, my jolly old Satan,” said Bones.




  As they were crossing to the residency:




  “You really must get out those accounts, Bones,” said Hamilton. “I’ve had a perfectly awful letter from H.Q. Besides which, the new half-yearly supply is on its way, and Sanders may want you to go with him into the bush at any minute. And dim the unholy fire in your eyes, Bones — if those accounts are not ready by tomorrow, I will accompany the Commissioner and you can stay.”




  “Have a heart, dear old fellow creature!” said Bones reproachfully. “I’ve got quite enough trouble, dear lad. Let me take the accounts with me—”




  “If you were going to heaven I wouldn’t let you take them,” said the firm Hamilton. “And nothing is less likely.”




  “That I would take ‘em, dear old cynic?” said Bones. “Maybe you’re right, maybe you’re right. I’ll say ‘when,’” he added, as Hamilton uncorked a bottle, “and don’t forget, Ham, that drownin’ a baby’s petty larceny, but drownin’ good whisky’s a naughty old felony.”




  It is a fact that Bones had, as he claimed, sufficient trouble. And it was trouble of an unusual kind. It had begun some eight months before when he had received a letter, delicately scented, and postmarked in Madeira.




  “Dear Unknown,” it began, and Bones had blushed pleasantly.




  It was the story of a young and beautiful woman who had seen him once when the boat on which she was travelling had stopped at the river’s mouth to land the mail. She sent her photograph: she told him her life history. She was married to a man forty years her senior. She craved life and youth and freedom. She had for the moment her dreams, and in the very heart of brilliant and soothing visions was “a tall, grave Englishman, whose blue eyes are like flowers in a desert.”




  Bones spent that day so tall and so grave that Hamilton thought he had a sore throat. He sat up all one rainy night inditing an epistle which was, in a way, a model. It counselled pacience and currage, it embodied sage and fatherly advice, and finished up with all that Bones could remember of a poem which seemed appropriate.




  “When skys are dark and glumy And every prospecs prospects sad Look for the jolly old sillver linen For nothings as bad as it seams to be.”




  It was not good poetry, but the sentiments were sound.




  In answer to her second letter (her blessed name was Anita Gonsalez) which came by return of post, Bones was not so fatherly. He was not even brotherly. He was, in fact, skittish. The correspondence proceeded on those lines until there came a black morning in June, and the letter which Bones so eagerly expected did not come, Instead, there arrived a stiff and typewritten document, signed Alfonso Roderique y Trevisa y Gonsalez.




  And it demanded the name of Mr. Tibbetts’ lawyer, and threatened divorce proceedings and social ruin. There were several enclosures and a P.S.




  “Already the watching of my wife, interception of letters, etc., etc., by first-class detectives has cost me five hundred pounds (English). Am I to let this matter slide and sacrifice expense I have been put to?”




  Bones did not reply. Once he was on the point of confiding in Hamilton, but the fear of ridicule (Mr. Gonsalez had sent copies of all his letters) made such a confession impossible.




  He left a second and a third letter unanswered, and each was more horrific than the last. So that when, that evening, he brought triumphantly a reasonably accurate copy of the clothing account to his chief and Hamilton, giving it a grudging approval, said:




  “You’re leaving at daybreak, Bones — don’t keep the Commissioner trotting as you did the last time,” Bones had that sense of overshadowed joy which is experienced by a man respited from a death sentence.




  He took Hamilton aside before he went to his hut, and made a request, and the indignant Captain of Houssas all but kicked him.




  “Open your letters? Of course I shan’t open your letters, you silly ass!”




  Bones wriggled in his embarrassment and confusion. “The fact of it is, dear old officer…a letter from a lady, dear old sir.”




  But Hamilton was really annoyed.




  A day or two after Sanders and Bones had left, there arrived an intermediate mail-boat which brought little correspondence but a source of considerable trouble.




  Hamilton had gone down to the beach to take the mailbag from one of the ship’s officers, when, to his surprise, the life-ship’s cutter drove its nose into the soft sand and an elegantly dressed gentleman stepped delicately ashore. One glance told Hamilton both the nationality and the character of the visitor.




  “Mr. Sanders, I presume?” said Senhor Pinto Fernandez, with an expansive smile on his somewhat unprepossessing face.




  He had never worked this part of the coast, and it was his faith that he was unknown in the territory.




  “You presume too much, my friend,” said Hamilton, eyeing the visitor unfavourably.




  “Then you must be Captain Hamilton,” said the unabashed Pinto.




  He was dressed in the height of European fashion, wearing a tail coat, striped trousers, white spats, and a grey top hat, which in itself was an offence.




  “I am Dom Gonsalez from Funchal.”




  “Then you’d better hurry, for your boat’s pulling away,” said Hamilton, but, with a graceful wave of his hand, and a smile which was even more genial, Mr. Pinto Fernandez conveyed his intention of remaining.




  Though Sanders regarded unauthorised visitors as little less than criminals, there was really nothing to prevent any free citizen of almost any nation from landing on the residency beach. And nobody knew this better than Pinto Fernandez.




  “The Commissioner is not here, and I am alone on the station,” said Hamilton, “if there is any information I can give you, I shall be most happy, but I strongly advise you to keep the boat waiting.”




  “I am staying,” said Pinto Fernandez decisively. “I am here on a very delicate mission, and one which concerns the honour, if I may use the term—”




  “You may,” said Hamilton, as the other paused.




  “ — the honour of one who is, perhaps, a dear friend of yours — Lieutenant Tibbetts.”




  “The devil it does!” said Hamilton in surprise. “Well, you won’t be able to see Mr. Tibbetts either, because he’s in the bush and is unlikely to return tor a week.”




  “Then I will stay a week,” said Pinto coolly. “Perhaps you will direct me to your hotel?”




  Hamilton did not like coloured people. He loved natives, he tolerated white men, but of all the types of half-breed he had reason to dislike, there was none approaching in loathsomeness to the Portuguese.




  “There’s a hut in the residency garden you can have,” he said shortly. “Or” — as a thought struck him— “I can lend you a canoe and paddlers to take you to the Isisi River, where you will probably find Mr. Tibbetts.”




  To his surprise, the man readily agreed to this suggestion, and it was with mingled relief and apprehension that Hamilton saw him depart, watching the grey tall hat, fascinated, until it disappeared, with its owner, round the bend of the river.




  The object of Pinto’s visit can be briefly stated, though in his modesty he omitted such a confession. He had come to secure £500, and he was perfectly willing to accept half. That Bones would pay rather than face an exposure he had no doubt at all. Other men had paid: a young chief clerk at Lagos had paid £300; a middle-aged Commissioner at Nigeria had paid even more before he realised what a fool he had been, and circularised a description of Mr. Fernandez, alias Gonsalez, up and down the coast. Of this disquieting action Pinto was blissfully unaware.




  The rôle of the outraged husband, unexpectedly appearing to the victim in the bush, away from the counsel of interfering lawyers and the devastating advice of friends, usually, in Mr. Pinto’s experience, had the desired effect. In Lagos, where he was known, there might have been difficulties, but even these had not arisen. Men who live in the bush carry large sums of ready money. Their belt is their banker, and Pinto did not doubt that Bones could produce from the leathern ceinture about his thin middle, sufficient to keep Pinto Fernandez and his erratic wife in comfort through many a long and pleasing siesta. As he paddled gently up the river, he did not dream of failure, and the existence of D’lama was unknown to him.




  D’lama-m’popo was of the forest, and owing little but the nebulous allegiance which is given by the forest folk to the nearest paramount chief. And where loyalty is largely determined by propinquity, treason is a word which it were absurd to employ. Thus, D’lama had committed many small misdeeds, and at least one of serious importance.




  D’lama owed a fisherman half a bag of salt, and the fisherman, in despair of securing a just settlement, offered D’lama the equivalent of the other half bag, together with a fat dog, a mythical cache of ivory and the freedom of the village, on condition that D’lama, who was a bachelor, took to his hut the fisherman’s daughter Kobali, by her father’s account a virgin, indubitably unmarried, and old by the river standard, for she had seen eighteen rainy seasons.




  Now, when a woman of the river reaches the advanced age of eighteen without finding for herself a husband, a hut, and a share of the cooking, there is usually something wrong, and what was wrong with Kobali was her ability to converse with birds, a most disconcerting accomplishment, for birds know the secrets of all, since they listen in unsuspected and hidden places, and are great gossips among themselves.




  There was a man in the faraway Ituri Forest who understood their cheep-twit talk, and he became a king and died honoured, and some say that on the day of his passing no bird was seen for a hundred miles.




  There was another man whose career was less glorious, and there was the mad woman of Bolongo. And there was Kobali. Her father would have kept her secret, for people with supernatural powers are unpopular, and are sometimes furtively “chopped” on dark nights, but she was overseen by an elder of the village talking earnestly to three little birds that sat on a bough with their heads perked on one side, and these birds were in a state of such excitement that the elder knew that she was telling them about the wife he had left in the forest to die, because she was sick and old. And, sure enough, a week later, came Mr. Commissioner Sanders with four soldiers, searching for the woman. They found all that the beasts had left, and the elder went down to the Village of Irons with a steel chain dragging from ankle to ankle.




  D’lama-m’popo listened to the proposal without enthusiasm, squatting before his crazy hut and playing with the dust, from which he never raised his eyes.




  “O man,” he said at last, “it is true I owe you a bag-that-is-not-a-bag of salt, and when the little monkeys come back from their mysterious breeding place, I will kill many and sell them to the Government, and then I will bring you so much salt. But this woman Kobali is a witch, and who marries a witch loses his eyes. That is well known, for witches must have many eyes to see their way in the dark.”




  “That is foolish, D’lama,” said her father — he was a mild and skinny man and incapable of violence. “For has she taken mine? She is a very fine girl…”




  He proceeded to enumerate her physical attractions with a frankness which is not common in the fathers of civilisation, employing the language of superlatives which adorns the pages of a bloodstock catalogue.




  “She may be this, and she may be that,” said D’lama, unimpressed at the end of a long recital, “but I am a lonely man and have no wish for women.”




  Thereupon the father of the paragon was inspired to lie.




  “The birds have told my little woman that you will take her to your hut.”




  Whereupon the countenance of D’lama fell. “O ko!” he said. “That means that I shall go mad! For who but a madman would take as his wife a Bird Witch? Ko ko! This is terrible to me!”




  The father went back to his house by the river, and there he found Kobali sitting under a tree where the weaver birds made their home, and she was gazing upward to the excited throng above her, so intent upon all that she was hearing that until her parent had called her twice she did not heed him.




  “Woman,” he said, “you go to the hut of D’lama of the woods. He is a capable hunter, and he owes me salt. Now, on the last night of the moon, I will have a great dance for you.”




  “You make no wedding dance for me, husband of my mother,” she said, “for the birds have told me that I shall marry a white man.”




  The jaw of the fisherman dropped. “Woman,” he gasped, “now I know that you are mad! This must come in palaver before Sandi, who is near by, so that I shall not be blamed for your foolish talk.”




  His daughter did not quail. “The birds speak and it is,” she said simply. “Now, I tell you this, that if, in two moons, I do not marry a white man, I will go to the hut of D’lama, though he is a man of no people and is a killer of the weak. For the birds told me that he chopped an old woman for the ring she wore about her neck.”




  The agitated father carried the news to D’lama, who was sufficiently uncultured to show his relief.




  “Who knows,” he said, “that such a wonder may not happen? For this woman of yours is very cunning and understands magic, and by her cleverness she may grow a white man out of the ground.”




  The old fisherman blinked. “That is true, D’lama,” he said, “for Kobali speaks with the birds and learns strange mysteries. This day she told me that once upon a time you killed an old woman in the bush because of the brass ring she wore upon her neck.”




  Being a native, D’lama did not faint, but he was silent for a very long time.




  “If such things come to the ears of Sandi,” he said a little huskily, “there will be a hanging palaver. Get this woman married, and I will give you more than two bags of salt.”




  The old man went back to his daughter and wrangled and argued with her throughout the night, without shaking her from her determination. The next morning he took his canoe and paddled three hours in the slack shore water to the juncture of the Isisi River, where a white paddle-wheel gunboat was moored while Sanders held palaver.




  He sat alone in judgment, for Bones had been sent up the Isisi River to arrest a certain petty chief who had sanctioned witchcraft in his territory. Under the striped awning on the afterdeck of the Zaire Sanders listened to complaints, tried matrimonial suits, offered advice and admonition briefly and, at times, a little brutally. To him came the fisherman with his story of woe. Sanders listened without interruption until, in the way of litigants, the old man began his recital over again.




  “Go back to your daughter, fisherman,” said Sanders, “and tell her that white men do not marry black women — in my territory. And if she be, as you say, a witch, then there is punishment for that, as all the lands and people know.”




  “Lord,” said the fisherman, “she speaks with the birds, and they tell her she will come to no harm.”




  “She has not spoken with the right bird,” said Sanders grimly, and dismissed him.




  It was the end of the palaver, and he rose a little stiffly, and walked forward, leaning over the rail and watching incuriously the broad river flowing to the sea. As he looked, there came into his zone of vision a long canoe, which he recognised, by its shape and the rhythmical action of the paddlers, as from headquarters. He lifted a pair of binoculars and scanned the oncoming craft, expecting to find Hamilton in the little leaf-roofed cabin at the stern.




  “Jumping Moses!” said Sanders, and, putting down the glasses, he waited until the canoe drew alongside and Mr. Pinto Fernandez, complete in grey top hat and somewhat soiled white spats, stepped on board.




  “Mr. Tibbetts, I presume?” said Pinto sternly.




  Sanders smiled, “No, I am not Mr. Tibbetts,” he said. “I am the Commissioner in these parts. What can I do for you, my man?”




  “I wish to see Mr. Tibbetts on a matter of delicacy and honour,” said Pinto glibly, and Sanders’ eyes narrowed.




  “Take off your hat,” he said curtly; “you needn’t fear sunstroke. You are a coloured man, I see.”




  “I am a Portuguese subject,” said Pinto with dignity, but obeyed.




  Sanders looked at him for a very long time, “Now, will you please tell me the object of your visit?” he said softly.




  “It is a matter for Mr. Tibbetts’ ears alone.”




  “It is nothing to do, by any chance, with a correspondence in which Mr. Tibbetts has been engaged?” asked Sanders, and did not fail to observe the start of surprise. “Because there was a gentleman, if I remember rightly, in Nigeria, who had an indiscreet correspondence with a lady in Funchal, and was induced to part with a considerable sum or money,” said Sanders, “That fact came to me through official correspondence. What is your name?”




  “Gonsalez,” said Pinto.




  Sanders rubbed his chin thoughtfully, “That isn’t the name — but I seem to remember your face,” he said. “I have seen a photograph somewhere — oh yes, your name is Pinto Fernandez, and you are wanted by the Nigerian police for embezzlement. Curiously enough” — he was speaking as though to himself— “I never connected you with the ingenious blackmailer, and I don’t suppose anybody else has.”




  “I want to say, Mr. Sanders,” said Pinto loudly, and slightly flustered, “that your Tibbetts has been corresponding with my foolish wife—”




  Sanders stopped him with a gesture. “According to the police report I have had from Nigeria, that was the basis of your argument with another gentleman.”




  He beckoned the watchful Abiboo. “Put this man in irons,” he said.




  Pinto Fernandez had been in many tight corners, and he was a man of considerable initiative. Before the sergeant’s hand fell on his arm, he jumped to the taffrail and leapt the four or five feet which separated the Zaire from the bank. Before the Houssa could raise his rifle, he had plunged into the bush, leaving behind, as a souvenir of his presence, a grey topper and the nearly gold-headed walkingstick, which he carried as part of the insignia of his respectability.




  He heard the sound of a shot and the whine and patter of a bullet as it flicked through the leaves of the trees, and sprinted along the narrow native track into the forest. He was no stranger to the wild lands, and had the bush instinct which led him unerringly to the broader native road that ran parallel with the river bank. In the early hours of the morning he came to a little clearing, and D’lama-m’popo, coming out of his hut, stood stock still at the startling apparition.




  “Oh master, I see you,” said D’lama respectfully.




  Pinto, who knew most of the dialects of the rivers, answered readily.




  “Give me food, man,” he said. “I am going on a long journey for Sandi. Also I want sleep, for I have walked through the forest, battling with wild beasts, all this night. And if any ask you about me you shall be silent, for it is Sandi’s desire that no man should know that I am hereabouts.”




  D’lama prepared a meal, brought water from the forest spring, and left his guest to sleep. That evening, Pinto was wakened by the entry of his host.




  “Man, Sandi wants you,” said D’lama, “for this is the talk amongst all the villagers, that a certain one was taken prisoner by Sandi and escaped, and the master has sent word that you must be taken.”




  “That is fool’s talk,” said Pinto. “You see I am a white man, wearing trousers.”




  D’lama surveyed him critically. “That is true, for you are not quite black,” he said. “Now, if you are a white man, then I have a wonderful thought in my head. For hereabouts lives a witch who talks with birds, and the birds told her that she should marry a white man, and after that the land should prosper.”




  “I am already married,” said Pinto hastily.




  “Who is not?” asked the crude D’lama. “Yet you shall marry her, and I will be silent. And no people live in this forest who talk — except the birds. If you say no; then I will take you to Sandi, and there is an end. But if you say you will marry, then I will bring this girl to you.”




  “Bring the woman,” said Pinto after a moment’s thought; but whatever plans he had formed were purposeless.




  “First I will tie you by the hands and feet,” said D’lama calmly, “lest when I am gone, an evil spirit comes into your heart and you run away.”




  And Pinto, protesting, allowed himself to be trussed, for D’lama-m’popo was a man of inches and terribly strong.




  The woman who talked with birds was in her old place beneath the nests of the weaver birds when D’lama arrived.




  “You are D’lama, the killer of old women,” she said, not looking round, “and a bird has told me that you have found a white man.”




  “That is true, Kobali,” said D’lama, in a sweat, “and as to the old woman, a tree fell upon her—”




  Kobali rose silently and led the way into the forest, D’lama following. After a while they came to the hut where Pinto lay, in some pain, and together they brought him out into the light of the moon, and the girl examined him critically whilst the bonds were being removed.




  “He is a white that is not black, and a black that is not white,” she said. “I think this man will do for me, for he seems very pretty.”




  Pinto’s hand rose mechanically to twirl his sparse moustache.




  *




  “I can’t really understand what happened to that fellow,” said Sanders. “He must have got in the track of a leopard.”




  “Or the leopard must have got on his,” suggested Hamilton. “By the way, what did he want with Bones?”




  But Sanders shook his head. He was a model of discretion, and Bones, in his many journeys up and down the river, never guessed that from behind the bush that fringed the river near the Isisi, dwelt one who, in happier circumstances, had described himself as Dom Gonsalez, and who possessed a very charming wife in the town of Funchal — or did possess her until she got tired of waiting, and contracted a morganatic marriage with the second officer of a banana boat out of Cadiz.




  XII. The Lake of the Devil
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  M’suru, an Akasava chief of some importance, was hunting one day on the wrong side of the Ochori frontier when there appeared, at a most unpropitious moment, a man called Mabidini, who was something that was neither ranger nor hunter, yet was a little of each, for he watched the frontiers for his lord Bosambo, and poached skins secretly in the Akasava country.




  He was a young man, and, by the standards which are set by the women of the Upper River, handsome; and these qualities made his subsequent offence the more unforgivable, for M’suru was middle-aged and fat and past the attractive period of life, so that only the women he bought were his, and nobody did anything for love of him. Mabidini, on the contrary, crooked his finger, and where was the marriage bond?




  Inauspicious the moment, for M’suru was skinning a great water buck, and his four huntsmen had the skin stretched for salting.




  “O ko!” said Mabidini. “This is bad news for Bosambo my chief! No man hunts in this wood but he.”




  M’sura wiped the sweat out of his eyes with the back of the hand that held the skinning knife.




  “Who sees, knows,” he said significantly. “You shall have the forepart of this meat for your pot.”




  But Mabidini desired neither flesh nor skin, and the word went to Bosambo, and eventually to Mr. Commissioner Sanders, and M’suru paid ten bags of salt by way of fine. Worse than this, he became the mock of such as Mabidini, a man without a village, who dwelt in a hut in the very heart of the wood and had no people.




  One night six strange warriors slipped into the forest, and, taking Mabidini from his hut, they flogged him with skin whips, and burnt his toes so that he hobbled for months. That his assailants were Akasava he did not doubt; he would sooner have believed that he was dead than that M’suru did not instigate the outrage.




  One day Bosambo sent for him. “Mabidini, I have spoken with Sandi, who is my own brother, and he says there can be no palaver over this matter of your beating, because none knows, and M’suru, who knows, lies,” he said. “They say of M’suru that he has a magic spear and therefore is very powerful. Also he has a new wife whom he bought for ten thousand brass rods. You are a lonely man, and it seems that, if men attack you in the night, such a spear would save you from having your toes burnt. For your wife would alarm you, and the spear would be under your bed.”




  “Lord, I have no wife,” said Mabidini, who was no more dense than any man of the Ochori.




  “Nor spear,” said Bosambo.




  So Mabidini took a canoe and drifted down to within a mile or two of the village where his enemy dwelt, and one day he saw, walking in the forest, a girl who cried and rubbed the weals on her shoulders. He knew her to be M’suru’s wife and spoke to her. At first she was frightened…




  Night fell suddenly on the village of Kolobafa, and was welcomed by the third wife of M’suru, for there was a deficiency in her household equipment which her lord, with his fox-eyes, would have seen instantly. As it was, he came home too tired and hungry to be suspicious, and, having had his fill sitting solitary before the little fire that smouldered in front of the hut, he nodded and dozed until the chill of the night sent him in a daze of sleep to find his skin bed. The third (and newest) wife, whose name was Kimi, sat aloof, watching in an agony of apprehension, and when he had gone into the hut clasped her bare sides with such force that she ached.




  But no bull-roar of fury proclaimed the discovery of his loss, and, creeping to the side of the hut, she listened, heard his snores and crept back.




  She enjoyed a hut of her own, and the jealous elder wife, brooding in the dark doorway of the hut she shared with the ousted second, saw Kimi steal away through the village street, and called shrilly to her companion, for, if she hated the second wife, she hated Kimi worst, and in such a crisis lesser enemies have the appearance of friends.




  “Kimi has gone to the river to see her lover. Let us wake M’suru and tell him.”




  The second wife thrust her blunt head over the stout shoulder that filled the doorway, and peered after the vanishing girl.




  “M’suru sends his spears at night to the N’gombi man, who sharpens them on a stone. If we wake M’suru with a foolish story he will beat us.”




  “She carried no spears,” said the first wife, contemptuously. “You are afraid.” Suddenly a thought struck her. “If she carries any spear, it will be the Spear of the Ghost!”




  There was a shocked “huh!” from the second wife, for the Spear of the Ghost had come to M’suru from his father, and from his father’s father, and from countless generations of fathers. It was a short killing spear, endowed with magical qualities. By its potency M’suru could perform miracles. The broad blade dipped into the river brought back the fish which, for some reason, had deserted the known spearing places; carried into the forest, its magic peopled the woods with prey; but its greatest property was this: if a man were lost in the deep forest he had but to balance the spear on his fingertip and the blade pointed unerringly to safety.




  It had many other qualities, curious and awe-inspiring. Thus, all other spears leapt toward the king spear, and could not be drawn away except by great force.




  Even the elder wife of M’suru could not screw her courage into waking her lord. It was not until the chief of Kolobafa came out blinking into the daylight and bellowed for his wife, that the loss was discovered. For lost indeed was the magic spear!




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders was holding a palaver by the Crocodile’s Pool over a matter of belated taxation, and M’suru, in full panoply, attended to lay before him his great complaint.




  “Lord,” he said, “a terrible misfortune has come upon me and my people. My wife had a lover, whose name is Mabidini, a man of the Ochori tribe and well known to you because he swore falsely against me. Because this woman loved him, she went to him when I slept, taking the Spear of the Ghost, which, as your lordship knows, is the most holy spear in the world, and there is none other like it. Therefore I come to you for leave to carry my spears into the Ochori country.”




  “O ko,” said Sanders sardonically, “what manner of man are you that you set yourself up to punish? For it seems that I am nothing in this land, and M’suru, a little chief of the Akasava, can take my place. As for your spear, it is made of a certain iron which I know well.”




  He called for his orderly, gave an order in Arabic, and Abiboo went away, to return with a small steel magnet.




  “Look well at this, M’suru; for if your spear is magic, so then is this little thing that is shaped like the bend of the lost river that runs to Bura-Ladi.”




  Sanders took the spear from the chief’s hand and put the magnet against it.




  “Now pull your spear,” he said, and it required a jerk to break the weapon from the magnet’s influence.




  “There shall be no killing and no carrying of spears, M’suru,” he said. “It seems to me that already you know the Ochori country so well that your young warriors can find their paths in the dark! When I go back to my fine house by the sea I will have another spear made for you, and it will be called the Spear of Sanders, and you shall hold it for me and my king. As to the woman, if she has a lover, you may put her away according to the law. I shall return when the moon is new, and you shall bring the matter before me. The palaver is finished.”




  M’suru, in no way satisfied, went back to his village and called together the elder men and such friends as he had — which were few, for he was a notoriously severe man and in no sense popular.




  “In two days from now Sandi will go back to his fine house by the river, and his spies will go with him; for it is well known that in the days which follow the palavers the spies do not watch, for all people fear Sandi. Therefore, send your young spearmen to me in the first hour of the night, and I will lead you to the hut of Mabidini, and we will take the spear which belongs to me, and such goats and women as we may find.”




  The way to the hut was a long one, for the Ochori territory throws into the Akasava a deep, knife-shaped peninsula, and a true peninsula in the sense that it is bordered by a river which has no appearance except in the wet season. And this has to be avoided. There is water enough at all times, but the rank grass grows quickly, and here all manner of strange, aqueous beasts have their dwellings. This river, F’giri, runs to that deep, still lake which is called Kafa-guri — literally, “the hole in the world.”




  On the fourth day M’suru fetched up at the deserted hut of his enemy, and learnt by inquiry from a wandering bushman that Mabidini had gone eastward to the silent lake.




  “This man is not afraid, because he has my spear, which is very powerful against ghosts,” said M’suru when he heard the news and followed, for the secret river was in flood, But his warriors did not know his objective.




  *




  “I don’t like the look of Bones,” said Hamilton, glowering under the rim of his topee at the figure which was approaching the residency with long strides.




  Sanders knocked the ash from his cheroot and smiled.




  “The impression I have is that you never have been enamoured of Bones’s personal appearance,” he said.




  “I’m not referring to his general homeliness,” said Hamilton, “My concentrated antipathy is directed to the particular Bones who is at present visible to the naked eye. I dislike Bones when he struts,” he growled, “because when he struts he is pleased with himself and when Bones is pleased with himself it is time for all modest men to take cover. Good morning, Bones. Why the smirk?”




  Bones saluted jerkily. He had a habit of bringing up his hand and allowing it to quiver — no other word describes the motion — within half an inch of the helmet.




  “I wish to heaven you’d learn to salute properly,” snapped Hamilton, “I’d give you two hours’ saluting drill for two pins!”




  “But, clear old officer, this is the very latest,” said Bones calmly, and repeated the action, “I saw a stunning old sergeant of the Guards do it. What is good enough for the jolly old Grenadiers is good enough for poor old Bones. I think you said ‘smirk’?”




  He put his hand up to his ear as though he was anxious not to lose a word.




  “Stand to attention, you insubordinate hound,” said Hamilton. “And if you’re deaf, you’d better report and see a — a—”




  “Oculist is the word you want, dear old Ham — oculist, from the word ‘hark,’ sometimes pronounced ‘harkulist.’”




  “You seem pleased with yourself, Bones,” interposed Sanders hastily.




  “Not so much pleased, dear old excellency,” said Bones, “as what you might describe as grateified.”




  “You mean gratified,” said Hamilton.




  “Great, grateful, grateified,” retorted Bones reproachfully. “Dear old thing, you’re all wrong this morning. What’s the matter with you? Jolly old liver out of condition?”




  He pulled up a chair, sat down, and, resting his chin on his palms, glared across to him.




  “Have you ever thought, dear old officer,” he asked in the hollow voice he invariably assumed when he became profound, “that here we are, living in this strange and almost wild country! We know this place, we know the river — it is water; we know the land — it is land; we know the dinky old flora and the jolly old fauna, and yet we are perhaps ignorant of the very longitude and latitude of, so to speak, our jolly old native home!”




  He stopped, inserted his monocle, and glared triumphantly at the dazed Hamilton.




  “What the devil are you talking about?”




  “Has it occurred to you, dear old thing, that we should not be here if it were not for the brave and intrepid souls who, so to speak, have blazed a path through the jolly old wilderness?”




  Hamilton looked at Sanders in alarm. “Have you any quinine, sir?” he asked.




  “No, no, dear old medical one, I am not suffering from fever; I am, in fact, non compos mentis, to employ a Latin phrase.”




  “That is what I’m suggesting,” said Hamilton.




  “Has it ever occurred to you — ?” Bones went on, but Hamilton stopped him.




  “The thing that is occurring to me at the moment is that you’ve been drinking, Bones.”




  “Me, sir?” said the indignant Bones. “That’s an actionable statement, dear old officer. As a scientist, I—”




  “Oh, you’re a scientist, are you? Knew there was something queer about you. What branch of science is suffering from your malignant association?”




  Bones smiled tolerantly. “I was merely pointing out, dear old member of the jolly old public, that if it hadn’t been for our explorers — Livingstone, Stanley — in fact, dear old thing, I’ve been elected a Member of the Royal Geographical Society.”




  He drew back in his chair to watch the effect.




  “That is fine, Bones,” said Sanders. “I congratulate you. How did you become a member?”




  “By paying a guinea or two,” said the scornful Hamilton. “Anybody can become a member if he pays his subscription.”




  “You’re wrong, my boy,” said Bones. “I wrote a dinky little article on the etymological peculiarities of native tribes; in other words, the difference between one set of native johnnies and another set of native johnnies.”




  “Good Lord!” gasped Hamilton. “Did you call it ‘etymological’?”




  “Naturally,” said Bones calmly. “There is no other word.”




  Captain Hamilton’s face was a study. “Etymology,” he said gently, “is that branch of grammar which deals with the derivation of words, you poor fish. The word you were labouring after was ‘ethnology.’ Did you call it etymology?”




  “I did,” said Bones calmly, “and the dear old johnnies quite understood what I meant. After all, you don’t have to spell to discover the source of the Nile, dear old thing. You haven’t to be a jolly old whale on grammar to trace the source of the Congo. Many of us explorers—”




  “Shut up about ‘us’,” said Hamilton, “And, talking of exploring, I shall want you to explore—”




  “Don’t tell me that that pay sheet is wrong again, dear old officer,” said Bones sternly. “If it is, it is your doing” He pointed an accusing finger at his superior. “I’ve been through it six times, and I made the same result every time. If it is wrong, there is foul play somewhere — jolly foul!”




  That the conversation should not drift to the horrid subject of work, he produced a letter he had received that morning. It was from a Fellow of the Society, and a very learned fellow indeed.




  “Dear Mr. Tibbetts,” the letter ran, “I was very interested in your interesting paper on the ethnological peculiarities of the Bantu tribes, which I had the pleasure of revising for publication—”




  “I knew somebody corrected the spelling” murmured Hamilton.




  “I wonder if you will ever have an opportunity of giving us more information on the subject of the lakes in your country, some of which, I believe, have never been explored. Particularly am I anxious to know more on the subject of one lake, Bura-Ladi, about which many stories are in existence.”




  Sanders looked up quickly. There were in his territory many unexplored patches, and Bura-Ladi was one of these. This small, still lake lay in a depression that was popularly supposed to be bottomless. No fish were found therein. Fishermen avoided it; even the beasts in the forest never came down to drink at its margin, and the earth around it was bare for a quarter of a mile.




  Sanders had seen the place twice: a lonely, sinister spot.




  “There will be a chance for you, Bones, and in the very near future,” said Sanders. “You have never seen the lake?”




  “I haven’t, for the matter of that,” said Hamilton, and Bones uttered an impatient tut-tut.




  “Dear old Ham,” he said gently, “the jolly old Commissioner is discussing this matter with me, dear old thing. Don’t be peeved; I can quite understand it, old Ham, but this is a matter of science.”




  “So was your last essay,” said Hamilton significantly, and Bones coughed.




  “That, old sir, was pure fantasy, old officer. A little jeu d’esprit in the style of the late Lewis Carrots — Alice’s Wonderful Land. Perhaps you haven’t read the book, dear old soldier. If you haven’t you ought to get it straight away; it is horribly amusing.”




  “I think you told the misguided and gullible editor of the Guildford Times that you had discovered a new kind of okapi with two tails,” said Hamilton remorselessly. “And — correct me if I’m wrong — you said that in the Forest of Dreams you had come upon a new monkey family that wore clothes. As the nearest Italian organ-grinder is some three thousand miles away, I take leave to describe you as an ingenious prevaricator. Now, the point is, Bones, what novelty are you going to find in Bura-Ladi?”




  “It is queer,” Sanders broke in thoughtfully. “Do you know the temperature of the lake is about twelve degrees higher than the temperature of the river? In the rainy season, when one can get a cold spell, I’ve seen the lake steaming. No native will live within twenty miles of the place. They say there is neither fish nor crocodile in its waters. I’ve been making up my mind for eight years to make a very thorough exploration. And now, Bones,” he said with a smile, “you’ve taken the job out of my hands.”




  Hamilton sniffed. “And he’ll find more in ten minutes than Darwin would have discovered in twenty years. After all, a little imagination is a great help.”




  Bones reached out and gripped the unwilling hand of his senior.




  “Thank you, dear old Ham,” he said gratefully. “That’s just what I’ve got. You’ve been a jolly long time finding out my good points, but better late than never, dear old sir and officer, better late than never!”




  A month later, when Sanders went up river on his taxation palaver, he dropped Lieutenant Tibbetts at the point where the river comes nearest to the lake.




  “And, Bones!”




  Hamilton leant over the side of the Zaire as the canoe was pulling away.




  “No funny stories, Bones! No discovery of prehistoric animals frisking in the depths of the lake. Science, Bones — pure science!”




  Bones smiled pityingly. He found it easier to smile pityingly than to think of an appropriate retort.




  The day he reached the edge of the lake there came a man and woman overland.




  “Here we will stay, Kimi, until M’suru returns, for he will not follow us here owing to ghosts.”




  Bones knew nothing of this.




  *




  There came a letter to headquarters by messenger.




  “Dear sir dear sir and Exerlency” (wrote Bones) “I have the hounour to report that I reached I reached Lake Boorar-Ladi at eleven at eleven oclock this morning morning. I have made a Camp on the North side. Dear sir the most extreordinry thing has happened the most extery extro extronary thing has happend. There has been a vulcanic eruption! At nine oclock tonight there was a tarrific noise in the lake the lake! It came from the derection of the lake the lake. On preceding to the spot I found the waters in a state of great upheval upheeval and by the light of the moon I saw that an ireland had appeared in the middle of the lake. The ireland was smoking steamishly. It was nearly a hundread yards in lenth length. Owing to absence of nessessary transport (canoe raft etc) I was unable to make close investeragation, This morning another tarrific explosion occured and the ireland disappeared.”




  “I hope he means ‘island,’” said Sanders, “but we have no volcanic patches in this territory. Now, if we were near Kilamansaro—”




  “I imagine Bones is preparing his report for his unfortunate college,” said Hamilton drily.




  But in the night Sanders was wakened by the sergeant of the guard.




  “Lord, the beater of the lokali says that there is bad trouble by the hot lake, and that Tibbetti has fought M’suru and has been taken prisoner.”




  A few minutes later Sanders knocked at the door of Hamilton’s bedroom.




  “The Zaire leaves at daybreak,” he said.




  *




  A Spy came to M’suru with news of the fugitives.




  “They have made a hut near the Lake of Devils,” he said. “Also, M’suru, there have been terrible happenings, for land came up from the water and then went down again.”




  M’suru had some difficulty in persuading his followers to continue with him, but at last the terror he could inspire overcame their fear of the unknown and they went on, and as the sun was setting their fearful eyes rested on the sombre scene.




  In a vast desert of yellow earth the lake lay blood-red in the dying light of the sun. It was shaped like an egg, and on the narrower end a misty blue haze rested.




  “O ko, this is bad!” said M’suru in dismay, and pointed. On the farther shore his sharp eyes had seen the moored canoe, and on the slope above the tiny green tent that marked the tent of Lieutenant Tibbetts.




  “Sandi!” said one of M’suru’s men, and the chief snarled round at him.




  “You are a fool,” he said, “for Sandi is on his big ship. Therefore this must be a trader. Show me where Kimi and the man live.”




  The spy pointed to a far green belt, and M’suru grunted his satisfaction.




  In the hour before the dawn he reached the hut, and not all the magic of the Ghost Spear availed Mabidini. Him they crucified to a tree. Kimi died earlier and more mercifully. Bones, in the frenzy of exploration, heard the shrieks and went, revolver in hand, to discover the cause.




  “I see you, Mabidini!”




  M’suru was frothing at the mouth as he howled his hate at the dying man. He heard a shout behind him and turned, his spear poised.




  Twice Bones fired and twice missed. The second shot struck the tortured Mabidini and passed him out of the world. Then, in a frenzy of fear, one of M’suru’s men threw a spear. The point caught the bough of a bush, but the ironwood handle, spinning round, struck Bones in the throat, and he stumbled, gasping.




  For a second M’suru hesitated, his spear raised, and then the knowledge that the white man would not be alone decided him. He flew down the slope toward the lake, his followers behind him. Far away to the left he saw the red tarboshes of two Houssas. They were at such a distance that he could safely make for the camp where the canoe was moored.




  He saw the soldiers running, heard the wrathful yell of Bones racing behind, and made his decision. He was in the canoe, hacking with his razor-sharp hunting spear at the native rope that bound it.




  “Shoot!” roared Bones.




  The Houssas dropped to their knees, and two bullets struck the water left and right of the racing canoe.




  M’suru was steering for the opposite bank, and Bones knew enough of native marksmanship to hope that anything but a chance bullet would catch the flying murderer.




  “Cease fire,” he ordered as the breathless soldiery came up to him. M’suru would keep.




  “Go back to a little hut by the trees and bury a woman; also take down Mabidini of the Ochori, who is fastened by a spear to a tree,” he said, and, when the men’s backs were turned, watched the canoe.




  It had reached the centre of the lake, and the paddles were moving more leisurely.




  “You nasty fellow,” said Bones, and said no more, staring openmouthed at what he saw.




  The surface of the lake had become strangely agitated. Great waves were sweeping outward toward the shores, and in the middle there appeared a dark mass, which must have been at least two hundred feet in length.




  The men in the canoe were at the western end of the amazing upheaval, and M’suru, seeing the thing, changed his course.




  He saw more than Bones, for suddenly the canoe turned and came back toward the camp, the paddlers working frantically.




  And then there came up from the depths of the lake a great spade-shaped head. It rose higher and higher at the end of a neck that seemed thin in comparison. Towering over the canoe, the head darted down with incredible swiftness. There was a huge splash. Bones, frozen with horror, saw the head moving about in the water, as the bill of a duck moves when feeding. Another second, and the island had disappeared, and only two fragments of the canoe broke the smooth expanse of water.




  *




  “I knew that you’d see an ichthyosaurus,” said Hamilton. “Bones, you’re incorrigible! You had two fellows there who could have corroborated your yarn, and what did you do with ‘em? Sent them away! Oh, Bones, Bones!”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts groaned in the agony of his soul.




  “My dear old officer…I saw it! A hundred yards long, old officer…I wasn’t dreaming.” He was almost in tears.




  The Zaire had pushed her way through the weed grown river, and lay under the sloping bank of the lake. Sanders had listened in silence to the narrative of his subordinate.




  “Bones, I believe you,” he said, to Hamilton’s amazement.




  “You believe it, sir?”




  Sanders nodded. “Such things have been seen in the volcanic areas in East Africa…it is possible.”




  He had intended returning immediately he had discovered that the garbled story of Bones’ capture was untrue — to what watchful tribesman he owed the warning he never discovered. But now he decided to wait, and again, to Hamilton’s surprise had the Zaire taken back to the Little River.




  “But surely, sir—” began Hamilton.




  “You never know,” said Sanders.




  He spent the night with Hamilton, filling a small iron water-tank with a variety of explosives, and the Captain of Houssas warmed to his task. In the early morning Hamilton fixed a time-fuse, and the tank, balanced on the steamer’s foredeck, was ready to drop as the Zaire moved slowly to midstream.




  “Take the starboard gun, Bones,” said Sanders, and Bones crouched at the Hotchkiss, his finger on the brass trigger.




  “I don’t know whether I’m dreaming,” said Hamilton, “but I certainly feel that Bones is going to owe us an apology after this!”




  Sanders swung the Zaire to midstream, and, jamming over the telegraph to full speed, gave a signal to the Houssas in the bow. The tank dropped with a splash as the Zaire swung round and headed for the river, her stern wheel revolving furiously. They reached the weed-grown river mouth and slowed.




  “That will do,” said Sanders, watch in hand, and stopped the engines.




  “Bones!” whispered his superior. “You’ve fooled the Commissioner!”




  At that moment there was a quivering thud of sound — a white geyser of water leapt up in the centre of the lake, and — that was all.




  “Nothing” said Hamilton.




  The word was hardly out of his mouth when the waters of the lake began to rock and toss, and out of the depths arose that horrible spade-shaped head. Higher and higher the neck emerged.




  “Bang!”




  The Hotchkiss spat viciously, and somewhere near the fearful head a blue-black ball of smoke came into being. When it had gone there was no head — nothing but the boiling, bubbling waters and the flash of a great, dead-white surface like the belly of a fish.




  “I wouldn’t write about this if I were you, Bones,” said Sanders later.




  “Dear old sir,” confessed Bones, “my jolly old hand is too shaky to write — I’m stickin’ to the dinkey little monkeys with pants.”




  The End




  Sanders (1926)




  

    Table of Contents

  




  

    I. The Magic of Fear

  




  

    II. The Clean Sweeper

  




  

    III. The Very Good Man

  




  

    IV. Women Will Talk

  




  

    V. The Saint

  




  

    VI. The Man Who Hated Sheffield

  




  

    VII. The Joy Seekers

  




  

    VIII. The Ball Game

  




  

    IX. The Wise Man

  




  

    X. The Sweet Singer

  




  I. The Magic of Fear




  

    Table of Contents

  




  All this happened in the interim between excellencies, or it could hardly have happened at all.




  His Excellency, the retiring Administrator of the Reserved Territories, had departed amidst the banging of guns and the playing of the national anthem by a small band of near-white musicians, all of whom, and especially the cornet, had a tendency to play flat. The new Excellency was enduring the agony of gout at his house in Budleigh Salterton in Devon, and his departure from home was indefinitely postponed.




  A change of administration made little or no difference to the people of the big river, and Captain Hamilton of the King’s Houssas, for one, was hardly conscious of the lacuna as he strode savagely towards the hut which housed his youthful second in command.




  His annoyance was well warranted, for Lieutenant Tibbets had committed the unpardonable crime of writing to the newspapers — a weakness of his. Hamilton was moist and furious, for the afternoon sun blistered the world, and as he crossed the yellow oven-floor called a parade-ground, the heat of it came through the soles of his boots and tortured him.




  The barrack hutments which formed one side of the square danced and shimmered in the heat haze; he saw the fronds of the Isisi palms in a blur; even the weaver birds were silent; when it grows too hot for the weavers to talk, it is very hot indeed.




  Kicking open the door of Lieutenant Tibbetts’s hut, he stepped in and snorted his disgust. Mr. Tibbetts, whose other name was Bones, lay face upward on the top of his bed; and he was arrayed in a costume beyond forgiveness, for not Solomon in all his glory wore purple pyjamas with alternate green and ochre stripes.




  Hamilton flung down upon the table the paper he had been carrying as Bones opened one eye.




  ‘“Morning, sir,” he said, slightly dazed. “Is it still raining?”




  “‘Morning!” snapped Hamilton. “It is within an hour of dinner, and I’ve something to say to you. Bones!”




  Bones relapsed into slumber.




  “Wake up, and hide your hideous feet!”




  The eyelids of the sleeper fluttered; he murmured something about not seeing the point — he had at least seen the newspaper, and recognised the Gothic title-piece.




  “The point is. Bones,” said Hamilton awfully, “nobody knows better than you that it is an offence for any officer to write to the newspapers on any subject! This” — he liked the folded newspaper on the table— “this is an outrage!”




  “Surrey Star and Middlesex Plain Dealer, sir,” murmured Bones, his eyes closed, a picture of patience, forbearance and resignation, “with which, sir, is incorporated the Sunbury Herald and Molesey Times, sir.”




  His long body was stretched luxuriously, his hands were clasped beneath his head, his large red feet overhung the end of the bed. He had the air and manner of one who was deeply wronged but forgave his enemies.




  “It doesn’t matter what paper you write to&mdash:”




  “‘To which you write,’ dear old officer,” murmured Bones. “Let us be jolly old grammarians, sir, an’ superior; don’t let us go around debasin’ the language&mdash:”




  “Get up, you insubordinate devil, and stand on your big feet!” hissed the Captain of Houssas; but Lieutenant Tibbetts did not so much as open his eyes.




  “Is this a friendly discussion, or isn’t it, dear old sir?” lie pleaded. “Is it a friendly call or a council of war, dear old Ham?”




  Hamilton gripped him by the silk collar of his pyjama coat and jerked him to his feet.




  “Assault!” said Bones quietly. “Mad with envy, captain strikes risin’ an’ brilliant young officer. Court-martial finds jolly old captain guilty, and he takes poison!”




  “A newspaper man you will never be,” said Hamilton. (Here Bones bowed gravely.) “You can’t spell, for one thing!”




  “Neither could dear old Napoleon,” said Bones firmly, “nor dinky old Washington — spellin’ is a sign of a weak mind. You’re a good speller, I admit it, dear old Demosthenes&mdash:”




  “The point is this — and I’m perfectly serious” — Hamilton pushed his junior on to the bed, and he collapsed obediently— “you really must not write political articles, suggesting that the Secretary of State should come and ‘see with his own eyes’” — Hamilton sought for the offending paragraph and read it—”’… the work that is being carried out by young officers unknown (except by the indigenous natives, who adore them) and unhonoured…’ — of all the rubbish!”




  Bones shrugged his narrow shoulders; his silence was offensively respectful.




  “You’ll not write any more of these self-advertising letters, Bones — either to the Star, the Comet, the Moon, the Sun, or any other member of the solar system.”




  “Let us keep religion out of the discussion, dear old Ham,” said Bones in a hushed voice.




  It is doubtful whether Mr. Nickerson Haben had even heard of the existence of that organ of public conscience, the Surrey Star any Middlesex Plain Dealer. He was not the type of man who gave a thought to any newspaper that had a circulation of less than half a million.




  And yet, the appearance of this literary effort of Bones coincided with a peculiar moment of crisis in his life, and the sequel almost excused the subsequent jubilation of the Surrey Star and went far to consolidate the editor’s claim that “What the Sun thinks today, the Government does tomorrow!”




  For Nickerson Haben went almost at once to examine the Territories with his own eyes. He was in the middle thirties and had the globe at his feet. How this came to be the case, nobody troubled to consider.




  A narrow-chested and pallid man with heavy raven hair, one lock of which hung over his forehead in moments of oratorical excess, he was deep-eyed, thin-lipped, hollow-faced, and had hands white and long. Nickerson was swept into the House of Commons in a whirlwind of oratory that blew down a phalanx of sober men and conservative citizens which stood between. Silver-tongued, or glib, according to your political prejudices, he carried his powers of suasion and criticism into the chaste and unemotional atmosphere of Parliament. So that Ministers squirmed uneasily under the razor-edge of his gibes; and the Whips, foregathering in the lobby, grew pettish at the mention of his name. A party man, he never fell into the error of wounding the susceptibilities of his own keaders; if he criticised them at all, he merely repeated, in tones of finality, the half-confessions of fallacies they had already made.




  When a Government fell, Mr. Haben, deserting a safe seat, fought West Monrouth County, turned out the sitting member and returned to Westminster in triumph.




  The new Government made him an UnderSecretary, first of Agriculture, then of Foreign Affairs. He had married the widow of Cornelius Beit, an American lady, fifteen years his senior — a clever woman with a violent temper and a complete knowledge of men. Their home life, though it was lived at Carlton House Terrace, was not happy. She knew him rather too well; his own temper was none of the sweetest. He had all the arrogance of a selfmade man who had completed the process just a little too young. She once told a near friend that Nickerson had a streak of commonness which she found it difficult to endure, and there was even talk of a divorce.




  That was just before her operation for appendicitis. The best surgeon in England performed; her recovery was never in doubt. Nickerson, under the spell of her recovery, went down to the House and delivered the best speech of his life on the subject of Baluchistan.




  Three days later she was dead — there had occurred one of those curious relapses which are so inexplicable to the layman, so dreaded by the medical profession. Haben was like a man stunned. Those who hated him — many — wondered what he would do now, with the principal source of income departed. They had time for no further than a brief speculation, the matter being decided when the will was read, leaving him everything — except for a legacy to a maid.




  This tragedy occurred between excellencies, an opportunity seized upon by a sympathetic chief. Nickerson Haben went out on the first African mail-boat, to combine business with recreation; to find flaws and forgetfulness.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, of the King’s Houssas, was the newsman of headquarters. The lank legs of this thin, monocled lad had brought many tidings of joy and calamity, mostly exaggerated.




  Now he came flying across the lemon sands of the beach, a mailbag in his hand, his helmet at the back of his head, surprising truth in his mouth.




  He took the five steps of the stoep in one stride, dashed into the big, cool diningroom where Hamilton sat at breakfast, and dropped the bag into his superior’s lap at the precise moment when Captain Hamilton’s coffee-cup was delicately poised.




  “Bones! You long-legged beach-hound!” snarled Hamilton, fishing for his handkerchief to mop the hot Mocha from his white duck trousers.




  “He’s coming. Ham!” gasped Bones. “Saw my letter, dear old sir, packed his jolly old grip, took the first train!…”




  Hamilton looked up sharply for symptoms of sunstroke.




  “Who is coming, you left-handed oaf?” he asked, between wrath and curiosity.




  “Haben, old sir… UnderSecretary, dear old Ham!” Bones was a little incoherent. “Saw my letter in the jolly old Star… he’s at Administration now! This means a C.B. for me. Ham, old boy; but I’m not goin’ to take anything unless they give old Ham the same—”




  Hamilton pointed sternly to a chair.




  “Sit down and finish your hysteria. Who has been stuffing you with this yarn?”




  It was the second officer of the Bassam, he who had brought ashore the mails. Haben was already at Administrative Headquarters, having travelled on the same ship. For the moment Hamilton forgot his coffee-stained ducks.




  “This is darned awkward,” he said, troubled. “With Sanders up-country… what is he like, this Haben man?”




  Bones, for his own purpose, desired to give a flattering account of the visitor; he felt that a man who could respond so instantly to a newspaper invitation appearing over his name must have some good in him. He had asked same question of the second officer, and the second officer, with all a seaman’s bluntness, had answered in two words, one of which was Rabelaisian and the other unprintable. For Mr. Haben did not shine in the eyes of his social inferiors. Servants hated him; his private secretaries came and went monthly. A horsey member of the Upper House summed him up when he said that “Haben can’t carry corn.”




  “Not so bad,” said Bones mendaciously.




  Early the next morning Sergeant Ahmet Mahmed brought a grey pigeon to Hamilton, and the captain of Houssas wrote a message on a cigarette paper:




  Haben, Foreign Office tourist, en route. He is at A.H.Q. raising hell. Think you had better come back and deal with him.




  Hamilton had gone out in a surf-boat to interview the captain, and the character of Mr. Nickerson Haben was no longer a mystery to him.




  He fastened up the paper to the red leg of the pigeon and flung it up into the hot air.




  “‘Ware hawks, little friend of soldiers,” he said conventionally.




  Linked very closely with the life and fate of Mr. Nickerson Haben, UnderSecretary of State (this he did not dream), was that of Agasaka, the Chimbiri woman. Mr. Haben was dressed by the best tailor in Savile Row; Agasaka wore no clothes at all except for the kilt of dried grass which hung from her beautiful waist.




  A tall maiden, very slim of body and very grave of eyes, no lover for any man, having a great love for something more imponderable than man; terribly wise, too, in the ways of ghosts and devils; straight-backed, small-breasted, beloved of children, so strong in the arm and skilled in her strength that she could put a spear beyond the range of young men’s throw — this was Agasaka, the Chimbiri woman, daughter of N’kema — n’kimi, the dead woodman.




  She was elderly for a virgin, being seventeen; had been wooed by men in their every mood; had kindness for all, generosity for none.




  She lived with her brother, M’suru, the hunting man; and his women hated her, for she never spoke a lie and was frank to her elderly brother on the matter of their numerous lovers. They would have beaten her, but that they knew the strength of her throwing arm. Where hands did not dare, tongues were more reckless, but none of their mud stuck. Few men were so poor in mind that they would admit others had succeeded where they had failed.




  She had lived for many years with her father in the deep of the forest in the abiding place of M’shima — M’shamba, the fearfully boisterous devil who tears up trees with each hand, whilst his mouth drips molten fire; and other mighty ones dwelt near by. N’guro, the headless dog, and Chikahika — m’bofunga, the eater of moons — indeed, all except the Fire Lizard, whose eyes talk death. And N’kema had taught her the mysteries of life and the beginning of life and the ground where life is sown. She knew men in their rawness and in their strength. N’kema taught her the way in which she might be more wonderful than any other woman; the magic handed down from mouth to mouth — the magic which was old when they laid the first deep stones of the Pyramids…




  Men were afraid of her; even Oboro, the witchdoctor, avoided her.




  For this was her strangest magic: that she had the power to bring before the eyes of men and women that which they desired least to see.




  Once, a small chief stalked her by the river path where the grass is chin-high, having certain plans with her. And at the right and lonely moment he slipped from cover, dropping his spears in the grass, and caught her by the arms so that, strong as she was, she could not move.




  “Agasaka,” he said, “I have a hut in this forest that has never heard a woman’s voice—”




  He got so far and then, over her silken shoulder, he saw three black leopards walking flank by flank along the narrow path. Their heads hung low, their golden eyes shone hungrily.




  In an instant he released her and fled to his spears.




  When he turned again, leopards and woman were gone.




  Aliki, the huntsman of her village, neither feared nor cared, for he was familiar with magics of all kinds and often walked in the woods communing with devils. One night he saw a vision in the fire, a great red lizard that blinked its heavy eyelids. Aliki looked round his family circle in a coldblooded search for a victim. Calichi, the fire lizard, is the most benevolent of devils and will accept a deputy for the man or woman to whom, with its red and blinking eyes, it has given its warning of death.




  This Aliki saw his three wives and his father and an uncle who had come many days’ journey on a hunting trip and none of these, save the youngest wife, was well enough favoured for the purpose. Calichi is a fastidious devil; nothing short of the best and the most beautiful will please him. Beyond the group sitting about the red fire and eating from the big pot that stood in the embers, were other groups. The village street of Chimbiri — Isisi runs from the forest to the river, a broad avenue fringed with huts; and before each hut burnt a fire, and about each fire squatted the men and women of the house.




  Dark had come; above the tall gum trees the sky was encrusted with bright stars that winked and blinked as Calichi, but more rapidly.




  Aliki saw the stars, and rubbed his palms in the dust for luck; and at that moment into his vision came the second wife of his neighbour, a tall woman of eighteen, a nymph carved in mahogany, straight and supple of back, naked to the waistline of her grass skirt. And Aliki knew that he had found a proper substitute and said her name under his breath as he caught the lizard’s eyes. Thereupon the beast faded and died away, and Aliki knew that the fire — god approved his choice.




  Later that night, when Loka, the wife of M’suru the huntsman, went down to the river to draw water for the first wife’s needs, Aliki intercepted her.




  “There is nobody so beautiful as you, Loka,” he said, “for you have the legs of a lion and the throat of a young deer.”




  He enumerated other physical perfections, and Loka laughed and listened. She had quarrelled that day with the first wife of her husband, and M’suru had beaten her. She was terribly receptive to flattery and ripe for such adventure as women enjoy.




  “Have you no wives, Aliki?” she asked, pleased. “Now I will give you Agasaka, the sister of my husband, who is very beautiful and has never touched the shoulder of a man.” This she said in spite, for she hated Agasaka, and it is a way of women to praise, to strangers, the qualities of the sisters they loathe.




  “As to Agasaka — and wives” — he made a gesture of contempt— “there is no such wife as you, not even in the hut of the old king beyond the mountains, which are the end of the world,” said Aliki, and Loka laughed again.




  “Now I know that you are mad, as M’suru says. Also that you see strange sights which are not there to see,” she said in her deep, sighing voice. “And not M’suru alone, but all men, say that you have the sickness mango.”




  It was true that Aliki was sick and had shooting pains in his head. He saw other things than lizards.




  “M’suru is an old man and a fool,” he said. “I have a ju-ju who gives me eyes to see wonders. Come with me into the forest, Loka, and I will tell you magic and give you love such as an old man cannot give.”




  She put down her gourd, hiding it in a patch of elephant grass near the river’s edge, and walked behind him into the forest. There, eventually, he killed her. And he lit a fire and saw the lizard, who seemed satisfied. Aliki cashed himself in the river and went back to his hut and to sleep.




  When he awoke in the morning he was sorry he had killed Loka, for of all the women in the world she had been most beautiful in his eyes. The village was half empty, for Loka’s gourd had been found and trackers had gone into the woods searching for her. Her they found; but nobody had seen her walking to death. Some people thought she had been taken by Ochori fishermen, others favoured a devil notorious for his amorous tricks. They brought the body back along the village street, and all the married women made skirts of green leaves and stamped the Death Dance, singing strangely.




  Aliki, squatting before his fire, watched the procession with incurious eyes. He was sorry he had killed the Thing that was carried shoulder high, and, dropping his gaze to the dull fire, was even more sorry, for the hot lizard was leering up at him, his bulging eyelids winking at a great rate.




  So he had taken the wrong sacrifice.




  His eyes rose, rested on the slim figure of a woman, one hand gripping the doorpost of her brother’s hut. And there came to Aliki a tremendous conviction.




  The lizard had vanished from the heart of the fire when he looked down.




  No time was to be lost; he rose and went towards the virgin of Chimbiri.




  “I see you, Agasaka,” he said. “Now this is a terrible shame to come to your brother’s house, for men say that this woman Loka had a lover who killed her.”




  She turned her big eyes slowly towards him. They were brown and filled with a marvellous luminosity that seemed to quiver as she looked.




  “Loka died because she was a fool,” she said, “but he who killed her was a bigger. Her pain is past, his to come. Soon Sandi malaka will come, the brown butcher bird, and he will pick the eyes of the man who did this thing.”




  Aliki hated her, but he was clever to nod his agreement.




  “I am wise, Agasaka,” he said. “I see wonders which no man sees. Now before Sandi comes with his soldiers, I will show you a magic that will bring this wicked man to the door of your brother’s hut when the moon is so and the river is so.”




  Her grave eyes were on his; the sound of the singing women was a drone of sound at the far end of the village. A dog barked wheezily in the dark of the hut and all faces were turned towards the river where the body was being laid in a canoe before it was ferried to the little middle island where the dead lie in their shallow graves.




  “Let us go,” she said, and walked behind him through an uneven field of maize, gained the shelter of the wood behind the village, and by awkward paths reached the outliers of the forest, where there was no maize, for this place was too sad for the weaver birds and too near to the habitation of man for the little monkeys who have white beards. Still he walked on until they made a patch of yellow flowers growing in a clearing. Here the trees were very high, and ten men might have stood on one another’s heads against the smooth boles, and the topmost alone could have touched the lowermost branch.




  He stopped and turned. At that second came an uneasy stirring of the treetops, a cold wind and the rumbling of thunder.




  “Let us sit down,” he said. “First I will talk to you of women who loved me, and of how I would not walk before them because of my great thoughts for you. Then we will be lovers—”




  “There is no magic in that, Aliki,” she said, and he saw that she was against him and lifted his spear.




  “You die, as Loka died, because of the word which the lizard of fire brought to me,” he said, and his shoulder hunched back for the throw.




  “I am Loka!” said the girl, and he looked and his jaw dropped. For she was truly Loka, the woman he had killed. Loka with her sly eyes and long fingers. And she had Loka’s way of putting a red flower behind her ear, and Loka’s long, satiny legs.




  “Oh, ko!” he said in distress, and dropped his spear. Agasaka bent in the middle and picked it up, and in that moment became herself again. There was no flower and her fingers were shorter, and where the sly smile had been, was the gravity of death.




  “This is my magic,” she said. “Now walk before me, Aliki, killer of Loka, for I am not made for love, but for strange power.”




  Without a word the bemused man walked back the way he had come and Agasaka followed, and, following, felt the edge of the spear’s broad blade. Though she touched lightly, there was a line of blood on her thumb where blade and skin had met. The wood was growing dark, the wind was alternately a shriek and a whimper of sound. Near the pool at the edge of the forest she swung the spear backward over her left shoulder as a cavalry soldier would swing his sword, and he half turned at the sound of the whistle it made…




  The first wife of her brother was by the pool gathering manioc root from a place where it had been left to soak — the head of Aliki fell at her feet as the first flash of lightning lit the gloom of the world.




  The sun was four hours old when a river gunboat, a white and glittering thing, came round the bluff which is called The Fish because of its shape. The black waters of the river were piled up around its bows, a glassy hillock of water, tinged red at its edges, for the Zaire was driving against a six-knot current. Every river from the Isisi to the Mokalibi was in spate, and there were sand shoals where deeps had been, and deeps in the places where the crocodiles had slept openmouthed the last time Mr. Commissioner Sanders had come that way.




  He stood by the steersman, a slim and dapper figure in spotless white, his pith helmet at a rakish angle, for an elephant fly had bitten him on the forehead the night before, and the lump it had induced was painful to the touch. Between his regular, white teeth was a long, black cheroot. He had breakfasted, and an orderly was clearing away the silver coffeepot and the fruit-plates. Overhead the sky was a burning blue, but the glass was falling with alarming rapidity, and he desired the safe harbourage of a deep bank and the shelter of high trees which a little bay south of Chimbiri would give to him.




  “Lo’ba, ko’lo ka! A fathom of water by the mercy of God!”




  The sleepy-eyed boy sitting in the bow of the boat drew up his wet sounding-rod.




  Sanders’s hand shot out to the handle of the telegraph and pulled, and Yoka the engineer sent a clanging acknowledgment.




  “Half a fathom.”




  Thump!




  The boat slowed of itself, its wheel threshing astern, but the nose was in sand and a side-swinging current drove the stern round until it was broadside to the sand-reef. Then, as the wheel reversed, the Zaire began to move towards the right bank of the river, skirting the shoal until the nose found deep water again.




  “Lord,” said the steersman, virtuously annoyed, “this bank has come up from hell, for it has never been here since I was without clothing.”




  “Think only of the river, man,” said Sanders, not inclined for gossip.




  And now, above the treetops ahead, Sanders saw the roiling smoke of clouds — yellow clouds that tumbled and tossed and threw out tawny banners before the wind.




  And the still surface of the river was ripped into little white shreds that leapt and scattered in spray. Sanders moved his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other, took it out, looked at it regretfully and threw it over the side. His servant was behind him with an oilskin invitingly held; he struggled into the coat, passed his helmet back and took in exchange the sou’wester, which he fastened under his chin. The heat was intolerable. The storm was driving a furnace blast of hot air to herald its fury. He was wet to the skin, his clothes sticking to him.




  A ribbon of blinding light leapt across the sky, and split into a tracery of branches. The explosion of the thunder was deafening; it seemed as if a heavy weight was pressing down on his head; again the flash, and again and again. Now it showed bluely on either bank, vivid blue shrieks of light that ran jaggedly from sky to earth. The yellow clouds had become black; the darkness of night was on the world, a darkness intensified by the ghastly sideways light that came from a distant horizon where the clouds were broken.




  “Port,” said Sanders curtly; “now starboard again — now port!”




  They had reached the shelter of the bank as the first rain fell. Sanders sent a dozen men overboard with the fore and aft hawser and made fast to the big gums that grew down to the riverside.




  In a second the deck was running with water and the Commissioner’s white shoes had turned first to dove-grey and then to slate. He sent for Yoka the engineer, who was also his headman.




  “Put out another hawser and keep a full head of steam.” He spoke in coast Arabic, which is a language allowing of nice distinctions.




  “Lord, shall I sound the oopa-oopa*” he asked. “For I see that these thieving Akasava people are afraid to come out into the rain to welcome your lordship.”




  [*Siren. On the river most words describing novel things are onomatopoeic.]




  Sanders shook his head.




  “They will come in their time — the village is a mile away, and they would not hear your oopa-oopa!” he said, and went to his cabin to recover his breath. A ninety-knot wind had been blowing into his teeth for ten minutes, and ten minutes is a long time when you are trying to breathe.




  The cabin had two long windows, one at each side. That to the left above the settee on which he dropped gave him a view of the forest path along which, sooner or later, a villager would come and inevitably carry a message to the chief.




  The lightning was still incessant; the rain came down in such a volume that he might well think he had anchored beneath a small waterfall, but the light had changed, and ahead the black of clouds had become a grey opacity.




  Sanders pulled open the doors he had closed behind him; the wind was gusty but weaker. He reached out for a cheroot and lit it, patient to wait. The river was running eight knots; he would need hand-towing to the beach of the village. He hoped they had stacked wood for him. The Chimbiri folk were lazy, and the last time he had tied they showed him a wood stack — green logs, and few of them.




  Yoka and his crew loved to hear the devil whoop of the oopa-oopa — Sanders knew just how much steam a siren wasted.




  His eyes sought the riverside path — and at the critical moment. For he saw eight men walking two and two, and they carried on their shoulders a trussed figure.




  An electric chrysanthemum burst into blinding bloom as he leapt to the bank — its dazzling petals, twisting every way through the dark clouds, made light enough to see the burden very clearly, long before he reached the path to stand squarely in the way of eight sullen men and the riffraff which had defied the storm to follow at a distance.




  “O men,” said Sanders softly — he showed his teeth when he talked that way— “who are you that you put the ghost mark on this woman’s face?”




  For the face of their passenger was daubed white with clay. None spoke: he saw their toes wriggling, all save those of one man, and him he addressed.




  “M’suru, son of N’kema, what woman is this?”




  M’suru cleared his throat.




  “Lord, this woman is the daughter of my own mother; she killed Aliki, also she killed first my wife Loka.”




  “Who saw this?”




  “Master, my first wife, who is a true woman to me since her lover was drowned, she saw the head of Aliki fall. Also she heard Agasaka say ‘Go, man, where I sent Loka, as you know best, who saw me slay her.’”




  Sanders was not impressed.




  “Let loose this woman that she may stand in my eyes,” he said, and they untied the girl and by his order wiped the joke of death from her face.




  “Tell me,” said Sanders.




  She spoke very simply and her story was good. Yet —




  “Bring me the woman who heard her say these evil things.”




  The wife was found in the tail of the procession and came forward important — frightened — for the cold eyes of Sanders were unnerving. But she was voluble when she had discovered her voice.




  The man in the streaming oilskins listened, his head bent. Agasaka, the slim woman, stood grave, unconscious of shame — the grass girdle had gone and she was as her mother had first seen her. Presently the first wife came to the end of her story.




  “Sandi, this is the truth, and if I speak a lie may the ‘long ones’ take me to the bottom of the river and feed me to the snakes!”




  Sanders, watching her, saw the brown skin go dull and grey; saw the mouth open in shocking fear.




  What he did not see was the “long one” — the yellow crocodile that was creeping through the grass towards the perjurer, his little eyes gleaming, his wet mouth open to show the cruel white spikes of teeth.




  Only the first wife of M’suru saw this, and fell screaming and writhing at her husband’s feet, clasping his knees.




  Sanders said nothing, but heard much that was in contradiction of the earlier story.




  “Come with me, Agasaka, to my fine ship,” he said, for he knew that trouble might follow if the girl stayed with her people. Wars have started for less cause.




  He took her to the Zaire; she followed meekly at his heels, though meekness was not in her.




  That night came a tired pigeon from Headquarters, and Sanders, reading the message, was neither pleased nor sorry.




  High officials, especially the armchair men, worried him a little, but those he had met were such charming and understanding gentlemen that he had lost some of his fear of them. What worried him more were the reports which reached him from reliable sources of Agasaka’s strange powers. He had seen many queer things on the river; the wonder of the lokali, that hollowed tree-trunk by which messages might be relayed across a continent, was still something of a puzzle to him. Magic inexplicable, some times revolting, was an everyday phenomenon. Some of it was crude hypnotism, but there were higher things beyond his understanding Many of these had come down through the ages from Egypt and beyond; Abraham had brought practices from the desert lands about Babylon which were religious rites amongst people who had no written language.




  The Zaire was steaming for home the next day when he sent for Abiboo, his orderly.




  “Bring me this woman of Chimbiri,” he said, and they brought her from the little store-cabin where she was both guest and prisoner.




  “They tell me this and that about you, Agasaka,” he said, giving chapter and verse of his authority.




  “Lord, it is true,” said Agasaka when he had finished. “These things my father taught me, as his father taught him. For, lord, he was the son of M’kufusu, the son of Bonfongu — m’lini, the son of N’sambi…”




  She recited thirty generations before he stopped her — roughly four hundred years. Even Sanders was staggered, though he had once met an old man of the N’gombi who told him intimate details about a man who had lived in the days of Saladin.




  “Show me your magic, woman,” he said, and to his surprise she shook her head.




  “Lord, this one magic only comes when I am afraid.”




  Sanders dropped his hand to his Browning and half drew it from its leather holster.




  He was sitting under an awning spread over the bridge. The steersman was at the wheel, in the bow the kano boy with his long sounding-rod. Purposely he did not look at the woman, fixing his eyes on the steersman’s back.




  His hand had scarcely closed on the brown grip when, almost at his feet, he saw the one thing in all the world that he loathed — an English puff-adder, mottled and swollen, its head thrown back to strike.




  Twice his pistol banged — the steersman skipped to cover with a yell and left the Zaire yawing in the strong current.




  There was nothing — nothing but two little holes in the deck, so close together that they overlapped. Sanders sprang to the wheel and straightened the boat, and then, when the steersman had been called back and the sounding boy retrieved from the cover of the wood pile where he crouched and trembled, Sanders returned to his chair, waving away Abiboo, who had arrived, rifle in hand, to the rescue of his master.




  “Woman,” said Sanders quietly, “you may go back to your little house.”




  And Agasaka went without the evidence of triumph a lesser woman might have felt. He had not looked at her — there was no mesmerism here.




  He stooped down and examined the bullet holes, too troubled to feel foolish.




  That afternoon he sent for her again and gave her chocolate to eat, talking of her father. She was sitting on the deck at his feet, and once, when he thought he had gained her confidence, he dropped his hand lightly on her head as he had dropped his hand on so many young heads.




  The puff-adder was there — within striking distance, his spade head thrown back, his coils rigid.




  Sanders stared at the thing and did not move his hand, and then, through the shining body, he saw the deck planks, and the soft bitumen where plank joined plank, and then the viper vanished.




  “You do not fear?” he asked quietly.




  “Lord… a little; but now I do not fear, for I know that you would not hurt women.”




  The Zaire, with its strange passenger, came alongside the residency wharf two hours before sundown on the third day. Captain Hamilton was waiting, a fuming, angry man, for he had been the unwilling host of one who lacked something in manners.




  “He’s pure swine,” said Hamilton. “Nothing is good enough for him; he raised hell when he found you weren’t here to meet him. Bones mollified him a little. The silly ass had a guard of honour drawn up on the beach. I only found this out just before the boat landed, and it was too late to send the men to quarters. But apparently it was the right thing to do; Nickerson Esquire expected it — and more. Flags and things and a red carpet for his hooves and a band to play ‘Here comes the bride!’”




  All this between wharf and residency garden. A figure in white stretched languidly in a deep chair turned his head but did not trouble to rise. Still less was he inclined to exchange the cool of the broad veranda for the furnace of space open to a red-hot sun.




  Sanders saw a white face that looked oddly dirty in contrast with the spotless purity of a duck jacket. Two deep, suspicious eyes, a long, untidy wisp of hair lying lankly on a high forehead — a pink, almost bloodless mouth.




  “You’re Sanders?”




  Mr. Haben looked up at the trim figure.




  “I am the Commissioner, sir,” said Sanders.




  “Why weren’t you here to meet me; you knew that I was due?”




  Sanders was more shocked than nettled by the tone. A coarse word in the mouth of a woman would have produced the same effect. Secretaries and UnderSecretaries of State were godlike people who employed a macrology of their own, wrapping their reproofs in the silver tissue of stilted diction which dulled the sting of their rebukes.




  “Do you hear me, sir?”




  The man on the chair sat up impatiently.




  Hamilton, standing by, was near to kicking him off the stoep.




  “I heard you. I was on a visit to the Chimbiri country. No notice of your arrival or your pending arrival was received.”




  Sanders spoke very carefully; he was staring down at the scowling Nickerson.




  Mr. Haben had it on the tip of his tongue to give him the lie. There was, as the late Mrs. Haben had said, a streak of commonness in him; but there was a broader streak of discretion. The gun still hung at the Commissioner’s hip; the grip was shiny with use.




  “H’m!” said Mr. UnderSecretary Haben, and allowed himself to relax in his chair.




  He was clever enough, Sanders found; knew the inside story of the Territories; was keen for information. He thought the country was not well run. The system was wrong, the taxes fell short of the highest possible index. In all ways his attitude was antagonistic. Commissioners were lazy people, intent on having a good time and “their shooting.” Sanders, who had never shot a wild beast in his life, save for the pot or to rid himself of a pressing danger, said nothing.




  “A thoroughly nasty fellow,” said Hamilton.




  But it was Bones who suffered the heaviest casualty to his amour-propre.




  Left alone with the visitor in the hour before dinner, Bones cunningly led the conversation towards the Surrey Star and Middlesex Plain Dealer.




  “I suppose, sir, when you read my jolly old letter, you thought I had a fearful nerve?”




  “Your letter?” Mr. Haben allowed his head to fall in Bones’s direction.




  “… about seeing the place with your own holy old eyes,” and Bones went on, unconscious of the doom which awaited him, and explained fully his reason for writing, the thought that led him to, write, the incident that induced the thought.




  “My good young man, you don’t imagine that His Majesty’s Government would send a Minister of State flying off to Africa because an empty-headed subaltern wrote letters to an obscure county journal, do you?”




  Bones opened and closed his eyes very quickly.




  “I came — but why should I tell you?” asked Nickerson Haben wearily. “You may be assured that your letter had nothing to do with my coming. As I said before, you officers have too much time on your hands. It is a matter which requires looking into.”




  But it was at dinner that he touched the zenith of his boorishness. The dinner was bad; he hated palm-nut chop; sweet potatoes made him ill; the chicken was tough, the coffee vile. Happily he had brought his own cigars.




  Bones spent that trying hour wondering what would happen to him if he leant across the table and batted an UnderSecretary with a cut-glass salt-cellar.




  Only Sanders showed no sign of annoyance. Not a muscle of his face moved when Mr. Nickerson Haben made the most unforgivable of all suggestions. He did this out of sheer ignorance and because of that streak of commonness which was his very own.




  “A native woman is a native woman,” said Sanders quietly. “Happily, I have only had gentlemen under my control, and that complication has never arisen.”




  Mr. Haben smiled sceptically; he was sourest when he smiled.




  “Very noble,” he said dryly, “and yet one has heard of such things happening.”




  Hamilton was white with rage. Bones stared openmouthed, like a boy who only dimly understood. The pale man asked a question and, to the amazement of the others, Sanders nodded.




  “Yes, I brought a girl down from Chimbiri,” he said; “she is at present in the Houssa lines with the wife of Sergeant Abiboo. I hardly know what to do with her.”




  “I suppose not,” more dryly yet. “A prisoner, I suppose?”




  “N — no” — Sanders hesitated — seemed confused in Haben’s eyes. “She has a peculiar brand of magic which rather confounds me—”




  Here Mr. Nickerson Haben laughed.




  “That stuff!” he said contemptuously. “Let me see your magician.”




  Bones was sent to fetch her — he swore loudly all the way across the dark square.




  “That is what we complain about,” said Mr. Haben in the time of waiting. “You fellows are in the country so long that you get niggerised.” (Sanders winced. “Nigger” is a word you do not use in Africa.) “You absorb their philosophies and superstitions. Magic — good God!”




  He waggled his long head hopelessly.




  “My poor wife believed in the same rubbish — she came from one of the Southern states — had a black mammy who did wonderful things with chicken bones!”




  Sanders had not credited him with a wife. When he learnt that the poor lady had died he felt that worse things could happen to a woman.




  “Appendicitis — an operation… fool of a doctor.” Mr. Haben unbent so far as to scatter these personal items. “As I said before, you people — hum…”




  Agasaka stood in the doorway, “missionary dressed” as they say. Her figure was concealed in a blue cotton “cloth” wrapped and pinned about her to the height of her breast.




  “This is the lady, eh? Come here!” He beckoned her and she came to him. “Let us see her magic… speak to her!”




  Sanders nodded.




  “This man wishes to see your magic, Agasaka; he is a great chief amongst my people.”




  She did not answer.




  “Not bad-looking,” said Nickerson, and did a thing which amazed these men, for he rose and, putting his hand under her chin, raised her face to his. And there was something in his queer, hard eyes that she read, as we may read the printed word. The streak of commonness was abominably broad and raw-edged.




  “You’re not so bad for a nig…”




  He dropped his hands suddenly; they saw his face pucker hideously. He was looking at a woman, a handsome woman with deep shadows under her eyes. It was the face he often saw and always tried to forget. A dead white face. She wore a silk nightdress, rather high to the throat…




  And she spoke.




  “Won’t you wait until the nurse comes back, Nick? I don’t think I ought to drink ice-water — the doctor..”




  “Damn the doctor!” said Nickerson Haben between his teeth, and the three men heard him, saw his hand go up holding an imaginary glass, saw his eyes fall to the level of an imaginary pillow.




  “I’m sick of you — sick of you! Make a new will, eh? Like hell!”




  He stared and stared, and then slowly turned his drawn face to Sanders.




  “My wife” — he pointed to space and mumbled the words— “I — I killed her—”




  And then he realised that he was Nickerson Haben, UnderSecretary of State, and these were three very unimportant officials — and a black woman who was regarding him gravely. But this discovery of his was just the flash of a second too late.




  “Go to your room, sir,” said Sanders, and spent the greater part of the night composing a letter to the Foreign Secretary.




  II. The Clean Sweeper
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  The soldiers of the old king who lives beyond the mountains came down into the Ochori country and took back with them ten women and forty goats — and this was the year of the sickness, when goats were very valuable. And a week later they came again, and in yet another week they repeated the raid.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders sent an urgent message into the old king’s country and journeyed to the Ochori to meet the old man’s envoy…




  On a certain day, over the northern hills came Buliki, chief minister of the great king K’salugu — M’pobo, and he came with great hauteur, with four and sixty spearmen for his escort, and each spearman wore the leopard skin of the royal service — that is to say, a leopard skin with three monkey tails, signifying the swiftness, the ferocity and the agility of these men. He boasted that he was the fortieth of his house who had sat in the royal kraal and had given the law.




  Sanders, with a more modest escort, waited in the city of the Ochori for the coming of this mission, which was two days late and was even now arriving, not at dawn as had been faithfully promised, but in the heat of the day. Sanders sat cross-legged on his canvas chair, chewing an unsmoked cigar and drawing little patterns with his ebony stick on the sand.




  Behind him, tall and straight, his bare, brown back rippling with muscles with every movement, was Bosambo, chief and king of the Ochori folk north and south.




  Behind the shelter which had been erected to serve as a palaver house was a section of Houssas, brownfaced men in blue tunics, handling their rifles with an easy familiarity which was very awe-inspiring to the dense mob of the Ochori people who had come to witness this memorable meeting.




  Sanders said no word, realising that this was not the moment for confidences, and that in all probability Bosambo was quite as wise as he himself on the matter of the great king’s delinquencies. For north of the hills was territory which was as yet independent, and acknowledged no government and no king beside its own.




  Whether this was to remain so did not depend entirely upon the result of the interview, for no man knew better than Sanders that nothing short of four battalions could force the passes of the great mountains, and war was very unpopular with the British Government just about then.




  The royal guard which the king had sent as escort to his minister wheeled on to the big square and formed a line facing Sanders, and the Houssas regarded them with the peculiar interest which soldiers have for possible casualties. Buliki was a big man, broad, tall and stout. He swaggered up to the palaver house without any evidence that he was impressed by the importance of the man he was to meet.




  “I see you, white man,” he said in the Bomongo tongue, which runs for six hundred miles to the north and the west of the Territories.




  “I see you, black man,” replied Sanders. “What message do you bring from your master?”




  “Lord,” said the man insolently, “my master has no message for you, only this: that whilst he rules his land he knows no other king than his own beautiful impulse and has no other law but the law he gives.”




  “Oh, ko’,” said Sanders sardonically. “He must have a very powerful ju-ju to talk so boldly, and you, Buliki, have surely the stomach of a lion — for hereabouts I am the law, and men who speak to me in the tone of a master I hang out of hand.”




  His tone was bleak and cold, and his blue eyes strayed unconsciously to the high tree before the palaver place.




  Buliki, who knew nothing of the sacred character of an embassy, went grey under his tawny skin and shuffled his feet.




  “Lord,” he pleaded, in a different voice, “I am a tired man, having come this day across the Mountain of the Cold White Powder that Melts. Therefore be gentle to me, a poor chief, who does not know the ways of white men.”




  “Go back to your master, Buliki, and speak this way: Sandi, who sits for his king on the great river, desires that no soldiers may come again from the king’s territory to raid the women and goats of the Ochori. For I am a man quick to kill, and no respecter of kings or chiefs. I have ploughed little kings into the ground and the crops of my people have flourished on the bones of princes. Where is M’balogini, who brought his spears against me? He is dead and his house has rotted with the rains. Where is Kobolo, the N’gombi warrior who took his young men into battle against me? You will search the forest for his city, and his spirit weeps on the great mountain. Little kings are my meat: how mighty are they in the house of their wives! How small are they when I bring them in irons to my great ship! Go back to the old king and say this: The chief or soldier of his who comes this side of the Ghost Mountains shall be slaves for my people and be glad they are alive. The palaver is finished.”




  After the embassy had departed…




  “Dam’ nigger!” said Bosambo, who was blacker than a spade suit but had the advantage of a Christian education. “Silly ass!…”




  Then, in his own language, for Sanders did not favour Coast English: “Lord, this old king is very cunning, and there sits in the shadow of his hut a white man who knows the ways of white lords.”




  “The devil there is!” said Sanders in surprise, for this was news to him, that Joe had gone that way.




  Up in the old king’s country Buliki, prostrate and on his face before the wizened old man, told the story of his embassy, and the king listened, stroking his thin, frizzly beard.




  Joe the Trader (he had no other name) listened too, and had parts of the message translated to him.




  “Tell the old man,” he said to his interpreter, “that all that stuff is bunk! Say, Sanders ain’t got no soldiers more’n fifty! Tell him that if he sends down to headquarters an’ complains ‘bout these threats, Sanders’ll get it in the neck — not allowed to do that sort of thing.”




  Joe, in his semi-sober moments, was an authority on what may be described as the unwritten laws of the wild. He had tramped up and down Africa from the Zambesi to the Lado, and he had learnt a lot. There wasn’t a lock-up from Charter to Dakka that had not housed him. He had traded arms and gin for ivory in the days of Bula Matadi, and had drifted now to the one sanctuary where the right arm of any law could not reach him.




  Of all the men in the world he hated best Mr. Sanders. He had good reason for his antipathy, for Sanders flogged the sellers of gin, and hanged even white gentlemen who purveyed Belgian firearms to the unsophisticated and bloodthirsty aborigines.




  “Here!…” Joe was excited at the idea. “Tell him to send for Sanders to a great palaver — somewhere up the Ghosts — you’d get him coming up that road…”




  This plan was duly translated. The old king’s dull eyes lit up and he rubbed his hands, for he had sworn to stretch upon his new war-drum the skin of the man who harassed him — and the drum’s case had grown warped and cracked in the years of waiting.




  “That is good talk,” said a counsellor unfavourable to the king’s white guest; “but it is well known that Sandi goes unharmed through terrible dangers because of M’shimba-M’shamba, the fearful spirit. They say that great regiments of devils march with him shrieking so that, where he has passed, the leopards lie dead with fright.”




  The old king was impressed, and licked the four fingers of his right hand so that no evil could touch him.




  “Stuff!” said Joe loudly. “Ghosts — stuff! You’ll get him good an’ then these birds won’t come stickin’ their noses over the mountains no more…”




  The king listened, straining his neck towards the interpreter.




  “Man, this shall be,” he said, and Buliki was bidden to rise.




  Just as the years of Old Egypt found themselves identified with the transient periods of kings, so was there a chronology of the river which has its significant association with a certain Lieutenant Tibbetts of the King’s Houssas. Up at Headquarters, the heads of little departments still speak of the Second Year of Bones as marking the process of a dynasty.




  It was an annus mirabilis from causes which, in the main, had nothing whatever to do with Bones, as Hamilton of the Houssas had christened this lank subaltern.




  Nor had it to do with the wonders which he worked by land and flood. Nor, exactly and truthfully, could it be said that he had any notable influence on the fecund soil which that year produced the most amazing of all harvests. Nor did he cause the river to overflow its banks (as it did) and wipe out thirty-five fishing villages and bring crocodiles ten miles into the forest where they fought in a beastly fashion with leopards and buffaloes.




  Nor, and this must be placed to his credit and widely advertised, was he in the least degree responsible for the presence and personality of one who was flippantly described as “Lords.”




  New brooms may not always sweep clean, but, generally speaking, they raise enough dust to choke some men and bring tears to the eyes of others. Macalister Campbell-Cairns was the newest broom that was ever landed from a surf-boat to agitate the fever-bitten back-blocks, and bring to the surface the murder urge which lies so close to the skin of the most law-abiding.




  This man was an Excellency, had on the lapel of his coat miniature noughts and crosses that glittered at the end of variegated ribbons; wore, as his right on such occasions, a radiant paste star over his pancreas, and could put a string of letters after his name as long as the name itself. He fell from the surf-boat into the arms of a sergeant of King’s Houssas, fell from the tawdry little horse carriage which brought turn to Government House, into the presence of a second and third secretary, a Chief Staff Officer, and the Master of his Household; and eventually fell into the thickly padded chair which was his by right of his high office. And almost immediately the new broom began to move around the dusty places, and there was issued from Administrative Headquarters an Order of the Day which was, to all intents and purposes, an Address of Welcome to Sir Macalister Campbell-Cairns, written by Sir Macalister Campbell-Cairns and signed in his indecipherable hand. He had come (he said) to bring Light into Dark Places; to do justice to white and black alike; to offer an Inspiration and a Hope to the most Debased; to establish Centralisation and curb the undesirable tendencies of officials to usurp the functions of the Law. (He did not exactly say this, but he meant this.) And last, but not least, he Intended Making Himself Acquainted with every Frontier Post of Civilisation for which he was responsible. And if anybody had grievances would they kindly keep them until he came along.




  “O my God!” gasped thirty-three Commissioners, Inspectors, Officers Commanding troops and the like when this reached them.




  Attached to the address of welcome was a “Very Secret and Highly Confidential” note for the more important of his subordinates.




  It has been brought to the Administrator’s attention that judgment of death is frequently given and executed by subordinate officials, particularly in the Reserved Territories. This practice must cease. All inquiries into cases of murder, treason, and incitement to rebellion must be remitted to A.H.Q., accompanied by a report of the evidence in triplicate, depositions (in duplicate) and of report of the findings of the court.




  A month after this order was issued. Lieutenant Tibbetts, whose other name was Bones, chased a man who had murdered N’kema, the woodman, and stolen his wife, caught him on the borders of the old king’s country, and hanged him within an hour of his arrest.




  Thereupon was Hell let Loose at Administrative Headquarters, and the musical career of Lieutenant Tibbetts was threatened with extinguishment.




  Adolescence is a disorder which is marked by well-defined periods of fevers and flushings, shiverings of body and whizzings of head. Peculiar and symptomatic of these phases are strange cravings and aberrations, and a certain eccentric choice in the matter of condiment. For the bread of youth is better enjoyed when flavoured with an opsonium which is indigestible and even repulsive to the more educated taste.




  The child who does not fix wistful eyes upon the cab of a railway engine is scarcely normal, the youth who has not envied the conductors of orchestras is hardly human. The young man who wishes that he could sit down at a piano and with an air of nonchalance run his fingers along the keys and dash straight away into the most complicated of musical compositions, has something wrong with him.




  Bones had come to a state of development when he most passionately desired to make music. He had a portable harmonium in the corner of his hut and a viola under his bed. He could tell almost at a glance the difference between B flat and F sharp on any printed sheet. He had a small library on the Theory of Music, every book bound in royal blue with his monogram in gold on the covers. A trap drummer’s outfit occupied a table usually and more properly reserved for the study of Cleary’s Tactics and the Manual of Military Law.




  Bones started his infamous musical career by the purchase of a clarinet — a long thing of wood and glittering metal. He bought this, as he bought most unnecessary things, because in the pages of his favourite magazine he had read an advertisement which told him to:




  Learn to Play the Clarinet. Was Clerk, now Leader of Tawoomba Silver Band. Learning Clarinet Made This Man Owner of His Own House and Put $10,000.00 into Farmers Bank.




  “This man’s” portrait was given to prove the bona fides of the claim. Bones thought $10,000.00 was ten millions, and sent 25 dollars by the next mail. He could never resist these bullying advertisements that order you to “fill in that coupon and send your money right away.”.




  “I’ve got a soft heart, dear old officer,” he apologised for the clarinet when eventually it came. “It’s like drink to me, dear old captain. The minute I see one of those dashed old coupons I’ve got to sign it. I’m easily led, dear sir and brother officer — you can’t drive old Bones. You can lead him but you can’t drive him. That sort of thing runs in the family.”




  “Weak-minded?” suggested Hamilton.




  “Not weak-minded — naughty, naughty!” Bones was waggishly reproachful.




  “The point is this. Bones” — Captain Hamilton swung round in his chair and his eye was cold, his manner distinctly unfriendly— “I’m not going to allow you to learn to play that infernal instrument within five miles of the Residency.”




  “Ham, old sir,” said Bones gently, “are you being just, dear old sir — justice, Ham, old superior, as jolly old Shakespeare says, blesses him or she who gives and him or she who takes.”




  Hamilton often blamed himself for his weakness in the matter of the clarinet. He should have put Bones under arrest or poisoned him or something.




  Bones’s love of music grew with what it fed upon. The harmonium was not a nuisance until he brought it into the open one warm night and played to 120 fascinated soldiers of the King’s Houssas, their innumerable wives and progeny. The handbells (which marked the next stage of the disease) were a curse: twice Hamilton sprinted to the Residency, thinking he was late for lunch, only to discover that Bones was practising “Ring Out Wild Bells.” Once the whole camp was turned out at midnight to catch Alt Ahmet’s pet chimpanzee who had broken his chain and gone on a foraging expedition. It took three, days to get him down from the high copal tree to which he had retired with a G major bell in one hand and the C sharp in the other, ringing them alternately day and night, with an expression of misery that was heartbreaking to witness.




  The cornet which Bones had on approval from a trader at Sierra Leone was sent back by Sanders’s orders as being demoralising to the armed forces of the Crown, for the first notes (as Bones played them) of “A Sailor’s Life” so closely resembled the “Alarm and Assembly” call that headquarters was a constant ferment of armed men running to take up their positions.




  “I have spoken to the Commissioner,” said Hamilton, “and we have agreed that in future you will confine your musical exercises to a muted mouth-organ—”




  “Very low, dear old officer,” murmured Bones reproachfully. “Very hoi polloi, dear old sir.”




  “Or a Jew’s harp or a concertina.” Then, seeing the eyes of Lieutenant Tibbetts light up: “A very small one — preferably rubber-tyred.”




  “He that hath no music in his jolly old soul,” said Bones with dignity, “is fit for the jolly old ashpit.”




  “I shouldn’t like to see you there,” said Hamilton, “but I’m glad you’re sensible of your limitations.”




  The tension of a very strained atmosphere was relieved by an order from Administrative Headquarters calling for the presence of the officer who carried out the execution of the old king’s man. Bones was immensely interested.




  “I knew something would come out of that, dear old sir,” he said thoughtfully. “Mind you, dear old push-face—”




  “Bones!” said his superior awfully.




  “I mean I’m not going to accept any decoration, dear old sir,” said Bones firmly. “I shall simply say to the jolly old Excellency: ‘Sir, I appreciate the honour that the jolly old Government wishes to — er — bestow, and I deserve it. I did all the work, but whilst jolly old Ham hasn’t a C.B. to his name—’”




  “I don’t wish you to talk about me at all,” said Hamilton coldly. “And if you think you’re going up to H.Q. to get bouquets, I’ll tell you that the only flowers you’re likely to get are those which will be handed to your next-of-kin. There’s a kick coming. Haven’t you seen the ‘Private and Confidential’?”




  Mr. Tibbetts’s long face grew longer. He fixed his monocle in his eye and surveyed his chief sternly.




  “If there is any kick coming, dear old superior — why me? Who is in charge on the Ochori? You, dear old Ham! Now don’t try to get out of it. Uriah the Hi-tiddly-hi-ti did the same thing, and look what a horrible name he’s got. As to that old order, I thought it was a joke—”




  A visit to any Administrator is a solemn and unnerving business. To a new Administrator such a call is to be obeyed with trembling knees.




  And Sir Macalister Campbell-Cairns was not only new but raw. They called him by various nicknames — an ominous sign. The man with one patronymic may be well loved; with two, well known; with half a dozen he is likely to be unpopular.




  He had not occupied the chair of office longer than five minutes before he gave to the world his System of Responsible Control, which was roughly as follows: Every administrative unit was to be divided into as many districts as there were European officers. Each officer was to control a district and be responsible for its well-being and good conduct. The fact that he did not have his dwelling within 300 miles of the country made little or no difference. He might be a subaltern officer acting as tutor to wild Houssa men who were being moulded into military shape and learning for the first time that a rifle was not an instrument designed to frighten people to death, but an arm of precision which performed certain functions with mathematical exactness: that, in fact, the bullet and not the “bang!” was the real cause of all fatalities which followed its discharge.




  Administrative Headquarters was the large name of a smallish town which was remarkable in that it boasted a municipality, a power plant, a waterworks and a reservoir in addition to a number of flat-roofed, whitewashed houses, built-in gardens where only the more exotic flowers flourished. Horsedrawn street cars rattled along its boulevards, there were steam trains that ran at odd intervals into the jungle of the hinterland, and on the horns of the crescent-shaped waterfront were two concrete forts which looked like inverted pill-boxes, but each of which accommodated a quick muzzle-loader and two 4.7 quick-firers of modern character.




  In the main the population was made up of native ladies and gentlemen who wore respectively skirts and trousers. There were three churches to cater for the three degrees of Christianity which come to every native commune; the narrow and cheerless, the broad and cheerful, and the official brand which demands regular attendance on Sunday mornings and permits tennis and other decorous games for the rest of the day.




  All commissioners hate A.H.Q., where natives speak English and are called “Mister” and wear frockcoats, stovepipe hats and tight enamelled shoes on the Sabbath. The officers of the Territories regard a summons to attend at this unholy place with the same enthusiasm as the mother of a family might look upon an invitation to the White House if it was quarantined for measles.




  Bones, who had no fear in his soul, journeyed coastwise to headquarters, his mind entirely occupied by the new-born decision to discard all musical instruments in favour of the saxophone. Occasionally he gave a thought to the enraged Administrator.




  Macalister believed in machineguns, correspondence in triplicate, and confidence in the Man on the Spot. This latter belief originated when he found that he was the man. He hated all foreign wines and foreign dishes, had a passion for Scottish mutton and whisky, and possessed no faith whatever in the rising generation. When he was a boy, things were different. The people who went into the Diplomatic Service were gentlemen; women were modest and knew their place; children never spoke until they were spoken to.




  He was a tallish, broadish man, with shoulders like an ox and a very red face that had seen a lot of hard wear. It appeared to have been originally modelled in red wax and to have been carelessly left in the sun.




  “His Excellency will see you at once,” said the third secretary, and looked at his watch. “You are ten minutes late.” He shook his head.




  “The boat was a day late, sir,” said Bones.




  The third secretary shook his head again, took off his white helmet and peered into its depths with half-closed eyes, his lips moving. He seemed to be praying. Then: “This way, Mr. Tibbetts,” he said, and walked rapidly down a corridor.




  Bones, who had all a military gentleman’s loathing and contempt for the Civil Service, followed at a slower pace to express his independence.




  Sir Macalister was pacing up and down his large room, his hands clasped behind him, all the weight and burden of empire on his clouded brow. He shot a glance at the newcomer but did not pause in his exercise.




  “Mr. Tibbetts, your Excellency,” said the third secretary, in the tone of one who had caught the visitor after a hard chase.




  “Huh,” said his Excellency.




  The secretary withdrew reluctantly: he would have liked to hear all that the Administrator had to say.




  “So — you — are — Mr. Tibbetts!”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Your Excellency,” snapped Sir Macalister. “No relation to the late — er — Sir John Tibbetts?”




  “Yes, sir — my father.”




  “Oh!”




  The Administrator was at a disadvantage: Sir John was the greatest official that had ever come to the coast.




  “Indeed? Now, sir: will you tell me why — will you please tell me why, when you were policing the Chimbiri district, you executed, without judge or jury, one Talaki? You will say that you were in a perilous position. You will say that you were five hundred miles from the nearest magistrate. You will say that you have precedents. You will say that the other miscreant escaped because you were understaffed.” He stopped and glared at Bones.




  “No, sir,” said Bones politely. “None of these cute little ideas occurred to me.”




  “No, sir! Oh, indeed, sir! Now, sir — understand, sir! From this moment, sir! — and you may take this back to your Commissioner, sir! That no man is to die in his territories until his death warrant is signed and sealed, sir, by me, sir — the Administrator, sir! Or my authorised deputy, sir. Tell Mr. Sanders that, sir!”




  Bones was not in any degree ruffled.




  “Yes, sir,” he said. “And when Mr. Sanders resigns, perhaps your Excellency will tell his successor?”




  “Resigns?” Sir Macalister grew purple. Sanders was a tradition at the Foreign Office. The last time he resigned, a most important administrator was recalled. He was told when he reached home that it was so much easier to find a new administrator than a substitute for the Commissioner of the River Territories.




  “Do you think he will resign, Mr. Tibbetts?” ‘Lords’ was almost mild.




  “Certain, sir: most unprofessional to send that kind of message by a jolly old subaltern.” Bones shook his head reproachfully and added: “I might have to resign too.”




  The effect of this threat was not apparent. Bones afterwards said that Ruddy reeled. At any rate he resumed his walking.




  “I’ll go down and see him myself,” he said. “It is shockingly unhealthy, but I must go. Why did you hang this fellow, sir?”




  “Because, sir,” said Bones, “he killed another fellow, sir, an’ took his jolly old lady wife…”




  He explained how. Sir Macalister, who was not accustomed to the raw of life, shuddered and stopped him halfway through his narrative.




  “Dreadful… you’d better come to dinner and talk it over, Tibbetts — seven-thirty sharp. Don’t keep me waiting or I’ll have you cashiered. And by the way, before I forget it, there is, I understand, some trouble in the old king’s country. Ticklish business… wants tact. Tell Senders I’ll come down by the next boat and ask him to arrange a palaver with the old man. Eh? No, no, I shan’t want Sanders there. I’ll fix the boundary question — seven-thirty sharp, and if you’re a minute late, by… I’ll — I’ll have you hoofed out of the Army, I will, by gad!”




  Outside in the corridor Bones met a Sandhurst crony, one Stewart Clay — a child in white who wore the gold aiguilettes of an A.D.C. After the first whoop of joy and gladness:




  “He’s not a bad old devil,” said the A.D.C. disloyally, “but he eats too much and drinks too much — especially drinks too much! When you hear him talking like a Dundee mill-hand, you’ll know you have only to ask, to have. He’s been crossed in love too,” he added bitterly. “Would you mind keeping off the subject of women, and especially Scottish women, tonight?”




  Bones promised.




  He came early and found Sir Macalister in the jocose or cocktail stage of affability. He even dared admit his purchase of a saxophone. The Administrator sneered at saxophones. Towards the end of dinner he confessed his own musical weakness.




  “Mon,” he said, “ye’re daft if ye wouldna raither hear the bonnie pipies than ony flibberjigibbet of a saxophone! Stewart, laddie, gie me ma pipes oot of ma trunkie!”




  When Sir Macalister talked this way he was happy: the stern Administrator had become the human Scotsman.




  For two hours Bones sat in awe on the edge of his chair, his big hands on his knees, his monocle fixed, glaring respectfully at a big man in evening dress, his lapel glittering with decorations, who strode springily up and down the long diningroom, a tartan-covered bag under his arm, four beribboned pipes erect… He played “Flowers of the Forest” and the “Lament of the Prince”… the pipes wailed eerily, dirgily but beautifully. And with his own administrative hands he put the bag beneath his guest’s arm and taught him the strange, mad way of the bagpipes. Bones trod on air…




  “Ye’re doin’ fine! I’ll gie ye an auld set I brocht oot for Stewart, but the laddie has nae gift for the pipes.”




  And, near midnight:




  “Sit ye doon, Mr. Tibbetts. Ye’ll be takin’ the wee boat back to the Territories the morn? Aye — ye’re young! Laddie, when I waur yere age I mind a wee bit lassie… Maggie Broon, by name. She waur a crofter’s daughter, Tibbetts, she was no ma ain class, ye’ll understaund…”




  Stewart Clay saw the visitor on his way to his hotel.




  “He’s not a bad old stick, but I wish Maggie Brown had died before he saw her. I get her two nights a week neat and undiluted!”




  “Dear old Stewart,” said Bones urgently, “which pipe is it that you hang round your neck — is it the one that makes the ee-ing noise or the jolly old oo-er?”




  Bones returned to his own headquarters a transfigured young man, and the engineer of the little Bassam was glad to see the back of him.




  “I thought something had got into the guides, Mac,” he said to the captain, “and there was me sluicin’ oil into the dam’ engine to stop the squeak, an’ it was that herrin’-gutted officer-boy playin’ on his so-and-so doodah all the something time!”




  Sanders really did not mind — the presence of an Administrator in his area worried rather than awed him. He went down to the little concrete quay to say farewell to his Excellency, and since he had thoughtfully added certain comforts to the furnishings of the Zaire and reinforced the poverty-stricken cellar of the big white boat. Sir Macalister was almost friendly.




  “Sorry to have given you so much trouble, Mr. Sanders,” he said affably, “but I’m going to make this an annual visit… previous administrators have been a bit too slack.”




  “I should be very careful of the old king, sir, if I were you,” said Sanders. “Personally, I should not have held the palaver — the mere fact that he asked for it so soon after the last little talk I had with his chief, looks very suspicious to me. You quite understand that this palaver was called by the king and not by me? He anticipated your message by twentyfour hours.”




  “So much the better, Mr. Sanders!” beamed his Excellency. “I shall find him in a conciliatory mood!”




  The wheel of the Zaire began threshing astern. Bones, in spotless white, stood on the forward deck and saluted stiffly and magnificently, and the Zaire, backing slowly to midstream, turned her nose — to the black waters and, her stem wheel whirling excitedly, she passed the bend of the river out of sight.




  “I hope he drowns!” said Hamilton malignantly, as they walked back to the Residency. “And even drowning is too good for the man who introduced Bones to bagpipes!”




  But for once in his life Bones was content to leave the navigation of the boat in the capable hands of Yoka, who was chief engineer and shoal-smeller.




  “I’m here if I’m wanted, sir an’ Excellency,” he explained gravely. “The mere fact that I’m standin’ on this jolly old deck sort of gives the fellows confidence.”




  Sir Macalister, his sun helmet on the back of his head, paced up and down the awning-covered forebridge.




  “You must tell me any places of interest we may pass, Mr. Tibbetts,” were his only instructions, and Bones was talking for the rest of the day.




  “… that jolly old island there, dear sir, was where I fell out of a boat and was nearly swallowed by a naughty old crocodile… if you stand over here, dear old sir, you can see… no, you can’t!… yes, you can! There it is… that village in the trees… I was bitten by a shocking old mosquito and my jolly old arm swole — swoled — swelled up as big as your jolly old head… simply fearful!… You see that sandbank, sir, in the middle of the stream, sir? I was once stranded there for a whole day, sir… it was simply ghastly… nothing to see but water… That village there, sir, is called… I’m dashed if I know what it’s called.” The listening Yoka supplied the name sotto voce. “Umbala… that’s it — Umbala… rather like umbrella, what? haw, haw! That’s not bad, dear old sir…”




  “Well, what happened in the village?”




  “I was bitten by a dog there, sir… a jolly old cooking dog… simply terrible… I had to stay in bed all day, sir… That creek is called…” (Yoka obliged again.) “Libisini, that’s it! It leads to a jolly old lake, sir, quite an extraordinary jolly old lake — all water and things… I once fell into that jolly old lake… I got quite wet…”




  At the Ochori city Bosambo awaited his guests, and when he discovered that Sanders had not come his face fell.




  “Lord, this is a bad palaver,” he said, and for Bosambo he was serious. “For my spies have brought word that two of the old king’s regiments are sitting on the far side of the mountain. And because of this I have gathered all my spears and have sent throughout the land for my young fighting men.”




  Bones pulled at his long nose and pouted — sure evidence of his perturbation.




  “Oh, ko! You tell me bad news,” he said dismally, “for this man is a King’s man and a very high One.”




  Bosambo surveyed the unconscious Macalister, busy at that moment, through his interpreter, in speaking to the headmen gathered to meet him.




  “To me he looks like a fat cow,” he said, without offence, “and this is a wonder to me, that all your high Ones are fat and old.”




  Bones was pardonably annoyed.




  “You’re a silly old josser,” he said.




  “Same like you, sah, and many times,” returned Bosambo handsomely.




  All that evening Bones spent in a vain endeavour to dissuade the great man from making the journey. They had with them an escort of twenty Houssas, and the road to the mountains led through dense thicket in which riflemen would be practically useless.




  “Mr. Tibbetts,” said his Excellency tremendously, “a British official never shirks his duty. That sacred word should be written in gold and placed above his head, so that sleeping or waking he can see it!”




  “Personally, dear old sir,” murmured Bones, “I never sleep with my jolly old eyes open. The point is, dear old Excellency—”




  “Mr. Tibbetts, you are growing familiar,” said Macalister.




  Bones reasoned with the great man’s A.D.C., and Lieutenant Stewart Clay gave him little comfort. “He has no imagination,” he said, “except about Scottish women named Brown. Give him another cocktail and see what that does.”




  Another cocktail produced in the Administrator nothing but a desire for music. Ten thousand Ochori warriors (for the city was now an armed camp) listened breathlessly to “The Campbells are Coming.”




  “Master,” whispered the fascinated Bosambo, “why does the lord walk up and down when he makes those strange belly noises? Are there worse sounds yet to come?”




  Later, when Bones produced his own gaily-ribboned pipes, Bosambo was answered.




  At daybreak they started, ten Houssas and a hundred and fifty picked spears, and came to the foot of the mountain as the last rays of the sun fell athwart the low bush-trees.




  “We’ll rest here for an hour and finish the journey in the cool of night,” said Sir Macalister, who had been carried the last twelve miles of the journey.




  Bones wiped his hot and grimy forehead.




  “Better wait till the morning, sir,” he suggested. “The men are all in.”




  Sir Macalister smiled.




  “Keep you fit, my boy,” he said jovially. “I know the music to bring ’em along. You shall have a little practice, Tibbetts, my boy — ye’re not pairfect yet.”




  In that great cleft of the Ghost Mountains which M’shimba — M’shamba had bitten in a night of terrible storm, a score of spears waited in the dark. The old king, wrapped in his rug of fur, crouched in the cover of the high cliffs, a hot bowl of glowing wood beneath his robe to give him warmth. Squatting at his feet, Joe the Trader sucked at a short, foul pipe.




  “… tell him that when this Sanders goes out he can go down into the Ochori when he dam’ pleases…”




  One of the attendant counsellors had been lying flat and motionless on the rocky road, his ear pressed to the ground. Now he rose.




  “They come,” he said, and hissed.




  The score of spears became a hundred. Form after form flitted past, the waning moon reflected from their broad spear-blades… flitted past and disappeared. Hereabouts the ground is littered with boulders and there was cover for three men behind each.




  “Let no man strike until they are a spear-length from me,” coughed the king. “Sandi you shall bring me alive, also the young man with the silvery eye…”




  The counsellor by his side turned uneasily.




  “If the terrible spirits come— “he began, and Joe recognised the words.




  “Stuff!” he muttered. “Say, tell him he can have my skin if that happens … spirits! Come on, Sanders, you beauty!”




  They heard the tramp of feet, caught fugitive glimpses of a swaying lantern. Behind the boulders men grew tense and gripped their killing spears hotly.




  Out of the bush that encumbered the lower slopes of the big hill, the lantern came into uninterrupted view.




  “Kill!” whispered the king.




  But, even as he spoke, there came from the advancing column a strange and horrible sound. It was the shriek of a wounded soul — the scream of a man tortured beyond endurance — a savage and exultant howl amidst the fiendish titterings of ghouls…




  For a second the king stood erect, paralysed, his face working; and then, with screams of fear, the hidden spearsmen began to run, blinded by terror, throwing spear and shield as they fled.




  “Tell him… only bagp — !”




  Joe’s words ended in a sob and he fell to his knees, striving vainly to draw out the spear that transfixed him; for the counsellor of the old king had struck as he ran.




  “Yes, dear old sir,” said Bones, as they tramped back to the Ochori city in the light of day; “terribly discourteous an’ all that sort of thing. If a johnny makes an appointment a johnny ought to keep it.”




  “It was an ambush, by gad!” quivered his Excellency, bumping up and down as the palanquin-bearers negotiated a rough bit of track. “It is no use, my dear man, telling me that it wasn’t an ambush… that horrible white man with the spear sticking in him! Good God… awful!”




  “It may have been an ambush, dear old Excellency,” admitted Bones; “but if it was, why did the jolly old sinners run away? That’s what puzzles me.”




  And Bones was perfectly sincere.




  III. The Very Good Man
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  The spectacle of a white man going native may be romantic — it is largely a question of locality and the imaginative faculties of his biographer. In the islands that stud the smiling seas, in a setting that may consist largely of smelly copra, but can as easily be “masked in” by garlands of frangipane, a man may take to himself an olive-skinned mama and excite no more than amused contempt amongst his decent fellows. But in Africa…




  B’firi, the Christian woman, was young and comely. She had been the owner of three husbands, each of whom had loved her and died. After the third death the chief of her village held her for Sanders.




  “It is not good that young men should die so quickly,” he said at the palaver which followed; “and in the days of my father — his — father, this woman would have died for her witchcraft, for it is clear that she carries in her body a poison too strong for men. But now, lord Sandi, those good days are past, and we bring her to you that you may say wise words to her.”




  There was sarcasm here, but Sanders wisely overlooked the lapse. It was no more intricate or delicate a problem than hundreds of others which came to him for solution, but here he was relieved in his role of oracle.




  The woman B’firi, silent till now, spoke:




  “Lord, I am tired of men who never meet a good woman but they must have her better, and never walk with a bad woman but they leave her worse. I have spoken with the Jesus men on the Shagali river, and there I go to be washed in the river and wear cloth over my breast, for by this magic I will grow wings when I am old and live in the clouds with other ghosts.”




  This solved the problem, and B’firi went off, paddled by her two brothers to the Baptist Mission on the Shagali river (which was little more than a creek and was certainly not a river), and there she was baptised, learnt to make tea, “did” the lady missionaries’ laundry, and acquired other Christian virtues.




  She was clever. She learnt to speak English and read Bomongo in a year; at the end of eighteen months she was a lay preacher and went forth into the forest to carry the Word. Once, when she was conducting a mission of her own on the edge of the French Territory, there was a tremendous happening. A white man (sickly white he was) came swaying across the swamps. The people of the village called her, and she went out to meet him. His clothes were old and filthy, his solar hat was battered, brown, torn at the crown. She thought by the unsteadiness of his gait that he was drunk. He was. Behind him, at a respectful distance, walked his one carrier and servant, an elderly man of Angola, who supported on his head a large sugar-box containing the wealth and property of the unknown.




  It did not need the influence of B’firi to procure him the shelter of a new hut. The man was white — not the browny-white of Sanders, but the white of trodden chalk.




  In the morning B’firi with her own hands brewed him tea and carried the steaming bowl to his hut. The stranger sat up wild-eyed, glowered at her and took the tea from her hand.




  “Where’s this?” he asked huskily, between gulps. “What a filthy country! I wish I were dead! O God, I wish I were dead!”




  She admonished him soberly — but in good English. The man blinked at her.




  “What’s this… missionary station? Thanks for the tea.” He fell back to his pillow — a folded coat — with a shudder, and closed his eyes. When he opened them again — she was still kneeling by the side of the skin bed, the bowl between her hands. He had once seen an ebony figure at Christie’s like that — only that wasn’t black. She did not wear the cloth which, wrapped tightly about a woman’s body almost to the neck, proclaimed her Christian virtues. Only the little grass skirt, and all else of her was brown satin.




  “Missionary, are you?” he asked weakly, when she explained her presence. “Try your hand on me! I’ve lost everything — everything! I gave up all that makes life worth while when I came to this blasted country — sorry.”




  She repeated the word with her lips: B’firi was what actors call a “quick study.”




  She understood men, having sapped three of their lives, and knew that they were happiest when they were talking about themselves. John Silwick Aliston was immensely sorry for himself — he pitied John Silwick Aliston with an intense pity that brought tears to his eyes. At the end of the fourth day of listening he came to the conclusion that she was a miracle sent to show him the way to salvation. She, bored to weariness, contemplated a magnificent future. The end of it all was that, when they came to the missionary station, he married this native woman B’firi — the missionary who performed the ceremony in proper style (B’firi being a baptised woman) was newly arrived from England, and had no definite views about the colour line. He believed that all humanity were God’s creatures and that heaven was populated by beings of a neutral pigmentation. So he pronounced John Silwick Aliston, bachelor, and B’firi, pride of his mission, man and wife in the face of God and his congregation.




  Mr. and Mrs. John Silwick Aliston went back to her father’s hut, and the bridegroom drank three parts of a pint of forbidden rum and cried himself to sleep. For he was a Bachelor of Arts of Oxford University, and was absurdly conscious of his degradation— “absurdly,” because he degraded his caste with open eyes.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders heard the shocking news from one of his spies and flew a pigeon to Lieutenant Tibbetts, of the King’s Houssas, who was fossicking round the Akasava country, looking for an Arab who had reputedly smuggled arms into the country.




  Hoof Aliston out of country. Give hell missionary and report.




  Bones made his way back to the big gas-launch that had brought him upriver, and three days later came up with the village where Mrs. Aliston was waiting for her husband to recover sufficiently from his attack of delirium tremens to begin her fourth honeymoon. Happily the missionary was away, and Bones was spared the most painful of his duties.




  He found Aliston sitting before his hut, his head buried in his hand.




  “Arise an’ shine, dear old Aliston,” said Bones. “Pine not, as the jolly old poet says, for partin’ brings a nice kind of feelin’; let’s say goodbye till we meet at Ealin’.”




  Aliston sprang up at the sound of a familiar tongue, and stood gaping at the unexpected apparition of a tall, thin, young man in a khaki shirt.




  “Oh, sorry! Good morning,” he said awkwardly.




  “Pack up your dinky old traps, Aliston, dear old bird. Sunstroke very bad for you, sir an’ wanderer. Fellows do things when they get a touch of jolly old Sol…”




  Dimly the man began to understand.




  “What is the idea, and who the devil are you?” he demanded resentfully.




  “Deputy Commissioner, sir.” Bones was very gentle. “Can’t allow this sort of thing… good gracious! don’t you know Kiplin’? ‘White is white an’ black is black, but they keep their own side of the street’ an’ all that—”




  All that was masculine in John Aliston coalesced in a gesture of defiance.




  “You won’t think I’m rude if I tell you to mind your own business?” he asked.




  “I shall, dear old Aliston — I certainly shall,” proclaimed Bones. “I shall be simply fearfully upset. Get your kit, old sir.”




  Aliston stood squarely on his feet, his hands on his hips.




  “I’m not going — and you can’t force me.”




  A bony fist shot out suddenly and caught him under the jaw. The man sprawled down with a thud, and came whimpering and cm sing to his feet. Twice Bones hit him before he fell and lay.




  “Get up, silly old Aliston”; and, when he did not move, Bones stooped, gripped and brought him to his feet.




  “You swine… !” sobbed John Silwick. “To hit a sick man… you brute!”




  He went meekly enough between the two Houssas whom Bones’s shrill whistle had brought to the spot.




  Mrs. Aliston came flying through the village at the one end as her husband disappeared at the other.




  “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded in a grey fury.




  Bones answered her in the native tongue. “Woman,” he said, “this man belongs to my people, just as you belong to your people. There is the river and there is the land, and where they mix is mud and a stink.”




  “I am his wife,” she answered tremulously, and there was murder in her eyes. “We are God-people and I have a book to show that I married in the God-man way. Also…”




  She invented on the spur of the moment a very excellent reason for desiring her husband’s companionship.




  “I don’t want to know anything private, dear old B’firi,” said the agitated Bones very loudly.




  She followed him down to the boat, arguing, pleading, threatening. Every dozen paces or so they stopped, Bones’s long arms waving eloquently, Bones’s thin shoulders shrugging with great rapidity. When the Wiggle cast off she took a canoe and six paddlers and followed him down the river. By the worst of luck the Wiggle struck a sandbank and grounded. She climbed aboard and was thrown into the river by the indignant soldiery, and, anchoring her canoe at the stern of the launch, refused to move.




  In the short period of her new matrimonial experience, she had acquired vivid additions to her vocabulary.




  Bones listened to her opinion of him for three seconds and then put his fingers to his ears.




  “Naughty — naughty!” he roared. “You mustn’t say that — you really mustn’t… you won’t go to heaven…”




  “ —— !” screamed Mrs. Aliston, employing one of her husband’s most popular directions.




  In the night, whilst she and her paddlers slept at the bottom of the canoe, one of the soldiers slipped overboard and towed her to the shore, fastening the grass rope with many knots, whilst his fellows, knee-deep on the shoal, pushed and shoved the Wiggle to deep water. In the morning, when she woke, the prison of her husband was gone and B’firi paddled back in fury to the mission station. Halfway she landed at a fishing village. The old chief of this was very rich, and all his wives wore big brass collars to testify to his affluence.




  “If you come to my hut I will make you my chief wife and give you rings of brass for your legs as well,” he said. “Also I will make you a fine new hut and my old wife shall be your servant.”




  B’firi pondered the matter.




  “Will you become a Christian and let me wash you with water and say holy things to you?” she asked.




  “One ju-ju is like another ju-ju,” said the ancient philosopher, and Mrs. Aliston made her fifth marriage.




  Sanders was on one side of his worn desk and a sullen, bearded man on the other.




  “The point is, Mr. Aliston”-Sanders’s voice on such occasions as these had the quality of an ice-cold razor— “that marriage in these territories cannot be performed between Europeans without a certificate issued by me. Therefore your marriage was illegal in every sense. I feel that I should be wasting my time and yours if I attempted to bring home to you the foulness of these mixed marriages.”




  “It is a matter of opinion,” growled the man, and then: “What are you going to do with me?”




  “I’m sending you home as D.B.S. by the first available steamer,” said Sanders.




  The man went hot and red. His was the type of pride which revolted at being classified as a Distressed British Subject. Poverty with legitimate excuses he could confess. But to fix such a patch to the rags of his failure was intolerable.




  The day the steamer called, he was missing. He had struck inland, and when they next heard of him he was teaching the interested Isisi the art of making mealie beer. Bones, with two trackers, went after him, but he had news of their coming. For three months they lost sight of him. Then Sanders, going upriver, was stopped in midstream by an old chief with a grievance.




  “B’firi my wife has gone away into the forest with a white man,” he quavered. “And, lord, she has taken a cat collar of brass that is worth a hundred goats…” Sanders cursed under his breath and sent a pigeon back to headquarters.




  This time Hamilton, with Bones and half a dozen Houssas, took up the trail, which led to the French border and the discovery of a new crime. An Arab trader had been attacked by a dozen lawless tribesmen led by a white. Four cases of gin had been stolen and a man killed.




  Captain Hamilton did not stop to inquire into the presence of the gin-sellers so close to the forbidden area, but turned at right angles, and, late in the afternoon, came up with the camp of the robbers — nine stertorous and unconscious men and a dead woman; the long fingers of John Silwick Aliston were still about her throat when they found him, and Bones had to pry them loose.




  “Poor old thing,” said Bones in a hushed voice, as he looked down at the silent figure.




  And then the glitter of something at her wrist caught his eye. It was a little golden bracelet, a cheap, hollow affair which had once held three small stones. One remained, a tiny, lustreless diamond. Stooping, he pressed the catch of the thing and drew it off.




  “Humph!” said Hamilton, as he took the featherweight trinket in his hand. “That little bracelet could tell a story. Bones.” He turned it over on his palm. “American-made — five dollars net. How the devil did it get into the Akasava country?”




  He handed the jewel back and Bones slipped it into his pocket…




  It was at three the following afternoon when Aliston became dimly aware of a life which was fast slipping from him.




  “Hallo!” He looked up into the grave faces of the two officers. “Got me, eh? Where’s B’firi?”




  They did not answer.




  “Hum… did I hurt her?”




  The elder of the two men stooped and put something into his hand. It was a book.




  “Prayer-book — what’s the idea?”




  Hamilton’s eyes met his.




  “In half an hour you hang,” he said briefly. “Five of your friends have drunk themselves to death; the other two will go the same way as you. You don’t want a judge and jury to try you, I suppose — with your name and filthy crime in the English papers?”




  Chalk-faced, trembling, speechless, the man shook his head. They left him alone, but under their eyes, for the appointed time. One of the soldiers climbed a tree and fixed the rope, and then Bones walked to the man, who was squatting where they had left him, his head on his breast.




  “Come,” said Lieutenant Tibbetts tensely, and laid his hand on the shoulder of the doomed man.




  With a scream, Aliston leapt up. For a second he stood swaying, and then stumbled and collapsed in a heap. He never regained consciousness, but died in the cool of the evening, and they buried him apart from the natives who swung from the trees.




  2




  It was generally agreed that Bones was not to be trusted alone. He was a good officer and a gallant fellow, but solitude and the absence of human props went straight to his head.




  And he had been left practically alone on the station. Mr. Commissioner Sanders was up-country on his annual tax-collection, and Captain Hamilton was in bed with a very ordinary and conventional attack of malaria. It is true that he had the queer illusion that he was falling through the mattress of his bed right on to the spiky parts of the Albert Memorial, but that isn’t really serious. People inured to malarial symptoms know that a case is only dangerous when the patient believes that he is Queen Victoria and that he is playing poker with Julius Caesar for the fishing rights of the Rubicon.




  Bones did not think his superior officer was in the slightest danger, nor did Sanders, nor did Hamilton, and the only wish that the sufferer had expressed was that Bones should refrain from nursing him.




  It was unfortunate that the land wire which at odd periods connects the River Territories with Headquarters should have been repaired that week. The wire passes through the elephant country, and when the pachyderm isn’t scratching himself against the wooden poles, he is pulling down the wire to discover whether it is good to eat. H.Q., in a burst of energy, had repaired it that week.




  “O.K.?” asked H.Q.




  Bones scribbled out a message and it was transmitted as spelt by the unimaginative half-caste telegraphist, who, to do him justice, thought he was sending a cipher message of the highest importance.




  All well all well stop Comisoner at Ississi Isissi stop Hamulten sufering sevvere doze of marlarier but am carying caryrying carying on stop will do my best to save Hammilton life but few feare fear the wost stop I will do my duty dutty.




  Bones had an exasperating habit in all his written correspondence of spelling most words three times to discover which looked the most correct. If, as Sanders had so often pointed out to him, he had had the intelligence to cross out the two which found least favour in his eyes, his correspondence would have gained in clarity.




  And then a great idea struck him. In case of serious sickness. Headquarters sometimes sent assistance. It was a privilege that Sanders claimed, and yet why not?




  “Send good nurse,” he added to the wire.




  It looked lame. What Hamilton wanted was a motherly sort of woman… Bones added a technical adjective.




  He stalked soberly back to the Residency, went into Hamilton’s bedroom and laid a clammy hand on the brow of the sleeping officer.




  “What (something violent) do you want, you (something worse)?” demanded the enraged invalid.




  “Bones is here,” murmured the visitor reassuringly. “Jolly old Florence Nightingale, dear old officer. Want anything, dear old Ham?”




  “I want you to go to so-and-so out of here,” cursed the sick man.




  “Delirious!” murmured Bones, and tiptoed out, knocking over a table in his passage. “Tut, tut!” said the annoyed young man as the door slammed.




  All that day and the greater part of the next he spent in devising little comforts for the invalid. Mama Pape, the Residency cook, watched the making of a jelly respectfully: Bones made it from a recipe he found in a cookery book. It was a pretty good jelly, but never quite reached the jelly stage.




  “No, I won’t drink it!” raved Hamilton. “I refuse to be poisoned… you made it? My — !”




  Cup and contents flew through the open window.




  “Naughty, naughty,” said Bones, in the tone of a mother to her child. “Let ickle Bones take um jolly old temperature.”




  Hamilton pointed a yellow hand to the door and glared fiendishly, and his attendant was hardly out of the room before he heard a bolt shot and the baleful voice of Hamilton hailed him.




  “I’ve got an automatic and ten rounds here, and if you try to nurse me I’ll blow the top of your head off.”




  “Dangerous,” murmured Bones, and shrugged away his responsibility.




  Left alone, the sick man swallowed three quinine tabloids, drank deeply of barley water, and went off into a healthy sleep.




  The following afternoon, Bones was dozing noisily on the stoep of the Residency. The moving rays of the sun crept across the broad, white stoep and focused on the corn that decorated Lieutenant Tibbetts’s little toe. He, too, dreamt. He was being burnt at the stake before Trinity College, Cambridge, for having spoken disrespectfully of the Jockey Club. The flames were licking his feet — especially one foot.




  “Ouch!” said Bones painfully, and awoke to rub the outside of his mosquito boot tenderly.




  And gradually, as he regained his faculties, he became aware of an extraordinary vision. There was sitting on a deckchair, not half a dozen feet away from him, the most beautiful lady he had ever seen. She was young, and against the green of her helmet lining her hair shone like red gold. The lips that showed in the delicate face were almost a geranium red. They were curved now in a smile and the blue-grey eyes sparkled with laughter.




  “Bless my jolly old soul!” murmured Bones, and allowed his long, lank body to subside into the chair again. “Bless my jolly old soul… shouldn’t eat pork… phew!”




  “Wake up, please!”




  Bones opened one eye and saw all of her; opened the other and sat up, his jaw dropping.




  “I’ve been sitting here patiently for a quarter of an hour,” she said, and then, looking past her, he saw two large steamer trunks, a suitcase, a bag of golf clubs and a tennis racket.




  “I’m the nurse from the Victoria Hospital,” she said.




  Bones staggered to his feet, uttering meaningless sounds.




  “Bless my life and jolly old pants!” he gasped. “You’re the young person … you’re a bit young… how did you get here, dear old nurse?”




  “By boat,” she said. “I arrived by the Pealego.”




  “Come to nurse dear old Ham! Bless my life, what a peculiar thing!”




  She stared at him.




  “Ham — a man?”




  Bones nodded.




  “Fever?”




  Bones nodded again, and she seemed relieved.




  “He doesn’t want nursing, dear old miss— “he began.




  “Is he dead?” she asked callously.




  Bones gaped, horrified — stared at her for a moment and dashed into the interior of the Residency. In ten seconds he leapt out again.




  “No, young miss,” he said, “he’s alive. What I meant to say was that I’m nursing him my naughty old self.”




  She gazed at him solemnly.




  “And he’s alive,” she said, half to herself.




  Bones was hurt.




  “And kickin’,” he said reproachfully. “It may surprise you, dear old nursin’ sister, but I’m a qualified nurse.”




  “You are?” She was, as he anticipated, surprised.




  “I are, dear old red-cross one. I had ten lessons by correspondence. Symptoms, dear old nursing sister, are my speciality. I can tell at a glance— “He frowned at her critically. “You’ve got sunstroke — one eye’s bigger than the other.”




  “It isn’t!” she protested, pulled open the little bag she had on her lap, and drew out a very small mirror. “It isn’t!” she said wrathfully. “They’re both the same size. Where is the patient?”




  Bones waved a large and sinewy hand to the door, fixed his monocle and looked serious.




  “Treat him kindly,” he begged. “In case of any relapse send for me, dear old Betsy Gamp… mind the mat… second door on the left. If he gets violent I’ll come in with a jolly old mallet an’ give him a sleeping draught.”




  He heard negotiations being conducted through Hamilton’s closed door; heard the startled exclamation of his superior and the bolts pulled back. “Who on earth sent for you, nurse?” A low reply. Bones smiled complacently. He had accomplished something… he wondered if she played tennis or just owned a racket.




  That evening he sat waiting for the nurse to make her appearance. It was within half an hour of dinner, and though he had caught a glimpse of her hurrying from the kitchen to the sickroom, the opportunities for conversation; exchange of confidences had not been offered. Every time he intercepted her she had some excuse for avoiding intellectual contact. The first time:




  “I was goin’ to say to you, dear old miss— “She raised her finger to her lips. “Hush!” she whispered. “He is asleep.”




  And the second time: “I didn’t ask you your name, dear old sister of mercy; you see, I’m in charge— “Up went her warning hand. “S — sh!” she breathed. “He is just waking up.”




  Bones was sitting, his gloomy mind fixed on the neglect he suffered, when he heard — the puc-a-puc of the Zaire’s stern wheel in the still night, and over the trees saw the haze of her smoke. In a second he was racing down the quay to meet the Commissioner. “Yes… got back a week earlier than I expected — the Akasava people are growing honest or else wanted me out of the country. How is Hamilton — I got your pigeon message — nothing serious, I hope?”




  “No, sir,” said Bones, and felt the moment opportune to announce the new arrival.




  “A nurse?” repeated Sanders, amazed. “Why, in the name of heaven?”




  Bones coughed.




  “Dear old Ham has been pretty bad, sir,” he said gravely. “Didn’t even want to see me. When I peeked through his window, sir, he had his jolly old face to the wall, sir — so I sent for a nurse.”




  “Does it matter on what side a man sleeps?” asked Sanders innocently.




  “Face to the jolly old wall, sir,” murmured Bones, and shook his head. “That’s one of the worst signs, sir, in the jolly old Pharmacoepia, sir. Face to the wall, sir… johnnies always pop off that way, sir.”




  “Stuff!” said Sanders, with the ghost of a smile. “Still, if the old lady is here we must make her comfortable.”




  Bones coughed again.




  “Not old, sir, not so jolly old, sir. Rather on the young side, dear sir an’ Excellency. Pretty, sir, in a way,” he added daringly, and saw Sanders’s face fall.




  “It can’t be helped — Hamilton will be all right. Headquarters are getting quite sprightly: as a rule they take a month to answer that kind of request.”




  He greeted the girl kindly — admired her in his detached way.




  “I don’t think I need stay very long.” With a woman’s instinct she guessed the reservations in his welcome. “Your Captain Hamilton isn’t very ill. He is annoyed, but he is not ill.”




  She looked fixedly at Bones.




  “Annoyance is illness,” said Bones firmly. “A naughty temper is a sign of insanity, dear old hospital matron.”




  When the girl retired for the night, Sanders, who had had a chat with the sick man to discover the real cause of his annoyance, took Bones out on the veranda and talked to him gently.




  “You must be awfully careful, Bones,” he said. “I’m afraid you sometimes use words which are just outside the meaning you intend. For instance…” He gave an instance.




  “That means a motherly sort of lady, sir?” said Bones, in astonishment. “Bless my life, sir…”




  “Maternity nurse means something quite different,” said Sanders, very steadily for a man who was shaking with internal laughter. “And naturally Hamilton is a little peevish…”




  Sanders employed the last morning of the girl’s visit showing her round the station. Her name was Rosalie Marten, and she admitted her age as twentyfour.




  “It must be lovely to be away from the natives in tall hats and the electric light and cinemas,” she said, drawing a long breath. “I came out to West Africa thinking I would have this kind of life — but Headquarters is a sort of Clapham plus sunshine. There is no work I could do here, Mr. Sanders?”




  He shook his head.




  “If it is not an impertinent question. Miss Marten, why have you come to the coast at all? Have you friends here — ?




  “No,” she answered shortly. “I hate the coast, that I know: in some ways it is better than I thought it would be — in most ways worse. I got my ideas from a trade newspaper that is run by a man who has never seen the other side of the Sierra Leone mountain — my father is a journalist and told me this. I hate the place — I hate it!”




  The vehemence in her tone made him look at her sharply, and looking, he guessed — a man. There was no need to guess, for almost instantly she told.




  “The man to whom I was engaged died here.” She was cruelly frank. “He came out two years ago.”




  Only for a moment did the voice lose control. Sanders was silent. Such confidences as these almost hurt him. The coast ate up these young lives ruthlessly, and this tragedy of hers had its duplicate.




  “He was the very best man in the world — he came out to make sufficient money to buy a home. I am rather rich, Mr. Sanders, and he had to run the gauntlet of family suspicion. They thought he was a fortune-hunter — they told him this to his face, though I never knew this till afterwards.”




  “Was he… a missionary?”




  She shook her head and smiled faintly.




  “No… he was a very good man, but he was not a missionary. He died somewhere in the French Territory — he wrote to me soon after he arrived on the coast. It is terrible…” She frowned. “Every day I pass the hotel where he stayed when he was in Headquarters… I know the window of the room. He looked out of there upon the street along which I walk. It isn’t believable, Mr. Sanders — it simply isn’t believable!”




  Sanders realised that she was talking as she had never talked to any human being. That she was expressing in words the long-inhibited confidence she had ached to give to somebody. He let her talk on without interruption as they slowly paced across the arid, dull ground.




  “I’ve bored you awfully, but I feel better!” she said, half laughing, half crying. “I’ve often wished I were a Catholic so that I could confess to somebody. I suppose I shall recover in time and marry some poor man and put away my romance between sachets of lavender-hearts aren’t easily broken.”




  When she went to her room, Sanders found an opportunity to utter a warning.




  “‘Ware light conversation dealing with death and destruction, you fellows,” he said. “This poor girl has had a very unhappy experience.”




  It was no disloyalty to her confidence to outline the tragedy that shadowed this young life.




  “We’ve got to be cautious an’ entertainin’, dear old sir and Excellency,” said Bones, touched.




  “For God’s sake don’t be that!” Sanders and Hamilton spoke together.




  “Maybe, insulting old superior, I could show her my curios?” suggested Bones, ruffled. “But of course, dear old sir, if you think the innocent old person would be corrupted—”




  “I don’t mind her being corrupted — I object to a guest being bored,” said Hamilton.




  “Get your curios, Bones,” said Sanders good-humouredly, “but don’t — er — enlarge on their history.”




  Bones sprinted to his hut and collected, hastily, the wherewithal of entertainment. Rosalie Marten came back to find three preternaturally solemn men who were galvanised at the sight of her into such a froth of artificial cheerfulness that she guessed the cause.




  “You’ve been telling my sad story!” she said, almost flippantly. “I’m glad — but please don’t be mysterious about it. I have an awful feeling that you are all on tenterhooks for fear you hurt my feelings — please don’t be tactful!”




  Bones looked for a moment embarrassed, for he had arranged to be very tactful indeed. His pockets bulged with curios, gathered in the dark from the big box under his bed.




  “We will be sorry to lose you, dear old miss,” he said, when the strain which the effort of silence made had passed off and the Arab boy had handed round the coffee. “Three lumps or four? Bless my jolly old life, don’t you take sugar? You’ll never get as fat as podgy old Bones!”




  “Mountainous is a better word,” said Sanders.




  “Which reminds me.” Bones fumbled in his pocket. “This may cause you endless fun an’ amusement, dear old hospital walker. It’s the finger ring of the fattest man in the Territories — N’peru, the Akasava man…”




  He brought out a handful of miscellaneous oddments, wire bangles and anklets, carved wooden spoons, two strings of wooden beads, and a steel comb or two, and laid them on the table.




  “This is a N’gombi woman’s dinky little vanity bag—”




  He heard her little scream and looked round in affright.




  She had risen from the table and was staring at the little heap on the cloth. Her face was as white as death, and her trembling hand pointed at something.




  “Where… where did you get that?”




  She was pointing to a tarnished gold bracelet that had two stones missing.




  “That… hum…” Bones for the moment forgot the injunction that had been served on him. “Well, to tell you the truth, young miss, that was taken—”




  At that moment he caught Sanders’s eyes, cold, prohibitive, and stopped.




  “He… he had that,” she said in a hushed voice, and picked up the jewel tenderly. “I bought it when I was a child… daddy took me to New York and I asked him to buy it. I gave it to… to my boy as a keepsake.”




  It was Sanders who found his voice first.




  “What was the name of your — fiance, Miss Marten?”




  She was fondling the battered little bracelet, a smile of infinite fondness on her lips.




  “John Silwick Aliston,” she breathed. “The best, the dearest man in the world.”




  A silence so profound that she could have heard the deep breathing of the men, were she not so absorbed in the pitiful relic she held in her hand.




  “A very good chap, one of the best.” Bones leapt into the breach. His voice was husky and he spoke in a jerky, breathless way. “Dear old John — what a lad!”




  She looked up at him quickly: the two men found breathing difficult.




  “You knew him?”




  Bones nodded; his blazing eyes held the light of inspiration.




  “Rather, dear old nurse. Met him up on the French border… real good fellow… fever…”




  “You were with him when he died?”




  Bones’s head went up and down like an automaton.




  “Yes — cheerful to the last — brave old fellow — full of pluck, dear old miss. Gave me this bracelet for his girl — never told me her jolly old name, though. One of the best, dear old John—”




  He stopped, exhausted by his effort.




  She looked for a long time at the trinket, then held out her hand.




  “Thank you,” she said in a low voice. “I shall always think of you. I am sure you were good to him — God bless you!”




  Bones could have wept.
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  If you hack down a copal tree and let it lie in a high place where the sun can warm it and the rain cannot rot, and, when it is duly seasoned, you cut a three-yard length of it and with great patience carve out its middle from one end, you have an instrument of communication which was ancient when the French revolutionaries were experimenting with the semaphore, and was effective in the days of the Caesars.




  M’gliki, the lokali man of the Akasava city, was very, very old and nearly blind, so that he stumbled about, upsetting cook-pots and breaking rare clay vessels, and this was a family scandal because, by law, the family connections of silly people are responsible for the damage they do in their foolishness.




  Yet, old and fumbling as he was, there was no man in all the world (which stretches from the Ghost Mountains to the River With One Bank that we call the sea) could play upon the hollow tree-trunk like M’gliki. Seated before the battered trunk and wielding two heavy sticks, he sent forth his rolling, rataplanning messages, the gossip of the city, urgent calls to faraway fishermen, personal messages from family to family, tales of death and birth, of marriage and newly discovered scandal. Every flourish, every cadence of the lokali, that most wonderful signal drum, has its significance. Sanders of the river could read M’gliki’s messages thirty miles away on a still night, for the old man never made an error.




  “Long roll… short roll… long roll…”




  That was Sanders by name: a little “tune” that followed meant going south; three sharp taps on the end of it was the equivalent of “no complaints.” Sanders got to recognise the name of every chief and tribe that the drummer tapped forth. Could read warning and promise, tale of theft or murder. All day long the old man sat before his wooden drum staring with unseeing eyes across the broad river. When the rains came they built a little shelter for him, otherwise he would have stumbled back to his hut and broken more pots that the family must pay for.




  After a particularly disastrous evening, when M’gliki had trodden on the hafts of three new spears, had overturned a pot of fish and half killed a valuable cooking dog, his eldest son and his youngest brother had a secret conference.




  “Let us go hunting in the Forest of the Little People,” said the son, “and we will take M’gliki with us, saying that we need him. And when we are there and he sleeps, we will go away and leave him, and, being an old man and blind, he will soon die.”




  The son and the brother took away their relative one morning and paddled for five days until they came to the Dark Woods. M’gliki sat at the bow, with a tiny but sonorous little lokali, and his drum rolled all the way, telling the world that he was M’gliki, the famed lokali man, and that these with him were his fine strong son and his own brother.




  In the forest they slept one night, and, hiding the small lokali, they slipped away in the light of the moon, leaving an old man to face the fierce little bush people and the yellow-eyed leopards that slunk from tree to tree in a wide circle about him.




  And here he might have died, but a little girl found him and led him to a place of ten huts (which is a large village in the bush sense). Her name was Asabo, and she was very ugly even at the age of seven. Her father was the first man of the village, and when he had overcome his natural desire to try the effect of a new poison with which he had tipped his arrowhead upon the unsuspecting visitor, he gave him a corner of his hut. And from then onward the bush people possessed a new asset, for M’gliki spent his days teaching Asabo the wonder. The small lokali had been found hidden under a tree, and, to the wonder of the village, Asabo progressed in wisdom.




  “You shall be the greatest woman in the world,” prophesied M’gliki. “You shall marry a chief and sleep on a skin bed; also you will have three lovers, who will come to you at different times, and none shall know the other, and your husband shall know none.”




  Asabo made a hoarse noise of pleasure, for when this prophecy was made she was ten and soon was to meet the Supreme Ouda.




  Now and again to all races comes a being of super intelligence whose personality dominates his fellows. These creatures are born at rare intervals and their influence runs beyond their own tribes. A play-acting Shakespeare, a versatile Leonardo, a brandy-inspired Peter Romanoff, a vision — seeing Mahomet, these magnetic mountains come smoking up in divers seas and set the compasses of mariners quivering to new northings.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders had a large number of native agents who kept him in touch with events of interest to himself and his Government. These spies of his formed so competent an intelligence service that at any moment he could have given a rough survey of the social and economic conditions of every one of the twentythree tribal communities it was his job to govern. From one area alone news was fragmentary and unreliable. In the deep forest of the Iguri dwelt the Little Hunters, a shy and savage people who brooked no interference and resented attention. A normal-sized spy, in a land where the average height of the people is thirty-eight inches, is necessarily a conspicuous figure.




  Sanders had held palavers on the edge of the forest with a tiny, pot-bellied headman, and had secured a promise of annual tribute in the shape of skins, rubber and gum copal; and this yearly contribution to the funds of government had been made regularly. Year after year, in the month of the New Green, the little Wiggle had chuffed up the long, narrow river which runs to the border of the Iguri forest and had found, in a clearing, an odd collection of rubber and gum piled up on one side of the landing-place and a stack of dried skins on the other. Generally there were in attendance two ferocious little men, who beat a retreat at the first sight of the launch and watched the transfer of the taxes from a respectable distance.




  There came a day when the launch was to find nothing — neither skins, nor gum, rubber nor men.




  The hour was near midnight. Sanders had gone to bed, but one of the two young men who played picquet under the light of the oil lamp had no appreciation of time.




  “That rubicons you, Bones,” said Captain Hamilton complacently, as he totted up the score.




  Mr. Tibbett’s face was a mask.




  “We’ll have another game, dear old Ham,” he said; “but, dear old officer, do you mind turnin’ up your sleeves before we start?”




  “What the devil do you mean. Bones?” demanded his superior hotly.




  “Nothin’, sir; a mere matter of precaution, dear old captain. You’ve held all the kings an’ aces since ten o’clock. Play fair, dear old sir — all that I ask is that you turn up your sleeves.”




  Hamilton transfixed him with a cold-light glare and dealt the cards. It was annoying that Bones fixed his monocle firmly in his eye and kept his gaze glued on the dealer’s hands, and not remarkable in consequence that Captain Hamilton bungled the deal and gave himself one card too many.




  “Ah!” said Bones significantly. “Pick the cards you want — don’t mind me.”




  “Bones! You’re insulting!” stormed the other.




  Bones gathered up his cards with a meaning smile.




  “I’ve got an ace, dear old manipulator!” he said, in mock concern. “Some mistake here, dear old Ham — would you like a fresh deal?”




  Hamilton said nothing — he scored a hundred and forty and capoted his opponent, who had misguidedly discarded his ace.




  “Shall I deal?” asked Bones politely.




  “If you please.” Hamilton was very short.




  “I say nothing, dear old officer and gentleman, but I think a lot,” said Bones, as he took up his hand. “I’ve never noticed it,” said Hamilton. When it came to his turn to deal, he had to ignore the spectacle of Bones popping his head down to look under the table, and pretended that he did not see his unspeakable companion feeling the backs of the cards for secret marks.




  “Luck is luck, dear sir and brother officer,” said Bones, examining his cards; “an’ play is play. But dealin’s got everything skinned to death.” He frowned at the cards. “Excuse me, dear old Ham, but this doesn’t look like the same pack—”




  Hamilton flung down his cards.




  “Bones!” he hissed. “If you suggest that I’m cheating I’ll break your infernal head.”




  “It will be the only part of me that’s not broke, Ham, old light-fingers,” said Bones. “I’ve lost nearly four shillings in three hours!”




  “Which you’ll never pay,” said Hamilton fiercely, as he got up. “Bones! You’re impossible. You will parade your platoon at 7 a.m. and put them through physical drill.”




  “Dirty work!” murmured Bones. “The man not only ruins me but lets his naughty old temper get the better of him. Uses his dashed old superiority to make me a jolly old galley slave. You’re worse than Uriah the wicked old Hittite. See Bible.”




  The next morning Sanders came out of his little office looking unusually serious. He held between finger and thumb a cigarette-paper covered with fine Arabic writing. Hamilton saw the paper.




  “Pigeon?” he asked. “You were up early, sir.”




  Sanders walked to the sideboard, turned the tap of the coffee-urn and brought his steaming cup to the table.




  “The sergeant of the guard brought the paper at daybreak,” he said. “The little fellow had a hawk on his tail and was lucky to get here. Where is Bones?”




  Hamilton screwed his head sideways: through the open door he commanded a view of the parade ground, where a squad of twenty men were engaged in the military exercise which has come to be called “physical jerks.” Lieutenant Tibbetts, in white duck trousers, sports shirt and helmet, was in command, and his raucous, squeaky voice came to them. His language was a curious mixture of coast Arabic, Bomongo and English.




  “O sons of awkward parents, is it thus I taught thee? You silly old jossers! When I say ‘one,’ put both hands upon thy loins and bend thy knees. Not as old women with creakings and groanings, but like young antelopes. Dash you, Abdul, keep still, you fidgety old blighter. Now sink to thy heels, keeping thy belly — oh, ko! Man, you are like a blithering old cow! Get up! Go down!…”




  “Bones seems to be busy,” said Sanders.




  “Bones has to be disciplined,” replied Hamilton primly. “He must occasionally be put in his place. I cannot allow Bones to describe me as a cardsharp and retain my self-respect. I played picquet with him last night, and I admit the cards ran badly for him. When he asked me to turn up my sleeves, I felt that he was going very far, but when—”




  He described what had happened; and although Sanders never felt less like laughing, he chuckled.




  “I was very annoyed indeed with Bones,” said Hamilton, but he was grinning.




  The object of his annoyance came in to breakfast soon after, and Bones was stiff, not to say distant.




  “‘Morning, Bones.” Hamilton was in a conciliatory mood.




  “‘Morning, sir.” Bones saluted regimentally. “Parade dismissed, sir.”




  “Come down off that horse of yours. Bones — you were insulting. Admit it.”




  Bones, with a cup in one hand, saluted again with the other.




  “Any complaints you have, sir, should be reported to the jolly old commander-in-chief. I’ll be glad to answer any letter you send to me, but, if you will excuse me, sir, we will not exchange badinage or saucy quips, sir.”




  “Bones, I want you to go up to the Iguri forest and collect the Bushies’ taxes.” Sanders broke in upon the chilly atmosphere. “You may take the Wiggle, but you are not to land. If the bush people are normal I would like you to see their chief, but particularly I wish you to make contact with a man named K’belu. Avoid trouble — there may be quite a lot coming our way — but above all, keep your Maxims in working order until you are clear of the bush country.”




  “It’s quite on the cards— “began Hamilton, but his subaltern silenced him with a gesture.




  “Keep off your favourite vice, dear old sir,” he said haughtily. “And anyway, I’ve finished gamblin’.”




  “I’m not so sure that you have,” said Sanders quietly. “I shall be glad when you have returned — with or without the taxes.”




  In the deeps of the great forest there had been born cala cala, a tiny little grey-brown animal whom its parents had called K’belu, the Brown Mouse. The place of his birth was a nest between the forks of an enormous oak, for his kind were the lowest type of pygmy people and his parents lived alone in the forest. Such was the immense spread of the fork that the floor of the hut was even and the grass-woven walls and roof combined with the protection afforded by the spread of the boughs to make the place watertight. And here he grew and thought, was fed and beaten, learnt the poisonous properties of plants and a certain strange caterpillar; and in due course accompanied his tiny father on his hunting expeditions.




  There was an enterprising missionary in the Iguri who had spent his life in the study of bush people, first in Central-South and now in Central-West Africa. He loved the bushmen because he believed that they were the first men in the world; and K’belu made his acquaintance at an early stage of his existence. The God-man had a house on the edge of the forest, where he grew bananas for the bushmen to steal. Even when they discovered that they could have the fruit for the asking, they continued to steal — this process of acquisition being less embarrassing than any other. One day the God-man, whose name was Father Matthew, caught K’belu in the act and chased him with surprising agility, remembering that he was a fat man and encumbered with the long, brown habit of his order. He did not kill K’belu, or pick out his eye, or bite his heart, or do any of the things which missionaries are supposed to do. He took the squirming child back to his garden, gave him a dish of goat’s milk and as many bananas as he could carry. After, when the child came (timidly, suspiciously at first), he showed him certain devil marks, such as A and B and C. At the age of ten K’belu could read Bomongo, which is the language of the forest, larded with certain ancient words which are the pygmy’s very own.




  Soon after this the missionary died of some obscure tropical disease, and on the night of his death K’belu went to his house and stole all the books he could gather and carried them away to his hut. When his father died, at the ripe old age of thirty-six, the boy went into the nearest village, carrying his father’s arrows and his treasure. The chief of this tiny community gave him a hut in exchange for the arrows.




  And then, when the superiority of the newcomer was forced upon him (for did he not read books full of devil marks, like Father Matthew himself?), he took counsel with his wife and went to the hut of his guest.




  “I see you,” he said, as he squatted down, and came at once to the point. “I have a daughter, and she is a wonderful woman, making strange noises on a tree-trunk, as she was taught by M’gliki, the N’gombi man who died of the sickness when the river was in flood and the woods were full of fish. I will give this woman to you for ten arrows and as much salt as a man can hold in two hands.”




  “Arrows I have none, nor salt,” said K’belu loftily; “but I will take this woman from you because I am a man with a wish for children.”




  He was fifteen and of a marriageable age, and after some demur the father agreed and paid for the feast that constituted the wedding.




  Thereafter Asabo dwelt in the hut of her master, worked for him and absorbed his mystery — for all day long he thought and thought. There was at the back of his mind an idea, dimly seen at moments, never wholly comprehended. They saw him poring over dogeared books, and the word went through the forest that K’belu was Ouda and a man to be propitiated. Now Ouda is the devil of the pygmy people, a worker of mischief and yet a giver of gifts — the only deity they know.




  His fame grew, and the idea became concrete. One day he summoned a palaver of all people, and none questioned his right, for the pygmies are a loose-knit democracy, without chiefs in the literal sense.




  “All men listen to me,” said K’belu. “I have learnt by my magic that we are the high lords of the world because of our smallness. What men can climb as we? What men can swing from branch to branch? Who are feared as we? None in the world, because we are the masters of all people, who are our slaves.”




  The little folk listened and wondered whilst the Idea found exposition.




  “Head of every tribe of the outer people,” said K’belu, “was a chief. Above them was Sandi and his two sons. If the chiefs died and Sandi died, who would be master of the world? Surely their killers? And if new chiefs rose and a new Sandi came with his sons (the whole Territory insisted upon this relationship of Bones and Hamilton) they also would die until the omnipotent They who sent these white men to give the law would weary of their effort and the land would be left to the cunning little people.”




  It seemed a good idea. Three thousand bushmen began to grow conscious of nationality.




  “In a moon and the rind of a moon Sandi will come to rob us of our gum and rubber and the little skins of monkeys. Or his son with the silver eye, or the man with the loud voice who shouts at the soldiers” (this was a libel on Hamilton). “But I, K’belu, the Ouda of the people, say that we will give him only the gum of caterpillars.”




  His words had been heard in silence, but now an important man from the Dark Woods spoke: “This is good talk, K’belu, but if Sandi comes with his little gun that says ‘ha-ha-ha!’ there will be an end to us.”




  He finished his words and fell forward, his breast on his knees; for K’belu, expecting opposition from this man, had stationed a creature of his in a tree, and at — his signal a bow twanged behind him and the arrowhead came redly out of his breast. There was no further opposition.




  K’belu went back and told his wife.




  “O K’belu, I see that you are Ouda, and a very great lord. And when you are king of the world I will wear beautiful brass anklets and sleep on a skin bed.”




  She said nothing of the unfulfilled prophecy about the three lovers. They would arrive as a matter of course. In her joy and exhilaration she kept the village awake hall the night. Through the dark hours her lokali rattled and droned the song of her triumph.




  For the first time in all probability since the days of the Egyptian dynasties, the bush-folk enjoyed a leadership. K’belu’s first act was to round up the unsociable units that lived in the forest alone and combine them into villages The little men hated this interference with their liberty — they are the freest people in the world, and in consequence the most degraded — their wives made throaty noises of protest, their eighteen-inch sons and daughters trudged at their heels into the new compounds with a lively sense of excitement to come.




  In the midst of the greatest of the villages, K’belu set up a palace of grass, and here he met his awkward counsellors, who had never before engaged in communal activities. And so matters went till, on the wane of the second moon, came Bones, cautiously to the spot appointed for the collection of taxes.




  The Wiggle hung around for the best part of a week, and then Lieutenant Tibbetts sent a native into the forest to make inquiries. This messenger was a man of the Isisi, who knew the bushmen and spoke their queer language. Three days passed and then, in the middle of the night, a Houssa soldier woke Bones.




  “Master, I have heard strange sounds on the land near this little ship,” he said.




  Bones pulled his pliant mosquito boots over his pyjamas and went out on the deck to listen. It was a windless night of stars and there was no sound but the lap-lap of water against the boat side. No bird’s hoarse note broke the stillness. A leisurely meteor streaked whitely across the sky.




  “What were the sounds, man?” he whispered.




  “The sound of men walking and the dropping of something on the ground,” was the reply.




  Bones bent his head, listening. He heard a gurgle in the water; that was a crocodile swimming past… nothing more.




  It was nearly five o’clock. The launch was moored to two gum trees, and the moving chains were paid out at nightfall so that there was a dozen feet between shore and boat, a position made possible by the conformation of the river’s bank, for the drive of the current caught the Wiggle broadside on end; had the cables parted, she would have been pushed to the opposite bank.




  Bones went back into his cabin, slipped on an overcoat, found his electric torch, and took his automatic from under his pillow. The bow of the boat was nearest the shore, and he moved noiselessly forward till he stood against the little windlass to which the mooring rope was reeved.




  Then, suddenly pressing the button of the torch, he shot a beam of white light towards the bank. The light followed the direction of the taut cable, and the first thing he saw was a monkey — like figure coming hand over hand along the wire rope. Beyond, the bank was crowded with tiny, naked figures.




  Out went his light instantly and he dropped to the cover of the gunwale — and not too soon.




  “Tap… tap… tap!”




  A sound like the patter of hail. Bones waited until the first shower of poisoned arrows had fallen, then, jerking his Browning over the gunwale, he pumped ten shots into the midst of them.




  “Cover!” he roared as lie heard the sleepy Houssas scrambling from their blankets.




  But no other arrow fell, nor did he expect a second shower. By this time the brown horde was flying to the cover of the woods. They never attacked in the face of firearms.




  Daylight came suddenly: a faint paling of the east that showed the motionless silhouettes of the big copal trees, a sudden pandemonium of sound as if a million birds had begun twittering at once, the mumbling chatter of monkeys, and the world was light and all the treetops were gilded in the first rays of the sun.




  “Dear me!” said Bones.




  Within a dozen yards of the river’s edge a rough pole had been planted, and tied thereto was the native whom he had sent into the forest. At least, Bones guessed it was he: he was rather difficult to recognise.




  He stared for a long time at the dreadful thing and gave the order to warp the boat to the bank. The machineguns fore and aft swung over to cover the dark trees behind which the little brown men were lurking.




  “Take a crew ashore, Ahmet, and let them bury the man.”




  Bones watched the quick work from behind the fore Maxim, his eyes roving between the working party and the wood. When all was done and the men had washed themselves in the stream: “Cast off the big ropes,” he said in the vernacular.




  The danger was by no means over. Before they reached the main river, the stream passed for two miles through the heart of the forest. The tributary ran between high banks not twenty yards apart, and here the trees came down to the very edge of the water, a heaven-planned site for an ambush. Moreover, a tree hastily felled would block his exit. Turning the nose of the Wiggle downstream, he took his place at the wheel.




  “Let all men take cover,” he ordered, and, when this was obeyed, he drove the boat forward at full speed.




  Yoka, the steersman, alone remained with him.




  “Go, man,” said Bones sternly.




  “Lord, this is death,” said the stout Yoka, “for the little men will be waiting in the Narrow Place and—”




  Bones snarled round on him.




  “Go to cover or I will whip you till you bleed,” he barked.




  Yoka went reluctantly.




  An hour’s run through open country and the woods loomed ahead. There was no sign of a blockade — the woods were lifeless, but he saw birds circling round the treetops in an aimless, excited way, and knew that they had been disturbed.




  Locking the wheel, he slowed, and, diving into his cabin, brought out his dingy eiderdown quilt. Hanging this loosely over his head, he sent the boat at top speed for the narrow lane of water. Presently he was in the wood and darkness fell, for the trees form a green roof to the river.




  Bump!




  He had grazed the slope of a little sandbank and the launch veered and slithered until it was under the high bank. This accident gave him an idea. He kept the Wiggle as near to the dangerous bank as he could. The little men would be reluctant to leave cover…




  Two hundred yards ahead of him, he saw a big tree lying over at a suspicious angle and drooping slowly. Somebody was hacking furiously at the trunk… if it fell, its great branches would offer a barrier not to be penetrated. Bones watched, fascinated, forgetful of his own danger, till the first arrow struck a spoke of the steering wheel and went humming past his head at a tangent. He felt the smack of another as it struck the quilt, ripping the faded silk into slithers.




  The tree was leaning drunkenly… he shot under it as it fell and heard the rustle and crackle of twigs as they struck the stern of the boat.




  “Phew!” said Bones, as the trees began to thin. He threw aside the hot quilt. “Confound their little whiskers!”




  He was wet through, limp. He had gripped the wheel with such a fierce intensity that the palms of his hands were blistered.




  “O Yoka,” he called, and, when Yoka came: “Bring me,” said Bones, in the Arabic of the coast, “a dish of nectar such as the lily-eyed houris of Paradise pour from vessels of gold.”




  “Lord,” said the puzzled Yoka, “does your lordship mean whisky-soda?”




  “A double one,” said Bones, and smacked his dry lips.




  His triumph died in his throat.




  Ahead, as the steamer turned a sharp bend of the river, he saw an isolated tree topple over and fall into the water with a mighty splash, and at that second the wood was alive with the little men, and the arrows came towards him in shoals.




  Bones reversed his engine instantly, but it was an eternity before he moved astern. The pygmies had broken from cover and were racing along the wooded bank. Death was before and behind, and though as yet the arrows fell short, they would reach him sooner or later.




  Leaving the wheel to Yoka, he sat down to the machinegun and in a second the wood re-echoed to its staccato notes. As if by magic, the little people disappeared at the first shot. He stopped the engine and slowly the launch drifted back to where the larger part of his enemy was waiting. He surveyed the obstruction with a sinking heart. The Zaire would have broken through it, but he had a fifty-foot launch that would buckle up at the first impact.




  The arrows were still pouring down into the water; one struck the bow… in a very short time they would reach the deck.




  He turned, ran into his cabin and scrawled a message on a thin sheet of rice-paper. Yoka brought him the pigeon, and the dispatch was fastened to the red leg with a rubber band.




  “Home you go, you lucky old coo-er,” said Bones, “an’ I wish I was comin’ with you.”




  He flew the pigeon and watched it circle and then, as the boat drifted into the bank, slipped four loaded magazines into his pocket, two for each pistol, as the first of the bushmen dropped to the deck…




  “Let all these men be brought to me alive,” had been K’belu’s order, “especially the young man with the shining eye who is the son of Sandi.”




  Miraculously, only one of the party was killed in that final rush of the little-men, and Bones marched through the forest at the head of a dejected escort. That night he was brought before the Ouda.




  “I see you, son of Sandi,” said K’belu. “Now you know that we are a great people, for we have overcome your guns that say ‘ha-ha-ha’ and your terrible soldiers.”




  He was extremely ugly, but not quite as ugly as the undressed little woman who danced by his side, snapping her stubby little fingers in an ecstasy of joy. For now the fine skin bed was very near at hand and the first of the lovers had looked at her meaningly.




  “O fool!” said Bones. “Where are they who have stood up against government? Do they not hang upon a tree until their bones slip through the rope? Sandi will hear and he will come and you will go to the place where the shadows of monkeys live.”




  “Eat his heart!” screamed Asabo, prancing frantically. “Give me this high man and I will make him into three little people.”




  Her husband pushed her aside ungently.




  “Sandi will never know,” he said, and then he heard a wild squeak of fear, and the great crowd that surrounded them began to melt until only the prisoners, K’belu and his wife remained. Yet there was nothing to be seen, for the Houssas who were coming through the forest had painted their bayonets black that they might not reflect the light, and Sanders wore a dark coat over his khaki and was bareheaded. Even Bones did not see him till he came into the light of the fire.




  “O K’belu!” said Sanders, and the little bushman made a grimace.




  “First you will kill Tibbetti and then this chief and that, and lastly you will kill me,” said Sanders with his cold mile. “Little man, what do you say that you do not die this night?”




  Presently K’belu found his voice.




  “Lord, how did you know these mysteries?” he asked.




  “Women will talk,” said Sanders cryptically, and looked round for the lokali that Asabo had rattled so joyously, sending out to the world the story of her husband’s greatness.




  “Fortunately,” said Sanders, as the Zaire went swiftly down the big river, “Asabo’s message was relayed. Ahmet in the Isisi heard it and flew a pigeon, but I knew before. Hamilton wanted to come — but somebody had to stay behind.”




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones, with the memory of his grievance still upon him, “to put the jolly old cards in order.”




  V. The Saint
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  From time to time there passed through Sanders’s headquarters men and women who had devoted their lives to the well-being of native people. Sanders did not share the prejudice against missionaries common in Government circles; on the other hand he did not favour them, because they established, unconsciously, a new authority.




  “Lord,” a new convert once asked him, “there is a new master here called Jesu-God, and if we do things that please Him we need not do things which please your lordship.”




  “O man,” said Sanders, “if you do not please me, you will not please Him, and I will come with my soldiers and you will be sorry, for He is my own God and I have known Him longer than you.”




  An outrageous claim by every ethical test, but in the black lands which Sanders governed, eight hundred words form an extensive vocabulary, and there is no scope for the finer shades of definition.




  Mrs. Albert arrived one morning, and was not unexpected. Headquarters had forwarded a massive documentation concerning the lady; she was the daughter of a peer of the realm, the Honourable Cynthia Perthwell Albert, and — she had lived.




  Cynthia had been on the stage; Cynthia had been divorced; Cynthia had written a slim volume of scandalous memoirs; and eventually (the last hope of all whose meat and drink is publicity) it was announced that she was taking the veil. Unfortunately, at that time another popular figure in the social world decided to go into a convent, and Cynthia contradicted the report and announced that she had joined the Far Afield Missionary Society, and that henceforth she intended devoting her life to the heathen in his darkness.




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones, “I know the dear old lady. She has pots of money — bless my soul, what a silly old josser she must be to go missionary!”




  He did not realise (nor, for the matter of that, did Cynthia) that in her heart had been born a great exaltation that was seven-tenths sincere — a desire for saintliness. Naturally, such a grand emotion could not be maintained at its highest level all the time, but at odd moments Cynthia, with the thought of reaching a plane of super — excellence which would endure beyond the limit of impulse, saw herself followed by adoring crowds of respectable natives, she imagined pilgrimages of native worshippers to her shrine (which she somehow managed to site in Westminster Abbey); and in her more ecstatic mood she canvassed the possibility of the Church going back to Rome, if only for long enough to procure canonisation for Saint Cynthia. In these spiritual periods Cynthia was very earnest indeed, and she was helped thereto by the character of the Founder and President of the Far Afield Mission, who was a very good old man and had the gift of making those with whom he talked feel almost as good. Cynthia, of course, had her lapses.




  She came to Headquarters with eight trunks, four suitcases and a morocco-leather dressing-bag, and she wore the beautiful white dress and helmet in which she had been photographed before she left her palatial home in Sunningdale. But the pre-martyr and saintly expression that appeared in the illustrated weeklies was conspicuously absent when Bones, gallantly wading into the sea to carry her from the surf-boat, stumbled and dropped her into the water.




  “How perfectly stupid of you — you’ve mined my dress,” she snapped. “The man would have carried me ashore without trouble. Why the hell did you interfere?”




  “Steady the buffs, dear old missionary lady,” murmured the shocked Bones. “Children present, dear old Joan of Arc!”




  There were no children present except Bones, but, as he pointed out afterwards, there might have been.




  “Well — why were you so careless?”




  The Hon. Cynthia realised that she was not “in character” and adopted a meeker tone. She stood on the beach, shaking her soddened skirts, a picture of unsaintly annoyance. And, when she got to the Residency:




  “I think, Mr. Sanders, that at least you might have had a car or something at the beach to bring me here. It was terrible walking over that awful sand, and that wretched boy, with his ‘dear old lady’ this and ‘dear old missionary’ that, is simply insufferable.”




  Sanders looked at her with patient interest. She was rather pretty, in a powdery, red-lipped way. Her features were good, her eyes were rather fine; she exhaled a faint and illusive fragrance.




  “What are your plans, Mrs. Albert?” he asked. “I understand that you are going into the back country and that you are taking over the work of Mrs. Klein.”




  “I am not taking over anybody’s work — I am joining her,” said Cynthia.




  “Then I’m afraid you’ll have to go to heaven,” said Sanders good-humouredly. “Mrs. Klein died three months ago. She — er — met with an accident.”




  Cynthia went pale.




  “They didn’t tell me that,” she said breathlessly. “Accident — ?




  “To be exact, she was murdered,” said Sanders calmly, and the fragrant lady caught hold of the table.




  “Murdered?” — hollowly.




  Sanders nodded.




  “The natives in that part are rather simple people. They loved her so much that, at the first rumour of her leaving, they killed her, as they explained, because they wanted her holy body with them.”




  The society missionary found a difficulty in speaking.




  “They told me… quite safe..,” she said at last. “Great heavens! I wouldn’t dream of going to such an awful place!”




  “I think you had better go home,” said Sanders bluntly. “A ship calls here next Monday—”




  “Certainly not!” said the Honourable Cynthia.




  Go home! Be the laughing-stock of people like Julia Hawthill, who had been photographed in the beautiful habit of a novitiate and would probably still be in the Convent of Sacre Coeur (she arranged to stay at least three months), and brave the photographers and the paragraphists and the folk who would meet her at Ascot and say “Hallo, Cynthia! Thought you’d been eaten by cannibals”? It was not possible.




  “There must be a nice place where I can stay and — er — do My Work? Mr. Billberry said that the mission had a station at the — what do they call it? It begins with an ‘I’?”




  “Isisi?” suggested Sanders. “Yes, I believe your people have a substation there. I’ll fix it for you.”




  The Isisi were at this time a well-behaved people — except in the matter of the Yellow Ghosts, and that Sanders, for the moment, was not taking too seriously. He sent Bones upriver in the Wiggle, and the message that came back was reassuring.




  The missionary was on the point of making one of his long tours in the forest, and would be away with his wife for three months. He placed his pleasant little house at Cynthia’s disposal, together with lay workers and interpreters. To Cynthia he sent a long epistle full of words beginning with capitals, such as Faith, Sacrifice, Grace, and Glory. Cynthia read the letter twice to discover whether there was a bathroom in the house.




  Bones took her to the Field of her Labours.




  “What you’ve got to do, dear old miss,” he said (amongst other things), “is to avoid getting your jolly old legs bitten by mosquitoes, take a tot of whisky every night at sundown, an’ keep up your blessed old pecker.”




  “I wish you wouldn’t ‘dear old miss’ me,” said Cynthia severely. “It is very impertinent.”




  “Sorry, dear old missionary,” murmured the prudent Bones.




  Cynthia did not like her new home, though the novelty of the surroundings was delightful. She spent two days photographing the ullage, and had herself photographed by a native lay preacher, surrounded by little children who wore no clothes and smelt queerly.




  The nights were the worst. In the daytime she could amuse herself with the camera and read the lessons in the thatched church, but the nights were awfully dark and still, and the Christian girl in the next room snored and talked in her sleep about her lover — one M’gara, the Akasava fisherman. Happily, Cynthia did not understand Bomongo and never knew that the scandals of Mayfair have a strong family likeness to the scandals of the Isisi River. For M’gara was a married man and no gentleman.




  Then came a new interest in life, for, just as she was getting very bored, Cynthia made a notable convert — Osaku, son of a great witchdoctor, and himself skilled in the arts of magic and necromancy. He was a tall man. “A noble-looking savage,” Cynthia described him in her first letter home. “And so awfully nice. I gave him a cake of soap — one of those we bought at Pinier’s in Paris — and now he simply haunts the place. Apparently this Sanders person has treated him abominably: threatened to hang him, and did actually kill poor Osaku’s father. My dear, these natives simply worship me! They call me Mama, and I feel simply uplifted. There is a most awful bathroom at this wretched little hole, but the bed is comfortable. I’m coming home on leave in three months’ time…”




  It was true that Sanders had threatened Osaku and had ill-treated his parent — who was a famous witchman in his day.




  The position of a witchdoctor in the River Territories is not altogether a sinecure. In the early period of Sanders’s commissionership there was a sort of convention of these Devil Men. They met in the light of a new moon on the Island of Skulls, which is near the Pool of Black Water, and they sent a message to Sanders asking for a tribute to their greatness, for in these times they were very haughty men, and chiefs and kings were in the hollow of their hands. Sanders sent a tribute: a long rope with a noose at the end that ran through a leather eye. And he directed, by his messenger, that the rope should be swung over the branch of a tree, and bade such as desired tribute to await his coming in the first hour of that night. When he arrived the meeting-place was deserted and the dangling rope swayed in the night wind about the grey ashes of their fires.




  Sometimes men become witchdoctors by reason of their hereditary right; sometimes they are just poor, mad folk who hear strange voices; sometimes they reach their status by cunning — Cheku, the Isisi man and father of Osaku, was one of these. He practised secret rites in the forest, enlisting in this manner recruits to the Leopards, that most dangerous of all secret societies, and when the order was stamped out he became Agent for the Yellow Ghosts, a society which had its origin in Nigeria and differed from the Leopards in the way of its killings.




  Bosambo, chief of the Ochori, having offended these Ghosts by his crude and brutal intrusion into one of their seances, was marked for death. In the middle of the night, when he slept, two men of the Isisi crept up from the river carrying a great lump of wet clay kneaded until it was wetly plastic. They went like shadows into his hut, and the stronger dropped the clay over his face and fell across him, whilst his companion lay heavily across his legs. By all reckoning Bosambo should have been dead in two minutes, but he had the strength of ten men…




  In the light of the outside fire stirred to a blaze, the chief of the Ochori gave judgment on the yellow-faced assassins.




  “Let them go back to their land,” he said, and four of his guard took the prisoners to their canoe and paddled them to a deep hole in the river. Here they tied very heavy stones to their ankles and dropped them into the water, and that night there were two new shapes on the Ghost Mountains, where the spirits of the dead dwell eternally.




  Some news of this came to Sandi and he journeyed north, travelling night and day. His interview with Bosambo was brief; his stay in the village of Cheku was unpleasantly protracted.




  Day after day he sat in the palaver house smelling out ghosts; night after night the three palaver fires at the foot of the tiny hillock where the house was set, burnt till near the dawn, and in the end Sanders crooked his finger at the witchman and that was the end of him.




  To Osaku, his son and successor, Sandi spoke.




  “I go back to my fine house at the River End,” he said, “and you stay here alive. Now this is a saying of the river, which all men know and you best of all: ‘Men who stand still do not step on thorns.’ Beware how you move, Osaku, lest you go the way of your father.”




  For the space of a year Osaku, the son of Cheku, stepped gingerly. He prophesied — but there was no harm in it. Sanders had news of wonders promised and fulfilled; of great shoals of fish indicated and found; of sons promised and born; of storms foretold that burst in due course; and only when Osaku prophesied death, and death came, did he interfere.




  He sent for Osaku to come to him at the village of K’fori, where he was holding a marriage palaver, and when the tall, goodlooking young man stood before him, Sanders spoke.




  “O Prophet, I see you!” said he. “Let Sandi, who is your father and mother, look wisely into tomorrow. This I see, Osaku: on a certain day you shall foretell the death of your enemy, and lo! in the morning he is dead! Yet before nightfall comes Tibbetti with soldiers, and they take Osaku into the deep woods where only the monkeys live, and there they hang him by the neck, as they hanged his father. Do I prophesy well, Osaku?”




  Osaku shuffled his feet and wriggled his toes, and went home hating the man with the horrible blue eyes. For the space of two moons he considered his position, and at the end of that time he borrowed half a dozen paddlers from his chief and friend and went down to Headquarters. He arrived three days before the coming of Cynthia.




  “Lord,” said he, “I have thought many strange thoughts. You are the father and mother of your people; you carry us in your arms and make us very happy. Now, lord, I have been gifted by devils so that my bright eyes see all that will come with the sun. And because I love you, Sandi, I will speak to all the people who listen and believe me, and tell them how beautiful you are. And I will tell them that if they are good men and pay their taxes, and do not take their spears to one another, they will be very happy, their crops shall swell, and the fish shall live in their waters.”




  “That will be a very good palaver,” said Sanders, waiting for what would follow.




  “But, lord, there will be no profit for Osaku in this,” the seer went on, “since men do not give rich presents for the pleasures that are shared by all. Now this I ask, Sandi, that you shall remit all my taxes and give me presents of cloth and other wonderful things—”




  “Go back to your village, Osaku,” Sanders broke in unpleasantly. “I reward men, not by giving but by not taking. This is the way of governments. And because I have left you your life and your legs free from chains, I have rewarded you well. This palaver is finished.”




  Sanders allowed his wrathful visitor two days’ grace to rest his paddlers, and in that time Osaku’s brain was busy with schemes of vengeance.




  Particularly was he interested in the peculiar behaviour of a very tall lieutenant of Houssas who wore a shining glass in his eye and was reputedly the son of Sandi.




  Every morning after his bath, Lieutenant Tibbetts walked down to the beach to view the progress of his foster child. It lay in the hot sand, a large and queerly-shaped egg. On such a morning, when he was replacing the sand, he saw the egg crack and a tiny yellow snout push through into the open air. Fascinated, he watched the tiny lizard form creep out and lie palpitating violently in the warm rays of the morning sun.




  Very carefully he picked up the little creature in his handkerchief. It squirmed feebly, but in triumph he carried his child up the Residency steps and laid it before his superior.




  “Basil has arrived — it’s a boy,” said Bones.




  Captain Hamilton looked and shuddered.




  “Take the beastly thing off the table — good Lord — crocodiles for breakfast!”




  “Dear old Ham,” said Bones earnestly, “don’t despise the humble but necessary croc. He’s human, dear old Ham, the same as me; he’s one of nature’s artful little tricks. Ham — the same as you. Basil will prove that with careful an’ tender nursin’, even a jolly old simoonian—”




  “‘Silurian’ is the word you want.”




  “Whatever it is, can become attached to his owner. Basil will follow me round an’ sleep outside my door at nights. Ham. That young feller — here, wake up!”




  The small reptile lay very still and pale; the heavings of his semi-transparent sides had grown imperceptible.




  “Got any brandy, dear old sir?” asked Bones in alarm.




  “Drown it,” said the callous Hamilton. “If you want to revive it — sing to it. One of those old crocodile lullabies.”




  Bones seized the milk jug and splashed its contents into a saucer. He thrust the sharp snout of the dying crocodile into the white fluid. The crocodile wriggled convulsively, opened his mouth, squawked and, whipping its head round, suddenly gripped Bones’s finger between two rows of needle-like teeth.




  “Ouch!” yelled Bones. “You low little viper — gerrout!”




  He shook his hand free and the tiny beast fell on the table, facing Bones with open mouth, its sides heaving healthily.




  “By gum, dear old Ham — bit the hand that fed him! You naughty old insect! Into the river you go!”




  When he came back from his mission of disinheritance: “If you want to carry crocodiles around. Bones, do you mind not using the sugar-tongs?” asked Hamilton gently.




  “Drew blood, dear old sir.” Bones was quivering with indignation. “After what I did for him!”




  “Did he drown?” asked Hamilton, his eyes glued on the month-old newspaper he was reading.




  “No, sir; the dirty little dog swam like a — a frog, sir. I hope he gets into serious trouble.”




  Osaku had witnessed the casting off of the foster child. Squatting on the edge of the river with his paddlers, he saw the wriggling shape plop into the river, and an idea began to form in his mind. What is prophecy but inspiration? And what is inspiration but an automatic sense of cause and effect? There was one more crocodile in the river, one more slinking shape to pull down women who go to the river in the morning to draw water. A long time after Osaku had departed, disquieting news came down the river. Osaku was prophesying mightily and the Yellow Ghosts had appeared in the Akasava and the Isisi.




  He foretold that there would come a great rain and the skies would spout water for three days, and at the end of that time it would cease. And then, when the new moon came, there would be a flood and the world would be covered with water, and out of the water would come a multitude of crocodiles, so many that they covered the land, and not even the little monkeys in the trees would escape them, nor the birds that flew. And all this would happen because Sandi hated the people and had filled the river with the yellow horrors that bark at night.




  Sanders heard the story, stacked wood in the foredeck of the Zaire and kept steam, ready for an instant departure.




  “All this,” said Hamilton bitterly, “arises out of your infernal experiment in crocodile incubation.”




  Bones closed his eyes patiently.




  “Be fair, dear old Ham,” he pleaded. “Did I incubate the rain — I ask you, dear old Solomon? Be honest. Ham. Don’t put everything on to poor old Bones. Basil was a disappointment. They happen in every family, dear old captain and adjutant.”




  “I shouldn’t be surprised,” said Sanders thoughtfully, “if that wretched little crocodile of yours was the cause of the trouble, Bones. The only thing we can do is to sit tight and hope that a miracle doesn’t happen, or, if it happens, that it doesn’t extend. And in the meantime, be ready to withdraw that wretched Albert woman from the Isisi.”




  “What miracle are you expecting, sir?” asked Hamilton in surprise.




  “Crocodiles,” said Sanders laconically. “It’s a queer coincidence that Bosambo notified me this morning that every creek in the Ochori seems alive with them!”




  Hamilton stared at him. Bones collapsed into a chair.




  “Not Basil?” he said weakly. “Little Basil hasn’t had time to raise a family…”




  “It happened before, about twelve years ago, according to ports. The Colonial Office zoologist has a theory that there is a species of croc who buries himself in the mud and only makes an appearance once in a blue moon — I’ve dug out these fellows myself, buried twelve feet under the riverbed and very much annoyed to be awakened from their sleep.”




  That very night the phenomenon he dreaded was demonstrated at the very doors of the Residency. It was two o’clock in the morning and the moon showed fitfully, when Abdulla, the sentry before the guard’s hut, saw something moving stealthily across the parade ground and challenged. At the sound of his voice the creature remained still for a long time, and the sentry decided that it was a moon shadow he had seen, until he saw it move again, this time towards him and there came to his sensitive nostrils a faint scent of musk. His Lee-Metford went up immediately.




  Sanders heard the sound of the shot, and came out on to the stoep, revolver in hand. He heard Bones’s high-pitched voice speaking from the door of his hut, but Sanders was too far away to hear the conversation.




  “What is it, sir?” Hamilton was at the Commissioner’s side, his rifle under his arm.




  “I thought I heard a shot fired. Something’s wrong — do you hear Bones?”




  They heard Bones at that moment; a raucous squawk of fear, then, from the direction of his hut, came the staccato rattle of his automatic.




  “Good God! Look!” gasped Sanders.




  A gap in the clouds sent a sudden flood of moonlight over the parade ground. Three — four — five, he counted; great lizard shapes that ran swiftly towards the river. Hamilton fired, and one of the things jerked convulsively, uttered a bellowing roar of pain, crawled a little farther and lay still. As it did so, the largest of the fugitives lashed round and, without warning, came straight for the Residency steps at an incredible pace. Hamilton and the Commissioner fired together; fired again, apparently without effect. It was not till the long head was thrusting up towards the stoep that the third shot took effect.




  “Jumping Moses!” breathed Hamilton.




  By this time lights were showing in all the huts. The guard were firing at something they could not see, and, jamming another cartridge into the chamber of his rifle, Hamilton sprinted across the parade ground towards Bones’s hut.




  He found his junior sprawled on the ground, and at first he thought he was dead, and then that his leg was broken. Two Houssas hauled Bones into the Residency, and laid him flat on the floor.




  “The devil must have caught him with its tail,” said Hamilton, as he forced brandy between the clenched teeth.




  Bones opened his eves.




  “Not Basil,” he murmured. “Poor little Basil… !”




  “Wake up, you poultry farmer!” snarled Hamilton, and Bones sat upright, rubbed his leg, and stared around.




  “It was not Basil,” he said solemnly. “I’d like to make a statement before I die, dear old sir, exonerating poor little Basil…”




  It was a quarter of an hour before his scattered senses were put in order, and he had little to tell that was informative. He had heard the shot, rushed out of his hut, and had seen two horrible eyes glittering at him, and had fired. And that was all that he remembered.




  When daylight came there arrived three canoes from villages in the neighbourhood, with stories of disaster and murder. Huts had been broken and entered; women and children and old men had disappeared; but the greatest casualties had occurred in the little compound where the village kept its edible dogs. The Residency area, fortunately, had suffered no loss.




  “If this sort of thing occurs here,” said Sanders, worried, “what is happening on the Upper River?”




  He was standing on the deck of the Zaire looking out over the black and swollen sea. The river was alive with crocodiles; their ripples showed at every turn. Sanders gathered the families into the thick woods that lay at the extreme centre of the little peninsula on which the Residency stood.




  “Have fires lit on the parade ground tonight,” he gave orders. “Hamilton, you had better remain here in charge. I’ll take Bones to the Upper River.”




  At eleven o’clock that morning the Zaire set out on its trip. The river was deserted; no human craft was in sight, which was not remarkable, since the waters were running at between eight and nine knots; and his progress was a slow one. He steamed all night, stopping only to replenish his fuel at the village of Igebi. Here he began to realise the full extent of the disaster. The village was a ruin; scarcely a hut stood squarely on its foundations. The night before, a trembling headman told him, “all the crocodiles in the world” had come up out of the water, and what damage they had done he was not able to say because his people, except his own son, had fled to the woods. The casualties had been heavy. He told stories which would have sickened the average man, and Sanders listened with seeming impassivity, loaded up his wood and continued his journey.




  All the way up, six Houssa marksmen had sat in the bow, shooting at every crocodile they saw. Once, rounding a bend of the river, they came upon a long, narrow bank of sand, covered with the reptiles. Bones got the Hotchkiss gun into action and sent two shrapnel shells bursting over the wriggling mass. In a second the sand strip was clear, save for two lame shapes.




  He tied up at the village of the Lesser Isisi and found it deserted. There was ghastly evidence in the streets of the overnight raid.




  Sanders thought of the missionary, and went white.




  “Lord, that Mama has gone,” said the man. “I went by the forest path to her hut and I saw nothing but a dead woman who had been speared—”




  “Speared?” snarled Sanders.




  “Somebody killed her,” said the trembling man. “Who knows what devils walk on such a night?”




  The missionary hut was a mile from the town, and when Sanders got there he found nothing but a dead girl at the door of Cynthia’s room. A devil had walked that night more potent than the lizards that came out of the water.




  When the rains continued to fall, Osaku had grown frightened, and called together his four disciples.




  “Now this is the end of the world,” he said; “for Sandi will know that I have brought this rain, and if the Terrible Ones follow, then Sandi will come and there will be an end to me, and to all of us who have made this thing by our magic. And if we hang for such a little thing, what shall happen if we do other deeds? For no man has more than one life, and if he kills one or kills all the world, no worse can come to him.”




  In this longwinded way did he paraphrase the saying that they might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.




  “Let us take the Jesu-mama to a certain island in the lake where Sandi never goes, and will not be wise to look. For this woman loves me and has given me wonderful things, but because she fears Sandi she turns her face from me. And you shall bring whoever has gladdened your bed, and we will live happily and teach one another magic.”




  His followers, themselves alarmed by the downpour, went their way.




  Cynthia was lying down in her hut, listening to the ceaseless drumming of the rain, and wondering how long it would be before Sanders could send a launch for her, when she heard voices in the outer room and the sound of a squeal. She rose hastily as the grass door was pushed aside. Osaku said something in a language she did not understand, but his beckoning hand spoke all tongues.




  As she came trembling into the dark outer room, she trod on something that yielded to her foot, and she screamed — there was blood on Osaku’s spear, for the girl who snored, as she dreamt of her fisherman lover, snored no more.




  They passed into the teeming rain, Osaku’s hand on her arm, and she was thrust into a narrow canoe that wobbled horribly. The reeking paddler sent the craft along the bank and, turning abruptly, drove straight into the narrow creek which leads to the lake. Dawn brought them to the wide waters and to a small island. It was not the destination that Osaku had intended, but the canoe was half full of rain water, and though two men baled continuously they could not keep pace with the downpour.




  “Here we stay. Mama,” said Osaku, and dragged the half-dead girl to land. She was stiff and numb, frozen with terror.




  Under the dripping trees, they plaited her a rough covering of grass, and under this she dozed and swooned throughout the last day of the rains. The lake had risen, and there were certain disturbances which troubled Osaku and his companions, for the rain-pitted surface of the waters was laced with significant ripples, and once he saw two shining crocodiles waddle out of the lake and lie down on the shore. Now a crocodile, when he takes to land, keeps his snout pointed to the water, ready to dive at the least alarm — but these great reptiles pointed their wicked noses to the land. Osaku had a thought.




  “It seems,” he said, “that the Mama has a greater magic than we. I have heard of such things from the God-men, and now I know that it is true; the yellow ones are their ju-ju — did not Tibbetti hold one in his hand? If we do this Mama no harm they will go away. Presently we will go to the big island where they cannot reach us, and then we will do what we wish.”




  There were ten people on his islet, which was growing smaller as the waters rose. Each of the four had brought his companion — and only one of these had come willingly. Through the haze of her sick dreams Cynthia heard the wails and lamentations of the rest and shivered.




  In the night she was awakened by a horrible sound and flew out into the open. The dawn was near at hand, and the crescent of the morning moon hung low.




  Screams and gruff, throaty barkings; the flogging of grass and bush by terrible tails.




  Sanders picked up the trail from a half-crazed fisherman, and the Zaire came to the island with the first rays of the sun. Bones, gun in hand, leapt ashore. There was no evidence of horror — nothing but trodden bushes and the broken saplings, with a trace of blood here and there.




  Cynthia was standing alone, her frail figure rigid, a quiet smile on her face.




  “… they did not touch me because I am a saint… you realise that, of course, Mr. Tibbetts? It was rather horrid seeing them pulled into the water, but the wretched things simply did not touch me at all! I wish you would send a paragraph to the Morning Post — Saint Cynthia!”




  She smiled weakly into his face, her lips trembling, her eyes set in a dreadful stare.




  “The natives adore me — don’t forget that, please. And would you tell my chauffeur that I’m quite ready to go home?” And then she fell into his arms, and he carried her to the Zaire.




  Quite a lot of people think that the Honourable Cynthia is still in the Dark Land, and in a sense they are right. But it is in the dark land of what is euphemistically called a Nursing Home in the north of London, where Cynthia sits with her quiet smile and her staring eyes and talks familiarly of saints and crocodiles.




  VI. The Man Who Hated Sheffield
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  Beyond the Forest of Happy Dreams, which is a pestilential marsh, beautiful to see but deadly to traverse, lie the hunting grounds of the Isisi people; and beyond that again, the outhers of the N’gombi, a tribe which is sometimes called the Lesser N’gombi and sometimes the N’gombi Isisi, which means very much the same thing.




  Here, in the depths of the primeval forest, unexploited by any save the hunters and the folk who collect rubber, lived, out of contact with their neighbours, and terribly jealous of interference, a certain sub-tribe who were called the Bald Men of I’fubi. They made no wars, stole neither goats nor women, lived without salt, and existed without any offence to any.




  Once a year came Sanders, toiling through the forest, on his annual visit to these wayward children of his; but when he sat in palaver, to hear the accumulated grievances of the year, there was nothing to be told except that some luckless man of the Isisi or the Greater N’gombi had trespassed on their reserves or had killed their monkeys. Of private quarrels he never heard; he asked few questions and suspected much.




  A rumour had reached him of a man of the tribe who had beaten his wife with great cruelty, and had defied his chief; but when Sanders came after, and expected to hear charges against the rebel, none was laid. And when, most discreetly, he asked what had happened to the man, they told him airily that he had died of the sickness mongo, and pointed out his shallow grave, where the torn shreds of his linen fluttered feebly and the broken cooking-pots of his house were scattered around. Also they showed him the place where his hut had been, and now all that Sanders could see was a drunken roof, half hidden by the elephant grass, and very wisely he did not pursue his inquiry any further. The “sickness mongo” might mean anything from beri-beri to the bright, curved executioner’s knife which hung everlastingly at the entrance of the old chief’s hut.




  These Bald Men — and it is a curious fact that the heads even of the youth of the tribe shone like polished ebony — gave no trouble; carried no spears to the killing of their neighbours; paid their taxes regularly; were clean and industrious; and if they practised secret rites and concocted strange medicants, such as had never been heard of by any other people of the river, there was no bloodletting, so far as was known, and they served a most useful purpose, in that they stood, in their jealousy, as guardians of the Pans which stretched behind the forest, an unnatural plain, innocent of bush or tree for forty square miles. It was a legend amongst all the Europeans of the coast that the Pans were rich in alluvial gold. Certainly Government never sought to test the truth of this, putting in the balance, against such a discovery, the certainty of an influx of most undesirable people, who follow every discovery of gold.




  There came into this quiet land a white man, who called himself Odwall. It had once been Obenwitsch, but, for reasons of his own, he had anglicised himself, taken off the beard he had been in the habit of wearing, and thus, outwardly changed, strayed into the region of the Pans, which are approachable only through the country of the Bald Men. These quiet souls, who believed that there were only three white men in the world, received Mr. Odwall with the profound respect and dazed wonder which a church convention might offer to a second, and hitherto unsuspected, Archbishop of Canterbury.




  He sat down and talked to them in their own language, and they gave a great feast and a dance of girls, and they told him of their mystery, and why their heads were bald; but in this he was not greatly interested. Nor was he especially thrilled when old Ch’uga, chief of the village, told him secretly, in a whisper and in the darkest comer of his hut, that a new herb had been found which cured madness. For the Bald Men are very wise in the use of herbs, and because of this they are bald, as you shall learn.




  Tactfully and gradually, he led the talk round to the subject of the Pans and the yellow dust that could be washed from the dark earth; but Ch’uga shook his head at the first word of it.




  “Lord,” said he, a trifle shocked, “these things we do not talk about, because of Sandi our father, nor do we dig into the earth, for that also is forbidden. And when strange men come and make little holes in the ground, we fight them with our spears and they run away.”




  Mr. Obenwitsch (we had better call him Odwall) was terribly interested but asked no further questions. He had, he calculated, at least three months to get better acquainted with the chief, and he could afford to bide his time.




  It was unfortunate for him that, the following morning, as he strolled through the tree-fringed village street, he met another white man, who walked out of the forest, followed by six red-tarboshed soldiers. Mr. Odwall did not swoon; he made a little grimace which might have been mistaken for a smile, and touched the rim of his none-too-clean helmet.




  “Good morning, Mr. Commissioner,” he said. “My name’s Odwall—”




  “Your name is Obenwitsch,” said Sanders, with his hard little smile. “Three years ago I had the satisfaction of kicking you out of this country, and I have an idea that I’m going to repeat that process, but this time, I think, the kick will be harder.”




  Mr. Odwall was nearly a head taller than the dapper Commissioner; he was heavily built and something of a rough fighter; but he took the threat meekly, and it was not only the presence of the soldiers that restrained him.




  “You’re in reserved territory without a permit,” said Sanders. “I’d like to see your baggage, and that may not be all.”




  The baggage, which consisted of a weatherworn grip, was brought from the chief’s hut (all the Bald Men standing round, clasping their sides anxiously and wondering what was toward). Sanders opened the grip and turned over its contents. There was a quart flask of rye whisky, and this he smelt, afterwards turning the contents upon the ground.




  “You’re carrying spirits in a prohibited area,” he said briefly, “and I shall commit you to prison with hard labour for six months.”




  “See here, Sanders, you’re acting a little arbitrarily—”




  “You can go quietly or you can go in irons,” interrupted Sanders. “I won’t argue with you.”




  Mr. Obenwitsch went down the river, a prisoner under escort to Headquarters, and forthwith was committed to prison.




  Sanders did not explain to the Bald Men why he had taken his fellow-countryman away, for it was his business to keep up the end of the European race, and Mr. Odwall knew him well enough to be certain of his reticence. He served his six months and was deported to England, for he was a British subject. But there was in his heart no malice towards Sanders, for Walter Odwall was an habitual breaker of the law, and such men respect authority.




  He came to London with enough money to hire a flat in Jermyn Street and to arrange with a high-class stationer for certain printing. For six months he had sat in prison, planning and re-planning, and his scheme was complete in all respects save one, and this deficiency could easily be remedied. He called to him a financier.




  He had met Mr. Wilberry in one of those social capillaries which are erroneously described as night clubs. Capillaries indeed, for here the poison gas of spurious Bohemianism intermingles with the good red blood of commerce, with disastrous effects. Mr. Wilberry was a well-to-do manufacturer whose chief characteristic was that he hated Sheffield. His hatred was such an obsession with him that he would have gone a hundred miles out of his way to avoid the town. When he wrote to the manager of his factory (which was indubitably in Sheffield) he had the envelope addressed by his secretary — the word was so hateful that he could not write it.




  He was not only a manufacturer, but an experimental chemist, having taken a very high science degree, and his hobby and preoccupation was a new kind of steel which was to revolutionise the trade. If the truth be told, he was a better business man than a scientist, and when, at the cost of a hundred thousand pounds, he produced in triumph a steel which was at once stainless and malleable, and offered Sheffield the privilege (in exchange for a small royalty which a disinterested statistician calculated would bring him in about three millions a year) of manufacturing this super-article, Sheffield was at first interested, then sceptical; applied tests, with unfortunate results, and the end of it was that the Sheffield manufacturers in council assembled, and aided and supported by their technical experts, spoke slightingly of Wilberry Steel, refused either to purchase or to manufacture it, and there the matter finished, in so far as they were concerned.




  Mr. Wilberry never forgave Sheffield; he loathed Sheffield with a loathing beyond the understanding of any who have not seen the child of their dreams massacred by cruel and ruthless hands. He sold his estate in the neighbourhood of the hated town; would have closed down his extensive works, only he was a business man, and that would have been an unbusinesslike thing to do; and settled in Surrey with a large laboratory, where he employed any scientific young gentleman who held the same view about Wilberry Steel as he held.




  Odwall had marked this gentleman for exploitation. He knew little or nothing about steel, but whilst he was in prison he had had the advantage of reading Volume XIV of the jail’s encyclopaedia, and a careful study of the article on iron told him that no story he might tell of an ore-field in the Territories would arouse the least enthusiasm in the bosom of Mr. Wilberry. For iron must be found near coal, and there must be easy transportation.




  In his stuffy little sittingroom overlooking Jermyn Street he expanded his scheme.




  “Gold interests everybody,” he said, “it interests you, Mr. Wilberry; it interests the boy in the street…”




  He proceeded to tell the story of the Pans and his audience was impressed.




  Mr. Wilberry was a moist, redfaced man who smoked large cigars and wore white spats and a diamond ring. Smallish eyes and a little black moustache complete the description. He was very rich and very sceptical, until Mr. Odwall showed him a little bag filled with dull yellow grains.




  “I managed to wash out a bucketful of dirt, and that is what I got,” he said impressively.




  The interested financier did not ask how it came about it Mr. Odwall had succeeded in smuggling his find through the rigorous searchings which are part of prison discipline. If he had asked, he would have been told an elaborate lie, for the gold was bought from a man in Dakka on the homeward voyage.




  “I don’t mind putting a couple of thousand into it,” said Mr. Wilberry. “Those thickheaded swine of Sheffield have almost ruined me, and some day, my boy, I’m going to get back on ‘em! I’d give half a million to twist the blighters!”




  His statement did not accord with his protestations of poverty, but Odwall was not the type of man who boggled at an inconsistency.




  His plan was a simple one.




  “There’s a kid officer out there,” he said, “who would fall for anything with a tale to it. In June, Sanders goes up to the Ochori for his palavers with the northern chiefs, and he’ll take Captain Hamilton with him.” He explained Hamilton’s position and identity. “This time I’ll have three months’ clear run of the Territory, and if I get on the right side of this kid Tibbetts I’ll have the claims staked and registered before Sanders is back.”




  “Does Tibbetts know you?”




  “Not from a crow. He was away when Sanders brought me downriver, and he wasn’t in the Territory when I was trading there. Leave it to me!”




  Bones was surprised at nothing except the inability of his superior officer to appreciate his undoubted musical gifts. But the letter from “Mr. Walter Bagen” was so unexpected and so unusual of character that Lieutenant Tibbetts of the King’s Houssas spent a whole hour blessing his own soul. Nevertheless, he lost no time in replying.




  “Dear Sir,” he wrote, “I have the honnour to acknowledge the receit of your leter your letter. Of the iyh ultimus. I thank you also for refereing reffering to me as (a great authiroty authroity authoritey)” — Bones had never solved the mystery of the inverted comma— “on the subject of archeology.” (He got this one right because he copied it letter by letter from his correspondent’s typewritten epistle.) “I will certainley take a note of anything annything unusual in the way of Roman remains Roman remains evedence of early civvilisation et cet et cet. I thank you for illecting me a Fellow of the Central African Arkilogicle Society” (this time he wrote the word from memory) “and anything I can do to help foreword the great course of Arch of the Society you can depend on me doing. Trusting you are well, Sincerely, A. tibbetts, Lt., F.C.A.A.S.”




  At tiffin, Bones mentioned his new honour very casually.




  “Fellow of the what?” asked Hamilton, his dark face screwed up inquiringly.




  “Archi — um — you know, dear old officer… fossils an’ things.” Bones coughed and looked serious and important. “I shouldn’t be a bit surprised if I didn’t find something — a dina — um — one of those jolly old birds that used to fly around in prehistoric days. Ham, when you were a child, so to speak. And the dinky little ich — something — you find his bones almost anywhere. An’ Roman remains—”




  “Arc you going to write a lot of slush about these things?” asked Captain Hamilton coarsely.




  Bones raised his eyebrows and looked hurt. “I only ask,” said Hamilton, “because I’ve had a sarcastic letter from the Accountant-General, who wants to know how many ‘Ts’ there are in ‘flannel’ — I gather that he has been studying your store report.”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts fixed his monocle more firmly in his eye.




  “I usually use three, but there may be four. Ham,” he said, with gentle reproach. “The point is, flannel shirts have nothin’ to do with archy — you know the word.”




  The essay on “Roman Fosils and Other Articals of Ancient Origoin” has never seen the light, because Mr. Bagen, whose other name was Odwall, was not really interested in archaeology, no matter how it was spelt, and the Society had no existence, except on the notepaper he had printed for the purpose of conferring the Fellowship upon Bones. The letter which came back, and which was headed in heavily embossed type:




  “The Institute of the Central Africa Archaeological Society, 943, Jermyn Street. President: The Duke of —— Secretary: Walter S. Bagen, F.C.A.A.S,” acknowledged Bones’s essay, “which will be printed in the Proceedings of the Society,” and informed him:




  “It is the intention of the Society to send a small party of scientists to the Coast in the near future, and an effort will be made, either by His Grace the President, or by the writer, to call and offer you the Society’s congratulations upon your admirable contribution to our knowledge of an obscure and fascinating subject.”




  It was on a hot day in June that the representative of the Central African Archaeological Society walked slowly up the beach, where he had been landed from a surf-boat, a prayer on his lips that nothing had happened to interfere with Mr. Sanders’s departure. Mr. Odwall wore white duck, a white helmet, his shoes were white — he was in his person an illustration of scientific purity. His heavy horn-rimmed glasses, no less than the volume he carried under his arm, gave him a grave and studious appearance.




  “Sandi he no lib, sah,” said the Houssa sergeant who met him halfway, and Mr. Odwall’s mind was relieved of a heavy burden, “Militini he no lib, sah: he go long time upriver. Mistah Tibbetti you see um, sah?”




  Odwall spoke Coast Arabic very well; he preferred for the moment to be a stranger to the land and to its many vernaculars.




  Bones was lying on a long chair on the stoep, his large feet elevated to the rails. He scrambled up at the sight of the visitor.




  “Bless my soul, dear old secretary!” he gasped, when the honour which was being done to him was revealed. “Never had the slightest idea you were coming—”




  He was a little incoherent. Mr. Odwall gathered that, if news of his coming had been sent ahead, there would have been a band to meet him.




  Over tiffin Bones grew archaeological.




  “There are jolly old places in this country nobody has ever explored,” he said. “Roman remains! There’s a sort of viaduct up in the I’fubi — you know, sir, a sort of bridge that water runs over — horribly Roman! And there’s no end of” — Bones manipulated his hands convulsively— “a kind of… I don’t know what the jolly old arch… what the word is for it … it’s a sort of well arrangement — an’ yet it isn’t a well, if you understand, dear old sir… it’s a sort of wall… not exactly a wall—”




  “I quite understand,” said Mr. Odwall gravely; “it’s what we call an odalisque.”




  “That’s it!” said Bones. “You’ve got the word I’ve been tryin’ to think of.”




  That evening Mr. Odwall put forward a tentative plan.




  “Ye — es,” said Bones, but with no great heartiness. “You could go up, of course — I’d have to ask the Commissioner.”




  “I have a permit from the Colonial Office,” suggested Mr. Odwall.




  He possessed nothing of the sort, but he had rightly surmised that in the circumstances he would not be asked to show any such document.




  Bones was relieved.




  “If you have that, dear old Archi — um — why, of course, you can go. I’d love to come with you, but I’m sort of stuck here till Mr. Sanders returns.”




  Odwall hired paddlers the next morning, loaded his kit in the centre of the canoe and, himself comfortably ensconced under a palm-leaf roof, he left on his journey. In seven days he landed at the nearest point to the Pans and made his way through the forest. On the twelfth day he reached the village of the Bald Men and was effusively welcomed.




  For the greater part of a week he sat down in the village, spending most of his days wandering in the desolation of the Pans — but everywhere he went the old chief accompanied him.




  “Lord, this is a bad place to go,” said the old man; “for there are ghosts and terrible ju-jus hiding in the ground. Also it is the word of Sandi our lord, that no white man shall walk here because of the evil which will follow. Come with me into the green woods and I will show you a little flower that gives men great courage if it is picked by the light of the moon and boiled in a big pot…”




  Mr. Odwall had no need for such a stimulant. The dope he wanted lay in the black earth.




  One night, when his stay had lasted nearly a fortnight and he had, by the exercise of his ingenuity, secured and washed a bucket of earth, without, however, discovering the slightest trace of gold, the old chief paid a visit to the hut, at the door of which Mr. Odwall sat, moodily surveying the domestic life of the village.




  “Master,” he said in his secretive way, “because you are a friend of Sandi I will give you a great treasure.”




  He looked around to see if he could be overheard, and Mr. Odwall’s heart leapt.




  “This is our mystery which you know. It was whispered to me by my father, the great chief K’suro, and I also will tell it to my son when the hand of death is on my face.”




  From under his chief’s robe of dingy skins, he brought a little clay pot which was filled to the brim with a greenish-yellow substance of the consistency of butter. Mr. Odwall’s jaw dropped. For one wild moment of exhilaration he had expected the withered hand to come out of the robe holding a small bag of gold.




  “This is our wonder,” said the chief in a hushed voice. “Because of this we are different from all other men.”




  He caught hold of his guest’s unwilling hand, smeared a little of the green butter on his hairy arm, and then, with the edge of his robe, wiped it clean. Where there had been hair was a smooth surface.




  “We are bald because of this magic,” said the old chief, blissfully unconscious of the other’s rising annoyance. “This I give to you because it is more wonderful than anything in the world.”




  Mr. Odwall’s first impulse was to throw the pot at the old man’s head, but he conquered this desire, and put the little jar on the ground beside him.




  “That is fine talk and good magic, chief,” he said briskly; “but I have heard of other wonders in this forest, such as the yellow dust that comes out of the earth. Now I tell you that in my own country I am a very great chief and have many slaves and great riches, and I sleep upon a fine skin bed every night. And if you tell me truly where this yellow dust lies, I will make you a rich man. Your goats shall fill the forest, and the houses of your wives shall be a village.”




  Ch’uga, the chief, was obviously ill at ease.




  “Lord, I know of no yellow dust,” he said uneasily; “nor must I speak of such, for that is Sandi’s order. Once a man came to the third hole and took away dust, and that was a bad palaver, for Sandi followed him to the end of the world and caught him. Let me tell you of this strange mud of yours, and of our cunning in making it. First we take the fat of goats, and this we boil in a big pot, with the red berries—”




  Mr. Odwall yawned.




  “Tell me tomorrow, chief.”




  He had learnt all he wanted to know. The third hole — that was the third shallow pan, four miles away. That night, when the village slept, he crept forth from his hut, carrying a canvas bag which contained a big trowel, and, moving cautiously, so that the watchman might not see him, he went through a fringe of woodland and came to the desolation. Working his way round by a circuitous route, he reached “the third hole.” The ground was soft and friable, yielding to his trowel without calling for any exceptional effort of strength.




  He got through the top layer and struck what he guessed was the alluvial patch, and, opening the mouth of his bag, he half filled it. He tested its weight: he could carry that back to the village and could wash the dirt at his leisure. He had risen to his feet and was twisting the neck of the bag, preparatory to hoisting it on his back, when he looked round and saw a figure standing in the moonlight. It was the old chief.




  “O, ko!” said Ch’uga dismally. “This is a bad palaver, and I will send to Sandi this sad news. Master, you will empty your sack.”




  “Empty nothing!” snarled Odwall. And then, in Bomongo, he tried to excuse his presence. But as he sought to pass the custodian of the Pans, the old man gripped him by the arm, very gently but very strongly.




  “Master, you do not go hence,” he said.




  Odwall tried to wrench himself free, and, finding this difficult, encumbered as he was, dropped his bag and pushed the old man back. He saw the glint of a killing spear raised in warning, and struck savagely with his sharp-edged trowel. The blow got home and the old man, stumbling to his knees, fell an inert heap. Odwall cursed his folly, and, going down on to his knees, turned the chief on to his back. He was bleeding freely, and at the sight of the still face the adventurer felt a cold chill run down his spine. Sanders would be merciless if he caught him now. There would be a rope and a tree, and his would be a name blotted out and forgotten.




  He took out a handkerchief and bandaged the wound as well as he could; and then, with his sack over his shoulder and wet with perspiration, he went back to the village and, packing his grip, struck the path which led to the coast. For three days he toiled on without carriers or bearers, in the blazing heat of the tropical sun, fearful every moment of hearing the patter of footsteps behind him, sleeping on his feet as he staggered under the heavy burden of his treasure.




  At last he came to where he had left his paddlers and, without more ado, he heaved bag and suitcase to the bottom of the canoe, before he dropped like a log into his place in the stern; before the paddlers began their chant, he was asleep. When he awoke it was early morning, and the canoe was tied up to the side of a little wood. He saw the red glow of the fire and put out his hand for the bag of earth which had cost him so dear. It was not there!




  His hoarse yell of anger brought the headman of the paddlers to him.




  “Lord, it was only earth, and was weighing down the canoe, for the waters are rough near the Isisi River, so we threw it overboard.”




  Odwall raged up and down the bank like a lunatic, cursing the men, cursing Sanders, cursing everything except his own insensate folly.




  Bones went down to meet the canoe as soon as it was sighted, and was shocked at the ghastly appearance of the man.




  “Dear old astrologer!” he said in alarm. “You’ve got fever, dear old secretary. You must let me give you a little quinine—”




  “When does the next boat call?”




  “It’s calling, dear old archi — whatever the word is. Did you find the Roman remains? That thing” — Bones’s hands worked rapidly.




  “Yes, yes, I found it,” said the other impatiently.




  He was relieved to discover that news had not already come to Headquarters of his crime. Perhaps Ch’uga was not dead. These old natives were as tough as wire.




  “Won’t you wait and see the Commissioner? He’s returning tomorrow,”




  “Tomorrow?” Odwall nearly screamed the word. “No, no, I must go today. You say the ship is calling?”




  Bones pointed dramatically to the sea. A big German steamer had dropped anchor, and the surf-boat was being lowered.




  The departure of Mr. Walter Bagen, Secretary of the Central African Archaeological Society, was something in the nature of a disappointment to Bones, who had prepared quite a lot of interesting but inaccurate information upon a hypothetical Greek occupation of the country, based largely on the presence of a Corinthian pillar which supported the veranda of the Residency and which, if the truth be told, had been brought to the country by Sanders’s predecessor.




  Not until the flat shores of the River Territories had sunk beneath the rim of the ocean did Mr. Odwall feel comfortable.




  The boat did not touch at another British port until it called at Plymouth. And now he could settle down to the invention of a story which would satisfy his financial supporter.




  Mr. Wilberry came to the reoccupied Jermyn Street flat, well aware that he had to listen to a story of failure; for he was a business man, and was quite capable of interpreting a letter which began: “I have got back, as you will see, and although the results of my visit were not all I could have desired—”




  “I am going to tell you the truth,” said Odwall, when the redfaced man had settled himself comfortably in the only armchair large enough to seat him.




  Oddly enough, the story the returned wanderer told was substantially true — it was the easiest and the most plausible explanation of his abortive effort.




  “Bad luck,” said Mr. Wilberry, who had lost money before. “But I should have thought that if you’d given the old bird enough money, he’d have helped you?”




  Odwall shook his head.




  “You don’t know the influence that swine Sanders has over the natives,” he said. And then he remembered. “Here’s something that will interest you.”




  He went into his bedroom, brought back a small jar of native make, and, taking off the oil paper with which he had covered its contents, he showed the greenish-yellow ointment.




  Mr. Wilberry frowned.




  “A depilatory?” he said. “Does it work?”




  “Does it work?” Odwall laughed. “It’s half empty now. I’ve used it all the way back from Africa to save shaving.”




  Wilberry reached out his hand, took the pot, smeared a little on the hair by the side of his ear and, taking out his handkerchief, wiped it. A bare patch showed where the ointment had touched.




  He caught his breath.




  “Do you know… the formula for this?” he gasped. Odwall shook his head.




  “No; I didn’t bother — you can get it analysed—”




  “Analysed! It’s a vegetable product, you fool! Analysts can’t tell us anything. Did he offer you the formula?”




  “Yes; I couldn’t be bothered. I was after gold—”




  Wilberry waved his podgy hands in despair. “My God!” he howled, and turned around on the adventurer with blazing eyes. “You fool! You great brainless fool!” he shouted. “Gold, did you want? And you had it!” He held up the pot. “Do you realise what you’ve got here — what we could have had? If I had this formula I could ruin Sheffield! There wouldn’t be a razor sold… Oh, you shortsighted lunatic!”




  “But — but— “stammered the other. “But, but!” mimicked his patron savagely. “That pot was worth a million pounds — it was worth ten million — I’d have had half Sheffield at my feet begging for mercy; for the formula of this would have put out of business every razor, every safety razor company in the world! Gold! This is gold! Under your ugly nose and you couldn’t see it!”




  It is a strange fact that neither Bones nor Sanders associated the untimely death of the old chief with the visit of the secretary of a great archaeological society. Sanders went in search of the white man, and learnt only, from the descriptions that were given, that Mr. Odwall had in some way returned to the country and had made his escape again.




  “I don’t know whether it’s a sign of mourning or whether it’s due to some other cause — the bald people are no longer bald,” said Sanders at dinner on the night of his return. “Apparently they used some sort of stuff that the old chief made, and the secret of which he did not pass on to his people. Now the poor old boy’s gone, the Bald Men are becoming quite normal again. You ought to write to your archaeological society about it. Bones.”




  A piece of advice which Bones followed, but the letter came back marked “Gone away — addressee not known.”




  VII. The Joy Seekers
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  The Zaire had once paid a visit to the Islands of Joy. There was a group of six, none larger than a mile in circumference, and two of them half that size; and they were uninhabited. For, although water was to be had here and vegetation grew in great abundance, there was neither monkey nor rat nor even snake.




  Once upon a time the Portuguese had established a post on the island, and the grey ruins of a little fort were still visible; and there was evidence of cultivated fields. But nobody coveted the Islands of Joy; they were not even in a geographical position which would have justified the establishment of a cable station.




  Bones had threatened to spend a fortnight in a botanical classification — it was at a time when he was badly bitten with the botanical fever, and kept volumes of pressed grasses and flowers, inaccurately named. But his promise was never kept, and the Islands of Joy stood for a landmark and a menace to shipping; though, if the truth be told, no regular line came within twenty miles of these pleasant rocks.




  There were legends about them, and these existed far up the river, amongst people whose eyes had never rested on the sea. It was the summer home of M’shimba-M’shamba, according to one account; and populated by a race of slaves who made cloth for the white people, according to another.




  The Kano people had a legend that Mahomet had once landed on the largest, and had been inspired by a dream that all the world would be converted to his teachings. But then, the Kano people invest the most commonplace spot with holy mystery.




  The Houssas are Mohammedan in all their habits and practices except that they do not keep their women veiled, though Abiboo once told Mr. Commissioner Sanders that certain of the Fula — who, under the Emir, are the lords of Kano — have this custom. But if they do not segregate their womenfolk, they hold rigid views on their integrity. And when Benabdul, a soldier of the King’s Houssas, coming through the wood, found his young and lovely wife struggling in the arms of Achmet the bugler, and heard her fearful screams, he flew at the goodlooking youth, who had offended beyond pardon, and there would have been murder, only the sound of the affray brought Sergeant Abiboo on the scene, and Abiboo’s favourite peacemaker was a stiff strip of rhinoceros hide, which hurt.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts held his morning palaver at seven o’clock, and before him was marched the erring bugler and the story of his abominable deeds was told. The woman did not testify — her husband was there to speak for her. He was very voluble. When the evidence was ended. Bones fixed his monocle and gave judgment.




  “You will be kept in the dark prison for seven days. All the marks on your arm that say ‘this is a good soldier’ shall be taken from your arm, and you shall lose your pay all the time you are in prison.”




  So Achmet went to the cells behind the guardroom and picked oakum on a sparse dietary.




  “Better send the young fool back to H.Q.,” suggested Sanders, and Captain Hamilton agreed.




  But the moving of units from one station to another is not an easy matter. There were reports (in triplicate) to be made to H.Q., memoranda to answer, and this takes time. The unpopular Achmet came out of prison and resumed his bugle practice, and it looked as though matters would settle down, for Benabdul, the injured husband, was a mild man and incapable of sustaining a feud.




  Not so his wife, it seemed. Her name was Fahmeh, and she was of the Arab type, brown, and, by European standards, pretty, for her nose was thin and straight, and she had fine eyes.




  It was she who kept clean the hut of Lieutenant Tibbetts and laundered his linen.




  “Lord,” she said one morning whilst she was at her work, “this man Achmet still looks at me as I pass him, and his eyes are terribly loving. I am afraid.”




  Bones had a face almost entirely covered with lather at that moment, and his bright razor was poised.




  “Woman, if you did not look at him, you would not be offended,” he said; “for it is written in the Sura of the Djin that offence comes from knowing.”




  She frowned at this.




  “All the women point at me,” she said, “and some ask why my husband does not beat him. Until this man goes I will not be happy, for I hate him.”




  “All things happen,” said the philosophical young officer, and went on with his toilet.




  Bones was undoubtedly working very hard just then, and had his own worries. His many musical possessions gathered dust in odd places, his portable harmonium was never opened, the bagpipes presented by a misguided administrator hung neglected (Fahmeh never even dusted them, believing them to be the dried remains of a sea monster of the octopus family).




  He was working more industriously and continuously than usual at a law course. From Headquarters had come an elaborate circular urging the necessity for “all officers holding administrative positions or assistants to officers holding administrative positions, or officers who may at any time be called upon, in the absence of the proper administrative authorities, to occupy such offices,” to direct their minds to the study of law, offering as an inducement a microscopic addition to their pay for proficiency in the subject.




  It needed only this to drive Bones into the glad and welcoming arms of the Medicine Hat College of Law and Jurisprudence, whose page advertisement filled every magazine of note.




  “Learn Law!” said the announcement peremptorily.




  Bones wrote for information and had back a carload of literature, a letter that began “Dear Friend,” and a blank which wasn’t a blank at all, and only required his signature on the dotted line to bring the revealed mysteries of the law to his breakfast-table.




  “And what value the laws of the United States will be to you, God knows,” said Hamilton, finding his subordinate immersed in the study of Impersonation. “What you should get down to is an analysis of the ten commandments.”




  Bones stretched back in his chair wearily and closed his eyes.




  “Dear old sir,” he said with offensive patience, “why blither? This sort of thing is a bit deep for you, dear old sir. I’ll bet that you don’t know that it’s illegal to pretend you’re somebody else?”




  “You stagger me,” said Hamilton.




  “And I’ll bet you don’t know, poor old ignoramus, that if I went to you an’ said I’m Sanders, and I wasn’t Sanders, an’ you thought I was Sanders an’ gave me a cheque, what I should be?”




  “I know what I should be,” replied Hamilton.




  At a later period of the day he expressed his uneasiness to Sanders.




  “I’ve never known Bones to take study quite so seriously,” he said. “He’s walking about like a man in a dream, and calls me ‘your honour.’ Do you mind going through the mail, sir, and taking out any correspondence marked ‘Medicine Hat School of Law’?”




  Sanders smiled.




  “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he said, “but I’ll talk to Bones.”




  Before he could do so, a curious thing occurred. The corporal of the guard reported that he had seen Bones walking about the parade ground in the middle of the night. Bones had his hut on the other side of the parade, directly opposite the guardroom, and it was not unusual on a hot night, when sleep was difficult, for the sentry to see a tall young man, in violently striped pyjamas and mosquito boots, pacing up and down outside the house. When the sentry saw the figure in pyjamas walk across to the storehouse, an ugly little tin building where the soldiers’ clothing was kept, he thought nothing of it. He mentioned the matter to the corporal of the guard, who as casually told Hamilton.




  “What time was this?” asked the interested captain of Houssas.




  “Lord, it was the third hour before the light.”




  When they met at breakfast: “What the devil were you doing in the middle of the night?” asked Hamilton.




  “Me, sir?” said Bones. “Sleepin’, sir; that’s what I generally do, dear old Ham.”




  Hamilton looked at him in astonishment.




  “But, my dear man, you were wandering about the parade ground at 3 a.m.!”




  Bones gaped at him.




  “Me, sir? I, sir, I mean? Give the poor old captain a little air,” he said gently. “Sun, dear old sir — heat, poor old captain—”




  “Do you mean to tell me that you weren’t walking around in your impossible pyjamas at three o’clock this morning?”




  “No, sir,” said Bones. “And as to my pyjamas—”




  “We won’t discuss those at breakfast,” said Hamilton.




  “Have you ever walked in your sleep, Bones?” asked Sanders.




  “As a youth, sir,” admitted Lieutenant Tibbetts; “many, many years ago.”




  When they discussed the matter in private, Sanders made light of the incident.




  “He is working hard, and that probably accounts for his sleepwalking. He can’t do much harm to himself, but you had better tell the sergeant of the guard to keep an eye on him.”




  That night nothing happened, but on the night following Hamilton, finding the night too hot for sleep, pulled his camp bed on to the stoep, hoping that the mosquitoes would not observe the absence of a protective net. After an hour of slapping and whisking, he rose with a curse, went into the dark diningroom and mixed a tepid lime-juice swizzle. When he came out to his bed, he was as wide awake as ever he had been in his life and, abandoning his plan to reerect a mosquito net around his bed, sat down in one of the long-seated chairs and lit a cheroot.




  There was a full moon — it was almost as light as day. He saw the glitter of the sentry’s bayonet as he strolled leisurely up and down, and the dull-red glow of the illicit cigarette which the soldier was smoking. Hamilton grinned. In his early days he would have pulled up the man before him and punished him for this dereliction of duty, but he had learned that there were certain breaches of military law that were so human that to check them arbitrarily was to be guilty of inhumanity.




  And then suddenly he saw a pyjama’d figure cross the square and disappear into the hut occupied by Bones. He waited for five minutes and, his curiosity getting the better of him, he got up and, finding an electric torch, walked across the campus. Bones had left both windows and doors wide open and, flashing the rays of his lamp inside he saw his subaltern lying fast asleep under the mosquito netting. As the light touched his face Bones grunted, turned over…




  “Arson,” he muttered, “is a form of crime jolly well abhorrent to civilised communities.”




  Hamilton passed across the square to the sentry, whose cigarette lay glowing on the ground, mute evidence of his offence.




  “No, lord, I did not see Tibbetti come out of his little house,” said the man; “but there is a door behind where I cannot see, and Tibbetti comes and goes — therefore I did not challenge him, for he is a high one.”




  “Did he throw away this cigarette?” demanded the sarcastic officer.




  “Lord, he must have done this, for who else would smoke?”




  Hamilton thought it unwise to discuss the point. On the following day the homeward and outward mails arrived, and amongst the letters (which included fat envelopes from the Medicine Hat School of Law) was the official order to transfer Bugler Achmet to Headquarters. Hamilton had just time to set the man’s papers in order (for a soldier is attached to an extensive documentation) and bundle the man on to the north-bound steamer, and was in consequence so busy that he had no time to question the sleepwalker. Bones, in moments of crisis like these, was the weakest of reeds. He invariably entered a man’s crimes on his medical history sheet, and recorded a sore throat on the sheet reserved for a soldier’s delinquencies.




  The opportunity did not come till very late in the evening.




  “Bless my jolly old soul!” said Bones, aghast. “Walking in my sleep — you’re pulling my leg. Ham!”




  “I wasn’t near enough to do that, or I’d have given you a spank that would have awakened you.”




  “And probably killed me!” said the indignant Bones. “That’s homicide, dear old officer, in the third degree. Never do that. Ham. Restrain yourself.”




  So far from being alarmed at this revelation of his eccentricity. Bones seemed rather proud of his abnormality, spoke of hair-raising adventures in his youth, and told a long and thrilling story of how he once walked along a parapet.




  “Destruction, dear old sir, staring me in the face.”




  “I sympathise with destruction,” said Hamilton coldly; “but for the moment I warn you that you’ll be getting yourself into serious trouble. It wouldn’t look well if I appointed a keeper—”




  “I should say it wouldn’t!” snapped Bones.




  “But,” continued Hamilton, “you’ll have to find some way of stopping this night-prowling of yours. I am going to suggest that you cover your floor with tintacks.”




  Bones made gurgling noises of protest.




  “Or else that you tie your big toe to the bedpost. You’re demoralising the detachment, and it has got to be stopped.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “I’ll look into the matter, sir,” he said peevishly.




  When he went back to his hut, Fahmeh, the Kano woman, was unrolling his netting and tucking the loose ends under the mattress.




  “Now my heart is happy, Tibbetti,” she said, “for Achmet has gone on the big ship, and I shall not see him any more.”




  Bones was not in the mood to gossip about Achmet and the rights and wrongs of this young lady. But he was anxious to secure outside information about his own nocturnal habits.




  “Tell me, Fahmeh,” he said, “do the soldiers ever see me walking at night?”




  To his amazement she nodded.




  “Yes, lord, I have seen you in your fine silk bedclothes and your high yellow boots. Once you came to my hut and called my husband, and I came out to you and you told me that you needed him. Because you looked strangely, lord, I thought you were mad.”




  Bones sat down heavily upon the nearest chair.




  “Bless my life!” he said feebly, and turned pale. “Heavens alive and holy snakes!” he added, and ran his fingers through his thin yellow hair.




  “Also,” she went on remorselessly, “many of the soldiers have seen you go into the house of cloths; and last night Militini saw you.”




  Bones waved her out of the hut. Perhaps he was going mad? Young men — intelligent and bright young men — had been driven mad before in this territory by the blazing sun and the everlasting blueness of the skies.




  When he went up to dinner he carried with him a document, which he thrust tragically before Sanders’s eyes. “I’d like you to witness this, dear old sir an’ Excellency,” he said miserably. “I’ve left you my little bungalow at Shoreham, and I’ve given old Ham all my guns and things…”




  “What is this?” asked Sanders, examining the document, which began:




  ‘I, Augustus Tibbetts, Lieutenant of King’s Houssas, being of sounde mind and in full pesesion of my fackiltys…’




  “A will? What rubbish! And besides, Bones,” smiled Sanders, “I couldn’t witness a will that left me even a Shoreham bungalow. Are you feeling ill?”




  “No, sir — on the borderline, sir,” said Bones, in his most sepulchral tone. “Nutty, sir.” He tapped his head. “Seein’ things, sir, an’ hearin’ things, sir, and sky-hootin’ all over the place at night, sir.”




  “Oh, you’re sleepwalking? Well, that’s not going to kill you,” said Sanders and, as Achmet’s successor sounded the officers’ mess call: “Sit down and eat.”




  The huts of the Houssas form two lines nearly parallel with the shore of the river. By their side, and nearer to the sea, are their gardens, where sweet potatoes and onion and mealies grow in plenty. At night-time there is certain picturesqueness about the lines, for three fires burn and there comes the sound of a tuneless banjo, the clapping of hands and the turn-turn of an elongated dancing drum.




  That night, before he went to bed. Bones fixed an elaborate trap calculated to wake him in the event of his taking an unconscious stroll. It consisted of an old shotgun resting precariously on the open edge of the door, and a broom-handle, the requisite height being secured by balancing the broom-handle on a chair.




  The man who came to rouse him in the dark hours may have guessed this — a likely possibility, since every man, woman and child in the station had seen Bones fixing the trap.




  “Tibbetti!” he called urgently.




  At the third repetition of his name Bones leapt out of bed, thrust open the door, and was knocked almost senseless by the shotgun.




  “Man, why do you call me?” he growled, rubbing his head.




  “Lord, will you come and see? Benabdul has been killed!”




  Bones struggled into his coat, pulled on his boots and went out into the black night.




  “Who killed this man?” he asked.




  “Lord, none knows. In the night his wife heard him cry out, and when she went from her hut, there, by the favour of God, lay Benabdul.”




  Somebody had roused a fire to a blaze. All the Houssa huts had emptied, and a crowd of half-naked men and women surrounded the thing on the ground.




  The man had been speared through the heart, and lay on his side, his two arms outstretched towards the village street. Benabdul’s weeping wife had begged that he be carried into the hut, but the Houssas had left him where they found him.




  Bones went up to the Residency and aroused the Commissioner and Hamilton, and together they went back to the huts.




  Sanders was puzzled. There was no war in the country, and this man had been so extremely insignificant that he had no enemies except Achmet, who was on a ship and a hundred miles away. Moreover, there were no family quarrels such as distinguish most family circles; he lived happily with his wife and seldom beat her. The thing was inexplicable.




  Later, Sanders examined the weapon — a short throwing spear. There were scores of them at headquarters. The Houssas bought or stole them from the Upper River — Bones had a dozen in his own hut.




  “It is very queer. Bring the woman to me,” he said.




  Her friends had succeeded in quietening the sobbing wife, and she was brought to where Sanders sat by the side of the fire.




  “Now tell me, woman,” he said kindly, “did you hear no sound in the night?”




  She hesitated. “Lord, I heard a voice calling my husband, and he went out,” she sobbed.




  “What voice?” asked Sanders gently. “For, Fahmeh, you know all your husband’s comrades.”




  She shook her head. “It was none of these.” And then she looked strangely at Bones, and he went as white as death.




  “Mine?” he croaked.




  She nodded.




  “Lord, it was your voice I heard, speaking to my husband,” she said in a hushed tone. “And then I heard no more till he cried out.”




  Bones did not flinch. He grew a little suffer, a little more erect than usual, then, stooping, picked up the spear which had been taken out and examined it in the light of the fire. One end had been shaved, and there was an initial.




  “This is my spear,” he said simply. “I brought it down from the N’gombi three months ago.”




  Hamilton took his hands and turned them over. There was blood on them, but that may have come from the spear he had been handling, which was still wet. And then he turned his cold eyes on Fahmeh.




  “Woman,” he said, “you could not have heard Tibbetti. That is foolish talk. Whilst Tibbetti slept, I sat in the shadow of his hut and watched, knowing his strange way of walking when he sleeps.”




  “As to that, lord, I know nothing,” she said simply, “only it was Tibbetti’s voice which called Benabdul into the open.”




  And she would not budge from this. The sentry was questioned, he had not seen Bones cross the square, but there was a path through the bush, which would have made it possible for him to reach the hut unseen.




  “We’ll talk this over,” said Sanders calmly. “Come up to the house. Bones, and have a drink.”




  The three men went silently across the square into the dark house, and Hamilton lit the lamps and placed a large bottle of whisky on the table. Bones’s face was white and set; he pushed aside the glass with a shake of his head.




  “No, thank you, dear old Ham,” he said, a trifle huskily. And then: “Did I kill this unfortunate beggar? I must confess that I was thinking about him when I went to sleep.”




  “You killed nobody,” said Hamilton savagely. “What are you blathering about? The woman’s half mad with horror, and she’ll tell a different story in the morning. Somebody had a grudge against Benabdul and settled him. There’s nothing remarkable about that?” he challenged Sanders.




  “Nothing,” said Sanders quietly.




  “Do you think I killed him, sir?” asked Bones, his face tense.




  Sanders’s hand went up to his chin.




  “Do I think you killed him?” he repeated slowly. “No, I don’t, Bones.”




  It was a sleepless night for them all, and when daylight came Sanders had an idea, which he communicated to the senior officer.




  “Have you thought of inspecting your store to see if there is anything missing?” he asked. “According to the reports, Bones was seen to visit the store on two different occasions.”




  The idea had not occurred to Hamilton, and without further ado he found his key and went down to the little tin building, accompanied by Sergeant Abiboo, that clerkly man, and made a brief inspection. It was brief because, at first glance, it was evident that the store had been visited by somebody in a great hurry. A pile of brown blankets had been overturned, and when these were counted six were found to be missing. In the inner storeroom, where preserved foods were kept, a case had been broken open and ten cans of meat and vegetables had gone. Nor was this all: in a smaller room of the store — it was little more than a closet — had been ten stands of new Lee-Enfield rifles, which had been sent to the station for tuition purposes, the troops hereabouts being armed with the old Lee-Metford. Two rifles and a box of ammunition had disappeared. And, what was more, an attempt had been made to open the little safe, which, however, contained nothing more valuable than records and stock sheets. Hamilton went back to Sanders with the information he had gleaned.




  “A sleepwalker would hardly have made such a systematic robbery,” said Sanders thoughtfully. “I’ll telegraph to Headquarters. The boat should have arrived there this morning, and if the land line’s working—”




  That it was working, was demonstrated when at that moment the Eurasian clerk who acted as chief telegraphist came over with a scrawled message. It was from the Officer Commanding Troops:




  Private Achmet was not on ship when arrived. Captain believes Achmet jumped overboard before ship left your coasts.




  They looked at one another.




  “Find Achmet,” said Sanders briefly. “He was, remember, a powerful swimmer, and could easily have reached the bush.”




  Behind the beach was a stretch of bush country that ran for fifty miles northward. It was sparsely inhabited, being, in certain seasons, subjected to a terrible wind which invariably missed the river, and except for a few poverty-stricken tribes, who eked out their livelihood by fishing, there were no people of importance in this area.




  “He got to the bush, made his way to the station in the night and settled Benabdul,” said Hamilton.




  “But Bones’s voice?” suggested Sanders.




  “It is an old trick. These Houssa fellows are born imitators, and Bones is a favourite subject of theirs.”




  He himself gave a lifelike imitation of Bones calling Benabdul in Arabic and by name.




  A search of the bush country was impracticable, but Bones and two trackers went along the beach in search of footprints, and two miles from the station they found them, a succession of tracks which led from the sea’s edge to the bush, where they disappeared. Just here a shallow stream runs from the bush into the sea, and Bones went up the creek until it got too deep and tangled for wading. Here the crocodiles have a breeding-place, and even as he stepped through the water he heard the splash of a big fellow as it fell from an unseen log into the water.




  He returned and reported the tracks. The assembly was sounded; every man, on or off duty, paraded on the square, and one by one Hamilton questioned them. But nobody had seen Achmet, the bugler; and Hamilton knew that they were not lying. The man was not popular and he would find no friends to hide him up.




  “You had better sleep at the Residency tonight, Bones,” suggested Sanders that evening. But Bones demurred.




  “I want to be sure how much I’m in this, sir,” he said quietly. “If old Ham will give orders to the sentry that I’m to be challenged wherever I’m seen, I think I shall be more satisfied.”




  His eyes were heavy with weariness when he pulled aside the mosquito curtain and lay on the top of his bed that night, and his head had scarcely touched the pillow before he was in a profound sleep. When he was sure that Bones was slumbering, Hamilton carried a deckchair down to his hut, planted it outside the door, making a circuit of the hut, and propped a stout stake against the back door, so that it could not be opened. When this was done, he returned to the front of the house, and, settling down with a rug over his knees, he fell into a fitful sleep. The chair was drawn across the entrance of the hut so that it was impossible for anybody to leave without waking him.




  The yell that brought him to his feet did not come from the hut. He stood up, his heart beating a little more quickly, listening, and heard excited voices coming from the guardroom. His first thought was of Bones, and, kicking aside the chair, he ran into the hut — Bones’s bed was empty!




  With a sinking heart he ran out and across the square, just as the sergeant of the guard was setting forth to waken him.




  “Lord,” said the man tremulously, “Sergeant Abiboo—”




  “Dead?” asked Hamilton, shocked.




  “No, lord, but he is hurt. While he slept, somebody came into his hut and speared him, but he lay on his side…”




  Hamilton did not wait for any further information but flew to the Houssa lines, and, pushing aside the people who crowded before the entrance of Abiboo’s hut, he went in.




  The wound was a slight one. Abiboo was sitting on his skin bed whilst one of his two wives dressed the wound gingerly.




  “I know nothing, lord,” he said frankly, “except that felt this sharp pain and woke up. Before I could get out of my bed, my enemy had gone.”




  “Did you hear anybody speaking?” asked Hamilton quickly.




  If Abiboo had not, a woman who slept in the next hut had heard somebody call him by name.




  “It was Tibbetti, lord,” she said.




  “Mother of fools,” snarled Hamilton, “how could it be Tibbetti when Tibbetti is sleeping in his hut?”




  Fahmeh detached herself from the group that stood around him.




  “Lord, I saw Tibbetti,” she said, “walking through the village like a ghost, and carrying in his hand a spear, all red with blood. And this he threw down before my hut, where I sat watching. And because I was afraid I did not touch it.”




  Sanders had joined them by this time, and the two men went on a tour of inspection. The spear lay in the centre of the pathway which runs between the two lines of huts, and, picking it up, Hamilton turned his light upon the haft and groaned. Without a word he handed the weapon to Sanders.




  “Is he in his hut?” asked the Commissioner in a troubled tone.




  “No, sir. How he got out, heaven knows!” The bugler sounded the alarm, and the Houssas hurried into their huts to dress. In parties of twos and threes they were sent out to beat first of all the Residency wood, whilst a stronger party was sent off posthaste along the beach. Throughout the night the search continued, but there was no sign either of Bones or of the Houssa Achmet.




  “I can’t understand it,” said Sanders, when Hamilton returned with the first light of dawn to report the failure of the parties. “Bones could not possibly — pshaw! it’s absurd!”




  Hamilton stood with his hands clasped behind him, his chin on his breast, a picture of dejection.




  “It is horrible,” he said, in despair. “Of course, it may be some queer—”




  Out of the corner of his eye he saw a man flying across the square. It was the wounded Abiboo. He came up the four steps to the stoep in one leap.




  “Master,” he said breathlessly, “Fahmeh, the woman of Benabdul, is gone!” There was a silence.




  “Gone?”




  The man nodded.




  “Yes, lord. Nobody saw her go, but Tibbetti was seen—”




  “What!” shouted Hamilton. “When was he seen?”




  “When all the men were on the parade ground,” replied the Houssa, “an old woman, who stayed behind because of the swelling in her leg — she was the wife of Corporal A Pula, who was killed—”




  “Where did she see Tibbetti?” interrupted Sanders.




  “In his little ship,” was the astonishing answer. “The Chic-a-chic. He passed like a ghost down the towards the big waters.”




  “I’ll be damned!” said Hamilton helplessly. He flew down to the quay, hoping that the woman had been mistaken. The motor-launch was gone.




  A first-class mystery this promised to be, and Sander had written three folios of his report to Headquarter when an excited Hamilton called him to the beach. The little Wiggle was coming in from the sea, towing behind a long canoe in which two miserable people were seated.




  This was the story of Fahmeh, the Kano woman, when she stood before Sanders:




  “Lord, this man Achmet was my lover, because he was young and beautiful and my husband was old and silly And when Benabdul found me in his arms, I acted as though I hated him, knowing the time would come when we would go away to the Islands of Joy and build a hut and sow our own garden, and live there for ever. And I hated Tibbetti because he sent my man to the dark prison. We had a canoe in the little creek, and, knowing that Tibbetti slept well, Achmet got the key of the house of cloth and took therefrom all we desired for our long journey to the Islands. Also a bag of rice and a bag of salt and lines with cunning hooks for fishing, and cloth to cover us. I killed Benabdul because I hated him, and spoke evilly of Tibbetti because I hated him worse. I would have killed Abiboo for the cruel way he beat my man, but he lay on his side.”




  Sanders made no comment. It would have been a waste of time. He committed his prisoners to the little lock-up and gave Bones an opportunity of explaining the miracle.




  “Thought it all out when I was lying in bed, dear old Excellency,” said Bones, “whilst poor old Ham was snoring like a pig outside,” he added insolently. “Got the idea in a flash. Deduction an’ logic, sir an’ brother officer. I knew this naughty old lady had the run of my hut, and was the only person who could take a spear. I’m a very methodical person, dear old sir. A lot of people don’t realise that. I knew I had ten, or maybe twelve, spears in my hut, and so I got up, lit the light an’ counted ‘em, and there were only seven, or maybe nine.”




  “Or maybe twelve,” suggested Hamilton, with a sneer.




  “There were three missing, or perhaps five,” said Bones gravely. “Anyway, there were some missing. It struck me what a jolly good idea it would be if I went down and searched this wicked old person’s hut.”




  “In the middle of the night,” murmured Hamilton.




  “I stepped over you, and you never heard me,” said Bones in triumph. “And listen, Ham — I’m no sleepwalker! The wicked person who walked in and out of my hut in my pyjamas was Achmet himself. I never dreamt anybody could be such a fearful cad as to pinch my pyjamas. However, that is by the way. I went down to the Houssa lines by the bush path, and I had hardly got into the village when I saw Mrs. Benabdul come out of Abiboo’s hut and heard the rumpus. To hide myself was the work of a moment. I guessed the whole story in a second. My brain—”




  “We will imagine all that, Bones,” said Sanders good-humouredly. “What happened?”




  Apparently Bones had followed the murderess through the woods, where her lover was waiting for her with a canoe, provisioned and ready for the journey. The canoe was sliding over the surf before Bones realised the objective of the party, and, dashing back to the quay where the little motor-launch lay, he had set forth in pursuit.




  “But I don’t walk in my sleep: that’s the point I want to make, dear old officer,” he said exuberantly. “When I walk I’m awake, and when I’m awake — I’m fearfully keen! If you report this to Headquarters, Excellency” — he addressed Sanders— “you might mention the fact that I did all this without the slightest assistance — in fact, if anything, hampered by naughty old superior.”




  Hamilton’s reply to this was unprintable.




  VIII. The Ball Game
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  Doran Campbell-Cairns was very kind to animals. She adored butterflies, and regarded entomologists who collected them as horrible people. She would not put her dainty foot upon one harmless and necessary worm, and would have swooned at the thought of swatting a fly. She was tall, gloriously slim, had one of those pale, clear complexions that some people find so adorable; beautifully arched eyebrows, and eyes as dear and blue as a morning sky.




  She was the only daughter of His Excellency the Administrator, and she had come out for three months, in the healthiest part of the year, before settling in Paris at a finishing school where young ladies are taught the art of dressing, a discriminating taste in operas, all the new dance steps, and are tutored in the ways of most of the old and more expensive restaurants.




  She did not seem young to Lieutenant Tibbetts. He thought she was the ideal age. He could not imagine her younger or older. She had fluffy golden hair, and lips calculated to make a susceptible young man dither on his feet. Bones was susceptible and dithered, and the four days that His Excellency spent at the Residency were four coloured plates in his drab book of life; four scented roses in a garden of onions, if so sublime an experience can be likened to anything so ridiculous.




  “Bones,” said Sanders one morning, “the Administrator is arriving at the end of the week, and he’s bringing his daughter with him.”




  “Bless her jolly old heart!” murmured Bones, immersed for the moment in his mail. “Anything I can do to make the dear old lady comfortable—”




  “So far as I can remember,” broke in Hamilton, knitting his brows in thought, “she’s quite a kid. My sister wrote to me about her the other day. She’s just left school.”




  “A few native dolls, I think,” said Bones, looking up. “Leave it to me, dear old Excellency. I’ll amuse the child. It’s a funny thing, dear old Ham, but children take to me. I’m rather like the bagpipe fellow from whereis-it. The moment he tuned up his jolly old pipes — but you’ve read the novel, dear old Ham: why bother me with questions?”




  “To be exact, I haven’t asked you a question yet,” said Hamilton. “If I did, I should like to know whether you’re as big an ass as you seem, or whether this super-ignorance of yours is just show-off?”




  “Tut tut!” murmured Bones, back again in his correspondence. “Tut tut, dear old baby-snatcher!”




  “What you can do,” said Sanders, “is to get the tennis net put up, and ask your men to mend the ice plant.”




  Bones went down to meet the Administrator with a light heart and a whistle. He came back dazed, and, for once in his life, silent.




  Miss Doran had naturally attached herself to him because he was the only young man in the party. She thought Sanders looked horribly stern, and confided to the awestricken Bones that Hamilton had a cruel mouth.




  “Perfectly horrible, young miss,” said Bones, hoarse with emotion. “The things that jolly old man says to me—”




  “I mean, he looks as if he would — well hurt!”




  Bones nodded his head solemnly.




  “Simply horrible, dear old young lady,” he agreed. “Simply doesn’t care a rap for a fellow’s feelings.”




  Those wondrous lips of hers uttered a sound of impatience.




  “You’re very stupid, Mr. Bones,” she said.




  “Tibbetts is my name, but you can call me Bones, Miss, Excellency,” he said.




  “I shall call you what I like,” replied Miss Excellency tartly.




  “And I shall like whatever you call me, dear old person,” said Bones, and was so pleased with this reply that he recovered a little of his lost confidence.




  Four days of seeing her at breakfast, at tiffin, at dinner! Forty-eight hours of intoxication with her on the Zaire, when she went with her father on a little tour of inspection! And the evenings in the dark of the veranda, when she sat in shimmering white, her cool hand so close to his that he could have touched it, and did, in fact, touch it once, explaining hastily that he had brushed off a mosquito. On the fourth morning, in a delirium of misery — for her boat sailed that afternoon — he made a statement.




  “The point is, young Miss Doran,” he said, in so strange a voice that he did not recognise himself speaking, “I’m simply awfully nutty about you. I am really, dear old miss. I’ve got an uncle with pots of money — he’s an awful big pot — what I mean to say is that he can’t live for ever — few people do, dear old miss… I know you’re very young and I’m simply fearfully old, and your jolly old father’s a perfect terror — though we shouldn’t see much of him—”




  “What on earth are you talking about?” Her starry eyes were fixed on his.




  Bones cleared his throat, wiped the perspiration from his damp forehead with a small silk Union Jack, one of his most prized possessions, which he intended donating before her departure; coughed again, looked everywhere except at her, and then, in a moment of extreme desperation:




  “The point is, dear old lady, what about it?” he asked hoarsely.




  “What about what?”




  “Jolly old matrimony,” croaked Bones. “Tum-tum-ti-tum-tum-tum…”




  She didn’t recognise Mendelssohn’s Wedding March, but it was well intended.




  “Matrimony? Are you proposing to me?” Her eyebrows rose haughtily.




  Bones nodded. He was dumb with adoration, fear, hope, and sensibility.




  “How perfectly ridiculous!” said this young lady who would not tread on a harmless and necessary worm, or cruelly swat a fly, or pin Purple Emperors to a bit of cork. “How perfectly horribly stupid! I couldn’t possibly marry you! You’re so awfully old. How old are you?”




  “A hundred and five,” said Bones, in a dismal effort to be jocular.




  “I’m sure you’re twentyfour if you’re a day,” she said severely, “and you’re awfully plain.”




  “Me?” said the indignant Bones. “Me plain? Don’t be absurd, dear old silly one.”




  “Of course you’re plain!” she scoffed. “Look at your nose!”




  Bones squinted down the organ in question, but could see nothing remarkable except that it was brick-red, but then, so was the rest of his face.




  “What’s the matter with my nose?” he demanded hotly. “And if it comes to that, you’ve got no nose worth speaking about.”




  She opened her mouth in an O of pain and wrath. “How dare you speak about my nose! I shall tell my father.”




  “And you jolly well ought to,” said Bones bitterly, “because he’s partly responsible.”




  “Oh!” she said again, and then, maliciously: “I couldn’t possibly marry a man who isn’t an athlete. And if you want to know, I’m in love with Harry Gilde. He’s one of the best forwards in the Cambridge pack.”




  Bones waggled his head impatiently.




  “That’s the kind of person you would be in love with — a forward! As if you’re not forward enough!”




  “Let us walk back to the Residency,” she said, with ominous calm.




  Bones shrugged, and walked by her side.




  “After what I have done for you,” he said, after a long pause.




  She stopped and glared at him.




  “What have you done for me?”




  “I’ve shown you everything, haven’t I?” he squeaked indignantly. “Who put the tennis net up? I did!”




  “And a beastly old tennis net it is,” she said.




  “It’s the best we’ve got,” said Bones quietly.




  “What else have you done? Now tell me that!” Bones couldn’t think for the moment, but waved his hand round the landscape.




  “Did you make the earth, I wonder?” she asked sarcastically. “Are you the Lord’s head gardener?”




  It was Bones’s turn to be shocked.




  “Do not let us discuss it,” he said, and with tightly pressed lips they walked back to the Residency.




  The Administrator was on the point of departure.




  “Where on earth have you been, Doran?” he asked, though very mildly, for he was in some awe of his beautiful daughter.




  “I have been seeing” — her tone was very deliberate— “a strange insect, and watching its curious antics,” said Doran, glancing sideways at Bones.




  “So have I,” said he defiantly. “One of the most stuck-up insects…”




  She took her father’s arm and left him so abruptly that it was quite noticeable.




  “Are you coming down to the beach, Bones?” asked Hamilton.




  His subaltern performed a wonderful grimace in which scorn, indifference, disgusted amusement and superiority to womankind at once fought for expression and suffered defeat. Nevertheless, there were tears in his eyes when he saw the white ship go slowly over the horizon, and a lump in his throat, and a dull, aching pain in the place where his heart had been. He almost wished he could take to drink, but unfortunately whisky made him sick, and he invariably fell asleep after his second glass of port.




  “What did you think of her, Bones?” asked Hamilton.




  “Not a bad kid,” said Bones indifferently. “Rather precocious, but not bad.”




  “I thought she was beautiful,” said Sanders quietly, looking up.




  “Ye-es,” admitted Bones, “but looks are nothing. Intelligence is everything, dear old Excellency. And, as jolly old Kipling says, I’ve done this, that and the ether, and I’ve learnt about women from her.”




  He retired early; refused pointedly Hamilton’s invitation to piquet, and spent the greater part of the night writing a poem in the tragic style.




  “You came into my life. And I asked you to be my little wife. But you went and threw my nose into my face. But Heaven made us all, And it made your nose too small. But I do not consider that a very great disgrace.




  “O my heart is sick and empty, And soon I’ll find a soldier’s fate upon a battlefield. For when I think of thee, Thy lovely figure I’ll see, And I don’t suppose you’ll care if I am killed.




  “So let this be a warning (What happened the other morning) Don’t break a heart that beats for thee, my dear. You will never see me again. I may be very plain, But I’m not such a nut as I appear.




  “P.S. — I withdraw all remarks about your nose.”




  This epistle may or may not have reached Miss Doran Campbell-Cairns. If it did come to her hands, she was so overcome by remorse that she hadn’t the heart to reply. Whatever was the cause, there was no answer. Bones grew cynical about women and began to read the sporting newspapers, whilst his interest in Rugby football revived.




  And then there occurred the incident in the village of Ugundi which caused him to take a close personal interest in a game that he had not played since he was at school.




  Near the village of Ugundi is a place which is called the Ten Leopards. It is a spot innocent of shade or herbage, and is surrounded by piles of rotting, fungus-covered tree-trunks, which the great elephants, generations ago, tore up for their sport and threw to one side. Even at the river’s edge lie these reminders of the big ones’ strength and fancy, for blackened boles reach down layer on layer through the sand and mud, and the river has cemented them with silt until they are immovable.




  For hundreds of years the elephants came to play on the stark earth, to bellow and trumpet their mock defiance, and to wrestle harmlessly at that season of the year when even the oldest and most irritable of bulls could fight head to head and never be tempted to employ their sharp tusks. Here came the calves in herds, to engage in mimic warfare under the eyes of sleepy cows, and here, on one memorable day, were found the mangled remains of ten leopards*. Perhaps they had stalked a calf, for it was the period of famine. But why ten leopards should be found together (being naturally unsociable) is a mystery which the ages have not solved.




  [* Sanders put the year at 1763.]




  There was a palaver in the near-by village of Ugundi where Mr. Commissioner Sanders sat in judgment on the domestic value of Katabeli, the wife of the Akasava chief and the fourteenth known daughter of the Isisi king.




  M’laba, the chief, had purchased this woman, paying three sacks of salt, two rare and precious dogs and four thousand brass rods, which was a very great price for one who was an indifferent dancer. And now M’laba desired the return of the treasure he had paid, for the woman had taken her fancy elsewhere.




  Sanders listened with patience to the list of her lovers, known and suspected, dropping, at long intervals, a pungent word or two upon the morals of the Isisi, and at dusk on the third day gave to the husband what was equivalent to a decree nisi with the custody of the salt.




  Ordinarily such a palaver might have been settled in a day. Unfortunately, there were more than the usual tribal complications, for Katabeli was the daughter of a three-mark chief and his wife, and M’laba was a two-mark-crossways man. In other words, their faces were, in the one case, decorated with three lateral cicatrices, and in the other two in the shape of a St. Andrew’s cross. The exact complication may not be patent to the casual observer, but, reduced to practical politics, the marriage had represented first the union between rival races, and secondly that it had united (temporarily) the conflicting interests of the League of Saloon Keepers with the Good Templars. The Isisi and the Akasava were, in fact, incompatible in ethics and concrete practice. And the divorce meant trouble.




  “Lord,” said the father of the woman, “this is not justice, for my daughter has given this man a son, and that alone entitles her to the salt. Also, these two-mark-crossways men will mock me, and my young men will be hard to hold against these haughty Akasava.”




  “Whoever mocks you mocks me,” said Sanders. “And as for the salt and the child, you shall have back as much salt as this child weighs.”




  And solemnly the little brownfaced imp of a baby was weighed on the big wooden balance against as much salt as turned the scale — after Sanders had removed from the child’s little body a belt from which were suspended certain heavy pieces of iron.




  “Lord, if these are taken away,” said the disgruntled grandfather, “he will have bad luck all his life.”




  “And if I do not take them away,” said Sanders, “you will get too much salt, and that would be bad luck indeed for M’laba.”




  He left two strong, virile and homicidal people, by no means satisfied with his judgment. And it happened that these two were what he called “key tribes,” and had for generations past been prominent factors in the making of war. Between the bloodthirsty Akasava folk and the truculent borderers of the Isisi had been the beginning of many sanguinary conflicts which had involved whole nations. And Sanders went back to Headquarters feeling more than a little uneasy.




  The crops had been very good that year, and good crops are the foundation of war. Also, the fish had been abundant in that part of the river, and men had grown wealthy between rain and rain. He was so apprehensive that, halfway to Headquarters, he stopped the Zaire and swung the vessel round, intending to go back and devise on the spot some system of permanent conciliation. He thought better of this and resumed his journey. In the first place, his return would be a weakness, and incidentally would add to the importance of the possible contestants.




  Bones, about this time, had wearied of correspondence schools and had grown bored to such an extent that he had even spoken slightingly of the newspaper, published in his home town, which invariably printed his contributions, no matter upon what subject. And Bones without a hobby was rather like a sick cow: he brooded and moped, and made low, clucking noises, intended to express his disgust with life and all that life brought to him. But Sanders was too occupied with the menace of war to worry about Bones.




  In moments like these he was wont to call a council of himself and his two officers, with Ahmet, his chief spy, in attendance. But since he had left Ahmet behind to gain intelligence, no decision was reached until that incomparable news-gleaner came down the river with his canoe and his hired paddlers, and laid before the Commissioner a direful review of the situation.




  “Lord, there will be war,” he said; “for the woman and her kinsman are very hurt against M’laba, and in the eyes of her people she is right. This is the way of the Isisi folk, as you know, Sandi: that if a woman goes here or there, there is no scandal about it, because the Isisi think such ways are human. And as your lordship knows, the Isisi men do not put away their women unless they are lazy or cook food so that it hurts a man’s inside. I have seen new spears in both villages, and M’laba has sent his headman to the N’gombi country with fish and salt to buy more.”




  “This war must be stopped,” said Sanders, “and stopped without gunplay.”




  He looked at Bones with a thoughtful eye.




  “I have a mind to send you to sit down in the country, Bones,” he said. “I think your presence might do a whole lot to stop any trouble. If you can hold them tight till the rains come, there will be no fighting.”




  Bones had a ready-made scheme, and, to Hamilton’s surprise, Sanders accepted it without question and was even mildly enthusiastic.




  “It doesn’t seem possible that you could get these devils to play Rugger — but they’re children. You can try, Bones, but to be on the safe side you had better send for Bosambo — I’ll feel happier if you have at your back a few score of Ochori spears.”




  So Bones went up in the Zaire and was deposited near the Place of the Ten Leopards, which is a sort of neutral ground between the Akasava and the Isisi.




  He came none too soon, he learned after his tents had been pitched; for whilst his men were making a rough thorn fence to enclose his little camp, Bones strolled into Ugundi and found the young men engaged in warlike exercises, under the admiring eyes of their womenfolk.




  The appearance of Bones was unexpected. M’laba, the chief (he was a great chief, for there were two thousand souls in his village), had not overlooked his coming, for the Place of the Ten Leopards was seldom visited.




  “This comes about, lord Tibbetti,” said M’laba, “because of the pride of my wife and her father. We are also proud people, and cola cola it is said that the Akasava ruled the land from the mountains to the great waters.”




  Bones sat on a carved stool before the chief’s hut, and the young men who had been leaping and dancing stood stockstill and looked foolish.




  “I like you too well, M’laba, to see you hanging on a high tree because of such madness,” said Bones. “And I have a great thought in my stomach that soon I will hold a palaver in the Place of the Leopards and will tell you what I desire.”




  He went from there to the Isisi village, which was five miles distant, but here his arrival had been noted. The Zaire had passed the village on its way upstream, and there were no signs of warlike preparations. The women were pounding their corn, and the young men were telling one another dreadful stories about their prowess in other directions than war. But there were certain signs significant to Bones. Katabeli, the divorced wife of the Akasava chief, held an honourable place in the family circle, which is not usual in divorced women; and she wore certain anklets and bracelets of brass about her comely arms, which showed the favour in which she was held.




  “We do not think of war,” said her old father, the chief, “for that would be an evil against Sandi. But if these dogs of Akasava attack us, we must defend our village because of the women and the children whom they will so cruelly use. Now cala cala, Tibbetti, it is said that the Isisi ruled this country from the Ghost Mountains…”




  Bones listened patiently, and in the end made a date for a palaver, choosing a time that would allow his most valuable ally to come on the spot.




  Bosambo, summoned by pigeon, brought three canoes, each controlled by twenty paddlers, who became warriors by the simple process of exchanging their paddles for spears and shields the moment they touched land. After the first greetings Bones explained his high intention, and the two villages were called to a palaver and ordered to leave their spears behind them.




  They sat, the Akasava to his left, the Isisi on his right, and between them the solid phalanx of Ochori spearsmen, Bosambo squatting at their head, and half a dozen yards from Bones.




  As a native orator Lieutenant Tibbetts had few equals. He spoke the Bomongo tongue more fluently than Sanders, and he had at his fingertips all the familiar imagery of the river. “Listen, all people,” said Bones. “I will tell you of a magic which has made my country great. For my people do not fight in anger; they strive against one another with a good heart, and whosoever wins this striving receives a high reward. Now I want from you, chiefs of the Akasava, and you, chiefs of the Isisi, fifteen strong men, very supple and wonderfully fleet of foot. And thus we shall do…”




  To translate the theory and practice of Rugby football into Bomongo was something of an accomplishment, and Bones succeeded so well that men who had come with murder in their hearts went away with no other thought than this magic of bloodless fighting.




  It was a great day for Bones, for towards evening came a paddler from Headquarters, bringing a letter from Sanders, and, miracle of miracles! a large square envelope inscribed in huge letters: “Lieutenant Tibbetts, King’s Houssas.” Instinct would have told him the sender’s name even if he had not her signature, in large and flamboyant handwriting, in his autograph book.




  “Dear Mr. Tibetts (said the letter), I am simply Fearfully Thriled with your Poem! How wonderfully clever you must be! I feel I have been a perfect Pig to you! Will you ever forgive me? I think your Nose is very hansome! It reminds me so much of dear Napoleon Boneypart’s! Do please write! I shall be here for another month.”




  Bones wrote. He gave in outline the scheme he had in his mind. He hinted darkly of the terrible danger in which he stood. He spoke with bitter self-reproach of his own “boreishness” and hoped she was quite well, as he was at present.




  The work of coaching the rival teams went on week; after week. At first there were certain difficulties, but they were difficulties of enthusiasm rather than of technique; for both Isisi and Akasava took most kindly to the game.




  “Yesterday,” said an Akasava forward, “when we laid our heads together for the little ball to be put under our feet, an Isisi dog pinched me behind. Now today I am taking a little knife…”




  Fortunately Bones discovered the “little knife” before the next scrum was formed, and kicked the enthusiastic player round the plain of the Ten Leopards, which was their practice ground.




  Tackling led to a little unpleasantness.




  “O man,” said the exasperated trainer, “if, when you catch the runner with the ball, you bite him on the leg, I will beat you till you are sore!”




  “Lord,” pleaded the delinquent, “when I threw this man down I fell upon him, and he was so easy to bite.”




  Bosambo of the Ochori was a fascinated observer of these strange happenings.




  “Lord, this game is like war without spears,” he said. “Now what will be the end of it?”




  Bones explained his scheme. He would have a match before the spectators of both villages, who were now rigorously excluded from viewing the proceedings; and it would be agreed that whichsoever tribe was vanquished should accept defeat. The season was progressing; the rains were near at hand, and the murmur of war had sunk down so that it was so faint a whisper that it could not be heard in either camp.




  Sanders’s approval was a great asset to the young man, but the first joy was the scrawled letter and the little wooden box which came up with the Commissioner. Doran Campbell-Cairns was just on the point of departure from the coast.




  ‘I think you are simply wonderful (she said). Do write to me in Paris (she gave no address). Papa thinks your skeme of Rugger is simply wondirful! I am sending you a cup which I bought out of my own pocket-money. It isn’t really gold, but daddy says the gold will not wear off for years. Do please forgive me all I said about your Nose.’




  Bones would have forgiven her anything, and when, later, she became engaged to the son of a lordly house he forgave her that.




  The cup was a magnificent one.




  “It might,” said Bones, in an awestricken voice, “have cost a hundred!”




  Later he found the label on the base and was considerably surprised that so rare and gorgeous an article could be sold at so small a price.




  On the morning of the match Sanders presided at the great palaver, and the atmosphere was almost genial.




  “You really are a remarkable fellow, Bones,” he said to the smirking young man. “And thank God the glass is going down!” he added inconsequently.




  All the Akasava people within fifty miles, all the Isisi within eighty, were assembled on that great plain. They covered the branches of trees; they were massed on the gentle slope that goes up to the Isisi woods; for in this natural amphitheatre the lot of the sightseer was an easy one.




  “Too many for my liking, and mostly men,” said Sanders, glancing round.




  He sat before a little tent in a space apart from the people, and before him, on a table, was the cup of gold that glittered in the dull rays of the sun that shone through watery clouds.




  He sent his soldiers amongst the people to look for arms, but apparently they carried nothing more lethal than their long walking-poles. The match began in tropical heat, and when Bones blew his whistle and the Isisi pack leapt forward, there was such a roar, such a quiver of excitement amongst the sightseers, that the thrill of it communicated itself to Sanders.




  To his amazement he found he was watching a very good second-rate ball game. The forward work was extraordinarily skilful; the scrums expeditiously formed and dispersed. It was when L’mo, a tall Akasava man, tackled an Isisi forward and brought him smashing to the ground and knelt on his shoulders, that the trouble really started. Two grave spectators leapt out of the press and smote L’mo on the head. But even this incident was adjusted and the game went on.




  The first penalty goal was kicked against the Isisi, amidst roars of approval from the unthinking Isisi onlookers. It was L’mo who caused the second incident. Again he tackled, again he brought down his man, but, not content with wrenching the ball from his grip, he took the unfortunate forward by the ears and was dragging him into the middle of the field when Bones interfered.




  Play went on for two minutes, possibly less. And then an Akasava back leapt upon an unfortunate rival who was carrying the ball by his teeth, and slowly and scientifically began to strangle him. The crowd broke.




  “Back!” roared Sanders.




  Bones flew to the thin line of Houssas and the solid square of Bosambo’s warriors.




  “No spears, thank God!” said Sanders.




  Before him was a multitude of waving sticks. Little fights were going on all over the ground. Groups of Akasava men were at grips with the Isisi.




  “Fix bayonets!” said Bones breathlessly, and into the battling throng the bright bayonets made their way, until the howling, fighting multitude were divided into two unequal portions.




  And at that moment the blessed rain began to fall, not in dainty showers, but in a torrential waterspout that burst suddenly from the grey heavens. Bosambo’s men were clearing the ground left and right, but there was no necessity. The villagers were streaming homeward, nursing their wounds and howling their tribal songs.




  “That lets us out,” said Sanders.




  He looked round to where the table had been that held the magnificent prize, but the table was a mass of splintered wood and the cup had disappeared.




  “I hope the winner got it,” said Sanders, with a grim smile. “By the way, who won?”




  Bones was unable to supply the information, but had he been in the waterlogged canoe of Bosambo, as it made its way through the slack waters towards the Ochori country, he would not have been at a loss. Bosambo brought to Fatima, the sunshine of his soul and his one wife, a lovely gold cup.




  “This Sandi gave me because of my strength and cleverness in a game which Tibbetti has taught the nations, and in which I alone excel. From this I will drink the beer you brew for me, O dove and light of my eyes!”




  IX. The Wise Man
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  At rare intervals, once in a hundred years or so, there arise from a crowd of charlatans and make-beliefs, magicians of such potency that they are remembered when the names of kings and chiefs are forgotten. Some such, by the accident of nature, die in their youth and their powers are unknown. Others reach maturity and find no call for their gifts, or jealously preserve the secrets from their neighbours. Others are misunderstood and pass almost automatically into the category of madmen.




  But T’chala, the wise man of the Ochori, had a middle course steered for him, for he was the only son of a man rich in stock and salt and brass rods, which are the currency of this part of the world; and because he loved his fellows and did harm to none, and, if he could not prophesy benevolently, would not prophesy at all, he approached the status of holiness, and even Sanders, who looked slantwise at all men who claimed to be supernaturally gifted, and had a rope or a set of shackles for any who used their reputation evilly — even Sanders spoke fairly to him, and never visited the Upper Ochori but he called at the wise man’s hut and listened to his philosophy.




  “What strange things do you see, T’chala?” he once asked.




  “Lord, in the night I see the dead,” said T’chala. “They pass me from left to right, a crowd effaces, black and white and yellow, and I am not afraid, because they are real, for death is reality and life is a sick man’s dream.”




  “What else?” asked Sanders.




  “Lord, certain things come at my command and speak to me. But that is mad talk, and you will put me with the old men on the island, where my brother has gone.”




  “What do they say to you?” asked Sanders patiently.




  T’chala brooded a moment, his chin on his palm, and then:




  “They tell me that the first thing in all the world is truth,” he said, “and that all evil grows out of the seed of a lie — wars and killings and pain and death.”




  “And do you see M’shimba-M’shamba and a little green lizard?” asked Sanders artfully.




  T’chala smiled.




  “That is the great folly of the world,” he said, “that people make their gods in the shape of men and the things they fear. This is my great thought, that gods do not live or hide in the earth or in the sky or in the deep waters, but that the earth lives in the gods. Now, Sandi, you will say I am mad.”




  Sanders laughed softly.




  “I think you are very wise, T’chala,” he said, “wiser than many wise men I know.”




  He gave the man salt and a can of preserved fruit, to which he was very partial.




  Soon after this T’chala fell sick of a fever, and because of his great holiness and association with devils the people of his village, who loved him, concluded it was best to let him die, for fear they offended his many deities and familiars by feeding him. So they left him without meat or drink, and he would certainly have joined the procession which passed his eyes every night, only the wife of a chief, M’lema, out of a fit of contrariness and because of her hauteur, carried him food and drink and brought him back from the land of ghosts.




  This M’lema was one of two sisters in the Ochori country, being the daughter of the oldest wife of a common man who was called N’kema — as all common men are called. M’lema, the elder sister, was tall and beautiful i by the peculiar standards of the land, and O’fara, the younger, was neither tall nor beautiful, so that she was glad to marry an elderly fisherman who had his lonely, but on the edge of the shallow lagoon which was called The Beard because of the rushes and grasses that bristled on its surface.




  She satisfied all the marital requirements of this old man, and these may be stipulated. She dried and smoked the fish he caught; she soaked and pounded manioc for his bread; she attended the garden where his mealies grew, and cooked for him his morning and evening meals. He was too old a man for love, yet strong enough to wield a stick when she failed him; for he thought that after a time she would be content to be left alone and count herself fortunate when she did not attract his attention.




  O’fara thought the matter out for the greater part of a year, and then she found sympathy in a woodman who was young and glad to be alive. In due course the matter came before the chief of that district, a rich man who had married O’fara’s sister. There was no defiance, as they say in more civilised communities. O’fara came to the palaver carrying all the evidence on her hip, and the old fisherman provided details to the accompaniment of uproarious laughter, for the Ochori people are a cannibal stock, and cannibals laugh very easily. In the end the chief gave divorce; and since there was no wedding portion to restore, nobody suffered but O’fara.




  When she went to her rich sister, M’lema showed her the way past the fire, as the saying is.




  “You have brought great shame upon me and my man,” she said, in so loud a voice that the evidence straddling O’fara’s hip opened its sleepy eyes and surveyed his aunt solemnly. “You are an evil woman and there is no place for you in my hut.”




  So O’fara went to the woods and slept in an old hut that had once held a dead man and was therefore abandoned, and here she lived and her child learned to walk. She had some skill with the line, and in the dark of night caught fish, till the fishermen found her. She ran fast enough from them, but one fleeter than the rest kept on her heels as she doubled hither and thither, and ran her to bay on the banks of the river.




  “Now, woman,” he said, “I know what devil frightened away the fish from the river, so that I and my brothers must go to the Isisi country before we make catch.”




  He tied her wrist and ankle (she was too winded to struggle) and by this time the other fishermen came up, and after each man had beaten her with his leather girdle, they had a conference in the early light of morning as to what should be done with her. The delay was fatal to any plan, for round the bluff came the white hull of the Zaire, the blue ensign with the golden crown drooping over the throbbing stern-wheel. And Sanders, who had wonderful eyes, and a more wonderful pair of prismatic glasses, saw the group and sent the shallow boat into the bank.




  “Lord, this woman frightened away the fish in the river; and she is evil, for when she was the wife of K’raviki, the fisherman, she did so-and-so and so-and-so.”




  “O, ko!” said Sanders, politely amazed. O’fara got up to her feet stiffly, feeling her hurts. “Tell me, man,” said Sanders to the chief fisherman, “how many times did you beat this woman?” The uneasy little headman hazarded a guess. “That number of times you shall be beaten, and as many again,” said Sanders gently. He snapped two fingers, and Sergeant Abiboo took off his coat and rolled up his sleeves…




  Sanders went into the forest where the woman’s child was and took them back to the Zaire. An hour later he saw the chief of the big village where was O’fara’s sister, so encumbered with brass anklets and bangles that she rattled as she walked.




  “Chief, I see you,” Sanders greeted him, and took and tasted the salt that the man held in the hollow of two hands. “I bring you this woman and this child. She shall sit down in your village and no man shall harm her.”




  The chief was not pleased; his wife, less in awe of a man, was shrill.




  “O’fara is a scandalous woman,” she said; “and Sandi does not know that when she was the wife of K’raviki the fisherman…”




  Sanders saw the approving nods of the women.




  “Bring me a bowl of goat’s milk,” he said; and, when it was brought: “Let any wife drink of this,” he said, “and if she has no lover but her husband, the milk will stay white; but if she has a lover it will turn black.”




  M’lema’s hand was halfway out — but now it drew back.




  “Lord, this is magic, and I am frightened,” she whimpered.




  Sanders held the bowl towards the awestricken audience, but the women shrank away. A sardonic smile broke upon his face.




  “O virtuous wives!” he mocked. “Who is there virtuous here?”




  The wide-eyed baby on O’fara’s hip made a little sound, and Sanders held the bowl to its lips.




  “White — it remains,” he said; “for this one has no sin.”




  He looked straightly at the chief.




  “What shall I do with O’fara?” he asked; and M’lema’s husband, with a face like thunder, answered: “Let her stay, lord Sandi; by my head and life she shall be safe. As to my wife, I know what I know — but I shall know more.”




  Again the cold eyes met his.




  “In a moon I come to you for a palaver, chief. I would have you sitting by my side; but if you sit before me, I shall do justice.”




  A sufficient warning for Sabaya, who contented himself with the use of an admonitory stick.




  That night, when her husband had gone with his men to the woods to shoot monkeys, M’lema met her lover, a young man to whom she was as a god. He was an Akasava man and familiar with holy things, for he was missionary-trained and had met M’lema in the days when he was a lay preacher — which was before Father Beggelli found him out.




  “Go secretly tonight,” she said, “to T’chala, the wise man, who lives at the very end of the village. And because he loves me — for when he was sick I went to him and gave him food and goat’s milk — he will do many things for me. Tell him that Sandi has shamed me because of my sister, O’fara, and he must put a magic upon O’fara so that she withers up and grows old and dies, she and the child of the woodman.”




  Bologa, the Akasava man, was alarmed.




  “That is a bad palaver,” he said. “Let the woman stay, for she will be taken on a blessed day when the sheep and the goats are divided — this the God-man told us.”




  The woman did not urge him, she ordered, and obediently the lover went to the hut of T’chala and found him sitting before his door in the cool of the evening, with a faraway look in his eyes, for he was thinking of truth.




  He listened whilst Bologa spoke in his roundabout way, and all the time T’chala’s face was immobile and expressionless. Presently the lover came back to where he had left the woman.




  “This man is mad,” he said, “for he talked only of truth and of lying, and when I asked him if he would do this thing, he said it was evil, and evil was not for such a man as he.”




  “Go back to this old dog,” said M’lema urgently, “and tell him that when Sandi comes he must say no word of what you have said. I wish I had left him to die.”




  Bologa returned to the hut of the wise man and delivered his message.




  “If he asks me I must speak,” said T’chala simply. “For a lie is like the little snake that breaks in two and becomes two snakes, so that, if they are not killed, all the world crawls with them.”




  M’lema, in a panic, could think of only one solution to her problem. In the middle of the night, when T’chala slept, the lover, who was a member of the Yellow Ghosts, went down to the river, to the place where the clay was, kneaded a large lump and, creeping into the old man’s hut, pressed it over his face, and lay upon him for a reasonable time, until his spasmodic jerkings grew still. And that, thought M’lema, was the end of wisdom. Yet, when she went out in the morning, expecting to find a crowd of mourners about the hut, there, in the morning sunlight, sat T’chala, his hands clasped before him, his faraway eyes fixed upon the truth.




  The lover, grey with fear, heard the news, and would have fled into the forest, only there came word from T’chala that he had need of the man; and he went fearfully.




  “Bologa, I see you,” said T’chala gravely. “But because of your evil no other man shall see you from this day.”




  Bologa, sick with terror, walked back along the village street, and came to a family group where his brother sat.




  “O, ko!” he said. “A terrible thing has happened to me.”




  But his brother did not look up or answer, and nobody in the village seemed conscious of his presence. He stooped down and touched the shoulder of the man, but his hand had no weight or substance. He screamed aloud in his fear, but nobody heard him.




  “O people, listen!” he shrieked…




  Not a head turned.




  Frantically he flew along the village street and saw M’lema sitting alone before her hut, watching a boiling pot.




  “M’lema,” he whimpered, “the old man has put his magic upon me.”




  She neither raised her eyes nor her head, and when, with a howl of fear, he gripped her arm, his hands closed on nothing.




  This was the story he told when they brought him to the little island.




  “And the curious thing was,” said Sanders, when the story came round to him, “that all the people who saw Bologa swear that he did not move from the front of T’chala’s hut, but that he sat there for the greater part of an hour. Undoubtedly he was mad when they took him away. You might look him up the next time you go to the Ochori, Bones, and see if you can get sense out of him.”




  When old or young men went silly, it was the custom, from time immemorial, to put out their eyes, if they were not already blind, and lead them to a place convenient for the prowling leopards; and when Mr. Commissioner Sanders checked this practice, there were many old people, though they might themselves be the sufferers in a few years’ time, who protested bitterly against this unwarrantable interference with the liberty of the subject.




  Bosambo of the Ochori governed his country with a rod of iron, and woe to those who broke the law he gave! For he was a very fast walker and could outpace the longest-legged soldier of his country; and always he carried his wicker shield and the six little throwing-spears that never failed to get home. And when he passed on the word of his master, that the old way with the aged was taboo, young men grumbled and obeyed.




  A new method was found for disposing of aged relatives. A tiny village was built for them on a broad peninsula that jutted out into the river, and which was connected to the shore by a narrow strip of land. Every morning, men appointed for the purpose brought food for I the silly folk, and a guard was set on the isthmus to prevent the decrepit ones from reaching the mainland. It was a good scheme and was born in the fertile mind of Lieutenant Tibbetts of the King’s Houssas. But it had this disadvantage over the earlier method: that it gave crazy people an opportunity of meeting one another and of discussing their pet abominations. By common consent they fixed upon a lanky youth who wore a monocle, even in his sleep.




  “This man,” said Bologa, a mere stripling, but, by reason of his magical experience, a person of importance, “has treated us cruelly, for he has put us in prison. Now, in the days of my father we sent old men into the forest, where they were free, and we made it so that they could not see the terrible beasts that prowl at night.”




  His hearers agreed. There were seven old men and Bologa sitting in a semicircle around a large fire, and they had fed well: the Government was generous, and some of them had relatives who brought them food. They talked aimlessly about Bones far into the night. Two of the old men fell asleep; two were heavily engaged in conversation with the invisible spirits that visited them; but the other three listened eagerly.




  “You are old and weak; he is young and strong. And am I not strong also? And shall not the strength of eight little dogs pull down a leopard?”




  With some difficulty they awakened the two sleepers and told them of their plan, which, briefly, was to catch Bones on one of his visits, overpower him, and deal with him in six various ways, for each of the old men had his own pet idea. It might have gone out of their crazy minds, but unfortunately Bones came on the morrow, a smirk on his angular face, his large monocle reflecting the light of the westering sun.




  “Ah, there you are, you jolly old souls!” said Bones, who came quite alone, having left the Zaire at a wooding three miles away. “Happy and content and full of beans!”




  The guard at the far end of the isthmus had not been on duty when he passed; had, in point of fact, been to a wedding feast at the village, and he neither saw the young man come nor go.




  The first intimation of danger came when a thin and wiry arm was flung round Bones’s neck and two knobbly knees were pressed suddenly into his back. Had it been in the open, the thing could have been seen; but he was in the common hut inspecting the arrangements he had made for their comfort.




  And here Bones might have ended his career in a most unpleasant manner; but there happened along the great war-craft of Bosambo, king of the Ochori, and the chant of his paddlers reached the ears of the crazy men, and, childlike, they abandoned their task and went to the edge of the water to watch the wonderful canoe with its banging drums and its scarlet awning (once the curtain dividing Sanders’s sleeping-cabin from his workroom) and clap their hands in time to the magnificent rhythm of twentyfour paddlers dipping their scarlet blades into the water like one.




  Bosambo would have gone past, only he saw that all the crazy men were armed. His canoe swung in and he leapt lightly ashore.




  “O ghost men, what is this?” he asked.




  “Lord Bosambo,” said Bologa, “we have Tibbetti in that hut and we are going to do so-and-so and so-and-so.”




  And the other seven nodded and repeated each his own formula.




  In three strides Bosambo was in the hut, had cut the cord about the neck of the choking young man, and had hauled him into the daylight.




  “Lord, what shall I do with these old fools and the young fool who is most foolish of all?” he asked. “They are crazy and are better dead. Now, if you say the word, I will ask them to come into the great hut, and as each man enters he will die and never know.”




  “You’re a wicked old murderer!” said the indignant Bones, and Bosambo beamed.




  “I be Christian man same like Marki-Luki-Johnni,” he said. “I go heaven onetime, you go heaven onetime, howdjedo!”




  He gave a passable imitation of himself welcoming Bones to a better world.




  Bones had had a scare: one of the worst that had ever come to him, for there was an eerie ugliness about this danger which left a deeper impression upon his mind than other and worse perils.




  All the way to Headquarters he pondered on the most acceptable reward he could offer to Bosambo. The chief, whom he had consulted, was frankness itself.




  “Lord, give me money,” he said, “for every time I see the great king’s face upon a silver coin, my heart grows very strong for him.”




  But Bones had other views.




  “Why not,” suggested his cynical superior (and Captain Hamilton could be very cynical indeed), “why not an illuminated address? Or a set of fish-knives? Or a marble clock with or without gilt angels?”




  “Don’t let us drag in religion, dear old sir,” begged Bones gravely. “Let us keep our naughty old minds in the strait an’ narrow, dear old agnostic. Bosambo — by gum!”




  He slapped his palm with a skinny fist, and in another second had leapt down the steps of the Residency and was flying across the sun-baked parade ground. In a little time he returned, flushed efface and smirking; under each arm he carried a thick package of magazines. These he laid on the table.




  “I know what you’re giving him,” said Hamilton; “a gramophone — five shillings down and ten shillings a month for the term of your natural life?”




  Bones shook his head.




  “A correspondence course in salesmanship — sign the blank and send no money?” suggested Hamilton.




  “Wrong, old guessworks.”




  “Wait!” Hamilton clasped his forehead. “It can’t be gents’ suitings ready-to-wear… an electric torch — touch the button and release sunlight?”




  “No, dear old officer, captain and friend.”




  Sanders, looking over the top of his Times, hazarded a guess.




  “Something to do with paint, Bones?”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts’s jaw dropped.




  “How did you know that, Excellency?”




  Sanders laughed softly.




  “For three weeks before you went upriver you had been sounding me about decorating my fine house,” he said dryly, “and for three weeks I had been trying to avert the disaster.”




  “Paint?” repeated Hamilton incredulously.




  “Stencils,” said Bones, and waded through the literature.




  It took him till dinnertime to find the advertisement:




  “MAKE YOUR HOME BEAUTIFUL.




  “Missouri Man makes $100.00 a week in spare time. You can do the same.”




  It was an advertizement of “Eezy Paynt”:




  “Not a Toy, but a MONEY MAKER”




  “As a matter of fact. Ham,” confessed Bones, “I’d already ordered No. 3 outfit, hoping, dear old sir, that you wouldn’t mind a little art.”




  “On the whole,” said Sanders gravely, “I think it would be wiser to hand the outfit to Bosambo. I’ve no doubt he will make good use of it. And, on your way up-country, see T’chala and give him a tin of preserves. There, by the favour of heaven, is the only wise head in the Ochori!”




  “Clever men are easy fallers,” said Hamilton.




  Sanders shook his head.




  “T’chala is different. If he were a white man he would be remarkable. The man is a true philosopher.”




  “Tell me what a man is afraid of,” said the cynical Hamilton, “and I will weigh up his philosophy!”




  “He is afraid of nothing,” said Sanders.




  “The same as me,” murmured Bones.




  A month later, he explained to the fascinated paramount chief the art and practice of stencilling. They were on the forebridge of the Zaire, which had dropped Sanders at the Isisi city, and Bones had a whole day to spare.




  “Lord, this is a wonder,” breathed Bosambo. “For you put these little pieces of yellow paper and you jigger with your brush, and lo! there is a picture of a beautiful flower, so real that a man may smell it!”




  “And a man on horseback,” murmured Bones. “Don’t forget the jolly old man on the jolly old horse, Bosambo. And a windmill, dear old savage.”




  Bosambo was too entranced by the new toy to be lured into English. “Now all the people of the Ochori will see how great a magician I am,” he said. “Even T’chala, the wise man, cannot paint a flower with his eyes shut.”




  This happened at a period when the Ochori, with every excuse in their favour, had denied the full quota of taxation to their master. There was a goat sickness and a blight on their corn; fish were scarce, and had moved to other waters. But the truth of it was that there was in the Ochori an epidemic of passive resistance, and the movement was so general that Bosambo hesitated to use force to extract from his tight-fisted nation the due which was his and Government’s — especially his.




  For the greater part of a week Bosambo sat with his wonderful box of stencils, and experimented and thought, and then one night his great lokali sent a message throughout the land, calling chiefs and headmen to a great palaver of state.




  They came, albeit reluctantly, and prepared to contest the inevitable claims for further taxation, and they were surprised and delighted when Bosambo’s headmen gave them private word that no question of taxes was to be discussed.




  In the morning Bosambo sat in his chair of state under the thatched roof of the palaver house, and addressed the squatting half-moon of listeners.




  “All people, listen!” he bellowed. “Sandi, who is my friend, and Tibbetti, who is like my brother, have made a palaver with me. And Sandi said this: ‘There are good men in the Ochori and there are bad men. Put a mark upon the good, that when I meet them I may know and reward them. For this is the order of the great king who is my father.’”




  The Ochori were suspicious and puzzled, and yet they understood the theory of markings; for did not all the petty chiefs wear silver medals about their necks in proof of their greatness? One old man, a notorious sinner, who had escaped the rope on two occasions by the fraction of an inch, rose up from the assembly and saluted.




  “Bosambo,” he said, “That is a good talk. Though people have spoken against me evilly, yet I love Sandi, as you well know. Mark me, that I may go back to my city and show my people this wonder.”




  “That indeed I will, Osaku,” said Bosambo readily, “and the four hundred matakos that you shall pay me for this honour, and which I will send to our lord Sandi, will be as nothing to a man of your great wealth.”




  Osaku jibbed at this, but the possibilities were alluring. He compromised for three hundred matakos, and, lying flat on his stomach, allowed Bosambo to stencil a beautiful green windmill on his left shoulder-blade.




  All day long Bosambo harangued and painted. Some of the headmen had brought no brass rods with them, and pleaded for credit; but the wily master of the Ochori was adamant to all such pleas. This question of decoration, he said in effect, was to be conducted on a strictly cash basis.




  There were sceptics, but the majority, having seen the miracle performed, and having followed those who were marked and blessed, the better to observe the roses, windmills and baggy-trousered Dutchmen which ornamented their fellows, departed instantly for home to gather their treasures.




  Many came who were not decorated. T’chala, the wise man of the Ochori, walked ten miles through the forest to witness the markings, but when Bosambo saw him he shook his head.




  “These marks are for silly people who have no virtue, lord Bosambo,” he said. “Now I am wise and I have knowledge of life and death, and I know that life is a dream and death is real. I neither seek reward nor punishment.”




  “I will do this for you because I love you,” said Bosambo, who needed the testimonial of the wise man’s approval, so that when the day came that Sanders called him to account he might point to T’chala as a disciple. “Also, these magic signs will give you long life and great safety.”




  But T’chala smiled gravely and went away.




  On the third day came the petty chief who was husband of M’lema, and he brought his wife with him. In return for a hundred matakos and a small bag of salt he had the privilege of bearing a glistening red cow across his stomach. But when he pushed forward his shrinking wife, Bosambo wiped the sweat from his forehead and put down his overworked paint-brush.




  “This woman I will not mark,” he said, knowing well the chief’s foolish love for the girl; “for our lord Sandi has spoken against her.”




  “Bosambo,” urged the chief, “she is a woman and, being a woman, has no sense. Now I will give you a thousand matakos and two goats if you put upon her the highest mark, so that when Sandi sees her he shall speak to her kindly.”




  Bosambo haggled for another goat, got it, and decorated her in a novel manner.




  “Bosambo,” protested the chief, “how can men see this wonderful mark? For she is not a shameless N’gombi woman who walks without proper clothing.”




  Bosambo recognised the force of the argument, and repeated his design on the nape of the woman’s neck.




  Later came O’fara, the penniless and friendless; and Bosambo, who had no sentiment, and was moreover running short of paint, waved her loftily to oblivion.




  “These high mysteries are not for you, O’fara. Go find your woodman and let him bring me a bag of salt or such other treasures as woodmen bury in the ground.”




  So the sorrowful O’fara went back to the village and her solitude. And there she found T’chala the wise brooding on truth, and she sat down at his feet and told him of her poverty. T’chala was unusually distrait.




  “I saw one mark like a great tree that Bosambo put upon an old man’s chest, and this gave him long life,” he roused, and glanced at the girl. “What need have you, woman, that Bosambo can fill? You are young — there you have all. Now I am a very old man, and I never pass a grave by the river’s side but I stop to think what place will they dig for me. And life comes and goes like the sun. It is no sooner morning than it is night… a great red tree with branches that ran so.”




  She continued to lament her failure to be branded to the favour of Sandi.




  “That I do not desire,” he said, a trifle impatiently for such a holy man; “for Sandi loves me because of my wisdom, and I am very high above common men… Life is a dream, but some men love dreaming. And death is real — but who desires reality when there are dreams?…”




  News of the marking came to the little strip of land where the mad folks dwelt, and Bologa, the Akasava, chafing at his injustice, saw here a fulfilment of the God-man’s promise. And a great idea taking shape in his mind, he carried out a plan. In the dead of the night he crept past the sleeping guard and, making his way to a fishing village, he stole a canoe and passed down the river till he came to his own land, to find that from one end of the country to the other the Akasava were in a state of ferment. He did not see the Zaire chasing north at full speed, her black smokestack belching sparks. Her decks were alive with soldiers, and about her two guns the shrapnel shells were stacked in rows, for the smell of war had reached the keen nostrils of Mr. Commissioner Sanders.




  The story of the markings had gone up and down the river like wildfire, and each tribe had placed its own interpretation upon the favours shown to the Ochori. Bologa sought the king of the Akasava and expounded his theory.




  “The God-man said this, that some should be marked as sheep and some as goats, and who are the sheep but the Ochori? For they were great cowards, as you well know, until Bosambo came. And this is the mystery, that all who are so marked shall be masters of our people and we shall be slaves to them, just as the God-man foretold.”




  “This is a bad palaver,” said the king of the Akasava, his face darkening. “Let us go up to these sheep and make a killing.”




  Sanders was only twenty miles away when the Akasava king gathered a thousand spears from his own city, and in the dark of a rainy night passed up the river to the first great village of the Ochori. The lokali rang out the alarm at daybreak, and Bosambo moved swiftly to the rescue of his ravaged domains. He flung his finest regiment through the smoking village and drove the Akasava spears in flight to their canoes and to the Zaire that came in sight as they paddled to midstream. In the heat of the afternoon Sanders accompanied a sobered Bosambo through the ruin. One house stood intact, and before this sat the unmarked O’fara.




  “Lord, they did not kill me because I had no magic mark upon me. But M’lema they slew, also the chief, her husband, for they came upon us in grey-light and the people were sleeping.”




  “Where is T’chala, for this is his hut?” said Sanders. “And well I know that this wise man escaped the ruin.”




  Without a word she turned and walked into the hut, and Sanders followed.




  T’chala was dead; the brass hilt of the broad-bladed elephant knife that killed him stuck out from the branches of a big red tree that was crudely painted on his breast.




  “This magic painting I did because he asked me, and brought me camwood and oil, and showed me how the magic tree was made,” said O’fara, “for he feared death very greatly.”




  X. The Sweet Singer
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  When Lieutenant Tibbetts had a great educational idea he usually reduced it to writing. The Residency saw little of him and heard nothing, for at meal-times he was very silent and taciturn, not to say irritable. He was like this when he elaborated his scheme for translating into the Bomongo tongue the nursery rhymes of his youth. For Bones was a restless educationalist, and if he was not acquiring knowledge he was never so happy as when he was passing along the fruits of his study. His nursery rhymes were not too successful:




  “Miri-miri had a small goat


  With white hair.


  When Miri-miri walked by the river


  The goat also walked.


  It went to all place behind Miri-miri” —




  was the literal translation of “Mary had a little lamb,” and Bones made an heroic effort to teach the children of the Isisi, the Akasava and the Ochori this legend.




  “Lord,” complained one of the petty chiefs of the Isisi, “Tibbetti came here and he called the children to a palaver, thus putting us men to shame. Then he made them say certain things about a white goat, and as you know, Sandi, a white goat is a terrible thing that brings bad luck. Therefore we kill them when they are born. And since our children have learned this magic saying, our crops have failed and the rubber trees have dried up. Also one of the little children has died of a cough and another has fallen into the river.”




  Nor was Bones more successful in his efforts to lead the immature minds of little Akasava boys to an appreciation of “Tom, Tom, the Piper’s Son.” There was a complaint that he was teaching the Akasava children to steal pigs.




  “I think you had better leave their education in the hands of the missionaries, Bones,” said Sanders. “The trouble with our people is that they take things too literally.”




  So the Bomongo translations were scrapped, and he sought around for new inspiration.




  “The man is tireless,” said Hamilton. “Gosh! If I had his energy I’d work an engine! He spent all this morning reading me jokes from Snappy Stuff, which, I understand, is published in America. And Bones is getting ideas out of these wretched American journals — he called me a ‘tight-wad’ yesterday morning — I’ll stand that, but if he calls me ‘kid’ again I’ll search for the humane killer!”




  Those paragraphs in the popular periodical press which are too short to tell the truth, exercise an uncanny fascination over a certain type of reader. Bones invariably reserved the page headed “Things that are not generally known” until the last. It was the old port and cigar of life’s dinner. Hunched up at the table where his patent Ski-Lite reading lamp sometimes burnt and sometimes smoked, he read:




  The amount of the National Debt in pennies would, if placed end to end, reach three times round the world.




  There are more acres in Yorkshire than words in the Bible.




  500,000 per annum is earned in royalties by English playwrights.




  Ink was invented by — etc., etc.




  It may have been imagination on his part, or it may have been that the editor of “Things that are not generally known” had a working arrangement with the editor of “Queer Facts that are seldom realised,” or that both were hand in glove with the gentleman who directed the page in another paper that was titled “Information in a Nutshell,” but certainly Bones was always meeting that inspiring paragraph about authors’ fees.




  On a Sunday afternoon, when Sanders and the two soldiers were loafing on the stoep, waiting and praying for the inevitable thunderstorm which had threatened all day, Bones struggled up in his chair.




  “Ham, old limpus, I’m goin’ to write a play!”




  Bones usually chose such moments as these for his most startling announcements. The heat and the airlessness of the muggiest day never reduced his mind to cabbage-level or sapped his vital juices.




  Hamilton turned a moist face and a pleading eye in his direction.




  “Wait till it’s cooler. Bones,” he begged. “Be a good fellow and shut up till the rain comes — I thought I heard thunder just now.”




  “Off?” suggested Bones. “Thunder off, dear old dramatist?”




  Hamilton groaned.




  “Why not a play about the Territories?” demanded Bones. “This is the plot. A young an’ goodlookin’ but perfectly jolly old lieutenant — the hero, Ham — is fearfully hated by his naughty old captain, Ham. When things go wrong it’s always the jolly old lieutenant who gets people out of a mess and always the wicked old skipper who gets the credit. Do you follow me, Ham?”




  Hamilton closed his eyes and moaned.




  “Then a nice old lady comes to the station. Ham — beautiful eyes, beautiful hair, beautiful figure, an’ naturally she falls desperately in love with the jolly old subaltern. Listenin’, Ham?”




  Hamilton’s eyes were closed.




  “Listenin’, dear old sir?”




  Hamilton moaned again.




  “But this jolly old subaltern is fearfully honourable. He knows that — oh, I forgot to tell you, Ham — that this beautiful old lady’s father doesn’t like the jolly old officer an’ that she’s really not his daughter. What I mean is, there’s a villain named Captain Dark. Now, how do you think. Ham, old sir, this jolly young subaltern saves the girl?”




  “Which girl?” asked Hamilton drowsily.




  “The girl I’m talking about. A ghost warns her!”




  “And what does she do to the goat?” murmured his superior.




  Bones made a noise indicative of annoyance.




  “Ghost — G-O-S-T, ghost. He’s physic — the jolly old subaltern, I mean.”




  Hamilton opened one eye. “Has physic?”




  “Tut, tut. Ham! Physic! He could see ghosts an’ things like that — call ’em up, dear old officer.” Bones snapped his finger in illustration. “Ghost, ghost, ghost! an’ up they popped. This play will make a fortune. Ham. There hasn’t been a physic hero before—”




  “Psychic, you poor frog!” snarled Hamilton. “And let me sleep, will you?”




  A flicker of white lightning behind the Residency wood, a rumble that rolled loudly to a deafening, head-splitting crash, and Hamilton opened his eyes.




  “There she blows!” he said cheerfully. “Oh, smell the loverly wind!”




  The dust on the parade ground was swirling in little spirals, the roar of the distant rain came to them before the first big drops fell.




  Sanders woke from a doze, reached for his cigar-case and lit a black cheroot, a smile in his tired eyes.




  “This naughty old father, Ham, wants the girl to marry the other fellow, an’ of course the handsome old lieutenant knows this an’ he jolly well won’t have anything to do with her—”




  “Come inside, you talkative devil,” said Hamilton, rising lazily as the rain came down. “And if you put me in a play I’ll break your infernal head!”




  With Bones, to think was to act. Before the storm had passed he was committing to paper his immense idea.




  Scene I. A uell-knowen Residency.




  Enter Lieutenant Harold Darcey.




  Lieut.H.D. Ah. Nobody here. Nobodey here. The golly old place is deserted. Now for a wisky and soder. (Pours out a viisky and soder). Ah! I mustnt waist time. My studys my studdis studdies must come first.




  (Enter Dorman Mackalyster, a yung and butiful girl lovely eyes etc.)




  D. M. — Oh, I didn’t know you were here were here Lt. Darcey. Oh how I love you.




  Lt. H. D. — It can never be dear old Dorman our ways ways lay far apart you are pleged to annother anotther Fairwell. I am Physic. I know that it can never be.




  D. M. — Oh do not leaf me Harold. Their is something you ort aught ourt to know. My farther is not my father is not my farther but a foundling that adopted me when I was but a child.




  (Enter Captain Dark.)




  Copt. D. — Ah what are you doing alown with this man alone. Curse you Harold I will rune ruing ruin your life.




  Somewhere about midnight, when Hamilton was going to bed. Bones brought the first act. “Read it. Ham, old sir,” he said a little nervously. “Just tell me what you think of it. Give me your candid view, Ham. Personally, I think it’s the best play I ever wrote.”




  “How many have you written?” asked his astonished superior.




  “It’s the first, dear old critic,” replied Bones shamelessly.




  Hamilton turned the inkstained manuscript. “I’ll read it in bed,” said the mendacious man. In the morning he had time to read the first act. “It’s a rotten play,” was his criticism at breakfast. “The spelling is quite normal in places, but otherwise it has no redeeming features.”




  Bones sneered. “Ah ha! You recognised yourself, dear old Captain Dark! Naturally, dear old sorebones, you didn’t like it. But when you see the second act—”




  “There will be no second act,” said Hamilton firmly.




  “You don’t know old Bones,” said Bones, who did know old Bones.




  The veto came from an unexpected quarter. Sanders objected mildly and gently to the development of the plot.




  “If you write about a party of American scientists being refused admission to the Territory and it gets into print, I shall be kicked,” he said. “It is highly dramatic, but it is bad history.”




  Bones started to rewrite the second act — and a young dramatist who starts in to rewrite second acts usually writes no more. As for the affair with the American expedition —




  All British officials are inclined to be a little supercilious to the foreigner and disobliging to their own kind.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders was not popular with outsiders, because he hated interference of all kinds and turned a hard face to all strangers. Across the Territories might have been written in letters a mile high. “No admittance except on business.” He had turned down more exploration parties, more prospectors and more traders than any ten commissioners in Africa. He had had sermons preached against him in missionary circles, and had been most offensively prayed for; he had been reported and paragraphed, and very unpleasant leading articles had been written about him. But his policy of non-interference was one that had the sneaking approval of his superiors, though occasionally he had found himself in conflict with the powers.




  Notably in the case of the Cress-Rainer expedition, which set out from the United States with the official benison of the British Ambassador. They were specimen-hunting, and undoubtedly the Territory was rich in strange mammals and unclassified bugs. But Sanders had shut the door, and rightly. It was the time of the big war which decimated the nations and crept southward, even to the doors of the Residency. There was a rumpus about this, but in the weary end Sanders had triumphed and the expedition went down to Angola.




  Yet Sanders liked Americans, and, for all his so-called antagonism to “the work,” loved one missionary who was not only American but of German origin. He would have given half his pay to have kept this homely, middle-aged woman under his eyes. But this was not to be.




  When Mrs. Kleine of Cincinnati left the Isisi people there were loud lamentations, for she was a God-mama so well beloved that a whole nation accompanied her in their canoes for the first thirty miles of her journey. She was a practical, hard-headed Christian, with all the fine qualities of her ancestors. And she left the Isisi because the work was too easy, and she went up into the horrible Ojubi country, electing to live and die in a place where white men seldom came. And there she procured an even greater devotion from her flock than she had known in the Isisi. She was a great singer of hymns, had a beautiful contralto voice, and was famous through the three great tribes; and when her health broke down and she decided to return to the United States, the people of Ojubi took counsel together, and one morning, when she was asleep, her favourite lay preacher, with tears streaming down his face, went into her hut and speared her — so swiftly and so skilfully that “only her eyelids fluttered a little.”




  Sanders was eighty miles away when he picked up the news from the lokali, and he made a forced march through forest and swamp and came up to the Ojubi village in the first flush of dawn, when the beautiful little flowers that Mama had planted before her hut were a blaze of glory.




  He sat down, a tired, soiled-looking man, and held his palaver.




  “Lord,” said the slayer, “the Mama was very beautiful to us, and so we killed her, that her holy body might stay with us always.”




  This was not only the slayer’s view, but the view of all the people, even of the chief who dominated the village and the district around.




  Sanders was not shocked; he was not angry; he was a little sad at the thought of this good life that had been cut short. He hanged the murderer out of hand, and the man went to his doom singing a doleful hymn, and approved by his fellow-citizens.




  The chief he sent to the village of irons and appointed his successor. There were other palavers to be held; poor Mrs. Kleine’s effects to be packed and dispatched to her home town; and on the last day of his stay Sanders called the new chief aside and gave him a few words of counsel.




  “This is a terrible thing which your people have done, chief,” he said. “More terrible because they think there is no sin in it. And although all the world knows that the Ojubi are a silly people, yet they are more foolish than men suppose.”




  “Lord, there was no folly in sending Mama to the spirits,” said the new chief astonishingly. “And well we know this, because last night many of our young men heard her singing her beautiful songs in the forest. For she told us that people did not die, and if people do not die how can they be killed?”




  The Commissioner had neither the time nor the desire to argue abstract questions of theology. The story of the singing voice he dismissed as an inevitable invention, and he went down to the Isisi to break the news to the people, and, incidentally, to nip in the bud any plan of reprisal. And it was well he did so, for the tidings had already reached the Isisi, and a small but select expedition was in course of forming to settle with the Ojubi people, though three hundred miles of river and forest separated the two tribes.




  There were certain unpleasant plans to deal with the chief of the Ojubi, and one of these was to take him out on the Island of Snakes, where the mad woman lived.




  Where the great river meets the rushing waters of the Kasava is a little pear-shaped island that is called the Place of Snakes. With good reason, for certain big snakes live comfortably here, there being many trees where vampire bats sleep in clusters by day — and bats are good eating for the long, glistening things that climb trees so slowly that they do not seem to move.




  The island had had one inhabitant for many years. Here lived a woman who loved snakes and bats and the other strange things that only she understood. Lobili was her name, and she was a foreigner, having come to the country in the year that Sanders was on his leave.




  She was rich, not in stock and salt or rods, as people in this land are rich, but by all accounts in money. There was no reason why Sanders should visit her, and many reasons why he should not. The island stood in a place where strong currents and cross-eddies made an anchorage difficult. He knew she was there, guessed her to be a coast woman who had come back to the land of her ancestors for some reason, and was content to have his reports of her from neighbouring chiefs and from his spies, who knew most things.




  Amongst others, he learned that she smoked, and that her house was a handsome hut erected by Isisi workmen whom she had bribed to venture into this dreadful place; and that she paid her taxes to the chief; and that, when she raised her hand, certain snakes fell dead. He gave the usual discount to this miracle, attributed to all who are credited as graduates in witchcraft.




  The day he saw her was the day he met her. From the deck of the Zaire, as it swung round in the current, he saw a grey-haired figure standing by the edge of the water, holding the end of a fishing line. There was a pipe in her mouth and she raised her hand in salute as he passed.




  He was on his way to the Isisi village, which is sited opposite the island, to inquire into an irregularity, for Obisi, son of a petty chief, had been taken out of the water half dead, with a big lump on his forehead. The man was a notorious ne’er-do-well, who hunted when the game came so close that he could send his arrows flying from the bed on which he loved to lie, and fished when he could squat in a canoe and direct his first wife in her spearing. He showed energy only in one pursuit: he was a conscienceless thief and had dwelt for a year in the village of irons. Obisi was in bad case now, for there was a great swelling on his forehead and a tiny punctured wound.




  “Lord, I went to the island — where the mad woman lives,” he wailed, “and she came to me and spoke evil words, and when I answered her she put out her hand and I felt a terrible pain in my head.”




  “At what hour did you go to the island?” asked Sanders, and the man hesitated.




  “Lord, it was in the darkness of the night,” he said, “for I was ashamed that any of my friends should see me on my way to speak to this mad woman.”




  Sanders had to deal with primitive people, and be was invariably blunt and to the point.




  “You went there to steal!” he accused, and Obisi denied the charge mechanically.




  Sanders examined the wound and was puzzled. He naturally discounted stories of magic, but here was certainly a mysterious happening that called for further inquiry. With some difficulty he landed on the island, and, walking warily along the well-trod path, his automatic in his hand (for he hated snakes), he came at last to the big hut where the old woman sat — a big, broad-shouldered woman who was neither Isisi nor Akasava.




  She waited patiently, her hands folded in her lap.




  “Lobili, I see you,” he said. “Now they tell me a strange word about you…”




  He repeated Obisi’s story and she listened without a word. When he had finished:




  “Lord, this man is worse than a thief,” she said. “He came to this island last night, and I think that one of the snakes that hang on the trees struck him.”




  Which was a plausible explanation.




  “Why do you live here all alone, Lobili? You are a woman and there are dreadful things on this island.”




  “They are not dreadful to me, lord,” she said, and made a little whistling noise. And then, to Sanders’s horror, he saw a flat, spade-shaped head come obliquely round the corner of the door, heard the angry hiss and whipped round, his pistol extended.




  “Lord, he will not hurt you, for I have taken the poison from him,” she said, with the ghost of laughter in her brown eyes.




  She made a clicking noise with her lips and the snake vanished.




  “I am afraid of none of these things,” she said. “There are worse there” — she pointed to the Isisi bank. “For in a certain place in the forest are big snakes that will crush a man to death and kill him with a blow of their great heads. And there dwell also men who do evil for the love of evil.”




  Sanders looked at her sharply, for the rumour had reached him also. He did not question her, for she hinted of something about which no native will speak.




  He returned to the Zaire and to the village, and made a few inquiries about certain strangers in the depth of the forest.




  The Isisi people watched the Zaire apprehensively for the next few days. It went aimlessly up and down the river, called at small fishing villages, made visits to unfrequented middle islands and to isolated settlements. And everywhere he heard the same story. Men had disappeared mysteriously; fishermen had gone out in their boats and had not returned; in one case a woman had gone into the forest and had vanished.




  He was conscious that not only were the seen villages watching, but unseen eyes in the forest followed the Zaire from place to place.




  When at last his ship paddled out of sight downstream there were many relieved hearts in the Isisi.




  Sanders brought the Zaire to the little quay and gave orders that steam was to be kept and the boat held ready to leave at a minute’s notice, and when he met Hamilton he spoke neither of the wounded Obisi nor yet of the snake-woman.




  “There is a chopping palaver up in the Isisi,” he said, in a tone of despair. “And I only hanged D’firo-fusu six months ago!”




  Hamilton whistled. “The swine!” he said softly.




  The Isisi, the N’gombi and part of the Akasava are cannibal people. They were always very frank about it. Man was meat, and there was the end of it. Also, warriors fought better for the meal that followed victory. Slowly but surely, the new law had ground out the practice. Many men had been hanged on high trees; many were sent in irons to work for Government; whip and rope had changed the habits of the people — but now and again appeared a wandering band of devotees to the old custom, and behind them was a strong business end.




  “Bones must go up in the Zaire ostensibly on a marriage palaver — there is one waiting settlement at the Ochori city. He must take as few men as possible so as not to frighten the birds. We’ll follow on the Wiggle with all the men we can spare — you’ll want machineguns, Hamilton, by the way. I think I have located them.”




  So Bones went up, and he took his unfinished play with him, and in quiet woodings the adventures of the “physic” Harold and the evil Captain Dark were developed so eerily that there were times when he leapt up at the sound of a breaking twig.




  Navigation was an art which Lieutenant Tibbetts had never thoroughly acquired. The river was treacherous, never quite what it seemed on its surface, and sandbanks had a habit of coming and going, so that where was a deep channel overnight was a boat-trap in the morning.




  Going up was a fairly simple business, for the river ran five knots after the rain, and the Zaire made ten knots, which meant that when it was doing five knots against the black water he was speeding.




  But this trip of Bones had one exasperating feature which was unusual. Every twenty miles along the river was a wooding, where great stacks of chores and felled timber awaited the pleasure of Sandi. The men who cut these offered their service and were exempt from other taxation. Roughly speaking, a week’s work once a year was the extent of their labours, for the woodings were chosen in rotation, and sometimes the chores were not brought on board the Zaire until a year after the billets had been cut.




  And in the first wooding whereat Bones stopped, intending to spend the night — there was no wood. The nearest stock was twenty miles away. Night was coming on, and hereabouts navigation is not to be lightly undertaken in the dark. Bones sent a Houssa through the darkening forest and summoned before him the chief of the little village whose task it was to supply the labour.




  This man was very glib. “Lord,” he said, “Sandi himself took our wood two moons and one ago, and because my young men have been sick and very weak we have not cut down the trees—”




  Bones cut his explanation short. On the Zaire was a little book in which was kept a very accurate record of the woodings visited, and this was known as “57,” and the Zaire had not tied up to the steep banks of the forest for nearly eighteen months.




  “You’re a naughty old storyteller,” said Bones, annoyed, and then, in Bomongo: “You shall cut and pile twice the wood I require before my return, Kibili. Also, I will draw taxation from you — so many strings of fish and so much salt. Have this when I return.”




  The chief was a little terrified, crossed his arms over his thin chest and clasped his sides, a gesture of supreme unhappiness.




  “Lord, the fish you may have and the salt also, but the wood I cannot give you, because my young men are sick, and, lord, we are terribly frightened because of the great spirits which dwell hereabouts, as your lordship knows.”




  “O fool!” said the aggravated young man. “What spirits are there in the world?”




  At that moment there flashed into his mind the memory of his “physic” hero, and a ghost half-raised (on paper) in his cabin.




  “There are many spirits here. Tibbetti,” said the chief in a hushed voice, “and because of them my young men are afraid to come into this part of the wood. For here is heard the voice of the singing mama.”




  “Singing—”




  Bones had known the singing mama, and a cold chill crept down his spine. The little chief saw his advantage and followed it up.




  “Often we have heard her beautiful songs as she walks through the dark woods,” he said; “and sometimes we fear for her because of the Killers—”




  He had betrayed himself: the young officer saw him squirm in an ecstasy of fear.




  Now, Bones in his leisure and private moments was quite different from the Bones on duty. His blue eyes narrowed until they seemed closed. He had reached the jumping-off place where he left behind all that was not deadly earnest.




  “Speak, man,” he said softly, “and tell me of these Killers who live in the forest and chop men.”




  Now he knew why there was no wood to carry him to the next post: fear of the Killers, who pick off solitary workmen and prey on the little bands of woodmen.




  “O, ko! I have talked too much!” gasped the chief, his face a mottled grey. “Let me talk with my people, lord.”




  Bones nodded. He went back to the boat and flew a pigeon to Sanders, then called Ali Mahmet, the corporal of his six soldiers.




  “Two men will stay on the puc-a-puc and stand by the hawsers. Yoka the engineer and his man shall keep steam ready. You and your four men will come ashore with fifty rounds and go where I go.”




  Then he went on the land and the chief was waiting to speak with him.




  “This is the truth, Tibbetti,” he said. “The Killers live in the forest half a night’s journey away. There are two hands of them” — he held up two hands with the fingers extended. “Now I think with your fine soldiers you may catch them, for it is true that we are afraid. And once before, when the Killers came here, in the days of my father, they took my own brother away with them…”




  Bones listened to the tragic history with great patience.




  “You shall walk before me, chief,” he said, “and if you are a Killer man and lead me and my fine soldiers into danger, you shall walk in hell this night.”




  There was a very definite path through the forest, it appeared, and Bones remembered that once he had followed the first part of it in quest of a certain white weakling who had broken the laws. He spent the rest of the day coaching his men, anxiously awaiting news from Sanders. If he lost this opportunity he might miss his quarry altogether.




  He waited until the night came, a cool night of stars, and fell in his little party. Kibili, the chief, led the way, and behind him came Bones. They marched in silence for an hour, and then the man called a halt. From time to time as they walked. Bones slipped his compass from his pocket and examined the illuminated dial. It is next to impossible to get an exact compass bearing on the march, but he saw enough to realise that they had diverged from the northern track and were walking in a half-circle eastwards. So far from entering the forest, they were keeping an almost parallel course with the river. When they halted he confirmed this. They were now moving towards the Isisi city. He put the compass back in his pocket, and, taking out his automatic, kept his thumb on the safety-catch.




  For a minute he considered the advisability of returning to the Zaire. But if the agreed plan was in operation, Sanders, who was, only ten hours behind him, would be near the wooding by now. If he were tied up at a lower depot he would certainly send a runner through the forest in search of news.




  The wood was very silent and still, and Bones, in a brief moment, thought of ghosts and shivered.




  “March,” he said in a low tone, and the little column went on.




  Again they stopped at the end of an hour. They were moving inland, but still they were within easy reach of the river. The Zaire could have kept pace with them if he had only understood the direction of the chase. For the moment his suspicion of the guide was mechanical rather than acute. The man might be following the safer path to the lair of the Red Men.




  Another two hours brought them to rising ground.




  “Lord, on the other side of this is the Place of the Red Men,” whispered the guide. He was reeking with perspiration, which was partly due to fear.




  Bones called Ali Mahmet to him.




  “Let the men fix their little swords,” he said in a low voice. “There must be no shooting till I speak.”




  The bayonets had been blacked in the smoke of an oil wick before they left the boat. He heard the click-click as they slipped into their sockets… when he turned again to the guide he had vanished. As silent as the forest about them, he had gone from view.




  Bones thumbed down the safety-catch of his pistol and grinned mirthlessly into the night.




  “Shoulder to shoulder in a circle, Ahmet Ali!” he said, and felt his way to the nearest man.




  At that instant he heard a guttural Arabic oath and the “flug” of a bayonet striking home, and simultaneously somebody caught him by the ankles and he went down to earth with a crash that knocked the breath out of him. Twice he fired at the body that fell upon him, and felt the convulsive wiggle that followed, and then something struck him on the side of the head and he went silly.




  He was standing when he came to his senses, and he could feel the warm wet blood that was rolling leisurely from his cheek. Somebody held him; his gun was gone, and he heard a man sobbing with pain near his feet.




  “Let us take them to the Killing Place,” said a voice, and then another called Kibili by name, only they used the N’gombi equivalent, which is “N’osobu.”




  “He is dead,” said a third voice. “Tibbetti chopped him with the little gun that says ‘ha ha!’”




  The first speaker grunted something and the party moved on. Bones listened to the footfalls and presently distinguished them all. His men were still alive; he heaved a sigh of thankfulness and, appreciating the small cause there was for relief, grinned again. His hands were tied native fashion, which meant that they were fastened so tightly that presently his hands would begin to swell. If he could persuade them to let his hands go free there was a small Browning in the inside pocket of his shirt.




  “O man!” he called. “Why do you tie me, for you have my little gun that says ‘ha ha!’ and you are many.”




  “A tied man does not cut his hands,” was the ominous answer — the old cannibal slogan.




  He tried to reach his shirt-pocket, but the rough native rope that held him was passed under his legs and knotted to his elbows behind.




  Crossing a ridge. Bones had a momentary glimpse of the river, and far away the twinkling light of a fire.




  “Tibbetti, this night you die,” said a voice. “There was a little dog who followed a leopard into the wood, and all the time the leopard followed him.”




  Silence followed, and then unexpectedly the unknown leader called a halt.




  “I hear,” he said, and they stood listening… a sharp steel point touched Bones’s throat.




  “It is nothing— “Almost as he spoke, the voice came from the wood — the voice of a woman singing.




  “While shepherds watched their flocks by night, All seated on the ground, The angel of the Lord came down, And glory shone around.”




  Clear as a bell, yet soft and unspeakably sweet the voice sounded. It was near them.




  Bones went cold: he had never heard the voice of Mama Kleine, but this was an American…




  “O, ko! what is that?” asked a hoarse voice.




  “It is the spirit of Mama-Jesu,” came an answer. They waited, but there was no other sound but the thud of hearts beating fiercely.




  “We are there,” said somebody. “Let us light the fire.” Bones heard the sound of wet leaves being brushed aside, and a dull glowing circle appeared on the earth. An armful of dry brushwood was thrown on the hidden fire, smoked fragrantly for a moment, and then burst into flames.




  And now Bones saw — not ten, but forty of the Red Men, mainly N’gombi. One who seemed to be in some position of authority had a great bump on his forehead, and him the other addressed as Obisi.




  Bones looked round for the survivors of his party and found them more or less intact, and wondered why they had been spared. It was Obisi who supplied the answer, as though he had interpreted the questioning glance.




  “The live goat walks,” he said, “but the dead goat we must carry.”




  “Sellin’ us on the hoof,” said Bones in English, and was hysterically pleased with his ghastly jest.




  “You, Tibbetti, we will kill because you are white and nobody would buy you,” said Obisi.




  He took from the hands of one of the men a sickle-shaped weapon, broad in the blade and crudely engraved.




  “This— “he said, and then he fell down.




  Bones heard the ping! and the smack of the thing that struck him, but he was unprepared for the collapse of his executioner. A man yelled in fright and ran to the prostrate Obisi and turned him on his back.




  “This is magic!” he yelled, and his hand was fumbling for the sickle knife when:




  Ping!




  The man dropped on his knees, his hand at his side, grimacing horribly.




  From somewhere along the forest path came the sound of shots, and presently three naked forms flew into the light of the fire and screamed something over their shoulders. Bones heard the words and almost swooned.




  “Speak well for me, Tibbetti,” gasped a man, and hacked in two the rope that bound him — and he was a lucky man. The bullet that whistled past just missed him as he ducked his head to cut the last strands.




  “All right, sir!” yelled Bones, as Sanders’s pistol was raised.




  “Thank the good Lord— “began Sanders. Then came the eerie interruption. From the shadows of the wood came the voice of the sweet singer:




  “Now thank we all our God…”




  Sanders stared into the shadows.




  “For the love of heaven!” he gasped, and then came the most astonishing incident of that night.




  Into view, walking very slowly, came the grey-haired snake-woman.




  “O Lobili— “began Sanders, and she laughed, a low, chuckling laugh of delight.




  “I’m afraid I’m not called Lobili,” she said, and Sanders could have dropped, for this handsome old negress spoke English. “I’m Dr. Selina Grant, of Gregorytown University, Curator and Lecturer on Biology. We simply had to get somebody in this country, Mr. Sanders. My colour helped a lot, I guess, but it required a great deal of heart-searching before a woman of my age consented to assume the scanty attire of the indigenous native.”




  “Good God!” said Sanders hollowly, and pinched himself to make sure that he was awake. “You’re — you’re a negress?”




  She nodded laughingly.




  “Sure; that’s how the Lord made me. My father was a doctor in Charlestown and my mother was pure Bantu. Bomongo I learnt in six months from a missionary who was on leave back home. I guess it came natural. It was kind of lonely — I’ve been here three years — and if I hadn’t wandered around singing, I’d have forgotten what the American language sounded like! And, Mr. Sanders, I’ve got the dandiest lot of unclassified Ophidia you could wish to see — you must come to my island and inspect my viporum…”




  Sanders took off his helmet and held out his hand. “Shake, doctor,” he said; and Dr. Selina Grant stuck the air-pistol into her belt and gripped his hand in her big palm.




  “Excuse me, dear old ma’am.” Bones found his voice. “It was you singin’?”




  “Sure!” said Selina.




  “An’ your jolly old air-gun — ?




  “Air-pistol — it’s the only weapon I’ve had, but it’s mighty useful.”




  “Excuse me, ma’am,” said Bones, agitated.




  “I’ll bet none of you boys has got the makings?” she asked. “This pipe-smoking’s too primitive for Selina.”




  Bones found her a cigarette and lit it for her. “You’re the first native lady I’ve done that for,” he said. It was indeed the most novel experience of his life.




  The End




  Again Sanders (1928)
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  Makara, Chief of Kobala’ba, was paddled down the river to within ten miles of the residency, and here he hired new paddlers from a lower-river village, leaving the ten girls who had paddled him so far in charge of the village headman.




  He was young and skinny and beautiful to see, for not only did he wear the robe of monkey skins which is the robe of his rank, but his forearms were invisible under brass bangles; his hair was dyed red with ingola, his legs shone with oil, and he wore anklets of copper that clinked as he walked to the residency, where Mr. Sanders awaited him.




  “I see you, lord Sandi,” he greeted the Commissioner, and his voice had the quality of boredom and weariness.




  “I see you, little chief,” said Sanders, and there was acid in his tone. “And yet as I sat here before my fine house watching you come from the river, I had a strange thought. For it seemed to me that you were not Makara, son of Lebulana, son of Elibi that warrior, but a dancing woman of Kobala’ba, such as a man can buy for a thousand matakos.”




  If Makara felt shame he showed none.




  “In my land all men are pretty,” he said complacently. “Even in Kobala’ba I wear a feather in my hair and sometimes about my waist.”




  Sanders showed his teeth in a smile that was entirely mirthless.




  “Rather would I see you with a spear in your hand and a shield on your arm, Makara,” he said. “It seems that there are too many women in Kobala’ba—”




  “Lord,” said Makara eagerly, “that is why I came; for soon your lordship will send to us for the rubber and fish which you steal from us every year for your government, and because we are few men we have nothing to give.”




  Sanders took a cheroot from his pocket and lit it before he replied, his audience watching him anxiously.




  “Was there tribute when I sent before?” asked Sanders. “And when I sent before then, did I find skins and rubber, and before then, even? Makara, your people of all the people on the river pay no tax to my king. And because you are far away and I cannot come in my little ship along the shallow river, I think you laugh at me. Strange stories come along the river to me — of women who hunt and women who fish, and women who build houses. It seems that there is a new race of slaves growing under my eyes; slaves who are penned like dogs and beaten like dogs. Which is against all the laws of all the tribes, but terribly against my law. Some day I will come and see.”




  “Lord, all that you hear is lies,” said Makara, “for my young men are very strong and brave, and women have their proper place, which is in the fields and at the fires—”




  “And at the paddles?” asked Sanders significantly. “My spies tell me that women brought you down the river, and that you left them at the village of Chubiri, so that I should not be offended. The palaver is finished.”




  Makara went back to his village a little uneasy.




  For all that Sanders had heard was true: Makara had brought about a revolution in the custom of the country. In this black hinterland, men have a defined place and the sphere of their activities is rigidly confined by immemorial custom. For example, no woman is allowed to build a hut. The most lordly of the tribes reserve that work to men, partly, it is believed, because house — building has been the work of man since the beginning of time, and partly because, as is well known, a terrible curse lies on any roof that is thatched by a woman. No matter how indolent men may be, the erection of a house is their sole prerogative. On the other hand, no man with any spirit will till a field or grow corn or soak manioc or cook a meal. There once was a tribe so degraded that the men cooked their own dinners, and the name of that tribe was a reproach from the Lado to Eschowe. No woman may hunt or fish: that also is man’s job, and the folk of Kobala’ba had terribly offended in this respect.




  “They come by night from the little river between the grass,” reported an indignant petty chief of the Isisi; “ten women in each canoe, and they spear fish under the eyes of my young men, and when my fisher men speak to them they answer them shamefully. Now, lord, because these are Akasava folk we can do nothing. A moon and a rime of a moon ago, I sent word to the great chief of the Akasava and told him of this terrible thing. He said that Kobala’ba was a country by itself, and that though the people were of his tribe they mocked him. Also, lord, they say that in Kobala’ba the women take their spears and hunt in the forest, and that the men sit at home in their huts, which is strange to me.”




  It is true that the village of Kobala’ba was sometimes called a country by itself, and with good reason. At the end of a shallow and narrow little creek which runs into the great river, and separated from all the world by a crescent of swamp, is a little lake on the northern shore of which rises a hog’s back of good solid land. Here are long, sunny slopes where corn may be grown, and groves of Isisi palms affording pleasant shade, and behind the knoll a ten — mile depth of forest, where men can hunt profitably, and women, too, as it seemed.




  North of the creek is a girdle of swamp that separates the hunting ground from the forest of the Ochori; eastward is swamp again; to the west a desolation that is sometimes river and sometimes marsh. The isolation of KQbala’ba is complete. It is a dry oasis in a desert of water and near water, where crocodiles breed, and tiny mosquitoes rise in dense white clouds at every sunset.




  In the days of the bad King Elibi, when his spears were triumphant from the Ghost Mountains to the Little River, Kobala’ ba was uninhabited. Its inaccessibility, its isolation, the age — old legend of ghosts and devils, as many as the grasses that grew on its slope, made this place an undesirable residence. When Sanders broke Elibi in the early days of his mission, the remnants of an Akasava fighting regiment made its way to the little lake, taking the goats and wives it had acquired by violence. Here they established themselves in the huts they built, and raised a new generation, which was mainly feminine — a phenomenon peculiar to the union of warriors and slaves. And that was the peculiarity of Kobala’ba, which persisted through the years, that three girls were born for every boy: so that in the course of time Kobala’ba was a village of straight — backed young women and puny youths who sat at the doors of their huts and were waited upon by sisters and cousins, mothers and aunts innumerable.




  With the death of the old chief and the coming of Makara, a considerable change came over the economic life of Kobala’ba, and he discovered an easy way to wealth. Slavery became systematized; he sent out bands of women hunters, at first under the guidance of a man, eventually by themselves, and there accumulated in the village great stores of skins and rubber. His canoes brought him fish to be dried in the sun, and, with the skins and rubber, exported secretly across the frontier into the French territory.




  Makara in another land might have become a captain of industry, for he was blessed with the gift of organization. Slavery is forbidden, but women have a price on the Great River, and it is lawful to buy wives. Makara and his enthusiastic men recruited a new kind of labour; his canoes went up and down the river seeking “wives.” On the day he came to Sanders there were half a thousand women in his compounds and as many roving the forest in search of pelts.




  At the end of three weeks’ hard paddling, Makara’s weary paddlers brought him to his village and to a domestic problem; for one of his wives, the tall T’lini, had led a band of huntresses into the forest and had returned almost empty — handed. Makara held a conference, which was attended by the forty — seven grown males of the village.




  “We must not beat her or lay her in the sun,” he said, “for presently Sandi will come, and she will tell evil stories about us. Let us be kind to her, and after Sandi is gone I will do certain things that will make her sorry.”




  T’lini, who had lain for twenty — four hours, her hands and feet tied together, in the big pen where the surplus women were kept, was released and well fed, and for seven days the male heads of families assembled their quotas and rehearsed them in the story they must tell. And it might well have been that the slave community would have grown undetected, and with it the wealth of Makara, had not science in two stout volumes come to Lieutenant Tibbetts of the King’s Houssas.




  Bones spent a fortnight of intensive reading and study before he started in to impart his newly acquired knowledge to the indigenous natives.




  “What is it Bones is swotting so hard?” asked Sanders one night after Bones had made an unceremonious and hasty departure from the dinner table.




  Hamilton knocked off the ash of his cheroot in his coffee cup, and his nose wrinkled disparagement.




  “Science,” he said laconically.




  “Very admirable,” murmured Sanders, and waited for the explosion, for Hamilton was on the touchy side, having just recovered from an attack of malaria.




  “Science!” sneered Hamilton. “Astronomy, natural history, botany, biology… My God, if he’d only keep it to himself!”




  The two handsomely illustrated books which had come to Bones by the last mail dealt with science in a popular way, in all its aspects. The volumes had been edited by a great savant, the articles written, by men with the gift of informing in the most simple language. Bones read and was fascinated. The two volumes exceeded in interest the modest expectations which were aroused by the sample page so cunningly dispatched to him.




  “Science will have no mysteries for Bones,” said Hamilton bitterly, “except perhaps the science of keeping the company accounts, and the science of doing a simple job without making a hash of it.”




  Sanders chuckled quietly.




  “Bones must have spent a fortune on his correspondence lessons — but there’s nothing selfish about him: he passes on all he learns.”




  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Hamilton darkly.




  A fortnight after Bones had received these volumes of instruction, he gathered together the Houssas on the square, and with them their wives and families, and pointed to the star — encrusted sky, for it was a glorious night in early December — such a night as English astronomers dream about but never see.




  “All people listen,” said Bones in the Arabic of the Coast. “What are these little stars you see? Some are suns and some are worlds, greater than all this world—”




  “Lord,” interrupted a sergeant of Houssas respectfully, “if they be suns, why is it night, for all men know that when the sun shines it is daytime? Yet these little things shine only at night.”




  Bones explained laboriously, more or less inaccurately, and at the end violently.




  Sergeant Abiboo reported the lecture to Hamilton.




  “There is no doubt, Militini,” he said, “that the lord Tibbetti is sick with the fever. For, as your lordship knows, when men are ill they imagine strange things, such as people walking about with heads like crocodiles.”




  “Why do you say this, Abiboo?” asked Hamilton.




  “Because, lord,” said the sergeant decisively, “Tibbetti told us that these stars are suns, when all men know they are stars, being the spirits of the dead, according to the Kaffirs, but, as we true believers know, the bright eyes of the blessed houris that look down from Paradise.”




  Bones, in disgust, turned from astronomy to biology. In consequence there was a marked coldness in the demeanour of the Houssas, and women scowled at him from their huts when he walked through the lines.




  One Kano lady laid a complaint before Sanders.




  “Tibbetti has shamed us all, for he told us that we were monkeys cala cala, and lived in frees and had tails; also that all men were once fishes, which is a terrible thing to say.”




  “The lord Tibbetti has made you a great riddle,” said Sanders tactfully, “but because you are a stupid woman you cannot understand its mystery.”




  He passed a hint to Hamilton, and Hamilton, who never hinted, brought Bones to the carpet.




  “You’re demoralizing the detachment, Bones, with this pseudo — science of yours. Keep off biology and astronomy, and confine your lectures to metaphysics.”




  Bones brightened.




  “Thank you, Hamilton, dear old officer. I don’t know much about physics, but what about the odd spot of chemistry, dear old sir? Why does a seidlitz powder fizzle? You don’t know, old boy! Don’t pretend you do—”




  “Metaphysics has nothing whatever to do with chemistry,” said Hamilton coldly.




  “Then,” demanded the scornful Bones, “why call it physics — I ask you, dear old thing? Don’t answer if you feel you’re incriminating your jolly old self.”




  Bones was due for a trip to the Akasava. There were palavers to be held, a certain amount of taxation to be collected. More especially, Sanders wanted exact information as to what was happening at Kobala’ba.




  The night before Mr. Tibbetts left on his journey, Hamilton uttered a word of warning.




  “When you get to Makara’s village don’t be scientific — if you are, confine yourself to insects. You can’t do any harm there. If you start working off little pieces about the universe to the bloodthirsty Akasava, you’ll probably start a couple of wars. And I absolutely forbid you to talk about evolution. The Darwinian theory is distinctly unpopular amongst the Houssas. It may bring you into some disrepute with people who hunt monkeys and eat fish—”




  “Tell them about Bones,” put in Sanders. “An object lesson in industry will do the Akasava no harm.”




  “A little astronomy, dear old Commissioner!” pleaded Bones. “What about the jolly old constellation of O’Brien? What about Beetlegrease, the notorious and ever — famous star that’s a hundred and fifty million times bigger than the sun?”




  “Orion and Betelgeuse are the two words you’re groping for,” said Hamilton sternly, “and you’ll not say a word about them. You remember the trouble we had with the Northern Ochori people over the moon, sir?”




  Sanders nodded.




  Long before Bones had taken science seriously, he had explained to the wild and terrified people of the Ochori the substance, character and origin of the lunar orb, with disastrous consequences; for the Northern Ochori, who blamed Bosambo for everything that had happened to the world since its beginning, gathered their spears and went up against their paramount chief. You cannot overturn settled convictions without producing unexpected reactions, and it took Sanders the greater part of a year to convince these misguided people that their first information about the moon was correct, namely, that it was the bright hole in the sky through which M’shimba-M’shamba made his entrances and exits from a disturbed and storm-swept earth.




  Kobala’ba is not easily reached. The motor launch dropped Bones at the scarcely visible mouth of the shallow river, and for four days he was paddled through bush and grass and virgin mosquito hordes — a painful experience.




  He came to Kobala’ba in the dark of an evening; and, knowing him to be at hand, the villagers burnt a big bonfire on the beach, which served the double purpose of beacon and illumination.




  It was not the chief Makara who met him, but T’lini, his wife, a very tall and supple girl of seventeen.




  “Lord, I see you! I am T’lini, wife of Makara.”




  “I see you, T’lini,” said Bones, peering at her. “Yet I think I would rather see the chief, your husband, for I do not make palaver with women.”




  He looked left and right along the crowded beach. Not a warrior was to be seen; only these straight, ebony figures regarding him gravely. She read his thoughts and said: “There are few men in this village, lord Tibbetti, and these put themselves to bed early, because of the cold air of night which gives them pain in their throats.”




  Bones gaped at her. “Good lord!” he said, in English.




  “Also, lord,” she went on quickly, “these women you see are the wives of our warriors, and they are so happy that they dance with joy because their men are kind. And every day we work in the fields whilst our husbands go hunting in the forest.”




  Bones screwed his monocle into his eye, and T’lini shrank back in terror.




  “Tell me, T’lini, are you of this village?”




  She nodded, which meant “No.”




  “I come from B’lini on the river. Makara bought me for a bag of salt, also my own sister and the daughter of my father.”




  Bones scratched his nose but said nothing. He walked to the hut that had been made for him. Here was a fine skin bed to spread his valise upon, and, rejecting the inevitable offer of service with the invariable excuse, he lay down and slept, for he was a very tired man.




  It was dark when he woke: the phosphorescent dial of his watch told him it was within a quarter of an hour of dawn, and he rose and dressed. The place was already alive; fires were burning before each hut; shadowy figures flitted up and down the broad street; and with the first violent light of the sun he saw a small body of men coming down from the far end of the village, where Makara’s hut was. Makara himself led the party, and very formidable it was, for each man carried a bunch of hunting spears, though the fineries which decked their persons seemed a little inappropriate.




  “O Tibbetti, I see you!” boomed Makara. “Give me salt* if I did not come to you last night, but I and my young men, who have been hunting for many days in the forest, were tired. And to — day we go out on a long and terrible journey to find fish and rubber for Sandi and his king.”




  [*salt = pardon]




  “That is a good palaver,” said Bones satirically, as he glared at the hunting party through his eyeglass. With the exception of Makara, they were very fat young men, whose flabby flesh suggested anything but prolonged exercise. “But first you shall tell me what place is this.”




  He pointed to a bare square of hard earth, where once a slave pen had stood — recently, he guessed. It had its fellow a few paces down the slope towards the river. His quick eyes detected a third and a fourth. Four big huts that had been recently demolished. There were others in all probability, if he looked for them.




  Makara answered glibly enough, but his explanation was lame. Bones watched the hunters disappear through the thin woods that lead to the greater forest, and then he called an assembly of all the people, and went up to the palaver house, to find himself con fronting a crowd of a thousand sober — faced women.




  “O people,” said Bones, “I have come a long way because my lord Sandi cannot make this journey to see you. By night and by day I have journeyed in my canoe along a terrible little river to take taxes for my king. And none are here. For the men who should be warriors and hunters are like children, and have grown lazy, so that there is no rubber or fish for my Government. Now I will tell you a story about bees that you may tell your children and your men.”




  Bones had an amazing vocabulary. They listened fascinated whilst he told the story of the economy of the hive. When he had finished, T’lini, who was squatting at the foot of the little hill, rose.




  “Lord, that is a great riddle,” she said. “Now tell me and my sisters: these little things who fly and do no work — are they men folk or women folk?”




  “Men folk,” said Bones, in an unguarded moment.




  “And, lord, those who work and gather riches — what are they?”




  Bones explained again; became a little inarticulate as they drew him out of his depth.




  “That is a good tale,” said T’lini, when he had finished. “Rubber we have got, and the skins of wild beasts, but we do not see these things again, and when we ask our lords they say that Sandi has come with his soldiers and taken them for his Government. Now tell us, lord Tibbetti, how may the women bees live through the cold, wet days, but do not the little things that fly and do no work eat up all the riches the women bees have gathered?”




  Bones, sure of himself, explained.




  “T’lini, that is a good question. Now I will tell you. They who do no work are killed when the wet days come, for the little women bees drive them from the nest and destroy them. And the next season come new little men and they last their season, and at the end are killed.”




  “Who rules this land of bees?” asked T’lini.




  “One who is higher than any — a queen,” said Bones, waxing poetical; “one who is as great as Sandi and wiser than I. And all the bee — women honour this one and bow their heads and clap their hands with joy whenever this high one walks abroad.”




  He saw nearly a thousand mouths opened in amazement and was gratified.




  Later that day he sent a messenger with a letter to Sanders.




  Dear Sir dear sir [it ran rapidly],




  Kobalarber is full of feamales feemailes femmales but the men have gone hunting I don’t think I don’t think.




  [Bones had this little trick of repetition.]




  I talked about beas bes and how they worked in a scentific sientific manner. Femails deeply impresed. Shall stay the week am giving annother leckture on botny to — morow.




  A month later he returned to headquarters.




  “Did you give ’em any science?” asked Hamilton.




  “Bee — ology, dear old sir — the habits and customs of the jolly old bumble, and a few words about the naughty old honey — maker, as per my letter of the 24th inst. The whole proceedings terminated with a vote of thanks to the chairman.”




  “Did you see Makara?” asked Sanders.




  Bones smiled.




  “Not too much, sir. I stayed in the village four days, and the naughty old deceiver and his boy friends didn’t come back. They’d only gone about four miles into the forest.”




  He struck a more serious note when he told the results of his investigations.




  “Slavery, eh? I was afraid so,” said Sanders gravely. “An ingenious idea, and not the first time it has been practised in the Akasava country.”




  He sent for a carrier pigeon and, writing a message, flew the bird to one of his spies on the Upper River. Long before the order for Makara’s arrest could be executed, there was an alarming outbreak of science at Kobala’ba.




  *




  A few nights after Bones’ departure, Makara squatted by the fire of his hut, relating to certain close friends, counsellors and male sycophants, the details of a summary administration of justice. For he had taken T’lini his wife and had beaten her till he was tired, and she had run away into the forest to join a party of wives in their search for a peculiarly succulent monkey that was very satisfying to Makara’s epicurean taste.




  “She cried ‘Wow!’ and put her hands up,” said Makara with relish. “Then she made a great noise and put her arms so…”




  He stopped, peering up the village street towards the wood, where a small column had emerged from the trees — a column that must be made up of hunting parties that were not due for days, and should have been scattered, through the hundred and fifty square miles of game preserves. They marched steadily, carrying neither monkeys nor skins, and there was something very peculiar about their solidarity. Ominous, too, for the red of the setting sun turned their spear — heads to the colour of blood.




  “O woman,” said Makara, in a passion, as T’lini approached him, “I will whip you—”




  A spear — head dropped to his throat and pricked him sorely. He collapsed in a panic and was incapable of resistance, as two strong women bound him foot and hand. They laid the forty — seven males of Kobala’ba, fan fashion, about the palaver house, and T’lini, the chief’s wife, spoke.




  “Tibbetti, the son of Sandi, told us this tale,” she said, looking down at the horrified face of her husband, who was the victim nearest to her. “Cala cala all the bee women worked and gathered their magic from flowers, and the bee men sat at home in their huts and ate all that was brought to them, and did no work and killed their wives. And then all the bee women held a palaver and they said: ‘From this day we will kill the bee men at the end of every season, and in the next season we will get new men and kill them also when we are done with them.’ And Tibbetti said that because of this great magic all the bee people are happy, so that you hear them singing as they go about their work. Tibbetti told us this, and he is wise, for he has three eyes and sees more than we.”




  She walked to the side of her husband and looked down at him, her spear poised.




  “Now I think we shall be happy,” she said, and struck as he had taught her…




  So slowly did news travel in that backwater of life that it was nearly a month before Sanders heard of the happening. It was brought by a lithe woman warrior who carried her spears with an air.




  Sanders listened, and, seasoned as he was to strange happenings in this strangest of lands, the simple recital took his breath away.




  “And now there are no men in obala’ba,” concluded the messenger, “but next season we will go to the river villages and take such as we wish. But, Sandi, we wish for a ruler, and because we know you are kind to your people we have had a great palaver, and this is agreed, that we ask you, Sandi, to send us your son Tibbetti, that he may be our Queen Bee according to his magical words.”




  “Deuced awkward,” said Bones dismally, as he pulled at his long nose.




  II. The Terrible Talker
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  There was a man of the Isisi whom all feared — even the very chief of that nation. He was no great warrior, nor was he skilled in magic. His name was M’anin and he was of the common people: a tall, thin man with a stammering voice, who did no more than talk. But his talk was very bitter and he respected nobody. Once, in the days of his beginnings, the chief of his village (afterwards chief of the tribe, and eventually hanged for the murder of a missionary) had taken a pliant chicotte and had gone in search of the talker. And M’anin had seen him coming and was panic — stricken, for he had spoken very evilly of this chief and certain of his wives. Yet, though his heart was like water, he met the chief with outward insolence, having in his soul the dim beginnings of a theory which happened to be right; and this theory was that he who talks and talks and supports one boldness with another may cow even the strongest and most enraged man or woman.




  “I see you, chief,” he greeted, his furious master. “Oh ko! You are like a monkey that is caught by a spear! Now I must tell you the truth — you have a bad face and you are no proper chief for this village. And if Sandi knows this he will, put you away.”




  So strong and bold were his words that the chief wilted before him.




  “M’anin, have I spoken evilly of you? Have I done ill to you? And yet you make me foolish before my people.”




  M’anin looked at him thoughtfully.




  “I speak truth, and if any man be hurt by truth that is his palaver. I speak as my mind is — even to Sandi.”




  He grew to maturity well hated but uninjured. Men, and women too, went out of their way to placate him; choice foods came to his house, lest the giver writhe under the lash of his criticism. Though the Isisi are river folk, and uncleanliness an abomination, none cavilled at M’anin, who never brought his body to the water. He dwelt apart with a fat woman, in shape like a beetle, and she was the audience on whom he practised when others failed. He neither hunted nor worked, and because he brought little to his own larder he was wont to sit at food with such families as advertised the excellence of their meals by the fragrance of their cooking pots. And none dared deny him for fear of his tongue.




  And sometimes he would stand with his back to a tree, surrounded by young men, and talk of the bad ness of such things as were in their eyes good. In his eyes the wealthy Ogani, the hunter, and Wlini, whose canoes haunted the river, were an offence, and he reserved his bitterest gibes for those who had passed him in the race.




  “Let all people look at Ogani, whom men call a great hunter. To me he is like a fish upon land, leaping here and there and opening and shutting his silly mouth…Oh, people, why do you shiver at Sandi? For is he not a man with one life and can he eat two meals at once? He is no great ruler, for did not the crops fail?”




  Sanders may have heard of this, but he was very lenient with talking men, and M’anin, satisfied with his daring, did not repeat his slander.




  Then one fatal night somebody spoke of Bones. Now Lieutenant Tibbetts might be a figure of fun to his immediate associates. He was undoubtedly a rather impetuous young man, who both said and did irresponsible things. But to the people of the upper river Tibbetti was lank vengeance who had stalked evil men and had hanged chiefs without mercy; the memory of the staccato rattle of his machine — gun remained with certain tribes for a long time.




  “This Tibbetti is no more than a fool,” said M’anin. “Also he has no eyes, but puts a little glass where his eye should be.”




  “Oh ko, M’anin!” said one of his shocked hearers. “Did he not destroy the Leopards that crept into our huts at night and left us without faces?”




  He spoke of that strange secret society which is known in one form or another from one end of Africa to the other.




  “Oh ko!” mocked M’anin. “Did he not bring soldiers by tens and tens to do this little work? And are not the Leopards friends of the people?”




  His words created a sensation. Never before had any man openly defended these terrible people. Intoxicated by his success, M’anin, who would as readily have championed the forces of the law, given sufficient provocation, went on:




  “These Leopards are wonderful folk and have a great ju — ju. And to — day they live. I with my eyes have seen them. They are very kind to poor men and very hard to rich men. He who is a Leopard is great in the eyes of ghosts and it is said that M’shimba M’shamba himself is their mighty spirit.”




  This was the beginning; the idle words of a talkative man bore fruit in the Isisi, but it was nipped in the blossoming stage by the chief of the Ochori.




  By all standards wherewith despotic kings may be judged, Bosambo of the Ochori was a wise ruler. For he had the prime instinct of government — he knew to the second when he must give way and when he must stand, granite — like, be the prospect never so dark and the dangers appalling. He was not to be moved by such trifles as personal popularity or unpopularity, so that, when a small chief who was an admirer of M’anin made a bad song about Bosambo and likened him to a snake and a fish and a particularly comical ju — ju (one of those ju — jus of ancient times whose potency had atrophied) he sent no summons to the poet, nor did he visit upon him the weight of his anger.




  Only in the days of the taxations, M’lipi, the chief in question, found that his contribution to the state was stolen en route to the Ochori city, and he had to levy yet another toll upon his cursing village.




  And when his spies brought news of old men gathering secretly in the woods and speaking against him as an oppressor of the people (which he was not) and a rapacious foreigner (which he was), he said insulting things about the intelligence of old men and said no more. But when, in a quiet place, four men came together and said: “These are the days of women — Wa! I have not drawn blood with my claws,” and that speech was reported, Bosambo called his six best captains to him.




  “In such a village are four men who are Leopards. Go swiftly and kill, but let no man see the killing.”




  And the captains went out by night and travelled till dawn, when they slept through the day. At night they moved again and by diligent enquiry found the spot where the new Leopards held a lodge.




  They were talking over the matter of initiations when the six appeared with their shields on their arms and their killing spears in their hands.




  “Come with us,” said the chief of the six, and led them away to a deep ravine, and there they killed them, leaving what was to be left to the real leopards who live here in families.




  Bosambo’s great hut was on the river side of the city, and between his hut and the water were only his fields of corn and the huts of his guard. For a time might come when he would need the open space that led to where his three big canoes were ranged on the beach.




  Here, in huts so near to the river that you might fish from them, dwelt the young men who were spear — men or paddlers as occasion demanded. They were tall, straight young men, very strong and terribly brave, and very proud, for each man wore a scarlet cotton handkerchief bound about his head which was the livery of the king.




  Bosambo sat in the shade of a large grass mat one sweltering day, speaking to the chief of his guard, Bosongo, and the talk was of a woman of the Isisi. None of his intimate guard was married; marriage meant retirement to the mass which did not wear handkerchiefs about their heads.




  “Lord Bosambo, I think my time is come, for this woman is very wonderful to me and her father is rich. I will build a hut and be your man and you will make me the head of a fighting regiment, as you made T’furi and M’suri Balana and other men.”




  Bosambo pulled steadily at his long — stemmed pipe, and obscured the still air with a cloud of rank — smelling smoke.




  “This I will do, Bosongo, but the Isisi are a strange folk and will not let their women cross the river to live in a strange land. Now here in the Ochori are women in plenty.”




  Bosongo nodded, which meant his disagreement.




  “This girl is strong for me, and when her father has given me the salt and rods and goats which come with her, I will bring her by night in a canoe to this land and that will be the end.”




  But Bosambo was not so easily convinced. A breach or two of national custom meant little to him, but here was a possibility of trouble, for the Isisi at this moment was in its most truculent mood. The harvest had been good, men were rich in corn and salt, and in such circumstances the risk of war was great.




  “If there is a killing palaver what may I say to my lord Saudi, who is almost my brother? For did we not go to the same mission school and learn of Marki, Luki and Johnni which are white men’s mysteries? I will think of this, Bosongo, and in one day and two days I will tell you what is in my mind.”




  “Lord,” said Bosongo eagerly, “there will be no bad palaver; for this woman has often come to my house with her father and his paddlers.”




  Bosambo stared at him blankly.




  “I have seen no little chief of the Isisi in this city,” he said.




  Bosongo grew uncomfortable.




  “He brought her by night, knowing how I love this woman. In the morning he took her away.”




  Bosambo said nothing more, but with a lordly wave of his hand dismissed his guard.




  That evening between the lights came a spy of his from the Isisi, for Bosambo took no chances. The Leopardism which four machine — guns and a company of Houssas had stamped out three years before was rampant again from the Lower Akasava to the Upper Isisi, though the rope that hanged the chief of the Leopards still swung its ravelled strands in the breeze.




  For an hour they sat in conference in the dark of his hut, the spy and the chief of the Ochori. Then in the darkness the spy crept away, followed the river’s course for a mile till he came to a canoe with five paddlers, and in the bottom of the canoe a man bound with native rope and gagged uncomfortably. He spoke a few words and, stooping, the paddlers lifted their prisoner from the bottom of the canoe, stayed long enough to pull the boat high and dry before they cut the bonds of the man’s feet and took the gag out of his mouth.




  “Walk with me, little Leopard,” said the spy.




  They gave the man a drink of water.




  “If you speak what is true to Bosambo he will do you no hurt,” they told him, and with this assurance he walked silently in their midst until they came to the edge of the Ochori city, through which they led him by back ways to Bosambo’s great hut, where it was his practice to sleep alone.




  And there he talked and talked and talked, being rendered the more loquacious by large draughts of native beer. In the end Bosambo was well satisfied. That night came three Isisi Leopards who had learnt in some mysterious way of the killings in the ravine. They came noiselessly in one black canoe, and, threading their way between the habitations of his guard, came to the king’s hut. And on their hands were gloves of leopard pads with ripping steel claws, which is the insignia of the society. One wormed his way into Bosambo’s hut and struck with the knife he carried, and when he felt the body shudder, he used his clawed pad as the ritual directed..




  The murderer was crawling to the door when a huge hand gripped his neck and thrust his face downward, in another second a knee was in the small of his back. He tried to fight up, but only for a second. A short club of dried — rubber struck him. When he recovered consciousness he was sitting with his back against a tree; the ghastly glow of dawn was in the sky, and even as he blinked from left to right the sun was up.




  “O man, I see you,” said Bosambo. “Behold this evil thing which you have done!”




  He looked to the right and the prisoner’s eyes followed. He saw the captured Leopard lying stark and awful to see. The two paddlers who had accompanied him he did not see, for they were dead in the river.




  “This man you have killed, therefore you go to Sandi for his judgment,” said Bosambo virtuously; “for I cannot kill you because I have spoken my word, and in the country where I govern for Sandi and his king no man breaks the law. But first you will tell me who sent you, also who is the new chief of your Leopards and many other interesting and beautiful things.”




  The prisoner glared at him.




  “The Leopard hates and dies,” he said conventionally. “Well you know, Bosambo, that we Leopards do not speak of our dreadful ju — ju.”




  “You shall speak to me,” said Bosambo, “and if you hate, then by Ewa! which is death, you shall hate me worse before you die at the end of Sandi’s long rope, with all his soldiers mocking at you.”




  An hour later he squatted down at a box and began a laborious epistle, all the more laborious because he wrote on that which was as thin as cigarette paper, using a pen. When he had finished, the pigeon was waiting, and the message was bound about one red leg.




  “Go swiftly, little friend of soldiers,” said Bosambo, and flung the bird high.




  *




  At Houssa headquarters was a very irascible Chief Staff Officer, who hated Lieutenant Tibbetts with a hatred beyond understanding — unless you allowed for the fact that he drank too much and suffered from a complication of tropical diseases all of which were disturbing to a man’s temper in a country where one hundred and two in the shade is considered fairly cool.




  His name was Omes, and the words of Omes, written and spoken, were calculated to disturb even the serenity of a young man so perfectly balanced and so completely lost to a sense of inferiority as Bones.




  They met once when Major Omes was on a tour of inspection.




  “Very nice, very nice indeed!” he said after inspecting company accounts. “I suppose you are the officer responsible?”




  “Yes, sir,” said Bones, purring.




  “It was not done by an il — lit — er — ate savage who had recently learnt the ru — di — ments of the English language?”




  He spoke like that.




  “No, sir,” said Bones.




  “You will pardon my error,” said Major Omes sweetly, “but ex — am — ining these accounts, in — de — cipherable as they are, my mistake is nat — ural. Never in my life have I seen su — ch a horror!”




  And so on. He wrote in the same strain — and wrote weekly.




  Bones had passed a restless month in the pursuit of knowledge and the forgetfulness of certain unpleasantnesses. It was by no means a quiet pursuit. When Bones was intensely interested in a subject, he employed quite a lot of his waking or talking moments, the terms being synonymous, in an endeavour to work up his unfortunate friend to an interest of the same intensity.




  It was not a correspondence course on which he was engaged; somebody had sent him a book on Transmigration. It must have been written originally for children, for he understood every argument.




  The passing on usually began at breakfast, and Hamilton, who recognized the symptoms, would make a fine effort to head off the student to the contemplation of sordid and mundane things.




  “Do you realize, dear old sir,” began Bones, on this morning, “that the soul, bein’, as it were, a jolly old transient, that is to say a thing that is always poppin’ off here an’ there—”




  “Will you kindly pop off to the clothing store after breakfast and count the trousers — short — drill?” asked Hamilton. “And when you’ve finished popping there, will you pop over to the company office and check the medical history sheets of the detachment? Major Omes has written.”




  “Certainly, dear old Ham. But leave old Omes out of it, old boy — why make me sick, dear old emetic?” said Bones. “What I mean to say is, dear old sir, do you realize that your soul was once in a duck, old boy — or maybe a snake, old officer? Perfectly ghastly, isn’t it? On the other hand, dear old Ham, how well you’ve got on! It’s quite possible, Ham, that once you were just a jolly old cat! I might have been hoofin’ you off the verandah for pinchin’ the chop!”




  “You were most certainly a laughing jackass,” growled Hamilton, “or a parrot.”




  “Bird of Paradise, dear old soul,” said Bones instantly. “It’s rum, Ham, but I’ve often dreamt I was flyin’ with feathers stickin’ out of my jolly old nut.’’




  “That was when you were an angel, you silly goop,” growled Hamilton.




  “My point is—”




  “Oh, DO shut up, Bones!” groaned Sanders.




  Bones bowed.




  “I wouldn’t object,” said Hamilton later, when he and Sanders were alone, “but as usual he is demoralizing the detachment. Abiboo, who is a strict Mussulman, got up in the air because Bones suggested he might have been once a guinea — pig.”




  But Mr. Tibbetts’ obsession did not end with the suggestion that he had met his companions in other incarnations. His own reminiscences were a little trying.




  “I had it this mornin’, old boy,” he said to Hamilton. “Just a flash, dear old officer; it all came hack. Rome, dear old Nero, the Hippodrome where the poor old johnnies were being burnt to death — everything.”




  “Were you Nero or the Hippodrome?” asked Hamilton wearily. “I suppose you really mean the Coliseum?”




  “One of those halls, Ham. There was Nero sittin’ in a stage box all gold an’ purple; there was me—”




  “In the orchestra?” suggested his bored friend.




  “No, Ham — in the pit, bein’ chased by lions all over the beastly ring. I sort of felt his naughty old nose on my shoulder an’ he was just goin’ to grab me when I came to myself.”




  “Pity,” said Hamilton “If you’d only waited a second I should be applying for a new subaltern.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders and went back to his hut to finish a letter which he had begun and which was addressed to ‘The New Incarnation: a Journal of Consciousness’.




  The hobbies of Bones would have been fairly unimportant but for this illusion of his, that every new idea which struck him was something well worth imparting to others.




  Then came the pigeon with Bosambo’s warning in scrawled Arabic. Sanders read and was troubled. He had that uncanny instinct for first causes, and for an hour he pondered the dramatic reappearance of the Leopards and found at the end a satisfactory explanation.




  He, sent for Bones, and to his astonishment Mr. Tibbetts came, holding a fluttering telegraph form in his hand, and on his face a most woebegone expression.




  “What’s the trouble?” asked Hamilton. “Has dear old Omes—”




  “Popped off, old boy,” said Bones dismally. “Gathered to his dear old papas. Fearfully bad luck.”




  “Omes?” asked Hamilton, raising his eyebrows incredulously.




  “Jolly old angel,” said the gloomy Bones, “practically speaking. I’ve never been so fearfully upset in all my life.”




  “Dead?” asked Hamilton.




  “Almost, old boy. Collapsed — rushed him on the steamer. Terrible old wreck.”




  Major Omes had indeed all but gone the way of humanity. Following a heavy night at mess, and a hot morning, and a misguided attempt to reduce his obesity with a new and patent apparatus there almost occurred a vacancy in the Army List.




  “Very bad luck,” said Sanders, who in such moments as these was no sentimentalist. “But I want you to take twenty men and a machinegun into the Isisi country, arrest M’anin and bring him to headquarters. Arrest also Tigisaki and B’welo…” He named half a dozen names. “And if they oppose, shoot. The Leopard is putting his head up. This time bring back the whole skin.”




  Bones left in the Zaire, and for the time being forgot his studies. There was excuse for his forgetfulness; for ten days he chased Tigisaki and his ten novitiates through the swamps to the edge of the Old Man’s Country. Another week he spent prying into strange rites which had been performed in the sickle light of the moon. It was a ghastly business, involved certain unpleasant diggings, but in the end the Leopard’s claws were drawn and Bones and his twenty soldiers ploughed through the forest to the Isisi city, and there he sat in judgement in the little palaver house on the verge of the river.




  M’anin came, full of faith in his magical conversation, though he stood between two Houssas with fixed bayonets.




  “I see you, Tibbetti,” he said, with easy insolence. “Now I will tell you truly, for in the full of the moon there came a new strong spirit into me, and it seemed that the soul of a strong white man had come to my heart.”




  “Eh?” said Bones, who was instantly the student of psychology. It was in the full of the moon that the truculent Major Omes had been struck down in his pride.




  “That is what my heart felt,” said M’anin; “an I can speak to you without fear, for you are only a small man and very foolish. You are like a child, and men laugh at you. I have seen none so like the little monkey who sits on the trees.”




  Bones listened agape, and, satisfied with the impression he had made, M’anin the talker went on.




  “Now you shall leave me and these people and go away,” he said; “and I will bring the Leopards back. For did I not raise them up when they were dead, and teach them to go into the forest with claws, and sit while they danced and made their magic? This I tell you because I do not fear you. You are like a fish—”




  Suddenly Bones’ accusative finger shot out. “Omes, dear old boy,” he squeaked in English, “you’ve got into the wrong body — and you’re for it!” He turned to Sergeant Abiboo.




  “O man, put a rope on that tree,” he said.




  III. Thy Neighbour as Thyself
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  There was once an earnest administrator who brought to the control of all the territories a sense of order which was almost devastating in its thoroughness.




  He discovered, as so many men new from armchairs in Whitehall have discovered, that (to quote his own report):




  ‘The laws of the native territories are in a condition of chaos. In some areas tribal customs are accepted by responsible officials as adequate substitutions of the law. In other areas, there has come to be observed a compromise between the laws sanctioned by the Imperial Government and laws which apparently are based upon the primitive reasonings of the native tribes and peoples.’




  He set himself to rectify this undesirable state of affairs, and in four years produced a compromise of his own which is still known as the “Little Tich Code” wherever hot and sarcastic magistrates, commissioners and commanders of troops meet to discuss their morning peg.




  There were many objectionable customs practised in the territory controlled by Mr. Commissioner Sanders. Given an expeditionary force, the liberal employment of machine — guns and a couple of years of martial subjugation; these habits of the people would (possibly) be eradicated.




  Behind Sanders in his more drastic treatment of native misbehaviour was the implied sanction of the people he punished. He stamped out the general practice of witchcraft and human sacrifice, he discouraged with rope and irons the formation of secret societies, he dealt hardly with raiders, but he walked warily when he had to deal with customs which were logically sound, however revolting they might be in the eyes of civilized Europe.




  And, peculiarly enough, one of the most revolting of these found favour in the eyes of the busy administrator, as he stated, in an article brightly intituled ‘Notes and Observations on Primitive Customs’, and published in a magazine which is only to be seen in the reading rooms of ancient clubs and the waiting rooms of modern dentists.




  One day (long after the administrator had been replaced) there came a letter to headquarters. It was addressed to “The Officer, Controller or Commissioner in charge.”




  Lieutenant Tibbetts occupied that responsible position, for Sanders was in the Isisi on a tour of inspection, and Captain Hamilton had gone a three — day journey into the bush to shoot leopards.




  Bones opened the letter and discovered that it was intended for him. How otherwise could be regard a document which began:




  Sir,




  I am addressing this in the faint hope that it may fall into the hands of an official with the glimmerings of scientific knowledge. It matters not to me what rank you be, sir, provided you are intelligent, alert to the decadence of the age and the effete tendencies of so — called civilization.




  Bones answered the letter, and there began a correspondence which continued for the greater part of a year.




  Nobody really bothered their heads about Bones and his correspondence. Sanders observed that from time to time weighty volumes appeared from their wrappings. Hamilton noticed the growing studiousness of his subordinate.




  “Taking a correspondence course, Bones?”




  “No, sir “ — very gravely.




  “How to learn the saxophone in three lessons?”




  Bones smiled pityingly.




  “Or is it ‘Every man his own lawyer’?”




  Bones shrugged. “Dear old officer, why burble, dear old sir? Why blither? Bad symptom, Ham, old boy — fearfully bad. It shows the epiglostium’s all wrong, old officer; your medella’s not functioning, old Ham!”




  When he had gone, back to his hut:




  “Bones is taking some sort of medical course,” said Sanders. “By the last mail he had a book on Eugenics.”




  Hamilton was not absolutely sure what eugenics were: he tackled his subordinate on the subject.




  “You wouldn’t understand it, Ham,” said Bones gently. “It’s all about your jolly old body — not yours, old boy, but anybody’s.”




  “Is it something to do with patent medicines?” asked Hamilton suspiciously.




  Bones’ smile was very superior.




  Hamilton was impressed, a week later, to learn that Bones’ correspondent was no less a man than Sir Septimus Neighbour. Even he had heard of Sir Septimus. He lived in Harley Street, where he had for many years been the highest paid and the most famous of consultants. He was the author of innumerable works on Eugenics, and was the founder of the back to nature movement which had once brought him into conflict with the police. Had he not led a procession of semi — nudities into Hyde Park to protest against the unhygienic character of modern dress? Then he carried his theories into practice, adopted for house wear a pair of shorts and sandals. That his servants should give him notice was inevitable; that dowagers should sway and all but swoon when, calling to discuss growing adiposities, they were confronted by an encouragingly thin gentleman in running shorts and sandals. His consulting practice fell away. He became (as he said) a victim of medical persecution, and, having money and leisure, he plunged deep into a sea of newspaper controversy and thoroughly enjoyed himself.




  And then Bones began to give up wearing clothes. He discarded socks and puttees and appeared one morning at breakfast in his bare, thin legs. Hamilton shuddered but did not protest. A few days later Bones came to lunch self — consciously in a sleeveless and diaphanous singlet. These, with shorts, constituted his entire raiment.




  “Go back to your quarters and put on a pinafore!” snarled Hamilton.




  “Hyjenny, old boy,” murmured Bones.




  Sanders said nothing.




  It was rumoured from the Houssa lines that Bones even discarded the singlet and had been seen on the beach clad in a sun helmet and a palm fan. He did not deny this.




  “Too many clothes, old officer,” he said. “Back to nature — never felt better in my life. There’s death in the pants, dear old sir — positively!”




  He did not come to dinner that night. Hamilton went over to discover the reason, and found Bones’ servant anointing his blistered back with cold cream.




  “Got to get used to it, old boy — temp’ry incapacity — ultra — purple ray, old officer — ouch! Oh, clumsy pig! Go easy with your big hands for they are like N’gombi canoes!” This latter in Coast Arabic to the anointing servant.




  Subsequently Bones admitted the identity of his correspondent, and even Hamilton was impressed.




  “He’s coming out,” said Bones complacently.




  “Here?” Hamilton looked incredulous.




  “He’s coming here,” said Bones, and added: “On my invitation.”




  “Did he by any chance go through the formality of asking the invitation of the Secretary of State for the Colonies?” asked Hamilton coldly. “I realize that he’s nobody in particular, but did you persuade him to get your invitation countersigned by that unimportant official?”




  “Everything’s in order, dear old officer.” He looked thoughtfully at Hamilton. “Old boy, you’re wearing too many clothes.”




  Bones himself was in his singlet, slightly humped on the back, where cotton wool protected his sun — blistered vertebra.




  “The old Neighbour says that the only people who understand life are the jolly old indigenous natives. He’s going to live with ’em for a year.”




  “Does he speak the language, Bones?” asked Sanders, and to his surprise Bones nodded.




  It was not surprising that Sir Septimus Neighbour should speak the language: he was the sort of man who held by Socrates and his incursions into Greek study at the age of eighty — or was it ninety? He had an extraordinary facility for acquiring strange tongues, and in six months knew more of the Bomongo tongue than the missionary (home on leave) who taught him.




  Sanders fingered his chin thoughtfully. He did not like experiments; liked them less when they were carried out by men and women strange to the land.




  The next mail brought a letter from Downing Street, which commended to his care the body and soul of Sir Septimus Neighbour, K.B.E., M.D. F.R.C.S., and the next boat brought the redoubtable specialist him self. He was a small man, painfully thin and bald; an irregular greying beard was a decoration to a face which badly needed assistance. He wore large horn — rimmed spectacles, and his baggage consisted of one suitcase, a butterfly net and a pair of rubber boots which were strapped on the outside of the case; His shorts were the shortest shorts Sanders had ever seen. From the waist upward he was bare, but he hid his boniness under a light drill jacket, a fact for which he apologized.




  “I had some trouble on the ship, Mr. Sanders.”




  He had a high, shrill voice, and a range of restless gestures which were rather fascinating to watch.




  “Prudes, my dear fellow, prudes! These European women are simply terrible.”




  Sanders glanced at Bones, who had gone down to meet the scientist. He, too, was self — consciously bare to the waist; his jacket pocket bulged — the Commissioner guessed that the singlet had been removed at the last moment.




  “The people at home wish me to send you to one of the most primitive of our tribes,” said Sanders, “and I have sent word to prepare a hut for you in the Lulanga district. They are so near to nature” — he concealed a smile— “that even the N’gombi regard them as a little indelicate.”




  Sir Septimus did not see the sarcasm. He inclined his head gravely.




  “I could wish nothing better,” he said. “As to the hut “ — he shook his head. “I have done with huts and houses, flats and mansions. Under the bare sky, sir; on good old mother earth, sir. I wish to live as they live.”




  “They live in huts,” said Sanders.




  “I shall teach them to sleep in the open — that is my mission,” said Sir Septimus with the greatest gravity. “I shall teach them the same example as my dear young disciple here has taught them.” He waved his hand at the blushing Bones. “He tells me that he also sleeps on the bare earth, with a berry or two for breakfast, a little raw fruit for luncheon—”




  “I’ve often done it,” said Bones loudly. “I really and truly have, dear old Excellency! Ham, old boy, you’ll bear me out: nature has always been my long suit, old officer.”




  “The last time you went up river,” said Hamilton slowly, “you complained that there was too much ventilation in the sleeping cabin of the Wiggle, and that the mattress wanted remaking. I seem to remember some little trouble about your sleeping bag going astray—”




  But Bones had already taken Sir Septimus by the arm and had led him out on to the verandah. Later they were seen walking on the beach together.




  “If they’d only worn bathing dresses I wouldn’t have minded,” said Hamilton, in despair. “You’ve no idea what Bones looked like…”




  He went into gruesome details.




  On the following Sunday morning Sir Septimus left by canoe for the Lulanga, and only waited till he was out of sight of the residency before he took off the jacket which was his total concession to a hated civilization.




  The province of Lulanga is sited at the narrowest part of the Opori River, a tortuously winding stream that runs into the forest and remains forest — fringed until it runs into the French territory.




  The wisdom and primitiveness of the Lulanga folk were a tradition. Up and down the river it was known that since time began the Lulanga people had been wise in all their ways and crude in their habits of life. They were a branch of the Isisi family, yet owed and paid no allegiance to the King of the Isisi. They might be called (and were so called) N’gombi, which means no more than “dwellers in the forest,” yet they were distinctly riverain folk and swam and fished from their childhood.




  Bosambo, no stickler for inherent sovereignty, claimed them for Ochori and sent his captains to gather tribute. They paid without protest, but at the next grand palaver of chiefs over which Sanders presided, Bosambo made restitution and humbled himself.




  For the wisdom of the Lulanga folk lay in this, that they saw to — morrow and knew that there were other days beyond, and their primitiveness was expressed in their adherence to old customs and the most ancient costume of all.




  In all the world there are only three peoples who wear no clothes, and the Lulanga was one of them. You must remember that they persevered in this old practice in the face of the severest condemnation. There had been, in the past, wars waged by their cannibal neighbours to enforce upon them at least a homely loin cloth; for the cannibal tribes of Africa are peculiar in this, that they are innately modest. But by their wisdom and their skill they had defeated their enemies and retained their simple privilege.




  Sanders had argued with them and threatened them, but all to no purpose. He was successful in a more reprehensible practice, as old as the other. The Lulangas were the last tribe on the river to forgo with some reluctance the practice of slaying their stupid and their old. When a man or woman fell ill or met with some accident which permanently maimed them, or went mad as people do in a land where sleeping sickness is as common as a cold in England, then was S’boro called to their aid. S’boro was a mystic devil who only became potent if you boiled together three varieties of poison flowers and made from them, with a little manioc, a thin red paste. This was laid on the lips of the sick, the old, the mad and the feeble, usually whilst they were asleep, and in the morning they were dead enough to be buried.




  The author of the “Little Tich Code” had in his article praised this practice — the praise cost him his job and earned the wrath and execration of Sanders, who had taken four years to eradicate the practice and then had only succeeded by a few judicious hangings. It pained him to punish so gentle and wise a people, but only through punishment could the practice be arrested. S’boro was no longer laid on sleeping lips, and in the Lulanga country there were quite a number of silly old people and crippled men, an offence to the fastidious and the cause of an undercurrent of discontent which Sanders did not even suspect.




  Sir Septimus arrived on the ninth day of his journey, and the wise chief M’bongo and his eight headmen came down the narrow river to meet him and escort him to the chief’s village. And here in the light of bonfires he landed in the dark of night, and saw girls with the figures of Venus and the faces of Gorgons dance for him, and the chief gave him raw meal as a sign of his love, and led him to the hut that had been prepared for him. This shelter was loftily declined.




  “O Chief,” said Septimus, in his best Bomongo (by this time he was as near to nature as any man who wore only sandals and a helmet could be), “I sleep on the ground, for that is my mystery.”




  The wise chief told him of what happened to people who slept on the ground, and Sir Septimus changed his mind.




  That night there was a long palaver, the chief and he sitting side by side, clasping their bare knees before the fire, which was uncomfortably hot.




  “Sanders we love, because if we did not love him he would beat us,” said M’bongo, with simple naiveté, “but he has taken away from us many of our ancient rules. Also he desired us to cover our bodies like the common people of the Isisi, but this we would not do because our father before us, and their fathers, did not cover their bodies, and were strong and beautiful. Also he said those who suffer may not go to sleep, because it was against the white man’s law. And lord, who are a friend of Sandi and are wiser than all the world, you will know how bad it is for a nation that the old ones who can no longer work, and the mad who may bring into the world other mad ones, should live as we live. Up and down this river, amongst the Isisi and the N’gombi, and even the Ochori who are slaves, and the Akasava, this was the rule of the land till Sandi came, that those who could not work should die.”




  Sir Septimus nodded.




  “That is a good palaver,” he said.




  M’bongo stared at him in astonishment and rising hope. “Lord, that is very fine talk,” he said, “and my people will be very happy.”




  Thus launched upon his favourite topic, Sir Septimus Neighbour, K.B.E., etc., expanded into oratory. What he said now he had said in his club a score of times to an admiring smoking — room audience.




  “My dear fellow, what is the use of keeping the old and the sick? This country is going to the dogs. Wouldn’t it be better to let them pass quietly away? — Why let ’em live and be a misery, my dear friend? It’s misery to themselves, my dear fellow. It’s inhuman, it’s unhygienic, it’s against all the laws of nature…”




  In the more sonorous terminology of the Bomongo tongue he said very much the same thing and the wise chief M’bongo and his elders listened.




  A month later one of Sanders’ spies came unobtrusively to the Lulanga and rested a few days, watched and noted; on the fifth night he went swiftly down the little river to the master spy of the area, to whom he gave the news. It came eventually to Sanders when he was smoking an after cigar, and the Commissioner was worried.




  “Bones’ pal is doing a little cock — eyed propaganda work,” he said. “It doesn’t seem possible, but he appears to be undoing all my work in the Lulanga, and possibly on the river. Once S’boro gets busy again, the practice will hardly be confined to the Lulanga.”




  “What’s the trouble?” asked Hamilton, waking up with a start, and Sanders told him.




  “In the first place,” he said, “this old crank has enrolled himself a member of the Lulanga nation, and insists upon being treated as a member of the tribe and on going out to work in the fields — that won’t do him any harm. But what will do him and all of us a tremendous mischief is the eugenic doctrines he is teaching.”




  He told Hamilton of the theory which the old man was propounding.




  Bones, who had grown a little weary of the back to nature movement and had gone to bed early that night in his famous striped silk pyjamas, was awakened by his superior an hour later.




  “Sanders wants you to take the Wiggle up river to the Lulanga, dig out old man Neighbour and bring him back to headquarters.”




  Bones sat up in bed, blinking uncomprehendingly and after Hamilton had repeated the message four times, each time with more violence, he understood.




  “Dear old Sep,” he said, “silly old ass. At the same time, Ham, old boy, there’s a lot to be said for Sep. The old thing’s perfectly right in theory. The survival of the fittest, as jolly old Shakespeare said—”




  “Don’t give me any lip,” said Hamilton coarsely. “Hustle your crew and be ready to start at day break.”




  Bones rose wearily from his couch and went in search of Yoka, the steersman, B’fuli, the assistant engineer, and the six men who formed the nominal crew of the Wiggle. To these he added six soldiers. He came. at five o’clock in the morning to take coffee with Sanders and Hamilton, and he was in a five — o’clock — in — the — morning mood.




  “It’s fearfully inconvenient, dear old Ham, getting away without any preparations, wicked old sportsman. That beastly mattress is still full of bumps—”




  “Whenever you feel sleepy,” said Hamilton coldly, “draw up to the nearest bank, eat a couple of berries and go to sleep in a puddle — be natural, Bones!”




  It was an hour after daybreak before the Wiggle was ready to begin her voyage, and in that hour a pigeon arrived at headquarters with news which resulted in the doubling of the military escort. S’boro was active again, not only in the Lulanga, but there had been cases in the fringing villages of the Isisi. Old men and women had vanished; a woodman on whom a tree had fallen had died of some other cause than his injuries. There was a tag to the message which came wrapped round the pigeon’s red leg: ‘Also the naked lord is ill, having eaten certain fruit which gave him great pains in the belly.’




  Bones’ voyage was not a propitious one. He struck a sandbank that afternoon and was left high and dry in the middle of the river till the following morning, when sufficient natives could be summoned to push the Wiggle into deep water. The chapter of accidents, thus begun, continued. He hit a submerged log on the second day opened the tiny forehold of the boat, which sank by the head. She had to be beached with some haste and the hole filled with cement. She was not an hour from the beach when she went broadside on to yet another sandbank, and when she was got off it was found that the cement plug was shifted, and she had to be beached again.




  Bones perspired and swore, but his accident was not without value. While he was waiting for more thorough repair at the hands of native Isisi workmen he learnt of a case of S’boro twenty miles in the forest, and with a dozen soldiers he made a forced march and came upon the village in time to interrupt the burial of two old men who had conveniently died the night before.




  Now the Isisi are not as wise as the Lulanga people, nor are they quite as refined in their methods, and the evidence of violent death was here apparent. Bones acted promptly. He left the two murderers of the old men hanging from one branch of a tree, and brought back the headman of the village with irons on his wrist.




  “Lord,” said this man in an aggrieved tone, “I have done no harm, for the word has gone up and down the river that Sandi is strong for S’boro and has sent a wise old man to the Lulanga people to teach them new ways by which the useless folk may be put away. What shall we simple people believe, Tibbetti? Tell me that.”




  Bones turned on him with a mirthless and terrifying smile.




  “O man,” he said softly, “Believe the two dead ones I left with ropes their necks, for they speak so plainly of what my lord Sandi desires, that even the Isisi can understand!”




  Two days passed before he came in sight of the beach. There was M’bongo, the wise chief, waiting for him, and all his councillors about him. Bones did not wait for the customary greeting, as his foot touched the shore he said: “Chief, there is S’boro in this land, and I am come from Saudi to punish those who kill. Certain men who are old and mad have died in your village.” He named them one by one.




  He saw the chief’s face fall. For a while he was silent and then: “B’rolu taught us this.”




  Now “B’rolu” is the name for “Neighbour.” Bones was to discover that this was the native title that Sir Septimus had chosen.




  “This great wise man is one of our people,” said M’bongo proudly. “He walks with us like a common man and wears no clothes on his body, and he works in the field and makes straw mats.”




  “Where is he?” asked Bones.




  He saw the chief’s expression change.




  “Lord, I think he is a little mad. He is in his hut and will not come out, and when we go to him we cannot get in because of the things he has placed in the doorway.”




  He led the way. On the outskirts of the village was a brand new hut. The door was blocked with branches of trees and billets of wood which had been hastily gathered in the night by Sir Septimus.




  “O B’rolu!” called the chief.




  A shrill voice spoke from the interior of the hut, and it spoke in English.




  “Go away, you blackguard! Don’t you dare come in here! Send for Mr. Sanders at once. By gad, I’ll have you locked up!”




  “Are you there, Sir Septimus?” said Bones anxiously.




  “Who is it?” demanded the voice.




  Bones had a glimpse of a wild eye staring through the interstices of the wood.




  “Oh, it’s you, you young jackanapes. What the devil do you mean by getting me up here? Have you any soldiers? I want that man hanged at once. The murderous blackguard…”




  After home time the entrance of the hut was cleared and Sir Septimus emerged. He was very white and very shaky, and round his bare shoulders was a skin rug.




  “Thank God you’ve come!” he quavered. “I’ve lived in terror for a week. I fell ill, and some of these beastly fellows came in and tried to put some stuff on my lips. I had to fight like the devil… the barbarous brutes!”




  “Lord,” pleaded M’bongo, when Bones had translated the complaint, “this great man asked us to treat him as though he was one of ourselves. It is true that one of my young men took S’boro to him, believing he was in pain, but this he also taught us to do.”




  *




  Bones went down to the beach to see Sir Septimus get on board the surf boat that was to carry him to the homeward — bound liner, and Bones was a little overdressed if anything.




  “Sorry you’ve had such a bad time, sir,” he said a little stiffly, “but this back to nature stuff is — er — well, dear old Sep. I ask you!”




  Sir Septimus regarded him with a jaundiced eye.




  “The whole country is rotten,” he snapped, “everything… unhygienic… I shall have a few words to say to the Secretary for the Colonies when I get back. And you, my poor, unfortunate young man, what are you wearing?”




  “Woollies,” said Bones.




  That was his last defiant gesture.




  IV. The Ghost Walker
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  Don Murdock came to the territories with three guns and a breaking heart. At least he had tried to keep the rifts wedged open and still preserved the similitude of hopeless grief and unconquerable despair. It had been easy enough that night when the New York skyline was falling astern and he had looked over the side of the Berengaria and had seen, almost on the verge of tears, the pilot’s hazardous climb to the waiting boat.




  This man, thought Donald, swallowing a lump in his throat, was going back to a woman who loved him. A sane, shrewd mother of children, who went to church on Sundays and scoffed at ghosts. He could not imagine Mr. Pilot and Mrs. Pilot facing one another, trembling with fury over the matter of manifestations.




  He could not imagine Mrs. Pilot drawing her wedding ring from her finger, flinging it on to the table and saying: “I think we are wasting time, Donald: you cannot understand and never will understand. You are just puffed up with conceit like every other college boy — you think people are crazy because you haven’t the vision or the enterprise to get outside your own narrow circle…”




  All that sort of stuff, mostly illogical, but very, very, poignant.




  So Donald went tragically to the wilds and made a will before leaving New York, leaving half of his four million dollars to Jane Fellaby and the other half to found a society for the suppression of Spiritualism.




  Jane had been bitten very badly. She had sat in at seances and had heard voices and seen trumpets move and heard tambourines play, and had had other spiritual experiences. And she objected to his description of Professor Steelfit as a “fake” and her spiritualistic aunt as a halfwit — and here he was sailing for Africa, the home of primitive realities and lions and fever.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders did not like visitors in the Territories. They were a responsibility, and usually he ran them up to Chubiri on the lower river (which is as safe as Bond Street and much safer than Broadway) and sent them back to the ship with a thrilling sense of having faced fearful dangers.




  Bones was usually the guide on these occasions.




  “On your right, dear old friends, is the village of Goguba, where there was a simply fearful massacre… shockin’ old bird named N’sumu used to be chief an’ the silly old josser got tight an’ behaved simply scandalously. On the left, dear young miss, is the island where all these old johnnies are buried… over there’s where a perfectly ghastly feller named Oofaba drowned his naughty old self…”




  But the “tourist” with letters of introduction was not really welcome, though he or she had little to complain of in the matter of courtesy and loving — kindness.




  “Bones, here’s a job for you.” Sanders looked up from the letters he was reading at breakfast. “We are getting a ‘Cook’ for a couple of weeks.”




  Bones sighed audibly.




  “Not me, dear old excellency,” he begged. “It’s Ham’s turn.”




  “He’s an American,” said Sanders.




  Bones was interested.




  He knew America. There was scarcely a town in the United States to which he had not written for Folder K, for Lieutenant Tibbetts was a most assiduous reader of magazine advertisements, and his touching faith in the efficacy of correspondence schools had produced his most expensive hobbies.




  Sanders might not like visitors, but he had a particularly keen admiration for wholesome youth, and Donald Murdock was one of those shy and diffident boys whose appeal was instant.




  He came with the most unusual credentials — a letter from the American Ambassador in London, supported by a request from Whitehall which was a command.




  “Yes — you can go as far as you like, Mr. Murdock — which I hope will be as far as I like! The country is quiet and Mr. Tibbetts will look after you.”




  Youth cleaves to youth: Donald took up his quarters in Bones’ hut. Within five hours of their meeting (the visitor arrived by the mail boat in the afternoon) they were swopping love affairs.




  “… not like any other girl, you understand, Bones. If she’d been one of those gosh — awful creatures that take up spiritualism, it wouldn’t have mattered.”




  “I knew a girl once,” mused Bones. “She was fearfully fond of me, but she played bridge. I said to her: ‘My dear old lady—’”




  But Donald Murdock really wasn’t interested.




  “When a man like me falls in love, Bones, it’s for keeps. Spiritualism! Can you beat that? Ghosts and things — you don’t believe in that kind of bunk?”




  Here Bones hesitated.




  “Dear old transatlantic cousin,” he said, “you can’t live in Africa and not believe, old boy.”




  Don Murdock stared at him incredulously.




  “Spirits?”




  Bones nodded.




  “Dear old man from Massa — whatever the place is — ghosts? Lord bless my jolly old life, I’ve seen ‘em!”




  There were ghosts enough on the river, as these two young men were to learn.




  There was a king of the N’gombi who had seven sons and the youngest of these was a weakling who had never been heard to utter a word until he was twelve, though there were tales told by huntsmen who had seen him in the forest, where he loved to prowl, of a ghost with whom he spoke at great length.




  They had spied on him on nights of moon, and had heard him talk to one whom their eyes could not see, though they were trained to find the twigs which the big cat leopard had broken with his velvet paw.




  Now the brothers of this boy would have put him away because of his madness, for this is the law of the N’gombi, that the mad are dead minds which are chained to the earth. But the king of the N’gombi (who was a very sick man) liked his son, who was the child of his best — loved wife, and to those who sat in family palaver on this matter of life and death he spoke with a certain ominous meaning.




  “The day B’lala dies, which of you shall live?” he asked. “For if I say ‘kill’ a hundred spears will go against any man even if he be the king’s son.”




  B’lala began talking at large when he was thirteen. He talked of ghosts and ju — jus and strange things that only ghosts see. Such as elephants with long hairy skin and curved tusks, and crocodiles that flew from one great tree to another, and strange beasts with enormous necks and silly spade — shaped heads. Once he said that he had lived in the world when it was quivering, boiling mud and there was nothing to be seen, no sky or stars or sun, because of the thick steam that enveloped all things.




  N’kema, the eldest son of the king, on the pretext of fishing, drew his brethren to a secret conference on one of the little islands.




  “It is clear to me that our father will soon die and that the madness of B’lala is his madness also. Now all men know that I shall sit in his place and be king of the N’gombi. Yet when Sandi came at the third moon to gather our taxes, he spoke evilly to me because of some girl that I stole from the Ochori folk. Now I saw with these two eyes” — he covered them both with his palms in the conventional manner— “that whilst Sandi spoke to me, B’lala stood near to him and bewitched him with his magic. Now when our father dies, let us take B’lala into the forest and put out his eyes and leave him to the beasts.”




  And all the brothers agreed except one who loved the boy, and even he said “Wa,” keeping his objection secret.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders, in his great white house by the river’s end, heard these stories and was interested. He had an overwhelming weakness for sanity, but mad folk did not irk him unless they held high posts and could in their craziness call their spears to a killing.




  “It is very queer” — he puffed thoughtfully at a long cheroot— “I must take a peep at this boy on my next visit.”




  Captain Hamilton of the King’s Houssas grinned.




  “That corner of the N’gombi is rotten with madness,” he said. “They had sleepy sickness badly last year—”




  Sanders’ headshake interrupted him.




  “It isn’t that kind of madness,” he said. “B’lala’s visions are of the world in the course of its creation and development. His talk is scientifically sound; he has even described the reptilia—’The mammoth herds and the lizard birds,’ and that isn’t right. In other words, he seems to have the extraordinary power of projecting his mentality back to prehistoric times. I can see you are on the point of saying ‘rubbish’ — don’t! I had a go of fever last night and my temper is short.”




  Hamilton’s nose wrinkled derisively.




  “Sorry, sir. Ask Bones for a solution — he’s nearly imbecile himself — he may be able to interpret his brother halfwit.”




  He raised himself in his chair and hailed a distant figure.




  “Bones!” he yelled.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts, of the King’s Houssas, changed direction and came stalking across the drill ground. He took the three steps of the veranda in his stride and saluted formally.




  “Do you wish to see me on any regimental matter, dear old officer?” he demanded stiffly. “Personal affairs I am not prepared to discuss, but I hope, dear old sir, that I know enough about King’s Regulations to be respectful, dear old tyrant—”




  “Shut up,” snapped Hamilton. “Anyway, you did pinch my toothpaste.”




  “I may have borrowed it, sir an’ captain,” said Bones gently, “thinkin’ that you had no use for it—”




  “You did take it,” growled Hamilton. “I wouldn’t have made a fuss about that, but you brought back a tube of brown shoe polish, and the first thing I knew — ugh!”




  Bones inclined his head.




  “Accidents will happen, dear old sir.” He was offensively respectful. “I said to our jolly old North American friend—”




  Sanders had an idea.




  “Bones, take the Wiggle up to the N’gombi country — we’ve got to give Murdock some sort of trip, and the country is quiet just now — I’d like you to see B’lala, the son of Ufumbi the king…” He explained at length his interest in the boy.




  *




  “Anyway, he’s crazy,” said Donald gloomily. “Mr. Sanders says he’s crazy — you can’t see ghosts any other way.”




  “I’ve seen ghosts, dear old septic,” said Bones stiffly.




  “You mean sceptic,” corrected the melancholy Donald. “What sort of education do they give you in your high schools?”




  “A jolly sight better than they give you in your public schools,” said Bones hotly, and was nearer the truth than he imagined.




  They were sitting on the foredeck of the Wiggle, that stout launch, and the low — lying shores of the Isisi country were moving slowly past them. It was the third day of the voyage, and hot — hotter than anything Donald had ever experienced, though as a loyalist he praised New York on a sweltering summer day as having it beaten. At Lapori, where he stopped, Bones had news that nearly sent him to the right — about.




  “Lord, in the dark hours there came a lokali message from the N’gombi,” said the old headman. “The king has died of the sickness mongo, and his son is in his place. Also fishermen who came down the river have seen N’gombi war canoes and spears, and it is a saying on the river that when the N’gombi goes on the water, there are new graves on the little island.”




  Bones scratched his chin thoughtfully. In a moment of mental aberration he had forgotten to bring his carrier pigeons.




  “This is a bad palaver,” he said. “Get me a fast canoe, with strong young paddlers, and I will send a book* to my lord Sandi.”




  [*book = letter]




  In the ordinary relationships of life Bones was as inconstant as an English spring day. But Bones, faced with real trouble and real responsibility was a being transfigured. He counted heads, and found himself with five effective fighting men besides himself and Donald. Fortunately the Wiggle carried one very desirable ‘spare’ in the shape of a machine gun, and this he had unpacked and erected on the foredeck. Mr. Donald Murdock was intensely interested.




  “Dear old thing,” said Bones, “you can paddle downstream in the canoe, or you can risk the fearfully hazardous dangers of war. I realize, dear old Massachuter, that you’re a friendly nation, but if you like to come in you’ll be fearfully welcome. If there’s any last message you’d like to send to jolly old Jane, now’s your chance.”




  Donald elected for war. An hour later the Wiggle pushed her sharp nose against the black waters of the river and began her laborious ‘climb’ against the six — knot current to the river city of the N’gombi.




  Power is a potent wine that is liable to turn the heads of the strongest. N’kema, the eldest son, did many foolish things. The breath was scarcely out of the body of his father — who died with suspicious suddenness — than he sat himself on the stool of chieftainship and summoned all headmen and petty chiefs to a great palaver of the land. Worse than this, he conveyed to the Little Leopards his desire for their support, and no king in his senses would invoke the aid of that secret society.




  It was the time when the Little Leopards flourished; no longer were their mutilated victims found, but they had their strange rites, their dances, and, if the truth be told, their secret killings.




  When one of the brothers expostulated, the new king cut him short.




  “Must I not bring all magic and power to keep me where I am?” he asked. “Does not Sandi hate me? Now, if he sees my strength, and knows that all men are for me, he will let me sit quietly, and one day will come and put on my neck the medal which my father wore.”




  “What of B’lala?” asked one, and the king made a significant sign.




  That night two of his brothers led the ghost walker into the deepest part of the forest, where slinking cat shapes move by night and round green moons of eyes look hungrily through the cover of the scrub; and there they left him. He did not complain, except to say, just before they went away:




  “You would not have done this, but my ghost is gone from me tonight.”




  “Where is your ghost?” mocked one.




  “In all the stars,” was the answer. “Go quickly before he returns.”




  And in terror they fled.




  The new king sat in his big hut, an eager listener to all the stories which came to him. Some said that the Ochori were arming against the N’gombi, and that Bosambo the king was gathering his regiments for a great slaughter. Another whispered of Sandi and his soldiers. Yet another spoke of plots made by his own brothers to put him down. So it came about that the maimers of B’lala had scarcely returned to the city before they were seized and hurried away and no man saw them again.




  The new king sat and listened, and with every fresh tale his fear grew.




  His city was an armed camp. Spearmen answered the frantic summons of the lokali and came flocking through the forests and the swamps to join the army that was assembling.




  “Lord, with whom do we war?” asked an old counsellor.




  “All the world,” said the shivering king.




  Some sycophant whispered that the counsellor was an enemy or why should he ask this question, and that night the old man was killed in his hut.




  Just before the dawn the king was awakened, and came out of his but to find a sweating messenger. The king listened, his teeth chattering; and a frightened man is a terribly dangerous man. He sent for his familiars and gave them brief instructions.




  “Tibbetti, the son of Sandi is coming with his soldiers. Let all the men go to the forest with their spears, and he who is seen by Tibbetti I will surely kill!”




  The Wiggle came to a peaceable landing beach, where women were dipping their babies in the river and others were beating their clothes upon flat stones. There was no sign of warlike preparation when Bones stepped ashore; indeed, the atmosphere was favourable as N’kema the king came hurrying down to meet his visitor.




  “Lord Tibbetti,” he said, his eyes roving the deck for the soldiers, “you come at a good time, for my father is dead, and all the people with one voice have called me to sit in his seat. Now I will make a great dance for you and for your brother.”




  He was puzzled by Donald, a stranger, and found the most likely explanation for his presence.




  “There will be no dances, N’kema,” said Bones curtly. “And as to who shall sit in the king’s chair, that is for Sandi. I come now to see B’lala, the king’s son.”




  There was a dead silence. The chief’s discomfort was all too apparent.




  “Lord,” he said, “this boy has gone a long journey, for he was sick, and on the edge of the Isisi.”




  “He shall be here by tomorrow,” said Bones. “The palaver is finished.”




  He walked through the village and was relieved to find none of the evidence of feverish activity which invariably marked a change of kingship. As for Mr. Murdock, he was frankly disappointed.




  “Where’s your old war?” he demanded truculently.




  “Dear old sir,” shuddered Bones, “don’t talk about it.”




  That afternoon, as they sat on the deck under a double canvas shade, there came an emissary of the king to offer again the honour of a great dance, and this time Bones accepted.




  “Shall we see any ghosts?” asked Donald hopefully.




  “You don’t see our kind of ghosts, old boy,” replied Bones testily, “you feel ‘em!”




  Again he spoke prophetically.




  The dance passed without incident, and the two loaded automatics in Bones’ pocket seemed to be a superfluous precaution. They made their way back in the dark to the ship’s side, and for the moment Donald Murdock was so entranced by the queer gyrations he had witnessed that he forgot that there was such a fake in the world as spiritualism.




  They had said goodnight when from the darkness of the bank came a sibilant whisper. Bones craned his head forward and listened.




  “Tell him to come into my little ship,” he ordered, and they brought into his tiny cabin the second younger son of the old king, he who had demurred at the destruction of his brother; and the story he had to tell struck all the boredom from Lieutenant Tibbetts’ face.




  “Lord, if the king knows I have been, he will kill me as he has slain my brother,” said the man fearfully. “But I tell you this because I love Sandi, and because, when he comes to make a chief, he will not forget a son of the king who has helped him.”




  “Where did they take B’lala?” asked Bones, and the man told him.




  “But, lord, if you go through the woods behind the city, they will kill you,” urged the man, “for there are more warriors than trees, and each man is strong for my brother.”




  Bones did not hesitate. He had a short consultation with Murdock.




  “You’ll stay here, my dear old New Yorker,” he said. “This naughty old feller won’t do anything tonight—”




  “I’m coming along with you,” said Donald recklessly, and in the end his insistence prevailed.




  They dropped into a small canoe, paddled softly down the river for a mile and, landing at a convenient place (here Donald nearly fell into the water) followed their guide for two hours through the dense woods which had hidden murders from time immemorial. Once green eyes glared at them ahead; once Donald heard the scream of a monkey in the grip of an invisible enemy.




  It was midnight by the illuminated dial on Murdock’s wrist when they came to a little clearing and saw a figure in the moonlight, reclining against a big, lightning — blasted tree.




  “O B’lala,” said Bones softly, “I am Tibbetti; the son of Sandi, and I have come to take you away to my fine ship.”




  He saw the thick lips of the child twist in a smile — guessed rather than saw the horror of his eyes.




  “Lord, I go to a better place than your fine ship,” he said faintly, “for this night I shall walk among the stars with my new ghost. Do I speak truth?”




  At first Bones thought he was addressing him, but saw the head turn slightly to the left and heard the delighted chuckle of the dying boy.




  “Lord,” he said, “I speak truth. Now I tell you, Tibbetti, that there is death in this wood, for this my ghost has told me; also I saw you coming — I who have no eyes! You came in a little boat with my brother, and as you landed, the white man who is with you stumbled and fell.”




  Donald felt a cold shiver run down his spine.




  “Who told you this?” he said in English, and, to Bones’ amazement, this boy, who had never spoken any language but his own, answered:




  “He who is by you!”




  Again he turned his head.




  “Lord Ghost, stay with Tibbetti and his friend, and be strong for them.”




  He waited, his head bent, as though he were listening. Bones saw him nod and again heard the delighted chuckle. Then he turned his head.




  “Lord Tibbetti,” he said, “my ghost has spoken, and he will be with you till you come to your journey’s end, and he will be strong for you.”




  They waited for a long time, and when he did not speak Bones stooped and laid the figure gently on the ground.




  “Humph!” he said, and got up, for he knew that B’lala, the friend of ghosts, was walking amongst the stars.




  They buried him as best they could and trekked back to the river. Bones knew that there was only one hope, and that was to cast off the boat at once, risk shoals and sandbanks, and steam through the night to meet Sanders. A night in the native mind was an eternity. Perhaps N’kema would strike before dawn.




  He struck earlier, as it proved. They were within half a mile of the village when a hoarse voice challenged them.




  “Stand for the Little Leopard, white man!”




  “Shoot!” snarled Bones, and whipped out his automatic.




  The forest rang with the staccato crash of shots. Bones went down under three N’gombi warriors and waited expectantly for the end. Something struck him on the bead…




  It was the consciousness of pain which revived him. The sun was up, and he was sitting with his back to a slim tree, his arms most painfully drawn back, and knotted on the tree’s other side; and within a few feet of him sat Mr. Donald Murdock, naked to the waist and bearing marks of battle.




  “Hullo, you alive?… I thought they’d bumped you off,” he said cheerfully. “What are they going to do?”




  Bones turned his aching head left and right. They were entirely surrounded by spearmen; and sitting on his stool of chieftainship immediately before them, was N’kema the king.




  “O Tibbetti, I see you!” he mocked. “Where is the great ghost of my little mad brother? Is he not by you and will not his strong arm be against me and my young men?”




  Bones was puzzled: how did the king know of the meeting in the forest and all that the dying boy had said?




  And then his eyes fell on something brown and still that lay in the long grass… a wisp of smoke curled up near by… the brother of the king, who had led him to B’lala, had told before he too found in death a pleasant relief.




  “I see you, N’kema,” he said hoarsely, for his throat was parched; “and as to madmen and ghosts, are you not mad to do this evil thing, and will not your ghost go weeping on the mountains when Sandi comes? Yet I will speak well for you and leave a book for Sandi, if you let this young man go.” He nodded towards the uncomprehending Murdock, for Bones was speaking in the dialect of the N’gombi. “For he belongs to a strange people and has no part in this palaver.”




  N’kema grinned fearfully.




  “O ko! That is the talk of a fool. Now let me see your ghost, Tibbetti. And if he is strong he shall hold the arm of my slayer.”




  He spat left and right and lifted his hand to his eyes. It was the signal to the lithe warrior who squatted at his feet, bending the supple execution knife in his hands. Up to his feet he rose and came swiftly before Bones.




  “Speak well for me to all ghosts and devils,” he muttered conventionally, and swung back his arm.




  Bones glared up at him and did not flinch. The curved knife glittered in the sunlight, and then…




  Bones heard a little thud, saw the knife drop from the man’s hand, as he gripped a bloody elbow with a shriek of pain.




  N’kema was on his feet, grey — brown.




  “O ko!” he gasped. “This ghost…!”




  And then he saw Sanders.




  The Commissioner was standing on the edge of the clearing, and on each side of him knelt six tarboshed Houssas, their rifles levelled. Slowly Sanders walked across the open and the armed throng flowed back noiselessly, each man seeking the kindly obscurity of the forest.




  “I see you, N’kema.”




  Sanders’ voice was low, almost caressing. And then he pointed to a tree, and Sergeant Abiboo, who walked behind him, flung the rope he carried, so deftly that the noose slipped down over the smooth branch almost to the level of N’kema’s neck.




  *




  “Ghosts — phew!” Donald wiped his brow. “Did you see… just as this bird was going to strike… something stopped him… that beats everything.”




  Bones coughed. He had seen the new silencers on the Houssas’ rifles.




  “We’ve got a pretty bright brand of bogies, dear old thing,” he said.




  Murdock shook his head.




  “I’ve got a new slant on this spiritualistic business. There was something there — I’ll swear it…Gosh! it was more awful than being carved up!”




  “A common phenomenon, dear old Atlantist,” murmured Bones.




  “I’m going to cable Jane and say I’m strong for spiritualism if you get the right brand.”




  As it happened, it was unnecessary. The Eurasian operator handed him a cablegram as he arrived at headquarters:




  You are right. Spooks are bunk. Experts found professor’s fingermarks on tin trumpet. Come home. JANE.




  Donald shook his head.




  “I’ve got to convince that girl,” he said.




  V. The King’s Sceptre
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  Breakfast Time was the hour of controversy at the residency. It was most vehement when Captain Hamilton of the King’s Houssas had a little touch of liver, or was recovering from the effects of a bout of fever.




  Lieutenant Tibbetts could also be very annoying. He was constantly rediscovering obvious things, or revivifying theories that had been decently interred in the year dot. Never a trip did he make to hinterland but he brought back some marvellous recovery of that which had never been lost.




  “As to the sceptre of the great king — stuff, Bones! That old yarn has been dead a hundred years,” snapped Hamilton. “There never was such a thing and you know jolly well that native chiefs, they call themselves kings or princes or just ordinary trumpery lieutenants—”




  “Thank you,” murmured Bones, closing his eyes and displaying every evidence of Christian resignation.




  “Anyway, they had never had — sceptres — or orbs.”




  “Or thrones?” asked Bones significantly. “Dear old officer, be reasonable! Thrones, old boy, are in the Bible — you can’t get away from it. And sceptres, too. I’m absolutely sure, old boy, that one of these old johnnies has got his tucked away. Bosambo says—”




  “Bosambo is a liar, and the maniacal credulity of his dupes is beyond understanding.”




  “Thank you again, sir and captain,” said Bones.




  And here Sanders stepped in.




  “I’ve heard the yarn hundreds of times, Bones. Haven’t they threatened me with the Great King’s sceptre ever since I’ve been here? Aren’t the nations all to be united under one great monarch who will drive us into the sea? And have six months passed without an amateur rising and saying ‘Behold, I am the man?’ There have been more wars over that infernal sceptre — they call it ‘stick,’ by the way — than any other general cause I can remember.”




  “Thank you for your collaboration, dear old Excellency.”




  “‘Corroboration’ is the word you want,” interrupted Hamilton.




  “Thank you, Excellency and friend,” said Bones, taking no notice of his chief. “And now I’ll tell you something — Bosambo has seen it!”




  He said this with an air of drama, flourished an arm and stepped back to watch the effect. Nobody did very much.




  “Bosambo’s never seen anything but — oh, what’s the use?”




  Bones smiled pityingly. He had faith in the Great King’s sceptre, and had dreams of discovering it one day, and of taking his children to the British Museum, and there, under a glass case upon red velvet, or possibly blue, this mystic symbol of power would be displayed, and on a gilt — edged card placed on the other side, so that you might see it whichever way you went round the case (and possibly at each end), the inscription: “Presented to the Nation by Lieutenant Tibbetts, Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society.”




  There would follow a short biography which began ‘This daring explorer, whose name is a household word…’




  And as he dreamt, all things conspired to bring the King’s sceptre into being.




  The people of the Akasava had no liking foreigners, and woe to the Isisi fishermen who poach upon their waters! Yet they took readily enough to M’turi, son of O’faka, son of Mofobama because his father was the greatest of all the Isisi seers, and had prophesied mighty wars and famines and strange signs in the sky; and then he prophesied the death of the King of the Isisi so vividly and convincingly that Sanders in his far — away residence came quickly in his little ship, only just in time to save the king from the effects of aconite poisoning. After he had hanged the seer, and had delivered an interesting lecture to all chiefs and headmen on the unprofitable character of prophecy, a reaction set in, and M’turi, who was no seer but a vain and handsome man, fled to the Akasava and by them was received courteously, for, as they say on the river, the Isisi love women, the Ochori love food, but the Akasava starve for goats.




  Now M’turi the hunter had no occult powers, but he was a shrewd man; and one day, when hunting monkeys on the far south in what was indubitably Isisi country, he came to one side of a narrow ravine through which the river ran rapidly. Here the stream was narrow. It was indeed one of the many Hell’s Gates that the river knew.




  There were several places so called on the Great River. It sounded grand and thrillingly profane, and each man who named a little canyon had infinite faith in his originality. In the main the river is terribly broad, and its bed is humped in strange and tantalizing places with great sandbanks which have a knack of disappearing in the time of flood and turning up to the discomfort of navigators in those parts of the river where hitherto there had been deep water and a clear channel. But in three of the gates the river ran narrow and strong between high banks. Such ravines are by no means safe in storm time, and it was a standing order to all chiefs and headmen that they should report any sign of insecure banking.




  M’turi was tired. He lit a little fire and cooked the leg of a monkey, deciding to sleep on the ground and return to the Akasava city the next morning. He was uneasy, too, for he had heard that the king was weary of harbouring a magician who worked no magic.




  Before he rolled himself in the monkey skin robe that early evening, he walked to the precipice and sat with his legs dangling over the edge, with a sheer drop of a hundred feet below. As he sat, he felt himself slightly swaying, as though the ground were moving backward and forward in gentle motion. And that could not be for he was sitting on a great rock embedded in the earth. All his senses acute, he concentrated his mind upon the motion. And then he saw what caused the swaying. There was a high wind, and the ground moved in unison with two tall palms which were swaying to and fro. They were distant from him nearly fifty yards, and, rising, he walked back.




  The palms grew in a deep cleft of earth, and he realized that the whole of the ledge was one great rock, so delicately poised that the movement of the palm trunks against it was sufficient to set it gently rocking. He followed the cleft, recognized it as a breakaway, and knew that it would be only a matter of weeks or months before that mass of stone crashed down into the river.




  M’turi went back the next morning to the Akasava city, where he had nearly overstayed his welcome; for he had prophesied nothing, seen no ghosts, pointed out no man or woman in whom little devils had their habitation.




  And he arrived in time for a palaver of elders.




  There had been a slight collision between some huntsman of the Ochori and some huntsmen of the Akasava in the northern Akasava territory. Nobody was completely killed, but Bosambo, the chief of the Ochori, went swiftly to the edge of his territory and summoned the paramount chiefs of the Akasava to meet him near the four gum trees which from time immemorial has been the palaver place of the two nations. Such was the influence of Bosambo that the chiefs came, albeit with some reluctance.




  Right was on the side of Bosambo. The Akasava had been hunting in forbidden territory, and Mr. Commissioner Sanders was swift to punish such trespass by fines and national impositions.




  “Lord Bosambo, this is the truth,” said the chief of the Akasava. “My young men have been led into their bad ways by a foreigner, M’turi of the Isisi, who lives in my city. This night I will send him back to his people and beat him for his wickedness.”




  Bosambo said nothing, knowing full well that, but for the magic of Sanders’ name, there would be trouble with which he could not cope, for half his territory was in a mild condition of rebellion over the matter of a hut tax which Bosambo had imposed, and he smelt that the chief of the Akasava was ripe for war.




  The chief of the Akasava came back to his city in no good mood.




  “I tell you M’turi, that you have brought shame upon the Akasava. For that dog Bosambo, whose father was a slave…” (he also particularized the mother), “has mocked me as though I were a child or an old man. And but for Sandi I would have taken my spears to his country and there would have been sad hearts in the Ochori. Now we gave you our hut and our food because you were the son of your father, but you have given us no magic nor told us of the great things which are coming to us.”




  “Lord chief,” said M’turi, “hear me! Take your spears to the Ochori, and Sandi shall not come, nor his little ship, nor his guns which say ‘ha — ha.’ For great magic shall happen, and my ju — ju shall stand in the river and no little ship shall pass him.”




  “That is the talk of a fool,” said the chief of the Akasava angrily.




  That night they gave him a worn — out canoe, a day’s supply of food and an ancient paddle, and M’turi’s heart was hot with anger against the Akasava for the rudeness of their send — off.




  When he had drawn from the shore and gone out of sight of the watchers, he made a wide circle, crept back to the beach where the best of the Akasava canoes were laid, and, taking the finest, he paddled his way up stream, hiding and sleeping by day, and presently came to the Ochori country.




  He was brought into the presence of Bosambo, and squatted at the big man’s feet.




  “I see you, Bosambo!” he said. “Now I am M’turi, the son of the great O’faka of the Isi and because of my father’s magic I have come to make a great prophecy. You shall take your spears into the Akasava country and you shall be king of all this land, of the Akasava and of the Isisi. For I have a powerful ju — ju which will stand in the way of Sandi and his soldiers, and his little white ship, and his guns that say ‘ha — ha,’ and this ju — ju will push them back, and you shall be lord of this land for ever.”




  Bosambo regarded the fine figure of M’turi with contempt. He spat left and right and spoke one word.




  “Nigger,” he said in English, and signalled the soldiers who stood about.




  They took M’turi to the beach, confiscated such of his property as remained in the canoe, beat him with rhinoceros hide and sent him, sore and vengeful, down the river.




  So, in some trepidation he came back to his own people, and built a hut aloof from the Isisi city, and was glad that the sins of his father had been forgotten and that the little boys did not mock him because of his father who was hanged..




  “There has been some sort of trouble between Bosambo and those infernal Akasava,” said Sanders. “It seems to have been smoothed over, but if you happen to be in the neighbourhood, Bones, I wish you’d have a look round. You can take the Zaire, by the way; there’s an engineer coming down to over haul the Wiggle.”




  “If there’s any trouble, dear old Excellency,” said Bones gravely, “you can be perfectly certain that old Bones will use tact. At the same time, dear and revered Excellency, I’d be simply fearfully glad if you’d ask Captain Hamilton, who is my superior officer and a good fellow, and all that sort of thing, to keep his naughty old fingers from pickin’ an’ choosin’. I make no accusations against anybody, dear old Excellency,” Bones went on, studiously avoiding the stern glance of his superior officer, “but I had four jars of preserved ginger sent to me by a well — beloved aunt — a simply topping old thing who lives at Weybridge — why she lives there I’ve never discovered, except that it’s quite close to Brooklands—”




  “The only scrap of preserved ginger I’ve eaten was that which you offered to me on its arrival,” said Hamilton. “I thought it was very inferior preserved ginger: in fact, it nearly made me sick.”




  Bones closed his eyes and smiled. He could be very tantalizing.




  The next dawn the Zaire steamed out into the river, and Bones was content to leave the navigation of the river to Yoka, the engineer, for he was preparing a document for the press of Surrey — he even contributed the headlines:




  STRANG AFFICAN AFRICAN FETTISH


  SEPTAR SCEPTER SCEAPTER OF PREHISTORIC KING FOUND


  LT. TIBBETTS’ VALLUABLE AND DUMFOUNDING DISCOVERRY




  Bones came to the edge of the Isisi country in turbulent weather. For three weeks there had been rain and high winds, thunderstorms by day and night. The river was swollen; the little Lolanga, its tributary, was now a foaming sea, and long before they reached the confluence Bones saw the yellow and the black streaking side by side, and was troubled. There were times when he could make no greater progress than two knots, other times when he could skirt the wide pools out of the current and resume normal progress.




  He had reached Hell’s Gate and, with the aid of a powerful lamp fixed to the bows, made his attempt to get through. The little Zaire trembled and shook from bow to stern, her two funnels belched a fiery trail of sparks, for here the current was at its strongest. Soaked from head to foot in the rain which fell like a solid sheet, Bones stood by the steersman, his grave eyes fixed ahead. The Zaire won forward foot by foot; the waters piled, up against her bow until the crest was within a few inches of the bulwarks.




  Bones looked up anxiously at the banks from time to time: this was the season when queer things happened.




  Hour followed hour, and the V — shaped mouth of the gorge was within cable length when he heard a roar and a crack, and, looking up, he saw what he thought was one whole bank collapsing. It fell over with incredible slowness, and then, with a report like the explosion of a gun, it fell.




  It missed the ship by a few feet — a shower of stones rattled down on the deck, and a fair — sized sapling, uprooted in the landslide, fell athwart the deck. This probably saved the Zaire from destruction, for a second later she was lifted on the crest of a huge wave and flung against the rocky face of the canyon. The bushy end of the tree acted as fender — the force jerked the trunk up like a stick — in another moment the steamer was flung forward clear of the canyon.




  “Gracious heavens alive!” gasped Bones.




  He came haggardly to the beach of the Isisi city at dawn, and B’fundi, tile old man, brought for the admiration of Tibbetti his new bride whom men called The Wonderful Walker.




  On the edge of the Alamandi country, where live the strange tribes who pay no taxes and owe no allegiance to any man or system, dwelt an N’gombi fisherman who had seven daughters, all of whom were straight — backed and pretty walkers. The trained mannequins of the Paris ateliers are awkward and cow — like in their movements compared with a N’gombi maid, and the daughters of Boliki, the fisherman, were famous even amongst their own kind for the supple rhythm of their bodies.




  So that women came from their villages to visit the five huts on the banks of the shallow Sagar River to learn from the children of Boliki how a woman might walk and yet glide as though she stood firmly and it was the ground that moved beneath her.




  B’fundi of the Isisi, who was a rich old man, so near to dissolution that his foolishness was applauded by those who hoped to share his wealth, heard of the pretty walkers and came in his fine canoe to the village of Boliki, saw the seven daughters and married them, leaving Boliki well satisfied with the treasures that had been paid for the girls, and more satisfied because these riches gave him title to a new wife.




  So came B’fundi to his own village.




  All his sons who had worked for him and had given their best who had hunted in the forest and brought him the skins, who had journeyed miles through strange lands and brought him back rubber, who had chaffered for goats, and at his order had sweated against the current to buy richly nurtured dogs for his table, saw the walker, and neither approved nor disapproved of her, regarding her as a toy in the hands of death.




  The people of the Isisi came in from outlying towns and cities and villages to watch this girl glide down the broad centre street, the men squatting with their clenched fists to their teeth, frowning, the women agog that anybody could walk so beautifully.




  Time passed, and the wonder of the walker had melted long before Bones brought the Zaire to beach, and the women who had tried to imitate her had ceased from their efforts, so that when Lilaga walked along the street men did not so much as turn their heads, and only the chattering and malicious women made unprintable references to her gait.




  But in the house of the old man B’fundi there was great soreness of heart, for Lilaga the beautiful walker had charmed this old man by that devil which was supposed to lie behind the centre of her starry eyes. And every day she asked for something, and every day he gave it.




  Now those who had watched her arrival had seen M’turi, the hunter, standing on the foreshore a little aloof, leaning on his spear, a tall, wonderful man, whose muscles rippled under his brown satin skin with every movement; and they had seen Lilaga look at him, and he looked at her. And some said that in the dead of the night this wonderful walker glided unseen to the lonely hut of M’turi, which stood far aloof from the village; but whether the scandal was justified or not, this was known, that M’turi, who was a poor man, became suddenly a rich man. His pens became filled with edible dogs, and his goats were many; he had great sacks, of salt and brass bangles, and a bed of skin, and other wonders which only come to the old and the thrifty.




  One moonless night, Lilaga the walker met M’turi on the edge of the forest and walked before him to his hut. In her hand she had a small bag that jingled pleasantly.




  “This is the treasure which he had buried under his bed, and which he gave for the love of me,” she said.




  But M’turi had other matters to talk about.




  “This night I heard the lokali and it said that in the narrow — narrow river there is no river any more, only earth and rocks, and to — morrow will come Tibbetti. Now, you are very clever, Lilaga, and your husband is well liked by Tibbetti, who will come soon with his soldiers. You shall find for me if Sandi has magic to clear the river. And if he has, you shall steal it for me. And I will be a great man amongst the Isisi and we will live in your husband’s hut, for he will be dead, and we will divide his riches.”




  Sanders came five days afterwards in response to the urgent pigeon post that Bones had sent. And with him the providential engineer who had come to over haul the Wiggle. The Commissioner had received the message in time to collect stores from the ship that carried the engineer to the territories, and the patched — up Wiggle brought back tackle, stores and men, and a camp was made near the principal city of the Isisi, where B’fundi had built three great huts for his lord.




  He was a wise man, and very old, and his wealth was incredible. So powerful was he by this reason that not even the predatory kings of the Isisi interfered with him or sought more than their legal tribute. More over, because of his great age, he was credited with magical powers. Some said that he could, by a snap of his fingers, produce the most terrifying variety of ghosts.




  On the night of nights, that terrific culmination of the month of storms, when every hut in the city was damaged, and half of them laid low by a devastating wind, when the cornfields of overnight were masses of crushed stalks in the morning, and drowned dogs floated belly — up, B’fundi’s houses were unharmed, and his dog pens were full of yelping beasts, and his corn stood high and proudly, as though they knew their master was a familiar of M’shimba — M’shamba, the great lord.




  “Magic I have, and I often speak with ghosts,” he told Sanders complacently; “but they are of a gentle kind and do no more than stroke my nose and tell me I shall live longer than the world. But you certainly must be a great magician if you can lift that big stone where M’shimba has laid it.”




  This he said, being instigated thereto by his wife.




  “This I will do,” said Sanders easily. “Some day my great ghost will come, and he will bark like a gun, and all the stone will fly upwards and outwards, so, that if any man stand on the shore he will be killed. And then the river will go its own way.”




  B’fundi heard, but did not believe.




  “Lord,” he said, “in the Akasava they say that soon there will be no law; for this stone has fallen by their magic, so that your little ship, and your soldiers, and your guns that say ‘ha — ha’ cannot go to them. And they will do what they think best and send no; tribute to you, neither rubber, nor fish, nor goats, nor, salt.”




  Sanders smiled unpleasantly.




  “So many men have talked as foolishly, B’fundi, and where are they? Their huts have grown into the grass, and their white bones have been washed out of the ground by the rains. I, also, am a wonderful walker,” he added significantly, for he had heard of the daughter of Boliki, and perhaps of M’turi.




  He yielded to the solicitations of B’fundi and showed him certain marvels. He felt that Bones could have played showman better, but Bones he had sent to the Ochori city with the Zaire and all the men he could spare.




  “O ko!” said B’fundi, when Sanders had explained.




  Later he told his wife, and she carried the news to M’turi, who stole one night to the store hut when the Houssa recruit who was on sentry was flirting with a woman, and he took away with him the magic rod that frees the beds of rivers.




  Half — way back to his hut Lilaga, the wife of B’ftindi, intercepted him.




  “This night Tibbetti has sent word to Sandi, and soldiers are looking for you. Go quickly to the Akasava.”




  Again the hunted M’turi took to the river. He came with his great plot and his magic rod to the King of Akasava, who was quaking with fear because Tibbetti sat on the edge of his lands, and had soldiers and guns. So to propitiate his master the Akasava chief seized upon M’turi and sent him to Bosambo.




  The prisoner arrived at midnight. Bosambo listened and saw, and his heart leapt at the sight of the Magic Rod. For on the previous night he had been estranged from Tibbetti.




  “Now praise be to God!” he said in Arabic, and, going to the Zaire, woke Bones.




  “Lord Tibbetti—” he began.




  “Go away,” snarled Bones. “Oh man of lies, go away or I will whip you!”




  “Lord, I have that which I had not got,” pleaded Bosambo, round the edge of the cabin door. “And when last night I said I had forgotten where I had hidden the Sceptre of the Great King, I spoke true, though you said I was an evil man. But in the night, Tibbetti, I had a dream…”




  Bones came out in his pyjamas and listened with great interest.




  *




  It had not been so terribly difficult to free Hell’s Gate of its stony boom as Sanders had feared. Here the river is very deep — so deep that in places its bottom has never been fathomed. A hundred tons of that rested on the bank was persuaded by hydraulic jacks and other means to slide sideways…




  Sanders sent his little steamer over the place where the rock had sunk, and his sounding lead could find no trace of it.




  He went back to the residency, leaving word to Bones that he was to follow and bring with him one M’turi. And this Bones did. He came to head — quarters three days after. Sanders was at dinner when Bones stalked in and flung something on the table.




  “Sceptre, dear old officer! Search, pertinacity, dogged determination, Excellency. Original sceptre of Good King Wenceslas, or whatever his name was. One of the most fearfully important relics in the world…”




  He spoke with great earnestness, tapping the squat thing on the table to mark every sentence.




  “Natives don’t know what it means—”




  “Bones!” Sanders’ voice was very urgent. “Do you mind not tapping that stick of dynamite on the table?”.




  Bones went white, and dropped the stick as though it had burnt him. —




  “Dynamite, sir?” he said faintly. “Goo’ lor! I’ve been sleeping with it under my pillow.”




  Hamilton picked up the explosive and carried it to the river. And in the river he dropped it.




  VI. In the Manner of Lipstick
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  It was one of those glorious days at headquarters which occur in the spring of the year. A fresh, cool breeze blew in from the sea, swaying the fronds of the palms and raising lazy swirls of dust at hut corners.




  Mr. Tibbetts stood before a small body of non commissioned officers, a book in his hand, his monocle screwed into his left eye. From the fact that he wore his Sam Browne, and that a leather — scabbarded sword hung at his left hip, it could be inferred that he was engaged in official duties.




  Sanders, standing by the rail of the residency stoep, asked a question.




  “A lecture,” said Hamilton grimly. “They don’t know what he’s driving at, and I’ll bet he doesn’t, either. So they’re all square.”




  Bones was lecturing on the subject of field engineering.




  “About which there is no man who knows less,” said Hamilton, with a certain gloomy satisfaction.




  He watched the party dismiss and saw Bones go off to his hut to put away his sword and belt. One of the lectured had to pass the residency, and him Hamilton beckoned.




  “O tell me, corporal — man,” he said, “what wonder did the lord Tibbetti tell you?”




  The corporal grinned uneasily, and shuffled his bare feet in his embarrassment.




  “Lord,” he said at last, “he spoke of a great canal that was dug up in this land, so big that ships could pass from one world to another. But this we knew was a jest, so we did not take notice of it.”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “Also…? “ he asked.




  The corporal’s black and shiny face beamed.




  “Lord, he spoke of certain holes in the ground into which we Houssas could go so that our enemies could not shoot us. But when Sergeant Mahmet Ibn Hassan asked how could we dig holes in the Eburi Country, where every spade raises water, my lord Tibbetti said rude words to the sergeant. So that we knew he was jesting also.”




  When the man had gone, Hamilton lit a cheroot.




  “Suez Canal! How the devil does he bring that into the ambit of military engineering?”




  Bones hove in sight at that moment. He had a book and several papers under his arm. His face was rather grave.




  “Lecture dismissed, sir.”




  He saluted, dropped his papers and book, and spent a little time chasing one of the former; the sea breeze had freshened.




  “What has the Suez Canal got to do with it?”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders.




  “Dear old officer, that, I admit, comes into the category of tictacs and strategy. To — morrow we trot out jolly old strains and stresses.”




  Hamilton glanced at the book. It was not, as he had expected, a post — correspondence volume, but one issued by the War Office.




  “Yes, dear old commander, I’m perfectly serious. It started when I was readin’ about dear old Lipstic — I was sort of fired—”




  “Dear old who?” demanded Sanders.




  “Lipstic, Excellency an’ sir. The jolly old boy who built the Suez Canal—”




  “Lesseps,” snarled Hamilton. “Gosh! Why can’t you get a name right?”




  “Names are nothing, dear old Ham,” chided Bones gently. “Good old Lipstic’s name lives in his jolly old canal. Circums docet, dear old boy: ‘Look around this canal and that’s my memorial,’ dear old Ham.”




  Later that day came a deputation from the Akasava folk, who live to the westward of the Eburi, and they came with a grievance. Their spokesman a tousled old man, spoke boldly and despairingly by turns. His name was K’saga, he was a notorious thief and ruled a village of outcasts. There were a score of these communities up and down the river, peopled by men and women who had fled from the justice of their outraged fellows.




  K’saga had to tell a tale of stolen goats and stolen women — but the goats were rather important. And the culprit were, of course, the Eburi.




  When he had finished, Sanders spoke.




  “O K’saga, I do not know which is worse, the Eburi people, or you and your village. Now I tell you again to gather your people and I will take them to a cleaner land where none can rob them, and I will pass my hand over them and wipe clean their evil deeds, so that no man who has lost a wife, and none who desires to avenge a brother, shall do harm to you.”




  But K’saga rejected the suggestion. He himself had the blood of two cousins on his hands and preferred the miserable village over which he lorded to the finest city where he would sleep badly and start at every sound.




  “Lord, these Eburi people are devils now, saying evil things about your lordship. What will it be when their old chief dies, and a woman rules them?”




  “That is with me,” said Sanders briefly, and dismissed the palaver with promises of investigation.




  Though he was not aware of the fact, the old chief of the Eburi was already with his fathers, and a woman sat on the stool of kingship. Sanders learnt this fact on his way up river.




  There was no part of his territories that he approached with greater circumspection than the Eburi. Up and down the river they were called by various names. To the rest of the Akasava folk they were “The Unreachables,” to the N’gombi, “the proud — faced,” which may be translated as insolent. They paid taxation as and when they wished, they came and stayed away from tribal palavers at their own sweet will. They raided and stole, moving across their marshes with an ease which led to the legend (still persisting in certain works of ethnology) that they were web-footed.




  How much of K’saga story was true he must discover for himself. Rumours had come to him that the outcasts were “chopping” women — cannibalism was the most difficult of all crimes to suppress. And complaints that women had been stolen might well mean that K’saga and his hideous cabal were preparing alibis in advance.




  Here he was not far wrong, for the new queen of the Eburi was too interested in her position to bother about her miserable neighbour.




  When the woman I’safi — M’lo’bini knew that she was to be chief of the Eburi, she celebrated the unique occasion by adopting the Christian religion, and was received into the Roman Church by a sceptical priest, who gave her the name of Theresa. He was sceptical because he knew his Theresa rather well, and that his doubts were justified was proved when, following her conversion, she held a great dance in honour of the moon, and caused her late father’s seven wives to be whipped.




  Father Martin, a bearded man who wore the habit of a Franciscan and a solar topee, came aboard the Zaire to take tea with the Commissioner. Over a pipe he expressed his opinions — which were mainly uncomplimentary to Theresa.




  “I could have wished that the Baptists had her,” he said gloomily; “she’s missionary trained, speaks English — which is a diabolical accomplishment in a native — she can even play the harmonium. But she’s mischief from the top of her woolly head to the soles of her big feet. When I found her using a picture of Our Lady to cure one of her dancing boys of belly ache, I nearly took a stick to her!”




  Sanders was mildly amused. How Theresa came to be the one woman chief in his territory is simply explained. The Eburi folk were rabidly strong for tradition. Failing the succession of the eldest son, for the chieftainship was in every sense dynastic, the seventh daughter of the seventh son was invariably elected. For a hundred and five years the eldest sons had followed one another in succession. Theresa was the first woman chief that the Eburi had had since the year 1817.




  “She’ll settle down,” he said, but as an act of pre caution sent for the new chief.




  Between the Eburi and the river is a march of twenty — seven miles, mostly through swamp, and it was not a journey lightly to be undertaken. He waited a week and then the answer came from the mouth of her councillor.




  “Lord, the woman our chief is sick and cannot come,” he said.




  Sanders read defiance in the message, but he was patient. Theresa must reveal herself before he took stronger action. And he was particularly anxious to avoid trouble.




  From the river the ground rises gradually until in the Eburi the woods stand nearly five hundred feet above the river level. In the circumstances it was surprising that the twenty — mile belt of marsh existed, but a rough survey revealed the cause. There was a sloping stratum of clay beneath the soggy ground; evidence of this was supplied by the high clay cliffs that overshadow the river near Chumbiri; and it was under these cliffs that Sanders had anchored the Zaire whilst he waited for the answer to his summons.




  The marsh had a military value: it was wholly impossible to approach the Eburi on its most accessible side, and it had no other. For to left and right of the “corridor” which led into the interior were the frontiers of the French possessions. In shape the Eburi land may be likened to a squat, wide — necked flask — the very word Eburi means “gourd.” Near where the corridor approached the river was a saucer — shaped depression of land in which dwelt K’saga and his people, and him Sanders visited.




  Once before he had had occasion to take an armed force into the country, and he never forgot the nightmare month he spent mostly ankle deep in water. Here dwelt water snakes and huge leeches, and a family of crocodiles, the founders of which at some remote period must have travelled overland to this swampy paradise. There were certain paths, more or less intermittent, that connected the area with the outer world, but only at certain seasons of the year were they practicable. The officer commanding troops, who made a visit of inspection, expressed the opinion that the country was almost impregnable.




  It was a dirty village, clumsily and lazily built. No two huts were in line; the gardens where corn grew straggled into the unreclaimed waste. Men vanished at the sight of the dapper, white — clad figure, and even K’saga seemed to have an accusing conscience, for he was trembling when Sanders approached him.




  The Commissioner made a tour of the village, looking for certain signs of guilt — incidentally choosing a tree on which he would hang K’saga if he found evidence of cannibalism. There was no proof, how ever. He went back to his ship and arrived in time to receive Theresa’s second message.




  It was decidedly insolent, and embodied a demand for “a great present.” It was the first direct act of defiance which the Eburi people had delivered for close on twenty years. Sanders was not angry.




  “Go back to the woman,” he said, “and say that Sandi sends her this beautiful present, that she may see every day the face of one who will answer for all that happens in this land.”




  He handed the messenger a gaudily, framed mirror, and went down the river, a very thoughtful man.




  He had hardly arrived at headquarters when he summoned what was practically a council of war.




  “This woman is going to give trouble — I’ve had information that she intends to re — establish the old sacrifices. That I will not stomach even if it costs me an expeditionary force. The only chance is that I can overawe her, and I purpose sending Bones in the Wiggle with twenty men and a couple of machine — guns to establish a post on the edge of the marsh. There is a good camping ground near the clay bluff — also you can keep your eye on K’saga, who, I am certain, is chopping women. I’ve half a mind to send to headquarters for an engineer to make a survey of that section—”




  “Dear old Excellency,” murmured Bones, hurt, “headquarters… jolly old engineer… really… really!”




  He rolled his head, a picture of injured pride.




  “Leave it to Bones,” said Hamilton. “He’ll cut a Suez Canal through to Tanganyika before you can say ‘knife’.”




  “Dear old Ham,” said Bones testily, “why jest, dear old boy? I don’t profess to be a Lipstic—”




  “Lesseps,” wailed Hamilton.




  “I don’t even profess to be dear old thingamejig who built the Pyramids; but a simple, surveying job…”




  He was amused at the fatuity of asking for outside help.




  “You might try to establish contact with Theresa, and if you can, take a couple of men to the village. From what I’ve heard, she’s as ugly as sin and as vain as the devil.”




  “A typical woman,” murmured Bones, and Hamilton restrained himself with great difficulty; “Naughty, naughty! Put down the salt-cellar, dear old Ham,” said Bones reproachfully. “Jolly Excellency and I understand each other quite. What you wish me to do, dear sir and administrator, is to say a few words to this uppish young damsel. I’ll talk to her like a father—”




  “She’ll probably talk to you like a wife,” said Hamilton.




  He spoke with the voice of prophecy. A day or two afterwards came a canoe, paddled by Eburi warriors, and with them came the courier of Theresa. He made a long speech about nothing, a longer speech about the looking — glass, and wound up: “… lord, the chief of our people is a very wise woman, and she knows all things. Now you have two sons, and one of these she will marry—”




  Sanders was on his feet; the courier cowed under the blazing blue of his eyes.




  “Go back to the chief of the Eburi and say I have nothing here that she may wed, only a rope that has hanged many chiefs, but has never hanged a woman. Also, I have many soldiers with guns which say ‘ha ha,’ and sharp steel knives; and if I come to her I will make an end of her and her people. The palaver is finished.”




  The courier had the appearance of one who was rather glad to make his escape.




  Bones went away in the Wiggle with what, dignity he could summon; for Hamilton had brought a gramophone down to the quay, and as the Wiggle started up river the strains of the “Wedding March” came scrappily to his attentive ears. There was nothing but silence left for him — after all, he had grown hoarse from roaring “cad!” through a megaphone; more over, it had had very little effect upon his skittish superior.




  Bones came to the clay bluff, marked out his camp, and sent a peremptory order to K’saga to come and bring with him every able — bodied man of his village. About a hundred responded, old and young, and with the help of these he placed the little camp in a condition of defence; made a rough sort of harbour for the protection of the motor — launch, and mounted his machine — guns at strategical points, covering the hard road which presently lost itself in the marshes.




  K’saga’s men grumbled and worked. At the end of the first day Bones counted heads and found that at least half of the men had sneaked back to their village. He took six Houssas into K’saga’s stronghold, hauled out the two headmen responsible for the recruiting of labour, and flogged them. The next morning the full complement came and stayed till the end of the day.




  He had been four or five days established when K’saga came to him with a story of a woman who had been stolen by the Eburi while she was in the forest gathering wood. Bones listened to the circumstantial story without interruption. When K’saga had finished: “Find this woman and bring her to my camp — and she shall be alive, K’saga, or you will be dead at the breaking of the day.”




  At midnight they came to him, bringing the woman with them, alive and well; a terrified creature, too frightened to answer questions. Bones beckoned the chief aside.




  “Take her back to your village, and if she disappears, you also disappear,” he said.




  Evidently the appearance of an armed force on the edge of the marsh had impressed the new chieftain of the Eburi. She sent a messenger to guide Bones to her village, but added a significant rider: “Because it is a great danger, the woman says bring no soldiers, lest they be lost in the marshes.”




  But Bones bargained for two, and apparently this compromise had been already arranged.




  He left at dawn, camped in the forest, sleeping in the fork of a tree, and came to the village in the middle of a scorching day, when men found it hard to work, though the women were lively enough, for they were preparing food for the great festival of M’shimba M’shamba.




  Now, in the bad old days before the law came to the river, the feast of M’shimba — M’shamba was not a nice observance. There were human sacrifices, and the three poles slung in the middle of the village street in triangular form looked rather ominous to Mr. Tibbetts, who had seen several similar tokens of sacrifice.




  The attitude of the people was not unfriendly, but rather familiar. They had been so long dissociated from symbols of authority that they were more in awe of the two Houssas, with their loaded rifles and fixed bayonets, than they were of Bones.




  There came a councillor to him, a tall stripling, newly recruited from Theresa’s dancing boys.




  “Tell me, O man, why are these sticks of wood put here?”




  The “councillor” answered, without hesitation.




  “In a day and a day the rime of the moon will come, and we do magic to M’shimba — M’shamba, as our fathers did.”




  “As your fathers did,” repeated Bones gently. “O man, that is a strange saying; for your fathers did evil things: they chopped young girls, tied them to the stake and watched them burn.”




  The councillor showed his first sign of uneasiness.




  “We of the Eburi are a great people,” he began oratorically, “and what we do is right, for none can come up against us because of the water land—”




  Bones opened his mouth wide and scratched his nose, and when he did that he was thinking very quickly.




  “What are you, man?” he asked.




  “I am a councillor,” said the youth proudly; “also I am one of the chief woman’s many husbands.”




  It was towards sunset when he was granted his interview. He found the queen sitting on her stool, and, grouped in a half — circle about her, some twenty young men, each with coloured feathers in his hair. Theresa was rather above middle height. Her face was disfigured with the marks which smallpox leave; she was very skinny and scantily attired. She pointed to the space before her.




  “Sit, white man,” she said.




  Bones stood, towering over her.




  “I see you, I’safi — M’lo’bini,” he said, and was shocked when she answered in English.




  They brought a stool for Bones, and on this he condescended to sit, immediately opposite her — not a favourable position for one who was rather requiring in the matter of duty.




  “Now, Tibbetti, you shall tell me stories of wonderful things,” she said.




  Bones had himself to blame that he had acquired up and down the river the reputation of official storyteller. He had wonderful powers of invention, and had the gift of utilizing the limited vocabulary of the Bomongo tongue to its fullest advantage.




  “I’safi,” he said, “I will tell you these stories; but first you shall tell me why these sticks stand before your hut.” He pointed to the sacrificial poles.




  Evidently she had the explanation prepared, for she talked glibly enough, and there was no word of sacrifice.




  “That is a good story,” said Bones politely, when she had finished. “Now you shall tell me, woman, chief, who are the three girls who are kept in little cages on the outskirts of your village?”




  Here was a calamitous question. Theresa crossed herself ludicrously, and for a moment forgot her advantage, and was almost humble.




  “They will be released,” said Bones sternly, “and there will be no killing palaver.”




  It took the greater part of twenty minutes to free the captives, and by that time had recovered some of her equanimity. Realizing that his grip of the situation was slipping away, Bones began his story. He could adopt the deep, sonorous tones of the Akasava people, and he told of M’shimba — M’shamba and the fiery lizard whose glance is death, and of the little ghosts who live in the forest, and the devils that come up out of the river and eat dogs; and as he narrated, he saw his breathless audience growing larger and larger with every minute, until he sat in a circle of staring eyes. He allowed his fancy to embroider and invent, and on the spot he created M’pita, the snake god, who lives underground and harms none.




  “His skin is white, his eyes are red. Let any man or woman look upon those eyes, and if he is ugly he becomes beautiful; if he is small he grows to be a giant. If it is a woman, then she is so lovely that all the world kneels to her.”




  It is possible that Bones was instigated by the too obvious plainness of his hostess. It is certain that she listened with growing eagerness, her unshapely mouth opening wider and wider.




  “Where is this wonderful ju — ju, Tibbetti?” she asked huskily.




  Bones waved his hand airily towards the distant river.




  “And have you looked upon him, Tibbetti?”




  It was on the tip of Bones’ tongue to say that he had a daily conference with M’pita, but remembering the consequence, he modestly confessed he had not.




  “But I have seen his trail, like the sheen of gold. Some day I will dig a deep hole and find it for you — if you will obey the laws your father Sandi desires.” Bones went back to his camp next morning, well satisfied with himself, and wrote a long and incoherent letter to Sanders. His position was not entirely free from danger. Natives have short memories, and the magic of M’pita might too soon dissolve.




  A story came down that the M’shimba sacrifice had been made. The father of the dead girl escaped across the marsh to tell the story. Bones flew a pigeon to headquarters, and he was waiting for the reply, pacing up and down in the wood, watching with a malignant eye the quaking marsh which separated Theresa from retribution, when there came to him the most brilliant idea of his career.




  His lokali sent a message to the Eburi. The next morning came Theresa’s messenger.




  “Go to your mistress and tell her that I have found M’pita. Let her send me all the young men of her village, that I may show them where to dig.”




  That afternoon was one of feverish activity for Bones. He summoned K’saga and his workmen, and made a rough calculation.




  “Dig me a deep hole there,” he said, and reluctantly they obeyed.




  The next morning brought eager recruits to the work. By nightfall a deep channel had been cut through heavy clay, and on the following morning Theresa herself came to watch operations.




  “We shall find the snake. I am following his trail,” said Bones solemnly.




  Working frantically, the men of the Eburi enlarged and extended what was by now something that resembled a railway cutting. They slipped and slithered through the wet clay; they cut down trees that impeded their progress; turned the channel to avoid the rocks; but never once did they see M’pita the snake, whose look brings beauty.




  It was towards the close of that day that the watching Theresa made a discovery.




  “O Tibbetti, you are making a new river!” Already the men in the cutting were working knee-deep in water. Bones leaned wearily against a clay bank and grinned feebly. He was on the point of collapse. All day he had been flying hither and thither with the restless energy of an ant. He had marked the progress of M’pita with sticks driven into the ground; he had produced from the Wiggle a theodolite, the functions of which he imperfectly understood, and he had abandoned this for a more rough and ready method.




  “He carries a little red book which is full of magic,” one of the youthful councillors reported.




  By sunset the waters from the marsh had piled waist-high at the head of the butting. With the aid of fires the work went on through the night.




  K’saga took counsel with a familiar;




  “It is dark, and Tibbetti cannot see. Let all our people steal away to the village and sleep.”




  Bones did not notice the disappearance of the outcasts until he looked around for one of K’saga’s men, certain doubts having arisen in his mind.




  Two hours before dawn he blew up the last obstacle that separated his new river from the lower ground…




  Theresa came to him in the early light of day, and there was consternation in her face.




  “Lord, my young men say that the water is running from my beautiful water — land, and that soon one will walk dryly where the terrible mud would have swallowed them. And all this has happened because they dug up the earth seeking M’pita, the white snake.”




  Bones had his escort ready — sixteen men with loaded rifles, and two at each machine — gun.




  “Go back to your village, woman,” he said. “Soon Sandi will come, walking freely where the waters were, and he will bring judgment.”




  He wrote a letter to headquarters and sent it by a fast canoe.




  


  SIR AND EXELENCY EXERLENCY,


  Vini Veritas Vide Vice! I have have found it! The serlution of mitilery militery dificulties in re Eburi. I have draned the bason! I have draind the basun! Vini vici etc. The whole of the marsh as per sch — sced — schudle in margin is slowly drayning itself to pieces! By cuting cutting a X section through the clay and carefuly studing the contoors contuours different heights of the land I succeded in finding an outlet for the waters, proboni publici!




  




  “Why this strange rush of Latin?” asked Sanders.




  There could be only one explanation.




  “Bones is under the impression that Lipstick was a Roman.”




  Sanders was studying a big — scale map of the Eburi.




  “A great idea of Bones’ — a marvellous idea. I wonder where the dickens he got his labour?”




  Hamilton was looking over his shoulder.




  “Where the dickens does the water find its out let?” he asked. “It couldn’t run into the river direct.”




  K’saga could have supplied an answer were he alive, for where his unsavoury village had been there had appeared a new lake, beneath whose placid surface was hidden much that were better hidden. And in this lake the crocodiles and water snakes that the draining marsh had left homeless were finding new lairs.




  VII. The Splendid Things




  

    Table of Contents

  




  The two Splendid Things which the people of the Inner N’gombi prized above all other communal possessions were kept in a secret place under a great stone in the bed of a river. Not a great river, because the N’gombi folk have an antipathy to water that runs in any volume.




  Literally they were called the very — great — and — beautiful but only certain initiated witch doctors and wise men who dabbled in magic gave them their full title. For the common people they were K’sara — K’sura, “The Splendid Things.” And after they had been dug up and nastily employed (as they were at times without the knowledge or approval of Mr. Commissioner Sanders) they were wiped clean and polished and laid in an oblong mould of clay into which the juices of a certain tree had been poured. More liquid was poured upon them until they disappeared in the heart of a great block of red rubber. Then they would be replaced and hidden in the river until they were again brought forth.




  The Anthropological Commission which the United States Government sent to Africa came in course of time to the River Territory. It consisted of three wise men of middle age and genial disposition. They were, in truth, never wholly deserving of the curses which were poured forth upon their unoffending heads, not only by Mr. Sanders, but by the Administrator, the Colonial Secretary in London and his colleagues of the Cabinet.




  On the other hand, the wrath and indignation of certain American newspapers and that section of the scientific American public interested in anthropology, was wholly misdirected and unjust. For Sanders and the British Government were alike innocent of any intention to deceive the great scientists of the United States or to withhold from them information to which they were entitled.




  As to Lieutenant Tibbetts of the King’s Houssa the last thing in the world he desired was the publicity that came his way. The night the Commission came down river in the Zaire with a miscellaneous collection of spears, arrows, native manufactures, and volumes of data ranging from tribal face marks to cranial measurements, Sanders entertained the scientists to dinner. And it was quite a cheery function, for these men of science were very human, had a fund of good stories, and one at least was a passable tenor.




  When the hilarity had died down…




  “Bones, of course, was invaluable,” said Dr. Wade, the leader of the American expedition. “His facts were a little distorted but his imagination was amazing!”




  “Be just, dear old transatlantic cousin!” protested Bones. “Be fair, dear old George Washington! Who showed you the village of the bald men? Who showed you the identical spot where the jolly old green crocodile lays his naughty old eggs? Who, at the risk of his jolly old life, led you into the bushman’s dark and sinister lair, where the foot of white man, dear old professor, never, or seldom, trod?”




  “You did “ — Dr. Wade puffed at his pipe— “through the vilest forest path we have ever struck. We were two days and nights on the journey. We could have made it on the Zaire in six hours — and in comfort.”




  Bones was unabashed.




  “You wouldn’t have had the experience, dear old anthro — whatever the word is,” he said calmly.




  “And as to the green crocodile — there is no green crocodile,” Wade went on remorselessly, his eyes twinkling behind thick lenses, “and we spent three days looking for the fool thing!”




  “Sir and brother scientist,” said Bones solemnly, “I’ve seen it with my jolly old peepers.”




  Captain Hamilton of the Houssas snorted.




  “Yes, you did! A year ago the river people captured an unfortunate croc and painted him green for your benefit.”




  Bones shrugged his shoulders rapidly. “He gave us one bit of information which unfortunately came to nothing,” said Dr. Wade. “Or shall I say that we could not induce the people of the Inner N’gombi to oblige us.”




  “What was that?” asked Sanders curiously.




  “We tried to get a specimen of the Splendid Things.”




  Bones closed his eyes patiently.




  “If you’d only left it to me, dear old Uncle Sam,” he murmured. “Tact, dear old sir — finesse, jolly old investigator—”




  “The truth is, I suppose, that that was another of Bones’ dreams?” suggested the burly Mr. Halliman Steel, second in command of the expedition.




  Sanders shook his head.




  “Ah!” said Bones triumphantly. “My jolly old honour an’ veracity is vindicated. Sir an’ Excellency, I thank you.”




  He jerked out a bony hand to Sanders.




  “Bones was right.” Sanders touched the extended fist with his finger — tips in the manner of the Ochori. “I myself have never seen the Splendid Things, though I have searched for them — naturally. One doesn’t allow a couple of’ business — like execution knives to be floating round without making an attempt to find them. I more than suspect that the Inner N’gombi people use them at rare intervals to slice off the heads of objectionable people, but I’ve never caught them at it. Some day I will have a bit of luck. I promise you that if ever a specimen falls into my hands — and they are, I believe, unique — I will send it along to you.”




  The expedition left next day and Bones accompanied the party to Administrative Headquarters.




  Now, as everybody knows, His Excellency Sir Macalister Campbell had a daughter more beautiful than any Administrator’s daughter had ever been within living memory. Her name was Doran, and Bones was her slave.




  When he had handed over his charges to the proper officials he went in search of the divinity and met her coming back from tennis.




  “It is quite unnecessary to run and wholly undignified to whoop when you see me,” she said severely.




  “You must remember, Bones, that I am not a child any longer.”




  She was in the region of eighteen. They had not met for six months, and six months is an awful long time when you are eighteen.




  “Dear old Miss Doran… simply wonderful… bless your jolly old eyes…” Bones was a little incoherent — most elaborately relieved her of her racket and shoes, all of which he dropped from time to time between the place of meeting and her destination. She had been to England; was (she told him this in their first few minutes of their reunion) half — engaged to a handsome man of great fortune. She was not a child any longer (she told the miserable young man this three times) but she was awfully glad to see her old friends again.




  “I suppose you have quite forgotten me — such is the loyalty of one’s friends!”




  Bones dropped racket and shoes to hammer home his passionate argument.




  “Dear old Doran, have a heart — you go home an’ get half engaged to a jolly old he — vamp an’ talk to poor old Bones about loyalty. An’ here was I thinkin’ about you, dear old Doran, in the jolly old lonely watches of the night, dear old miss! ‘What’s she doin’ now?’ an’ all that sort of stuff—”




  “Don’t bully me, Bones — I am a woman, I am no longer a child,” said Doran.




  “Compared with me,” said Bones fiercely, “you’re a jolly old squeaker!”




  “I think you have gone far enough.” Doran’s voice was like the tinkle of ice against steel.




  She was more gracious at dinner. Whilst Sir Macalister was initiating the American commission into the mystery of bagpipes, Bones led her out on to the cool, dark stoep, but the speech he had rehearsed, and which was to reveal his deep contrition and proper humility, was never delivered in its entirety.




  “Dear old Miss Doran,” he began, “I am but a rough but jolly old soldier, rude of speech—”




  “Very rude,” she said. “You must remember, Bones—”




  “I know you’re not, young miss. As I was sayin’—”




  “What are the Splendid Things?” she asked. “Or was it one of your tarradiddles?”




  Bones choked in his righteous indignation.




  “Tarradiddles, young Miss Excellency? Bless my jolly old soul! Could old Bones lie?”




  “Yes,” she said, all too promptly. “But honestly, Bones, are these awful things in existence?”




  “They are,” said Bones.




  “Then get one for me,” she said calmly.




  The request momentarily deprived him of speech.




  “There’s nothing in the world—” he began.




  “You told that nice American man at dinner that if he had left it to you, the knives would have been in his kitbag — those were your very words.”




  “What I meant—”




  “Get one for me.” Her lips curled. “It was a tarradiddle.”




  Bones rose from the wicker chair. He was very stiff and regimental.




  “The knife or knives will be in your hands or hand on or before the fourteenth ult.,” he said sternly. “It may mean, dear old Miss Hard — heart, that poor old Bones will not be alive to deliver same as per your jolly old orders; it may be that in some lonely, as it were, fever — ridden an’ simply fearful land, his mangled old body—”




  “Send them by post,” said Doran; “and register them.”




  Bones bowed slightly.




  “Wrapped in white paper or blue, young miss?”




  “Don’t be silly, Bones. You seem to forget that I am no longer—”




  Bones laughed harshly and insultingly.




  He had been back at Sanders’ headquarters a week before his opportunity came.




  B’firi, a little chief of the Inner N’gombi, had some trouble with his third and youngest wife. She had reached the summit of ambition in that four men loved her, for she was, by the standards of the forest, very beautiful. Now such a palaver is a great jest amongst hunters when they meet over their cooking pots in the deeps of the N’gombi forest, and it is food for mirth amongst all women where they meet; but the wife of B’firi loved best an Akasava fisherman who dwelt in solitude on the banks of the river. M’Lini (this was the name of the beautiful wife) fell into error, For the Akasava are fish — eaters. And fish — eaters are abominable people.




  M’Lini was haled before the council of the village, and certain prying men and women gave evidence, with minute details of all they had seen or heard. The palaver lasted through the night, and the stranger who presided, and who, despite the camwood that disguised his face, everybody knew to be B’mingo B’guri, the paramount chief of the Inner N’gombi, ordered her for judgment.




  In the deeps of the forest, the keeper of the Splendid Things brought his treasures; the rubber was hacked away from them…




  Thereafter M’Lini was not. Nor the lonely Akasava fisherman. These two they buried feet to feet, and the knives were cleaned and polished, soaked again in liquid rubber and hidden in their secret place.




  Sanders had the vaguest news of the happening, the merest hint of a hint, the rumour of a rumour; but it was enough to send Bones and ten Houssas on a tour of investigation, and Bones accepted the opportunity as an especial act of Providence arranged for his sole benefit.




  “The knives haven’t been out for eight years,” said Sanders at parting. “Find them and bring them down. If B’firi is implicated in the business beyond a doubt — hang him. But get the knives. I should like to send one to those Americans.”




  Bones had a use for the other.




  For three weeks he trudged to and fro in the Inner N’gombi forest. He held palavers, he examined chiefs and petty chiefs, he inspected the lonely fisherman’s hut, and probed and dug in likely spots for evidence of the crime.




  “Lord, it is true that my woman has left me,” said B’firi. “She left one dark night when the river was so and the moon was so, with an evil man of the Akasava, an eater of fish, who has his hut in such a place…”




  Now it is true that even in the N’gombi forest, women run away from their husbands, and here they bear a curious resemblance to their European sisters; they choose as companions in their adventures the most unlikeable people. For who can gauge the curious workings of a woman’s mind, whether she be white or brown, fine lady of Mayfair or half — naked wife to a little chief?




  There were three brothers of the Akasava who loved one another. In their youth they joined hands together and swore by salt and goats and women that they would bear each other’s afflictions, and make wrong done to one the hurt of all three. And though they separated and each became a lonely fisherman their oath held.




  It was one of these men who died for his fancy, and even whilst Bones was toiling and moiling in a forest that was as hot as the average Turkish bath, one of the brethren took his canoe and searched out his fellow.




  “N’kema is dead,” he said. “Because he took the woman of B’firi of the N’gombi, these men have taken out their secret knives and chopped him.”




  “That is bad palaver,” said M’laka, who was the elder brother; “for it seems that these secret knives have a great magic, and up and down the river they say that the man who slays with the Splendid Things may only die from its edge. Let us go into the N’gombi forest and ask questions of the people.”




  “They may chop us,” said the younger brother, but M’laka nodded — thus do the Akasava express dissent.




  “Tibbetti is in the forest, seeking the knives, and they will not hurt us because they are afraid.”




  So the two men polished their spears with river sand, and made their edges very sharp by rubbing them one against the other, and when these things were done they went downstream in one canoe, landed at the edge of the N’gombi forest, and began their investigations. Once they were in the village where Bones was conducting his own enquiries, but he never knew this.




  A week after he had gone, M’laka made a discovery. “The Keeper of the Splendid Things is B’firi himself,” he said gravely.




  They were sitting over a small fire, roasting a monkey, when the revelation was made.




  “It was this B’firi,” he went on, “who struck off our brother’s head. Now it seems to me that B’firi will talk to us and tell us his mystery. He goes often to the forest to hunt monkeys and often he goes alone. He is quick with the spear, but are we not wonderful stabbers of fish? We will make a fish of him, but he must not die until he speaks.”




  For a week they haunted the outskirts of B’firi’s village, living in holes in the ground so that none could see them, and on the eighth day came B’firi alone, and him they trailed for a mile till, as he stooped to pull an arrow from a wriggling monkey, they leapt at him. Swift to turn and swift to strike, B’firi fought back. His killing spear sent the younger brother to the ground, but M’laka caught and choked him into insensibility.




  “I am dead,” said the younger brother, and anticipated the truth by a quarter of an hour.




  With a rope in his mouth and his hands tied, B’firi watched the burying. Not a word said M’laka until he had brought his captive to the edge of the river.




  “I cannot kill you because of your magic,” he said.




  “That is true,” answered B’firi, “for only the Splendid Things can make a ghost of me, and if you try to spear me, you will be turned into a fish.”




  “That I know,” said M’laka. “Now you shall tell me where you hide your bright knives.”




  B’firi showed his teeth at this.




  He showed more of them later when M’laka made a hot fire and burnt his feet a little.




  “They are beneath a stone near the Three Teeth of M’Shimba — M’Shamba,” he groaned.




  M’laka went alone, since his enemy was in no state for walking, and near the three grey trees which the lightning had withered, he found the stone in the shallow of the river and brought back the knives in their resilient packing.




  “If you kill me, Sandi will hang you on a high tree,” said B’firi, “but if you take the knives to him he will give you a great reward.”




  “If I hang, you die, and what greater reward can Sandi give me than my life?” demanded M’laka, and struck.




  Bones came down to Headquarters, baffled but not entirely hopeless. His report quite satisfied the Commissioner. He had not expected that the matter would be cleared up so easily. But would it satisfy Miss Doran Campbell? Bones found a letter waiting from her, and read it with many tut — tuts and sundry clucking noises of irritation.




  DERE BONES [Doran and Lieutenant Tibbetts had this much in common, that neither could spell], Have you forgoten your promus? Is it a case of out of site out of mined? I have not forgoten. Remember I am a child no longer! A promus is a promas. I have prackterly promissed the knifes to a friend of mine in Scotland. Do not dissipoint me, Bones.




  Bones sighed heavily and cursed the loquacity of Dr. Wade. He had begun a letter, which was at once tactful and cunning, when there blew into the Territory H.M.S. Tiny. H.M.S. Tiny is an ugly ship, smaller than the average pleasure steamer, and that it should be in salt water at all was something of a novelty, for Tiny’s duty was to patrol certain small rivers in another British possession, and to check the nefarious traffic in synthetic rum, which certain evil — minded traders pursued contrary to the law. She was in fact on her way, in response to the frenzied demands of an official a thousand miles along the coast line, when something went wrong with her boilers and she wallowed into the river for repairs.




  Her ship’s company was mainly made up of Kroo boys, but there were five white officers, and for a week Headquarters was a place of unusual hilarity. The day before she sailed, Bones went on board to tiffin, and was shown round the ship.




  “There isn’t another boat like this in the world,” said Widgeon, her captain, who had a pride that was almost pathetic.




  “Dear old naval officer, why should there be?” asked Bones, and advanced the novel theory that the Tiny had once been a barnacle on a battleship.




  “She can do nine knots,” said the indignant officer.




  Bones could afford to smile.




  “Ever been on the Zaire, dear old shipmate?” he asked.




  “The Zaire? Do you mean that row — boat with the chimney — stacks?” demanded the captain.




  Bones quivered.




  “She can do twelve knots, old thing — fourteen when I’m in charge of her.”




  “Wake up,” said the captain of the Tiny insultingly.




  There they might have parted, but the conversation occurred in the boiler room, and Bones’ eye was attracted to a bundle of curiously shaped instruments. They had wooden handles and long, jagged blades. In appearance they might well have been mistaken for two — sided saws. Bones pulled one from the bundle and examined it curiously.




  “That’s a boiler knife,” explained the captain shortly. “We use them to clean out the boilers. They’d be too big for the Zaire — she wants penknives!”




  Bones gasped as there came to him the recollection of his promise. Nothing so ferocious as these boiler cleaners had ever been seen in the Territory.




  “Dear old Nelson,” he said agitatedly, “forget all the perfectly awful things I’ve said about your perfectly awful ship; accept my apologies, dear old Paul Jones, but could you, could you let me have a couple of these jolly old scrapers?”




  “You can have the lot,” said the captain magnificently. After all he hadn’t to pay for them.




  Bones went ashore with the two fearsome weapons tucked under his arms, and spent the evening in his hut, covering the blades with varnish and the handles with a bright design in red, green and yellow paint.




  By the mail steamer which called at Administrative Headquarters a week later, there arrived a long parcel and a long but dignified letter.




  DEAR YOUNG MISS DORAN, Excelsior! In other words, I have found them I have found them. It was a terible business teribble business. I will not tell you of my adventures my jolly old aventures facing fearful hord odds. I will not tell you, dear old skeptic, of the dangers through which I pased passed. No, young miss, it is not for old Bones to blow his own trumpit. But what do I care for danjir dannger.




  There was a great deal more in this strain.




  “How perfectly wonderful!” breathed Miss Doran Campbell as she examined, with a delicious shudder, the terrifying presents that the mail had brought.




  The matter should have ended with her ecstatic letter of thanks, which Bones carried in the pocket nearest to his heart for the greater part of a month. Or it might as well have ended with the receipt by an enthusiastic collector in Scotland of two boiler knives, which later appeared in a glass case inscribed “Execution knives from Central N’gombi tribe. Very rare.” Unfortunately, the collector was also a writer. He penned an article in a local newspaper. A reader of the local newspaper had a son who was occupying a position on an important New York journal. In course of time the Sunday edition of this newspaper came out with a whole page showing the map of Africa, sprinkled with photographs of natives, and a large picture, ex tending across the page, of the two knives. There was also a heading:




  What the U.S. Anthropological Commission Missed. Mystery Knives, of Lost Tribe find their way to Scottish Museum.




  Dr. Wade, leader of the anthropological commission, was not unnaturally annoyed. He wrote a long article in a scientific journal, giving a faithful account of how he had sought for these knives. It needed but this to stir the wrath and indignation of the scientific and lay press. A Chicago newspaper appeared with a splash heading.




  U.S. SCIENTIFIC MISSION FOOLED BY BRITISH OFFICIAL




  The Secretary of State wrote to the British Ambassador a private letter, in the course of which:




  ‘…it is rather unfortunate that this has happened. Wade tells me that he made every effort to get these knives, and seemingly they were available. In fact, either Mr. Sanders or Sir Macalister Campbell must have had them in their possession all the time. I wish you would look into this. The Institute people are rather annoyed.’




  The British Ambassador thought the matter of sufficient interest to cable London. But before this message could be dealt with, an echo of the ruffled American press had reached Parliament.




  Mr. Burber (East Notts.) asked the Colonial Secretary whether his attention had been drawn to an extract in that morning’s Daily Megaphone concerning the discourtesy shown by British officials to a great scientific expedition. Sir John Fenny, Colonial Secretary, replied that the matter had not been brought to his notice, but he would cause enquiries to be made. That evening a long message went forward to Sir Macalister Campbell.




  Sir Macalister had no time to reply, when two London newspapers, not exactly friendly to the Government, had taken up the cause of the commissioner.




  ‘Whilst we have every desire to further scientific research’ [said the Daily Post], ‘and to pay the tribute due to American enterprise, is not our first duty to ourselves? We are paying the United States an enormous sum per annum in the reduction of our debt. Surely it is a little unreason able that the United States should object to our retention of historical treasures discovered in British territory.’




  In the meantime:




  “The curious thing about me, Ham, old boy,” said Bones complacently, as he lay stretched on a chair on the stoep and watched four Houssa defaulters drilling under the watchful eye of a sergeant, “is that wherever I go, dear old sir and officer, I’m popular. Popularity seems to come natural to some people.”




  “Did you ever know a clown that was unpopular?” snarled Hamilton, in the convalescent stage of a fever bout.




  Bones could afford to smile.




  “Not being so well acquainted with jolly old circus tumblers as you, Ham, I can’t tell you. But it’s a funny thing that from the Administrator down to you.”




  “You’re not popular with me; get that delusion out of your diseased mind,” said Hamilton.




  “Look at dear old Excellency Campbell! Look at jolly little Miss Doran! Look at your own revered and beloved Excellency! For me?” He rose to meet the telegraph operator.




  “No, sab, for the Commissioner.”




  It was a long telegram, Sanders noted, as, groaning, he took the message in his hand. Hamilton saw his face drop.




  “Trouble, sir?” he asked.




  “More work for poor old Bones,” murmured that young man. “It’s a very funny thing about me—”




  “Everything’s funny about you,” snapped Hamilton.




  And then Sanders’ voice broke in.




  “What on earth is all this about? Listen:




  “‘Very urgent. Report immediately how N’gombi execution knives came into your possessions whether they were in your possession when American scientific expedition here, circumstances of discovering them. Request special report from Lieutenant Tibbetts giving name of village, custodian and other particulars. This information required by Government without delay. Acknowledge.’




  “Execution knives?” said Sanders. “They mean the Splendid Things, I suppose. But you didn’t find them, did you, Bones?”




  Bones was blinking rapidly; his mouth was open but only strange sounds issued.




  “The fact is, dear old Excellency—” he said hoarsely.




  “Did you find them or didn’t you?” asked Hamilton.




  “The truth is, dear old sir and Commander — in — Chief—”




  “Oh, you—”




  “Dear old officer, was I to blame?” said Bones rapidly, almost tearfully. “Here’s a jolly old young miss… word of honour, dear old officer… I promised her, dear old Ham… a gentleman… a lady… gracious heavens alive, dear old sir, my jolly old honour was at stake!”




  “Even if it had been something important, you had no right, to deceive the girl,” said Hamilton severely. “I think that lets us out, sir.”




  But Sanders was not looking at him; his eyes were fixed upon the man who had been escorted across the square by the sergeant of the guard and who now stood before the Residency steps, a bundle in his arms.




  “I see you, Sandi,” boomed the stranger. “I am M’laka of the Akasava, and I have come many days in my little boat to bring you a wonderful present which Tibbetti your son has sought.”




  He unrolled the native cloth which covered the knives he carried.




  “Here, lord, is the magic of the Inner N’gombi people, for I have found the Splendid Things which destroyed my brother.”




  Sanders stared down at the execution knives curiously worked and terribly sharp, and he saw that one was stained brown, and guessed that stain for the blood of B’firi, the headman.




  There came to Bones a letter from Administrative Headquarters, and for a long time he had not the courage to open it:




  DERE MR. BONES [the letter began, severely enough], I reely am supprised at you. You’ve made me look a perfect fool!!! Papa has sent on the real execution knife to America, and I’ve had to rite to Scotland to get back that wretched, wretched boiler knife. After this our corrispondince must cease. You have treated me abomininably. You seem to forget I am no longer a child.


  Yours truly,


  DORAN CAMPBELL.


  P.S. Couldn’t you get me the other real knife? Do be a darling and try.




  VIII. Bones the Psychic
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  Miss Caroline Tibbetts was a lady of amazing character. She was one of three sisters and brothers, and no one knew the extent of her wealth. The very uncertainty in this respect was her charm and her attraction to a dozen distant relatives, all of whom hoped that, whatever else happened, her nephew Augustus would do something terrible in Aunt Caroline’s eyes, to leave the way open for a fair distribution of property amongst those who had less claim to it. For she was notoriously touchy and staid, was a Baptist in good standing, a supporter of missions sent out by that admirable sect, and intolerant of all who yielded to the temptations which had never come her way.




  Bones wrote to her regularly, not because he wanted her money, but for fear that she might think that he didn’t.




  “Augustus is a very good lad,” she said to a needy relation who was staying with her at Chichester.




  The relative sighed.




  “Young men — one never knows what they are up to,” she said, “especially in a lawless country where — um — if one can believe the missionary journals, licence is unbridled.”




  Miss Tibbetts, who was thin, sharp — featured and rather short, sniffed. She had reason for sniffing, for she, also, had read the interesting report in ‘Light in Darkness’ — a journal published by the Bomongo Mission.




  There had been a minor scandal in a certain state that had been magnified into a major scandal. A certain inspector of police — but why drag up the unamusing details?




  Miss Tibbetts was planning her winter holiday, and had decided upon Madeira. The great idea came to her one afternoon in the Bay of Biscay, after a little talk with the purser, who was bemoaning the poverty of the passenger list and the good accommodation that went begging.




  “By the time we get to the coast the ship will be empty. We lose half our passengers at Funchal. And it’s a lovely trip, Miss Tibbetts — and you’ve got a nephew on the coast, you tell me? Well, well, well! We could drop you and pick you up on the homeward trip, and you could finish your holiday at Madeira. Fever? Good gracious, no! It’s as safe as Clapham. And you’d only be there a week.”




  Miss Tibbetts thought this over. Such of his letters as she could decipher filled her with an uneasiness about the spiritual welfare of Augustus.




  She discussed the matter with her companion, the middle-aged lady in reduced circumstances who was privileged to call her Caroline, being a distant cousin. And Mrs. Crewfer jumped at the suggestion.




  “I haven’t seen Augustus for years,” said Miss Tibbetts.




  Mrs. Crewfer sighed.




  “I hope he’s going on the right way,” she said, in a tone that revealed her confident belief that he wasn’t.




  “The money will make no difference to him one way or the other,” said Miss Tibbetts, “but I’d like to be sure that it is going to the right person.”




  Mrs. Crewfer shook her head. “I hope so,” she said, which was not true.




  She might have foreseen the complications that were already arising over a certain B’lana.




  Because the N’gombi are a forest folk who seldom see the river as children, they do not swim, and drown rather easily. Lieutenant Tibbetts once dived from the bridge of the Zaire into a stream running at six knots, and thick with crocodiles, to rescue a girl of the N’gombi named B’lana. It was an act so dangerous and so gallant that Mr. Commissioner Sanders would have recommended him for the Humane Society’s Medal if a terrified Bones had not begged him, almost with tears, not to do any such thing.




  “Bones is the queerest bird in the world,” said the wondering Hamilton. “You’d never think that one so blatantly immodest would kick up such a fuss.”




  Sanders smiled.




  “‘Bones is a type. They are immodest about virtues they do not possess, and diffident when it comes to the recognition of their real qualities. If I had offered Bones election to a Fellowship of the Psychical Society, he would have leapt at it!”




  Hamilton tossed aside the month — old newspaper he had been reading.




  “Do you think Bones is psychic?” he demanded.




  Sanders took his cheroot from his mouth and stared at the Houssa captain in astonishment.




  “What on earth do you mean?” he said, startled.




  But Hamilton was very serious.




  “It’s a queer fact, and you can verify it, but Bones always seems drawn at odd moments to some hobby which has a bearing upon a subsequent experience. It is as though he had a subconscious warning that the adventure was coming. If he takes up the study of anything — musical instruments, architecture, law, history, whatever it is, I am absolutely convinced it is in preparation for some new angle of life that is coming to him.”




  He gave instance after instance, and Sanders listened thoughtfully.




  “His present psychic phase is a little trying,” he said, “but if it is in preparation for a personal experience — I am not very happy about it.”




  Mr. Tibbetts was at the moment a student of astral phenomena.




  “Dear old Ham,” he said, when his superior remonstrated that night after dinner, “you don’t understand, old boy. I’ve always been physic—”




  “If you’d only call the dam’ thing by its proper name I’d forgive you a lot,” said Hamilton, wearily. “P — s — y — c — h — i — c — pronounced ‘si’kik.’”




  Bones smiled with great tolerance.




  “Physic is the word, Ham, old lad; don’t tell me, dear old officer, that I don’t understand what I am. I was talking to Millie last night—”




  “Who?” asked the startled Hamilton.




  “Millie — we sat talkin’ in my hut for hours. She used to be a friend of King Charles, dear old Ham — but a very respectable young woman, fearfully ladylike.”




  Hamilton gaped at him in alarm.




  “You — Millie… a girl?”




  Bones nodded gravely.




  “She’s my familiar, old boy — nothing familiar about her — fearfully how — d’you — do sort of person…”




  A light dawned on Hamilton. “Do you mean she’s a spirit?”




  Bones nodded.




  “How do spirits sit down?” demanded the sarcastic Hamilton. “Did she have a drink by any chance?”




  Bones sighed.




  “You’re a septic, old boy — I can’t talk to septics. Now, a physic’s never septic.”




  Hamilton agreed.




  “As a matter of fact, we got in touch with an aunt of yours — begins with ‘M.’




  “Matilda?” suggested Hamilton, and Bones’ long face lit up.




  “That’s right, old boy. Your aunt Matilda. She sent a message for you, old boy. She’s terribly happy over there.”




  “Over where?”




  Bones pointed.




  “Good lord!” said Hamilton innocently. “Is she in the guard room?”




  Bones was pained.




  “Sacred subject, dear old officer — I’m talking about the jolly astral plane… where dear old souls go when they pop off.”




  Hamilton considered this.




  “And she’s happy?”




  “Terribly. She said she’s met all the best people, old boy. Jolly old Shakespeare and the tennis man — the johnny who wrote ‘Called to the Bar’, and all that sort of muck. She’s in heaven, dear old fellow.”




  Hamilton nodded.




  “I’m glad — I had a letter from her last mail, and she was in Surbiton then.”




  Bones was very annoyed.




  “Not the game, old officer and septic… leadin’ me on… you told me your Aunt Matilda was dead, an’ naturally I didn’t doubt her word… lady an’ all that sort of thing. You said last Christmas Day ‘The old thing’s buried.’”




  “I didn’t!” denied Hamilton hotly. “I said she’d gone to live in Surbiton.”




  “It’s the same thing,” snorted Bones.




  He heard voices at night and made a record of the conversations. Hamilton heard them and raised Cain with the sergeant of the guard for permitting his sentries to grow talkative in the middle of the night. Bones protested the unearthly nature of the voices; he was supported by the sergeant of the guard, dazed and happy to find such support.




  One day…




  “Something has got to be done about Bones,” said Hamilton. “He’s throwing trances — last night his spirit went to England without so much as my leave.”




  It was B’lana of the N’gombi who really made ghosts and spirits unpopular…




  The people of the riverside villages heard the thresh of the Zaire’s stern wheel and moved uneasily in their beds; for the Zaire did not dare the shoals and sandbanks of the great river by night unless there was trouble; and when they heard a loud and raucous voice singing in the darkness the song of the fishermen they shuddered, for none but ghosts sing at night, though the lanky young vocalist was tangible enough.




  A watchman on the beach of the Ochori city saw the Zaire coming into sight, its twin funnels belching masses of sparks, and, seeing, he strode swiftly to the hut where Bosambo sat, very wakeful and alert.




  “Lord, he comes,” said he.




  “I have ears,” answered Bosambo curtly. He had heard the wheel of the Zaire for nearly two hours before she came into sight. Here the river runs swiftly and progress is slow, and ten miles is no great distance for a sound to carry on a quiet, windless night. The boat swung broadside to the beach, a dozen men scrambled overboard, wading through the river with hawsers on their shoulders, and with the gangplanks fixed Lieutenant Tibbetts, who had slept all the afternoon, and in any circumstances was never so bright as he was at two o’clock in the morning.




  “I see you, Tibbetti,” Bosambo’s voice boomed from the darkness.




  Bones made his polite reply, and together they walked side by side up the dark path to the village. Not until they were inside a big hut, illuminated by a tall lamp which bore a suspicious resemblance to one lost from the Zaire on her last visit, did Bosambo speak, and with unusual gravity.




  “Lord,” he said, “this is a bad palaver. The N’gombi folk, it seems, have gone mad, and my young men have fought two battles with them to — day on the edge of the little river. And all for the matter of a small ghost such as I would not have in my city.”




  Now the Inner N’gombi folk are peculiar in this, that, whilst they admit the potency of M’shimba M’shamba, in common with all the people of the river, and offer to him the respect which is due to a devil who appears with thunder and lightning and great words to tear up the trees and level the stoutest of villages, they have, from the beginning of time, elected and appointed their own supreme devil who is master of all other devils and greater.




  His name is Dhar, and such a name is not to be spoken aloud, but whispered into a little hole dug in the ground, for Dhar is the devil of earth and heaven, arbiter of fate, giver of life and supreme spirit of death. Dhar brings the seasons and supports in his two hands the sun and the moon, and his eyes are the stars and the hairs of his head are the lesser ghosts and devils. Since the Inner N’gombi are a proud and warlike people, very sensitive to slight and very quick to avenge an affront, it was a little embarrassing to officials and neighbours alike that the exact manifestation of Dhar was invariably a mystery. Dhar could be as easily a man or woman, a rock — something animate or inanimate. Once, cala cala, which means long ago, he was a monkey kept in a large cage in the forest, and fed daintily. Always Dhar is guarded by three maidens of the tribe. Night and day one sits in rapt contemplation of his splendours.




  “Lord, how did my young men know that these infidels had chosen a tree?” pleaded Bosambo.




  “How did your young men hunt in the forests of the N’gombi?” asked Bones sternly. “Is it not forbidden that the Ochori should take their spears beyond the little river?”




  Bosambo very tactfully offered no explanation as to this. The N’gombi forest abounds in game — the adjacent Ochori territory is notoriously bare.




  “And coming to this place, they saw a dead tree and cut it down for their fires,” Bosambo went on rapidly. “Now, lord, trees are trees, and only heathen men give them souls—”




  “O Bosambo,” said Bones quietly, “did not the blessed Prophet, in the year of the Hegira, speak with a tree and cause it to be buried as a true believer? And if Mahomet did this, who are you to say that the N’gombi people are infidels?”




  Bosambo floundered.




  “But this tree was dead—” he began.




  “So, also, was the tree of Mahomet, for it was a pillar in his mosque,” said Bones, who knew his subject rather well.




  Bosambo stared at the storm lantern gloomily.




  “Now I see that my young men were wrong,” he said, but brightened up. “Let me gather a thousand spears in Sandi’s name, and I will go down into the N’gombi country and make an end of these idolaters.”




  “Don’t be an ass!” said Bones testily.




  “Same like missionary,” murmured Bosambo, giving English for English. “I teach um Marki Luki, Johnni same like. I find um, I smack um, you savvy. These fellers be fool! How ghost can be if no ghost is?”




  Bones coughed and returned to the vernacular.




  “Ghosts there are, and I understand palaver,” he said. “You talk, Bosambo, of things about which you know nothing. I know my own ghost well, and often he walks abroad. I will speak to the chief of the Inner N’gombi.”




  “Lord, that may be dangerous,” said Bosambo. “It would be better to send your ghost.”




  Bones looked at him hard, but there was no hint of sarcasm in the chief’s eyes.




  With four soldiers in attendance he left at dawn the following morning for the battle front, that same creek which Bosambo and his people were forbidden to cross; and here, after an hour’s parley, and having overcome the “enemy’s” natural suspicion that his visit was a punitive one, he was escorted through a rank of enraged and sullen warriors to the chief’s hut.




  “Lord, these men of the Ochori have done a terrible thing,” said M’songo, the chief, tremulous with anger, yet a little apprehensive as to what might be the outcome of the war he had started. “As you know, Tibbetti, there is in this land a Great One.” He put his hand before his mouth, a conventional gesture to all who spoke even obliquely of Dhar. “And this one lived in a fine tree and brought us prosperity for three and three seasons; nobody in our village died, and no hurt came to any. But the huntsmen of Bosambo came and drove away the maidens who guarded him, saying things to them that frightened them. Since our ghost has been destroyed there is death everywhere, and only this morning H’laki the woodman was killed by a tree falling on him, and all the old men and women have died like fish.”




  Bones listened sympathetically to the long statement of grievance.




  “They who came into your land have broken Sandi’s law, and they shall be punished. At the rise of the next moon Bosambo, the chief, shall send you twenty skins and three bags of salt, and at the shallow where they crossed the little river I will put up a piece of wood with certain devil marks on it, so that who shall come into your territory without Sandi’s word shall be turned into monkeys. This I do in the name of Sandi, who is your father and your mother, and carries your nation in his arms like a little child.”




  The chief and his councillors were impressed.




  “Some have been killed in this war, Tibbetti, for there has been bloodshed.”




  “Let blood wash blood,” quoth Bones. “Bring back your young men from the river and we will have a great palaver in your city.”




  The chief hesitated. His men were hot for vengeance; but the prospect of a palaver lasting for days, and offering unlimited opportunities for oratory, beloved of the natives, weighed him to the side of law and order. The fighting men were drawn back, and that night Bones sat in the palaver house and heard the first half — dozen of forty — five headmen, all of whom had something uncomplimentary to say about Bosambo.




  On the third day the weary Bones closed the debate.




  “Who shall mourn the seed when it is become a sapling, or the sapling when it is become a tree?” he demanded. “Is the Great One “ — he put his hand before his mouth in the conventional fashion— “so small that he cannot escape from six Ochori huntsmen, so weak that he cannot live when his house is burnt? Now I tell you that he lives and wanders in the forest looking for a new home, and this you must find for him as your fathers did. I will your wise men to make a great talk — this palaver is finished.”




  That night, as he slept, he heard a noise at the entrance of his hut and was instantly awake, and, turning, saw a shadow in a moonlit patch.




  “Who is there?” he asked.




  “Lord, it is I.”




  It was the soft voice of a woman.




  “Dear me!” said Bones, and putting on his over coat over his pyjamas, went out into the moonlight.




  She stood six paces from the hut, tall and slim, a long wand in her hand such as the N’gombi women carry.




  “I am B’lana — M’songo, the daughter of the chief,” she said, “I am very wise and ghosts speak to me.”




  “Go back to your bed and to your ghosts,” said Bones bad — humouredly.




  “Lord, I am she that you saved from the walking fish.”




  Bones, who had forgotten his act of heroism, scratched his head.




  “All nights and all days I think of you, lord, being a maiden with a wonderful mind, and I speak also to the elder men and they listen to me. This has happened to no woman before. Lord, I was one of the women who guarded the tree when Bosambo’s hunters came.”




  “O woman, this you must tell me when I wake,” said the weary Bones, and dismissed one to whom he was as a god.




  He came back to headquarters not unpleased with himself, stopping at the Ochori city just long enough to impose a fine, which Bosambo bore, since his unfortunate people would have to pay it.




  He made his report to Sanders, not attempting to hide the important part his tact and perspicuity had played.




  “Naturally, Excellency, I was in my element, being physic. Mind you, there’s a lot to be said for these jolly old barbarians—”




  “What is the new ghost?” asked Hamilton.




  Bones shrugged his shoulders, and made a clucking noise of disapproval.




  “I wish, dear old boy, you’d treat physical subjects physically. Does it matter—”




  “It matters a lot,” said Sanders quietly. “I wish, Bones, you would find out, the next time you’re up there.”




  “From your girl friend,” suggested Hamilton coarsely, but Sanders was serious.




  “If we could only know for sure which and what is Dhar, it would make things rather easy. The N’gombi are getting more and more troublesome, and you never know when some innocent outsider will go barging into their mysteries. About twenty years ago Dhar was a missionary’s cat, and one of the Isisi bagged pussy, and there was a war which lasted for the greater part of seven years.”




  “I’ll find out,” said the confident Bones.




  “Send your soul for a trot,” suggested Hamilton, but Bones was superior to such levity.




  He was half — way to his hut when he heard a shout, and, looking round, saw Hamilton running towards him.




  “Anything wrong, brother officer?”




  “That I can’t tell you,” said Hamilton. “Do you remember a little conversation about my aunt?”




  Bones closed his eyes in resignation.




  “I only asked you,” said Hamilton, “because I’ve got a bit physic myself. I’ve had a message from your aunt.”




  “Has she popped off?” asked Bones eagerly.




  “To be exact,” said Hamilton, “she’s popped up. She’s arriving by the mail this afternoon. We’ve just had a wire from headquarters.”




  Bones staggered back.




  “Aunt Caroline!” he said hollowly. “Suffering Moses!”




  Ordinarily Sanders did not like visitors, but he had two of his rooms at the residency prepared for Miss Tibbetts and her companion, and when she arrived, being gallantly carried ashore by Bones — it was a thousand pities that, having made so courteous an effort, he should have put her down ankle — deep — in the surf — she found, if not a hearty, at least a kindly welcome.




  “I am rather worried about my nephew, Mr. Sanders. He has been talking quite strangely about certain matters. In fact, I thought he might be suffering from one of those terrible mental aberrations which I understand this climate produces. He asked me if my spirit walked, and whether I had had any manifestations. Would you describe him as a good Baptist, Mr. Sanders?”




  “He’s a very good fellow,” said Sanders cautiously.




  Miss Tibbetts looked at her stony — faced companion. “As to his — um — morals, Mr. Sanders. It is a delicate subject to discuss, but this is a very dangerous climate, and young men…” She glanced at Mrs. Crewfer, who shook her head sadly, and seemed pre pared for the worst.




  “That question does not arise,” said Sanders, a little stiffly. “Your nephew is a gentleman, and that should be quite sufficient answer.”




  But Miss Tibbetts was not convinced. That night she had a long, and, to Bones, a depressing heart — to — heart talk with him. Mainly it was her heart that was concerned. Bones listened with ill — simulated interest. She had the haziest ideas of the code which governs men in the Government service. She spoke of mesalliances with a freedom that made Bones shudder; she suggested possibilities that made his head swim. And then Mrs. Crewfer took a hand.




  “You quite understand that your dear aunt is only talking to you for your good, Mr. Tibbetts. One has heard strange stories—”




  “My dear old distant relation and companion to revered aunt,” said Bones, stung to annoyance, “all this conversation in front of a young boy is perfectly out of order. You are putting ideas in my head, you are really! Dash it all, dear old Caroline — jolly old aunt, I mean — those sort of things are not done, dear old lady, they aren’t, really!… Most fearfully embarrassing.” He broke off incoherently.




  It was the very next morning that Bones woke an hour after daybreak, with a consciousness that he was not alone in the room.




  “O Ali,” he said, not opening his eyes, “bring me—”




  And then he opened his eyes. There were three very young ladies sitting on the floor, looking at him with great solemnity. They wore nothing worth speaking about, but each had round her head a large garland of dead flowers — cut flowers die readily on the river.




  “O lord, I see you!”




  They spoke in unison, and each lifted a brown palm in salute.




  “What the deuce — !” stammered Bones, speaking English in his agitation. And then he recognized B’lana. “O woman, you must not sit in my hut. Who brought you from the N’gombi?”




  “I came by the big river,” said the girl, her large brown eyes fixed on his. “This woman is the daughter of Shimbiri, and this woman is the daughter of Lababuli the headman.”




  Half an hour later Hamilton, standing on the stoep of the residency, saw Bones stalking across the square with three ladies in pursuit.




  “Perfectly ghastly, old boy…I’ve been elected Dhar… this little person’s idea.” He indicated the serene B’lana. “Something’s got to be done, old boy. If aunty sees these young persons… good lord!”




  Hamilton looked from Bones to his escort.




  “Your aunt left an hour ago: the ship came back a day earlier than was expected.” He nodded slowly, communing with himself. “That was why she was so haughty.”




  “W — why?” Bones was aghast.




  “She said she didn’t want you wakened: she’d go into your hut and wish you good — bye. Bones, I wouldn’t give you fourpence for your legacy.”




  IX. The Rich Woman
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  There was a gentleman in New York who sold mining stock. The stock was beautiful, being printed in four colours, but the mines were as bad as black and white could describe them. He came to the Territories, as one of her annual guests, and as he was well supplied with letters of introduction, this Mr. Liberbaum was well received. He was a nice man with an extensive range of superlatives, and since he was agreeable to his hosts they bore him no grudge, even when, as they discovered three months later, he applied for and received a government concession to dredge the river, for gold.




  “Gold!” smiled Sanders. “The only gold in the river is my unfortunate cigarette — case — and that would not be there if Bones had not been such a goop.”




  Bones was so interested by the information that he I did not attempt to justify the slight error of judgment — it happened during the conjuring trick that he was giving as they came downstream on the Zaire.




  “That’s curious,” said Captain Hamilton thoughtfully, “this fellow Liberbaum started questioning me about some native legend. He said he had heard that there was a mysterious gold mine in the country.”




  “Perfectly true, dear old officer,” said Bones promptly. “I have heard it, too, dear old Ham. Bosambo has heard it—”




  “Bosambo has heard anything that he can get money out of,” said Sanders sardonically. “Did he try to sell you stock?”




  Bones was hurt.




  “Of course he has heard it — it is an old — established native yarn!” Sanders scoffed. “Sometimes it is gold, sometimes it is diamonds. Once they had a story that in the N’gombi there was a big hole in the ground, out of which you could draw a cloth ready woven!”




  It was a considerable time after, and the visit of Mr. Liberbaum had been forgotten when there arrived an urgent telegram from headquarters.




  Liberbaum selling Stock in New York Gold Dredging Company states you said river alluvial.




  Sanders was sufficiently broken to the ways of official correspondence not to reply, “He is a liar,” instead he sent a long and decorous denial, and added his views that there was not sufficient gold in the whole of the river to make a shirt stud of respectable size.




  But so far as Bones was concerned, the mischief was done. Since the mention of gold he had devoted himself, with all the enthusiasm and energy of which he was capable, to his new hobby. With a huge pipe clenched between his teeth, and three groaning paddlers, he had been searching the foreshores of the river from its mouth to Lumbiri, and native people came miles to stare awe — stricken, watching the perspiring young man sifting and washing the sand.




  “If you found gold you would not know what it looked like,” said Hamilton.




  Bones smiled pityingly.




  “If I come to you, dear old boy, with a couple of hands full of auribilous metal, dear old thing.”




  “‘Auriferous’ is the word you want,” said Hamilton coldly, “and if you came with not only a hand, but your mouth full, and that would hold enough to keep a widow woman in luxury — I should simply hand you over to headquarters for trying to obtain money by a trick!”




  Again Bones smiled.




  “I can only tell you, dear old septic, that all these johnnies along the river know that there is gold! The naughty old lads keep it dark, naturally, dear old Ham, but I am a bit of an authority, dear old septic—”




  “Sceptic,” murmured Sanders, lounging in his chair, with his eyes closed.




  “Thank you, Excellency,” with extravagant gratitude. “What I mean to say is, that for somebody who has got the confidence of the indigenous native, there is a fortune — millions, old Excellency — perhaps billions. I have got a great idea.”




  Hamilton sat up.




  “Hail,” he said sardonically, “I knew sooner or later you would get one.”




  “I have got a great idea “ — ignoring the interruption. “I am entitled to three weeks’ leave “ — he said this very impressively.




  “Well, Bones?” Sanders woke up and opened his eyes. “What is the idea?”




  “I shall take a quiet slope through the country,” said Bones speaking rapidly. “In fact, Excellency, I am going to put into execution a scheme I have had for years. I am going native.”




  Hamilton groaned.




  “If that means you are going to paint your body with woad, let me tell you there is only one man in the territory who has ever been capable of disguising himself as a native, and that is the Commissioner.”




  “You will do nothing of the sort, Bones. It only means that you will go up country and stir up the wretched natives to rebellion, or else get yourself into such a mess that the Commissioner and I will be kept busy for months answering minutes from headquarters.”




  To his amazement Sanders did not share his view.




  “I have often thought of doing the same,” he said. “I have not played native for years, and so long as Bones is not seen about in the day — time he might get away with it. There are one or two matters that I should like information on, and about which our agents tell me nothing — I rather think that our men are watched so closely that they have not a ghost of a chance to get near anything interesting.”




  Sanders had in his mind, as he confessed later, the activities of the three brothers of the Akasava, who with their women were the sole occupants of a tiny village near the island which is called the Fast Waters, at the seaward mouth of one of the deep ravines through which the waters of the great river pile. The stream spreads out to a mile in width and in the very centre, and a menace to navigation, is this cigar — shaped island, which has no inhabitants and for a good reason.




  The yellow waters discharging themselves from the gorge run so quickly, and the currents are so treacherous, that no man can be assured that he may either gain or leave at his wish. Sometimes, for no apparent reason, the pace of the river hereabouts quickens from four to seven knots, and the northern arrowhead of the island is partially submerged, a fate which completely overtakes this strip of land after heavy rain. On the mainland lived these three brothers, who were by profession fishermen, though nobody had ever seen their catch, and it was notorious that they purchased dry fish from the villages up and down the river. And yet they were prosperous — they had their dogs and their goats and one, the chief of them, had as many as five wives.




  There were dark stories about them. It was said when a wife tired of her husband, or a man grew resentful of his wife’s lover, they came secretly and at night bringing payment in advance for certain acts of providence. Some men had been found drowned with none to say how they came to their end. One fascinating lover, who had brought unhappiness to many homes, was found dead in the forest under a fallen tree. Sanders had made many efforts to trap the assassins, but never once had he succeeded, and the brothers Shiribi flourished.




  *




  Less than a week after the consultation and the exposure of Bones’ great plan, a lank native was seen in the light of dawn paddling up the river, keeping to slack waters and avoiding, in a marked fashion, the centres of population.




  “If they see you by daylight, your childish camouflage is spotted,” said Hamilton who came down to the quay at two a.m. on a rainy morning to see his subordinate depart.




  “Trust Bones,” said that confident young man.




  “I don’t,” said Hamilton.




  Which was true: he never did.




  “And I’ll come back with the baffling old secret!” yelled the brown man from the water.




  “Shur — rup!”




  Hamilton at rare intervals was extremely vulgar.




  There was a woman of the Isisi who differed from all other women because she was the only child of her father, and when he had died he had given to her riches beyond the dreams of common men. Gardens and rich dogs, salt in abundance, rods of brass and twenty skin sacks each full to its sewn mouth with silver coins.




  Her wealth multiplied, her fields grew larger, for this slip of a girl had learned the mysteries of trading from her father. Skins and rubber, ivory, alive and dead, accumulated in her storehouse, even Bosambo, Chief of the Ochori, who was not interested in women, came to hear of her and having certain goods for disposal — he usually took a large squeeze of the taxation that he remitted to Sanders — he sent his chief headman to her with an invitation and M’Yari came in the state of a queen, in a new canoe with sixteen paddlers and in place of the thatched house in the stern of the canoe, she had one roofed with cloth.




  Bosambo was all for his dignity; nevertheless he went down to the landing place to meet her, and offered her flattery of the most primitive kind.




  “I hear you, Bosambo,” said the maiden, when he had finished. “Now, I am not come to hear of my beauty, but to see your skins and your rubber and all the beautiful things you have stolen from your people.”




  Bosambo swallowed that. For three hours they chaffered and bargained. She went away with a spare canoe stocked with produce and left the Chief with the unhappy feeling that he had been slightly swindled. It was a brand new experience and rather intriguing.




  She came again. He adopted a new tactic. His wife having gone to the high ground with her child, because of the humidity (she was a Kano woman), Bosambo received the rich woman with a banquet and a dance and made violent love to her. She held him at spear’s end as the saying goes, took back with her more of his saleable goods, and this time he had no doubt whatever that he had the wrong end of a bad bargain.




  “Such a thing had never been since the beginning,” said one, “that a woman should be so rich. For women belong to men, just as goats belong, and if they belong to men so do all they have, also. Now one of us shall have her as a wife. We will go to N’mari the wise man and he shall tell us which. And whoever gets her shall divide her riches amongst her relations, a half and a half, a half to her uncles and the half of a half to her uncles’ children.”




  It was an uncle who suggested this: the division was disputed but eventually agreed. So they went to N’mari the wise man who lived in the Isisi forest with his snakes and his birds and strange wild animals that slept under his skin bed at nights. With him lived his grandson, the young man B’laba who was a great hunter and a very sour and covetous man.




  And they told the old man what they desired. When they had finished he spoke.




  “Go to this young maiden and say, ‘We desire you to choose a husband from one of us.’ Then you shall go away and kill a young cock by the light of the moon and each shall smear his hands with the blood, and in the morning he whose hands have been cleaned by my magic shall have this woman.”




  So they went away and told the girl who sat before her hut with her women slaves and she said nothing. But she sent one to spy on them.




  In the dim light of the new moon they sacrificed and smeared their hands with blood, and each went to his hut where his immediate relative had a pot of water to wash off the stain, and when they met in the morning it seemed that they were all chosen. And each stood exposed as a trickster by the trickery of his fellow. Yet they went again to the wise man, who knew what brought them.




  “Go each of you to a different place. You to the Akasava City, you to the little village by the pool of the Silent Ones…” He pointed them out one by one and gave, each his destination.




  “To — morrow I will perform a great magic and bring this girl to me. And all my little ghosts shall sit around her and she shall not see them. Then at the right time I will make her dance until she falls stiffly, and where her head points that shall be the place where her lover is and she shall get up and go to him.”




  The uncles and cousins were hardly out of sight before, looking up in his half — blind way, the old man thought he saw a woman before him.




  “I am M’Yari of M’pusu, and I followed these men into the forest knowing they came to speak to you about me. Tell me what I must do. For I am very rich and I need a husband who will be as my little dog and will eat when I say ‘eat.’ And these brothers of my mother and sons of them are no more to me than the fish of the river. If any of them take me I will pay the three brothers of the Akasava to follow him into dark places and do with him what is necessary.”




  At that moment came the old man’s grandson.




  “Here is a fine man who shall be all that you need,” he said.




  So the maid of M’pusu looked at him and took him home with her, and when the cousins and the uncles, weary of waiting, returned from where they had gone, they found this man in the rich girl’s hut, and it seemed that he was master of her and her wealth. For every night they heard the whistle of his hide whip and the smack of it as it fell. But she never cried nor called upon her kin. One night she took a canoe and four women to paddle her.




  M’Yari’s canoe came in the darkest hours to the little congregation of huts where the three Akasava brothers lived, and since they did their dealings by night, they were waiting for her on the beach, three cold, silent men. They knew she was coming, and she was not surprised, and they knew, for in this land mind speaks to mind in some inexplicable manner that only native folk and the ants understand.




  She told them her business very briefly:




  “This man must not be killed because of Sandi, and his soldiers, but you must hold him so that he does not come back to me again, and if you beat him a little that will be good.”




  They palavered by themselves on this a in the end agreed, for they too were anxious not to bring themselves actively into conflict with Sanders.




  In the meantime B’laba awoke and when he found his wife had gone out, he was afraid thinking that she had gone to find an Akasava assassin.




  He went back to the forest and saw the wise old man.




  “Take all she has and hide it in a deep hole in the ground,” said N’Mari.




  For seven nights B’laba sweated under heavy loads, carrying piece by piece the treasures that his wife had had in a deep hole under the floor of the hut. Salt and rods and skin sacks, their mouths sewn tight and big with silver coins.




  On the seventh night as he toiled, there came through the dark woods three men of the Akasava. They walked very quietly, none saw their canoe laid at the little forest beach where the crocodiles lay basking on sunny mornings. Each carried three spears between his four fingers and they came upon B’laba as he was stooping to re — lift a load of silver. So that everything was favourable for their enterprise. He gave one little hiccupping groan as he tumbled over — and that and the “plop” of the spear haft as it struck his head were the only sounds that disturbed the night, for the Akasava brothers never spoke, at all. They lifted the unconscious man and brought him to the river where a girl was waiting in a canoe and she gave them money to take him away.




  They would have gone to the hut of the wise old man in the forest and made an end of him, but she said no to this and they left the matter as it was.




  The three brothers drew apart and one said to the others: “If Sandi comes with his soldiers and hears all that he may hear there will be trouble. Now only this woman can speak against us, so let us take her treasure and hide it on the island where we will keep this man, and we will take her ashore with us.”




  He said this and other things and his brothers shook their heads which meant agreement.




  “Also if this man is kept alive he may give to us half the treasure and Sandi shall not do us harm for it. As for the woman…”




  But when they came to look for her she had left the canoe to drift and had gone swiftly through the forest, for it seems she knew their mind.




  So she came in the dark to her own hut and none asked her where she had been, nor yet saw her come.




  People came to her and asked her where was her husband, and when she told them that he had gone on a long journey, an old uncle, a grizzled old man dour of heart and vengeful, was frankly sceptical.




  “Sandi comes soon,” he said significantly, “and there will be a great palaver, and who knows what will come of your great wealth, your goods and your ivory?”




  He left her in a panic. Already her more portable treasures had vanished and she had had no redress against the brothers of Akasava, for how could she tell Sandi that she had been to these men with her great plan. And when Sandi moved in his little white ship, he had a trick of peering in most unlikely places. Suppose his devilish curiosity brought him to the Island of Fast Waters, and he found there a haltered prisoner?




  She called her chief woman to her.




  “Call paddlers for my fast boat. I go to Bosambo of the Ochori. He is wise, though a great lover of money.”




  To Bosambo she went, setting forth before the dawn came up over the dark gum trees, and this time Bosambo did not meet her on the beach or pay her honour, but when he saw her:




  “O woman,” he said loftily, “I have nothing to sell! But if you have come to give me what is fair for all that you took away, I will listen to you, for my heart is soft.”




  She sat down before him and crossed her hands meekly. Though she was rich she was of the common people, and he was the Chief paramount and reputedly related to Sandi.




  For a long time she skirted the matter which had brought her; talked of the rains and the crops, and the full river, and the strange signs that had been seen in the sky, till Bosambo’s stock of patience was exhausted.




  “Now tell me the truth, woman, why you come here? For I am a man with many great matters to think about and the talk of women is to me like the chattering of monkeys.”




  And then she told him, falteringly, more or less falsely and coming to the truth unconsciously and by degrees.




  Bosambo had many ears in the Territory. The Ochori people go far afield, especially the fishermen, who have no respect for property in waters, and he had heard of B’laba, who beat his wife. It had been a very comforting thought to Bosambo, but now as she proceeded, his interest in B’laba was a secondary one.




  “… and these men I paid well, yet they took my treasures, my fine skins and silver, my salt and my ivory, which B’laba my husband stole, and these they have hidden in a great hole in the Island of Fast Waters and they have tied B’laba by the neck to a tree and every day take food to him. Now, Bosambo, I will give you one sack of silver if you will find my treasures and bring them to me, but mostly if you carry away with you B’laba, my husband, for fear he speaks to Sandi.”




  Bosambo was a lover of money as she knew, and it was a little surprising that he did not bargain for two or even three sacks of silver.




  He dismissed her graciously and as soon as night fell he took his guard of trusted men, he himself wielding a paddle for he had no room to spare in the canoe for an unnecessary paddler.




  He saw the fires of the village of M’pusu as he passed, came through the gorge and into the current, and with the greatest difficulty made a landing on the island. It was a mile and a half in length, a tangle of vegetation. His journey through the bush was slow and laborious, but he had the light of a moon.




  Bosambo’s intentions were more or less honourable, but he had certainly no desire to encumber himself with a prisoner. His one wish was to find the treasure and to discover it without having recourse to those methods of interrogation which might lead him into trouble. As a last resort he might interview the three brothers, but this he would rather avoid.




  There had been other visitors to the island that night.




  The three brothers of the Akasava had held a council and they were uneasy men for in the first darkness of the previous night they had heard the distant rattle of a lokali, that signal drum which carries rumour through space. And it had said “A new spy of Sandi moves north.”




  One of them who had dealings with the chief of a little village made a journey to learn the news.




  “Shiribi, that is true,” said the little chief, “for my own brother told me. There is a spy who moves in the night, a starved long man who speaks to such as he meets in the dark hours and talks of gold such as our father spoke about. Sometimes his canoe appears amongst the fishers and he asks them where treasures are hidden in the ground.”




  “Oh ko!” said the brother in dismay. “I think Sandi has long ears like a pig.”




  “Also,” said the gossip, “this man takes sand from the river and pours water over it and mutters in a curious tongue. B’sambo of the Isisi saw and heard this, watching the foreigner from the beach. And they say that this man goes to all the little islands because N’dama of the Isisi has told him that in the little islands are great riches.”




  The man of the Akasava knew N’dama for an enemy, for his brother had once disappeared and he had gone to Sandi to find him. This was bad news indeed. He went back to his brethren and told them all that he had heard.




  “If Sandi hears all that he has to hear, and if he digs in the Island of Swift Waters, there will be a rope for us,” said the elder.




  For there were many souvenirs of past “trading” that might be found for the digging and they had enemies who would whisper of what a spade might find.




  “Let us take B’laba and the treasure and bring them to the forest, for B’laba will talk.”




  They went to the island at nightfall and took a stout rope from his neck, but left his hands tied. One (the youngest) was for killing him, but his wise elders over ruled him. A dead man needs carrying, they said. B’laba came alive to the forest behind the huts where the brothers lived, and the wives of these men heard his faint shriek and were unmoved for they had heard that sound before.




  When they had finished their work they returned to the isle and with their spears uncovered the sacks of silver — the salt they had already taken to their own use.




  The first sack had been lifted to the edge of the hole when— “O man, I see you…!”




  The younger of the brothers looked round with a screech of fright and reached for his spear. Before his hand closed upon it, a brother caught his arm.




  He had seen the tall figure in the moonlight, naked to the waist.




  “Go!” he whispered, and the three melted noiselessly into the bush.




  Bosambo, moving cautiously through the tangle, did not so much as hear the thresh of their paddles. As he came clear of a patch of thorn bushes into a wide grove between the trees, he saw a native digging some thing up from the ground; evidently there was a hole there, for from time to time the man half vanished up to his waist and reappeared groaning as he flung down something heavy to the ground, something that tinkled musically in Bosambo’s ears.




  Here was a situation that Bosambo had not foreseen. He had hoped that the prisoner was at the other end of the island, out of sight and hearing, for he had a passionate objection to being recognized as the looter of buried silver.




  Slipping off the rug he wore about his shoulders he motioned two men to follow him, and creeping silently forward as the tall figure of the digging native appeared, he leapt forward, enveloping his head in the rug, and in a few minutes the squirming prisoner was bound hand and foot.




  “O man,” said Bosambo softly, “if you will make a noise I will beat you! And if you fight I will kill you!”




  There was need for this injunction because the prisoner was making more noise than a sensible prisoner should make and was struggling with great desperation.




  “Keep the cloth over his head and carry him to the canoe,” said Bosambo in a whisper.




  The remainder of his paddlers shouldered the sacks and made their way back to the boat.




  A healthy struggling prisoner Bosambo had not foreseen, and his canoe was level almost with the water’s edge when the paddlers struck swiftly for the north.




  An hour before the first light dawned in the east, Bosambo had reached the Ochori city.




  “Bring this man into my hut,” he commanded.




  They obeyed him. It was dark in the hut. Bosambo was most desirous that he should not be seen.




  “B’laba,” he said softly, “I am a friend who has saved you from the woman who tied you to a tree in the little island, and from the three brothers of the Akasava, and this woman will never forgive me because I have saved you. So you must not see the face of your friend for fear you betray me. Presently I will put you in a canoe and let you drift in the waters and…”




  He was untying the wrist of the man when his hand touched something on the prisoner’s wrist and he gasped.




  “O Bosambo,” the voice from the bound and trussed man on the floor was hollow and breathless, “for this you shall suffer great pain!”




  Bosambo did not collapse, he gripped tightly to the skin bed on which he was sitting.




  “You are a fearful old bounder,” roared the voice in English. “By gad! I’ll… I’ll…!”




  “Tibbetti,” quavered Bosambo in coast — Arabic, “is it thou?”




  He called for lights; when they came he stared down on a lank and painfully thin native, but despite his greased and blackened hair there was no difficulty in recognizing Bones. Even if he had not seen the thing on his wrist.




  *




  “I was naturally fearfully annoyed,” explained Bones to his interested audience at the residency, “and when he told me he had heard I was in danger and rescued me against my bally will, well, that simply made me see red! The most astonishing thing, dear old Sir and Excellency, was that those bags that I thought had money in them hadn’t silver at all!”




  “No,” said Sanders dryly.




  “No,” said Bones, “that is the astonishing thing about it, they were full of shells and bits of brass and flint spearheads and things, every one of ‘em: And Shiribi fellows — bad lads every one of ‘em, I collected them on my way down — these ghastly fellows said that the bags were full of silver!”




  “And they were not,” said Sanders.




  “Bits of iron, dear old Excellency,” said Bones.




  “Can you tell me this,” — Sanders was more than interested— “how long was it after you revealed yourself to Bosambo, that you examined the sacks?”




  Bones screwed up his eyes which meant that he was thinking.




  “About an hour.”




  “Tons of time for Bosambo,” said Sanders and Hamilton together.




  Sanders looked at his subordinate thoughtfully. “I’m afraid you’re not a master of disguise, Bones — I heard about your progress from village to village. Everybody knew you but they were too polite to say so: they called you the new spy.”




  “Knew me, dear old Excellency?” squeaked Bones incredulously. “But my dear old Excellency Ham, old lad… my disguise was wonderful. I shan’t get that beastly stain off for months…”




  “A perfect disguise, I agree,” said Sanders, “but wandering natives do not wear wrist watches.”




  Bones was more interested than abashed.




  “Then how the dooce do they tell the time?” he asked.




  X. The Keepers of the Treasure




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Years and years ago, cala cala as the saying is, when the Portuguese were in the land, came many canoes along the great river. In those days there was a river that ran through the N’gombi country — it is now an overgrown depression in the forest. Whence came this expedition nobody knew. The men camped on the edge of the Ochori country and made a fortification with the help of forced labour. Then came other men in pursuit, and there was a great battle of swords and spears, and in the end the attackers succeeded. Every defender was put to the sword, but when the victorious captain came to look for the ten great boxes which the fugitives had brought with them they were not to be found. They had been buried by somebody — legend gave credit to a score of somebodies.




  From time to time adventurers had sought the hiding place; one chief of the Ochori, who was supposed to know where the boxes were hidden, had been put to the torture; commissioners had made the most careful enquiries, commanders of expeditions who were of a romantic turn of mind had dug and probed, but all to no purpose.




  There remained this substance to the legend, that in a village of the Ochori three men were called The Keepers of the Treasure Place, and the office was hereditary and very old.




  What treasure they guarded no man knew. They professed to have exact information, and whispered their secret to every new guardian that death appointed.




  The Portuguese treasure was a common subject of gossip up and down the coast. Once Lieutenant Tibbetts had made an ineffectual search, guided by a dream. Captain Hamilton of the King’s Houssas suggested a remedy for such dreams.




  “Coarseness, dear old thing!” murmured Bones, shocked. “Vulgarity, dear old officer! Come, come, this will never do!”




  “Did you really dream you saw the cave?” asked Sanders, interested.




  “Yes, Excellency and friend. A dashed big cave in the side of the mountain. Wonderful lights, all colours, inside. And I stepped brightly into the cave an’ there was a dear old johnny in a white robe, an angel or something ghastly, and he said—”




  “‘Welcome, Ali Baba’?” suggested Hamilton. Bones made a tutting noise.




  The next time he went into the Ochori he came to a village reputedly built on or near the site of the treasure trove, and interviewed the chief.




  “Lord, it is true that I and two very old men are keepers of this wonder which no man has seen because of the devils who sit under the trees by day and night and change into a hundred leopards when man goes near them. But the place may not be told until I and the two old men die.”




  Bones spent a week in the forest, looking for a place where buried treasure might be, and all the time he was stalked by the slim widow who coveted the treasure. In course of time Bones went back to face the withering sarcasms of his superior officer, but the widow continued her search, for she had a rapacious lover who desired wealth — a tall, broad man who plastered his hair with clay and wore the skin of a leopard and stood around in statuesque attitudes, but did nothing much else to earn his living.




  This woman, whose name was N’saki, had had three husbands and each of these died. There was nothing remarkable about their ends. They were very old, and the Dark One beckons such with great frequency. Such is the mind of man that when she offered herself to M’gama, the middle — aged chief of the village, he rejected her.




  “It seems that there is a devil in you, N’saki, so that men who have loved you go quickly to the ghosts. Three Keepers of the Treasure have taken you to their huts and three have died. Now, I desire to live, and all the loveliness you offer me is as nothing if I die.”




  N’saki was a rich woman, her three husbands having been plentifully blessed. Also she was beautiful to look upon and so clever that she read men’s minds. She was eighteen, slim as a reed, and childless. And she greatly wished to be the wife of the chief of the village, who reputedly shared the secret of the buried treasure. Some said this was dead ivory and some that it was white man’s wealth. Her handsome lover favoured the latter theory.




  “All you have done is for nothing, woman,” he said irritably. “Three dying men have you had in your hands and none told you the Magic Ground, and their places have been filled.”




  “O, N’kema — M’libi!” she pleaded. “I did what was to be done; some I choked a little, so that they were frightened, but because of their ju — ju they feared worse to tell me. Now, M’gama is a greater coward, and if he would have had me as his wife I would have made him speak. I will ask him again, and if he will not take me I will go to Bosambo and tell him of this treasure, for I think that M’gama knows of the little ‘yellow cup.”




  Now, this was true, that there had appeared in M’gama’s hut a yellow cup of beautiful design, and, wise men knew it was gold, but none was so wise that he could guess where M’gama had found it. N’saki guessed.




  “I will find a way,” she said.




  Eventually she found it, with the aid of a man from Senegal and another from the Kroo coast, who were at that moment newly arrived on the coast from the city and state of New York.




  One of these was from Dakar, and his name was Fendi. He was a black man, Nubian black as distinct from the brown men of the river. The French did not like Fendi, who spoke three languages well, and since the French are masters of Senegal their antipathy counted. They did not like his influence or the prosperity which enabled him to live in enviable luxury, but their first objection to him was his poisonous contact with civilization. For Fendi had been to France, had fought in the ring both in Paris and in New York, and had been expelled from the latter city at the instance of the emigration authorities (“Where’n hell’s this Dakar, anyway?” asked the puzzled official.)




  Fendi had joined up with certain tough forces in Harlem, where he had lived for five years, and his American adventures had terminated with a gang fight in which razors, automatics and broken glass had figured conspicuously.




  They took Fendi out of the hospital whither unloving hands had borne him and put him on a boat bound for the coast.




  “Come back and we’ll bump you,” said an official significantly.




  “I shouldn’t be the first gen’leman you’ve bumped,” said Fendi defiantly.




  He took away with him from the United States enough money to live (by Dakar standards) in comfort for the rest of his life.




  With him was exported one Mr Seluki, a native of Liberia and a Master of Arts of the University of Romeville (Oklahoma). That M. A. set him back two hundred bucks. Seluki stopped off at Dakar, and, with his friend, went up to St. Louis, which lies at the end of the railway. St. Louis was dull; Dakar was slow. They came back to the capital and settled down with certain undesirable elements in the lower town.




  Fendi’s pride in his home town brought no enthusiastic response from his companion.




  “Yuh! That Governor General’s palace is fine, but gimme Little Old!”




  In this familiar way did he refer to the Empire City of New York.




  In the lodging house where they stayed they met a Christian, American — trained native who had worked with the missionaries until he was found out. He had stories to tell of a land flowing with milk and honey — a raw, rich country stiff with dead ivory. “Why, fellers, there was a guy from Liberia, a nigger named Bosambo, who went in and cleaned up, and he’s worth a million dollars if he’s worth talking about. And have you heard about the buried treasure? A million dollars’ worth, and any guy could snitch it.”




  Fendi listened and was fascinated; Seluki had heard of Bosambo and the treasure before.




  A month later the two boarded an Elder Dempster boat southward.




  “What you gotta do,” counselled the Christian man, “is to play native. You go in fresh an’ start cracking English and this guy Sanders’ll fire you out so that you’ll never feel the grass rustle under your feet. And don’t pull any missionary stuff neither. He won’t stand for Allelulia niggers. Get him right and he’s dead easy.”




  To the residency on a certain afternoon came two humble natives and Seluki, who talked Bomongo fluently, was the spokesman.




  “Lord, we wish to go to our cousin Bosambo,” he said glibly.




  Mr. Commissioner Sanders surveyed the men coldly.




  “You are Liberian, but this man is from Senegal,” he said.




  Fendi was startled. This was the first white man he had ever met who could differentiate one tribe from another at a glance.




  “Also you must tell me why you wish to go to the Ochori. Once before a poor relation of Bosambo came here and there was trouble, for Bosambo is no rich man with alms to give.”




  “Nor are we poor men, lord,” said Seluki eagerly. “I bring a bag of silver and I have a book for money.”




  He produced before the sceptical Commissioner a bag of veritable cash. The three boxes that had been landed on the beach were not opened.




  “Go with God,” said Sanders, “you and the Sengalese. But this is a wild country, and here there are many bad men. You shall not blame me if your money goes in the night.”




  Fendi smiled to himself.




  They engaged paddlers from Chubiri to take them up stream, but long before they reached the Ochori country Bosambo had news of their coming, for Sanders had sent him a pigeon message, but, as the Commissioner had not mentioned the bag of silver, Bosambo’s greeting lacked cordiality.




  The long journey up river had been profitable in one respect. Fendi, like other natives of the coast, had a smattering of all the dialects; by the time they reached the Ochori city he was as proficient in Bomongo as his companions. He was not particularly happy.




  “This country is one large morgue,” he grumbled. “There isn’t ten cents in any of these villages. Compared with them, a Harlem slum’s like Riverside Drive. You’ve certainly got me for a sucker.”




  “You haven’t seen the big stuff yet,” said Seluki mysteriously and Fendi grunted.




  Fendi had the instincts of a gangster, and, providing there were any pickings to pick, he saw the immense possibility of this land which had distance without communication.




  “It seems to me,” he said, the day before they reached the Ochori, “there’s no gat in the country, except them that the soldiers have got down to the mouth of the river.”




  Seluki explained the law. Firearms were prohibited. He had already told his friend that.




  “I know,” said Fendi, “but naturally I thought there would be a bit of graft here; someone must be running guns on the side.”




  He was impressed by the bulk of Bosambo, a little irritated by his hauteur.




  “I see you, man,” said Bosambo, addressing his fellow countryman Seluki. “I see you, yet I do not know you. I have nothing to give you, and when you have slept you shall take your paddlers and return to your own home. Who am I that I should keep hungry men from Liberia?”




  “O Bosambo,” said Seluki loftily, “I ask nothing of you. I come as a giver.”




  He clapped his hands, and one of his men lugged forward the bag of silver, and Seluki carefully unrolled the top. Bosambo looked and blinked.




  “Ah, now I see that you are my friend,” he said enthusiastically. “Tell me, brother, does Sandi know you brought this great treasure for me?”




  Seluki swallowed something.




  “Sandi knows I have the money,” he said, “but no man knows that I have brought this to you; for this is my own. Yet I will let you take all that your two hands can hold.”




  Bosambo stepped down from his stool and was about to plunge his hands into the bag, then stopped.




  “First I will pray in my hut, for I am of the true faith, Seluki, and I will ask the guidance of the Prophet.”




  He was gone some time. When he reappeared he walked quickly to the bag, thrust in his h and arms to his elbows, and Fendi gasped as he saw the amount that was removed. For some curious reason money was not only held in his hands, but covered his arms like huge silver spangles.




  “O ko!” said Seluki in dismay.




  Bosambo went straight to his hut, deposited the silver, and washed off the thick copal gum which he had spread on his arms. When he came back he was in the most amiable frame of mind.




  “You shall sleep in my best hut, and to — night I will have a great dance for you. To — morrow you shall sit in my palaver house on my right hand and my left, and the people shall do homage to you. As for that bag of silver, I will put it in a safe place.”




  “I know nothing safer than my own hut, Bosambo,” said his guest with some acerbity.




  There was a dance that night which was witnessed by two other strangers to the city. N’saki had come a long journey to make a palaver with Bosambo about a certain gold cup of curious design.




  After the dance Fendi saw a comely girl edging towards the select crescent of spectators. With a vanity which is eternal in man he thought her eyes were for him, and, detaching himself from the guests at a moment when all eyes were for the swaying bodies of the dancers, he came up to her.




  “O woman, I am the man you seek.” Here he was wrong; but N’saki was an opportunist and knew him, by the quick reputation he had acquired, to be both rich and powerful. “To — night I shall sit in the little hut which has been made for me,” he said. “Let us talk together and I will tell you of people like none other in the world.”




  She shook her head, which means “yes,” and that night she went to him, and, when she had the opportunity of talking, she told him of M’gama and the little golden cup.




  Three days after, he took from one of his boxes a bundle of cloth and unrolling this exposed four automatics with appropriate etceteras. He and Seluki left, ostensibly on a hunting trip, accompanied by three bearers. Near to the village of M’gama the bearers were to be sent back, but before that could happen an unfortunate thing occurred. One of the bearers was a spy of Bosambo’s, sent to report on the doings of the strangers. He was an inquisitive man and he was curious to know what were the contents of the little bags which the adventurers carried strapped to their shoulders.




  In the dark of the night he opened one and saw the automatic and the spare magazines and took counsel with his fellows.




  “O ko! These men carry the little — little guns that say ‘ha ha,’ and this Bosambo must know.”




  As they squatted over their fire Fendi rolled over to his companion and woke him.




  “These niggers have lamped the gats, Selu’. They gotta be bumped.”




  The “bumping” occurred at daybreak. Two of the bearers fell in their tracks and never knew what hit them. The third, the spy, ran for it, the bullets whistling after him. It was Seluki who dropped him at the edge of the small stream Busini, and Fendi, running up, saw the water pink with blood and the swirl of a quickly moving crocodile.




  He went back, and with his companion hid the bodies of the carriers he had slain.




  “If that ‘jane’ plays square we’ll be outa this country before there’s a breeze. French territory’s forty — five miles due north — and I’m a French subject!”




  The “jane” was waiting an hour’s march away from the scene of the tragedy, and with her her tall and statuesque lover, who leaned on a spear and said nothing.




  Her first words were disconcerting.




  “Show me your little — little gun that killed Bosambo’s men.”




  Being vain, Fendi showed her the automatic. To his surprise she handled the weapon scientifically.




  “These I have seen,” she said. “Once there was a soldier of Sandi who loved me for a week and he showed me these mysteries.”




  She pulled back the safety catch, deftly removed the magazine and replaced it, before she handed it back to the impatient gangster.




  Her plan was simple. On the rind of the moon M’gama and the two old keepers of the treasure went out into the forest, throwing curses behind them and weaving their ju — jus to guard their path. So that any who followed or spied on them would be stricken blind and presently would be devoured inch by inch by a most terrible lizard.




  “He will come this night,” she said. “We will rest here until the trees go to sleep on the ground, and then I will show you the way.”




  At sunset, when the shadows of the trees ran for enormous distances, she walked ahead of them into a gloom that became instantly night. The rind of the moon was in the sky when they reached their destination, and they squatted within sight of the forest path down which presently would come M’gama and the two trustees.




  Punctually to the minute three figures came out of the gloom and vanished, with M’saki and the two strangers on their trail. For an hour they walked noiselessly until they came to a small knoll where stood four trees, and at the foot of the knoll M’gama and his two companions halted and performed mysterious rites, and would have gone away again, only Fendi and his companions stood in their path.




  “Now,” said Fendi, when the three old men were tied securely, “tell me where this beautiful treasure is hidden.”




  He questioned them all night, using various methods. One old man died in the process, but the other two were dumb. He had a brief consultation with Seluki.




  “We’ll have to let up on these two old guys,” he said. “Give ‘um a rest, and maybe to — night they’ll squeal.”




  “What about the ‘jane’?” asked Seluki.




  Fendi looked over his shoulder at the girl and her motionless lover.




  “They’ve gotta be bumped,” he said.




  It was not two days or three days or yet four when the last of the living men spoke, and for six hours Fendi and his friend dug into the solid earth. They recovered many things that remained of the loot of a forgotten African monastery, filched by Portuguese filibusters; cups and chalices and golden vessels, and a rotting bag of gold coins.




  The lover did not assist in the digging, but he helped to carry the treasure to the river that trickled into the French territory, and which was eight miles distant. He even stirred himself to steal a big canoe from an up — river village He chose up river because the canoe floated down with a very small expenditure of energy. In the canoe the treasure was loaded.




  “All is well now,” said N’saki, “and I will tell you an island where you may go and hide.”




  “Sure!” said Fendi. “But let’s go back and see if there’s anything we’ve left behind.”




  The four trudged back to the treasure hole.




  “O man,” said Fendi, feeling stealthily for his gun, “look deep in that hole and see if there is anything we have forgotten.”




  The lover staggered forward and bent over, and the gun jerked up and spat fire. Fendi turned, his pistol poised, but the girl had vanished. He saw an agitated movement of long grass and fired twice, but when he dashed in the direction she had taken she had gone, and he could not find her.




  “That’s bad. We’ve got to catch that dame before she gets to the river,” he said.




  And then, unrolling his pack, he made a discovery.




  “Where’s that other gun?” he asked, and his face went grey.




  For N’saki had once a lover who taught her the mysteries of automatics.




  Again he blundered through some undergrowth where he had detected a movement, and Seluki was close on his heels.




  “I see you,” said a hard little voice.




  The men were so close to her that she could not miss…




  A pigeon came to headquarters. Bones was hustled in the middle of the night on to the Zaire with twenty soldiers, and, steaming night and day, stopping only at the woodings, he came to the Ochori village, and a very serious Bosambo was waiting.




  “Lord, there are guns in this country,” he said. “Two men you sent to me went out in search of treasure, and they shot my private man. And because Sandi has said we must not go against guns, I sent for you.”




  Two of his fighting regiments were ready for the march. He strode by the side of Bones through the Ochori forest, and presently came to the village of M’gama — but M’gama was not there. Trackers found his body and brought Lieutenant Tibbetts to the spot. Earth had been turned here, and Bones pointed.




  “Set your young men to dig with their spears.”




  They dug for a short time and presently they found Fendi and his friend, but nothing else.




  “These men have been shot,” said Bosambo. “Here are the little guns.”




  Four pistols lay in the hole. M’saki had no further use for them; she was paddling a laden canoe towards the French territory, singing a song that was all about her dead lover and the treasure that would bring her many successors.




  XI. The Present
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  D’mini, the dancing girl, was a great giver. She gave all that clever feet could give to the old king who lives beyond the Ghost Mountains, and at night, when he sat nodding before the big fire which burnt in front of his fine hut — and when it was death to his captains and servants, and even to his wives if they dared so much as to sneeze, and worse than death to a dancing woman if he came awake and found her motionless — she would dance and never stop through his slumberings, until her breath came in thin, whistling gasps and her wet and palpitating body was one great ache and weariness.




  She gave to M’suru, the old king’s captain, who was slightly mad and he took all she had to give, and showed her his broad hunting sword with its keen edge, and told her what would happen to her if she spoke of their friendship; and she gave presents of skin and ivory that came her way at odd intervals to an old woman who looked after her, and whom she believed was her mother. And in return the old woman gave her dreams.




  Stretched on the skin bed, D’mini listened with closed eyes.




  “Long, long ago, cala cala, the White King came across the Ghost Mountains, and with him a tall chief who had a shining eye, and him they called Tibbetti. And even the old king was afraid. In this land beyond the mountains, all is kindness; and the White King, whose name is Sandi, will let no woman be flogged and no man be chopped in the night, and the man with the shining eye is his son, and he is very beautiful — as far as white people can be beautiful — and very kind to women…”




  With these dreams D’mini, the dancing girl, eased the hard way of her life, so that when the old man, in a fit of wrath, had her whipped for some fault (M’suru knew why she danced so lifelessly) she fixed her mind and her soul on the son of Sandi, who was kind to women. Then one day her own brother, who lived in a distant village, spoke against the old king, and was taken by the king’s soldiers and put to torture.




  And neither that night nor the next did M’suru speak to her, and when she went to dance before the old man in the light of the fire, his counsellors drove her away; and she knew that her end was near.




  In the dark of the night she took a canoe, and paddled down the swift stream. Near to the gorge, where the waters run with such force that no paddler dare go farther, she came to land, and went on foot towards the high hills which in the cold months are powdered with white dust. Beyond these lay a land ruled by a King whose son was tall, and was kind to women..




  *




  “The first of next month, dear old officer,” said Bones, with an air of unconcern, “is my birthday.”




  “Let us keep to the more important matter of pants,” said Captain Hamilton coldly.




  They sat in the sweltering clothes store; ranged on long benches were piles of garments designed for issue. There were shirts — khaki, and shorts — drill, boots — tropical, puttees — service; all the sartorial paraphernalia of the strenuous military life.




  Bones sighed heavily.




  “Why not, dear old Ham, send back to G.H.Q. and say you found ‘em?” he suggested hopefully. “After all, dear old Ham, if we say we’ve got sixty — nine pairs of pants and that perfectly ghastly quartermaster says that we’ve only got forty — nine, aught there not, as it were, dear old officer, to be rejoicing at headquarters? Now if I was at headquarters, and I found that somebody had got twenty — nine pants more than they ought to have, I’d send a wire saying ‘Get on with the good work, old thing—’”




  “But, you poor, addle — pated greyhound, we haven’t got any surplus pants at all. We’ve got just the number we should have. The return you made was as wrong as—”




  Hamilton was weary and impatient.




  “In that case,” demanded the exasperated Bones, “what’s all the bother about, dear old thing? Simply send the old josser a note saying ‘Dear Sir: Re yours of even date, pants found, all is well. Love to auntie, kiss baby, Bill.”




  Hamilton sat down in a hard chair and mopped his streaming forehead.




  “Do you mind going away and drowning yourself?” he asked — gently, for him.




  “O Abiboo “ — Captain Hamilton called the sergeant of Houssas waiting outside the hut— “bring all the books to my room.”




  Bones had a brilliant inspiration.




  “Listen, Ham,” he said eagerly, “I’ve got it! All these pants are in pairs, dear old thing. Do you think the naughty old quartermaster is reckoning two to a pair? How’s that?”




  “Get out!”




  It was in the very dark hours of a sweltering morning that, poring over Bones’ illegible returns he found the error. Bones in some mysterious fashion had added the sizes of military pants to the quantities.




  Though the next day was not Bones’ birthday, he came to breakfast to find a stale gingerbread cake which had been sent some six months before by a misguided relative, and on it were seven large tallow candles, all burning offensively at various angles.




  “I’m taking time by the forelock,” said Hamilton. “The candles are not for your years, but for your mentality.”




  Bones, with great dignity, lifted the cake, carried it to the door and kicked it into the parade ground.




  He was very silent that day, and in the evening, as they sat in the cool of the verandah, drinking coffee that refused to get cool, he revealed his startling resolve.




  “I’m going to turn over a new leaf, dear old Ham. My youth is passed, dear old boy. I am a man, Ham. As Shakespeare so dinkily puts it, life’s a dashed serious thing. No more giddy frivolity, dear old captain. Do you agree with me, Excellency?”




  “Quite,” said Mr. Commissioner Sanders, who was thinking of something else.




  “I’m going to burn the banjulele and take a course in bookkeeping. There’s a fellow advertising in one of those magazines who teaches the whole beastly business in thirteen lessons.”




  “An unlucky number for you,” said Hamilton.




  “Nothing but duty from now on, old friend,” said Bones firmly. “I’ve got the thing completely settled in my mind: seven to eight, Swedish exercises, dear old boy; eight to nine, study of military law; nine to eleven, bookkeeping; eleven to one, military duties as per schedule; one hour for lunch, or perhaps a little less; two to four, strategy and tactics; four to four — thirty, a simple cup of tea, dear old boy, and maybe a thin slice of bread and butter; four — thirty to seven, a little biology, or maybe zoology; bed at eight.”




  “If you would spend a couple of hours a day learning to write so that intelligent people could read your infernal—”




  “Catagraphy?” suggested Bones helpfully. “That means getting up two hours earlier, but I’ll do it, Ham — for your sake, sweetheart.” He dodged the book that Hamilton hurled at him.




  For two days Bones kept to some kind of programme. He was certainly invisible between two in the afternoon and five. He was also invisible most of the other hours of the day when Hamilton wanted him. But, curiously enough, he remained very serious, and when Hamilton found him voluntarily instructing a squad in the art of bayonet fighting, it did seem that the new leaf was well and truly turned. But, as Hamilton said, Bones lived a lifetime every three days, and you never quite knew what the next day would bring.




  Bones smiled archly when he heard this.




  “What will my birthday bring, dear old Ham? I saw a little parcel that came from H.Q. yesterday—”




  “That was a bottle of tasteless castor oil,” said Hamilton coldly. “You may have a half, but I never intended it as a present.”




  Sanders chuckled.




  “If you had given me good notice, Bones, I’d have got something from London — a box of chocolates—”




  “Or a box of bricks — or better still, a ready reckoner.”




  But Bones was not perturbed.




  “I’ve got a ready reckoner, old Ham, but I want another — mine is last year’s. Now, if anybody wants to buy me a present I’ll tell you what I’d like. Braces, dear old Ham, or a pair of jolly little links — crystal and diamonds—”




  Even as Bones was speaking, a present was on its way.




  *




  M’suru — b’langa, the warrior of the old king who lives beyond the Ghost Mountains, came down into the Ochori country with twenty huntsmen, for they were on the trail of the woman D’mini, and in any case were contemptuous of boundaries. And so trespassing in forbidden lands, they came upon another hunting party under Bosambo, paramount chief of the Ochori, by courtesy called “king.”




  The parties met in the forest, and Bosambo, a stickler for the law when it was on his side, stared at the strange men.




  “O Bosambo, I see you,” said M’suru, with the cool familiarity of an equal. “Have you and your young men seen a woman pass this way?”




  “Whose dog are you?” asked Bosambo politely.




  M’suru stiffened. “I am M’suru who stands next to the great king,” he said.




  Bosambo could be heavily sarcastic. He was all that now.




  “O ko! And now you stand next to the king of the Ochori, M’suru, and only my guard speak to me with spears in their hands.”




  M’suru hesitated. Here was a famous breaker of necks, if stories were true; one without fear or thought of kings or ghosts or devils. A broad, immense man without fat.




  He dropped his killing spears at his feet, and his men followed his example.




  “Now you shall tell me, M’suru, why you are in my fine land with spears, so that I may make a book for Sandi my master. Sit.”




  M’suru squatted on the ground, trembling with rage, for only the king in his own land could say “sit” or “stand,” and he was a proud man.




  “This woman D’mini has spoken against the king because he gave her brother to the skins. Also she is a witch. For when she dances, all men must dance. Therefore, I come to take her back to the master so that she may die.”




  Bosambo looked at the speaker for a long time before he spoke.




  “If you kill all women who make men dance, then the world will die, for there will be no woman left alive,” he said dryly. “Go back to your land, M’suru, for this is the land of my king, who does not kill women nor sew men into sacks. This palaver is finished.”




  M’s rose and gathered up his spears.




  “This I will do, Bosambo.”




  His voice was almost humble, his manner was surprisingly deferential. Bosambo, who was not unimpressed by sudden humility, lifted his shield to the level of his chin.




  The man turned in his tracks, and, in accordance with custom, Bosambo turned too, for the immemorial law is that enen or potential enemies, who are parting in friendship, turn back to back.




  “Watch!”




  The voice, thin and shrill with fear, came from a reedy patch of coarse grass. He turned swiftly, saw the spear leave M’suru’s hand, and caught it on the boss of his shield. Then, as the stranger turned to fly, Bosambo’s shoulder went backward and forward…The spear caught M’suru between spine and armpit, and he died instantly.




  “Follow,” said Bosambo to his men, as M’suru’s hunters vanished.




  Then he went back to the reeds. “Come to me, woman,” he said, and the grass shook and heaved, and into his sight came D’mini, the woman.




  She was very slim and gracefully made, as he could see, for she wore neither cloth nor girdle. She had the thin nose of the Arab people, and her hair was straight and long. She looked at him with big eyes, and did not seem afraid.




  “I am D’mini, of the Great People,” she said; “and I seek the tall son of your King, who is kind to women; him they call Tibbetti.”




  Bosambo stared at her in astonishment.




  “O woman, he is not for you; but I will send a book of your words to Sandi, so that he shall know what to do for you. Afterwards I will send you in a canoe to him for judgment.”




  When his men returned from their chase with only one bloody spear to show, he went back to the Ochori village he had left that morning, and sent a swift runner to the Ochori city, carrying a tiny cigarette — paper on which he had scrawled his tidings. And the pigeon who carried this came perilously to headquarters with a hawk on his tail.




  Sanders was dozing in a chair when the news arrived. Pigeons were frequent visitors — not often did they bring news of high political doings, but this once the message that the little messenger brought was sufficient to set the bugles blowing, for Sanders knew the methods of the old king who lived beyond the Ghost Mountains.




  He had no blame for Bosambo. The customs of the land were well defined. He did not doubt that the Ochori chief had struck in self — defence — but the old king was a foreigner, and war with him meant complications in half a dozen European capitals. And war was inevitable, for this man who had been old since the beginning of the world (according to the river legend) was the head and commander of a highly organized fighting force.




  “Condemn all women who make wars!” he said cold — bloodedly. “Send word to Bosambo to meet Bones at the joining of the rivers, and to bring the woman with him.”




  “How much trouble is there going to be?” asked Captain Hamilton of the Houssas.




  “Five thousand rounds of small arms and two hundred shrapnel,” said practically. “Let us be on the safe side. Bones can go first on the Wiggle. We will follow him as a reserve. If we make too big a show we shall flatter the old devil.”




  Bones was indulging in his afternoon studies, oblivious to bugles and war, for he had eaten Yorkshire pudding for lunch, and in the coldest of climates York shire pudding is a deadly soporific.




  Hamilton found him lying uncovered on his bed, a mosquito gauze over his bare feet. His purple pyjamas were striped with pale lemon zigzags — Hamilton clutched the doorpost for support.




  “Arise, and gird your lions — Venus,” he snarled.




  Bones blinked himself awake.




  “All correct, sir,” he said hoarsely, as he brought his large feet to the floor. “Thinking, old boy — not asleep, just thinking, old Excellency. What’s the morning like?”




  “Very much like the afternoon,” said Hamilton. “The chief wants you.”




  The dazed Bones groped for his mosquito boots.




  “By gosh, he shall have me, old sir,” he said firmly. “As jolly old Browning says — we’ve only got to die once. Personally speakin’, that never cheered me up. If you died more than once you’d get used to it, old Ham. Do you see my meanin’? That’s philosophy.”




  He changed his mind about his boots, grabbed an armful of flimsy wear and vanished behind a curtain. Hamilton heard the splash of water and sundry gasps. A few minutes later Bones, lightly attired in his underwear, appeared.




  “Horrible,” said Hamilton. “Your mother should have done something about those knees of yours.”




  Against Sanders and his administration the old king’s heart was very sour. There had already been two encounters, one which might have ended in the destruction of the old man’s deadly regime but for the interest which European Powers had in this No Man’s Land which was claimed by every man. He had grown in strength and in arrogance, so that once when Sanders had asked for a palaver to deal with certain outstanding matters, he could afford to reply tardily and with insolence.




  When the news came to him of M’suru’s death he lost little time. Within forty — eight hours his war-drums had summoned two fighting regiments and they were on their way to the pass, the one practicable track which crosses the Ghost Mountains.




  His task was not a simple one. The Northern Ochori were normally antagonistic to their chief, and friendly to the old king. There was a certain amount of intercourse and trading between the two tribes, and they must not be antagonized, since an unfriendly nation, however weak, holding one end of the pass, would be an everlasting danger to the arrogant old man. So that a march through the Ochori country was impossible because there was no line of demarcation between the friendly and the unfriendly section of the population. His regiments could march laterally along the western foot — hills and the mountains until they came to the river. This they did, their canoes being floated down to them through that impossible channel whose current was so strong that no canoe had ever passed up what was literally a watery slope.




  The first regiment had not crossed the pass before Bosambo heard. His rendezvous with Bones was three hours’ journey by river, and he was waiting at the junction of the streams when the little Wiggle came painfully round the bluff.




  “Lord, there is trouble here,” said the chief, “and all because of this woman, who is, as I think, no better than she should he.”




  He had brought the girl aboard, and she stood aloof from the suspicious guards that surrounded her, a dainty figure of a girl, watching the tall young man interestedly. For the moment, Bones gave her little attention. Most wars began this way, and the woman in the case was as a rule most uninteresting.




  When Bones sat down to an examination on tactics and strategy under the disapproving eyes of his superior, his papers were usually well under the figure at which a studious young officer can pass. But Bones in theory and Bones in practice were two entirely different individuals. He gave his instructions briefly, and Bosambo, well acquainted with the Tibbetti of action, listened and noted. So many men were to go across the river to hold that point where the stream narrows; so many old canoes were to be chained prow to stern across the river itself; this Ochori regiment with a machine — gun detachment of Houssas was to occupy the rising ground at the only place where the old king’s forces could land.




  Now the man who commanded the forces was the Chief Mofolobo, the old king’s hunter, a very cunning man who had in mind his master’s last instructions.




  “Eat up the Ochori and bring back the woman D’mini before Sandi and his soldiers come. But if there are soldiers of Sandi you shall not fight them, but by cunning steal the woman and secretly slay the leader of the white men, so that the heart of the soldiers shall be like wind on the waters of the river. Do this and let no man know that the king of the Great People struck.”




  When Mofolobo’s scouts came at night to the chained canoes, and they took back word to him, he knew that the white man and his soldiers had arrived. He drew back his canoes and sent only one to make a portage beyond the barrier of boats, and that canoe was filled with terrible men.




  Bones had time to see the cause of the threatened war that night — she had not ceased to look at him when he was in sight. And now she sat before him, rapt, hypnotized by his splendour.




  “O D’mini,” he said, “there will be a great war because of you, and I think many men will die.”




  She nodded her dissent.




  “Lord, that will not be, for often I have heard the old king say that he would not send his regiments against Sandi your King because of all the trouble that came to him cala cala. Also, lord, I know the heart of M’suru.” She shivered. “He stood next to the king.” Bones was looking at her interestedly. He had seen her type before — a throw-back to an old Arab ancestry.




  “What will I do with you, D’mini?” he asked. “For you are not of any people.”




  She was breathing quickly, her great brown eyes fixed on his.




  “Lord, let me be your servant, and I will work for you and tend your garden…”




  Bones shook his head with a fearful grin which she thought was very beautiful.




  “Of that we shall speak to — morrow,” he said, and replied to her other offer with greater emphasis.




  Before the sun set he went to inspect his sentries, and found that Bosambo had anticipated him.




  “Master,” said the chief, “it has come to me that the old king will not fight you because you are white, but he will try to carry by cunning what he cannot do by battle. Bring your ship nearer to the bank, where my soldiers are sleeping, and no harm shall come to you.”




  But here Bones returned a definite negative. Bosambo’s troops were encamped at a place where the current had scooped out the shore into a little bay, and he had no desire to be caught at any point where he had not a field of fire in three directions. He brought the Wiggle to one of the promontories, moored her with long hawsers, and before he went to bed that night set his guards at certain vital points.




  “Where is the woman D’mini?” he asked Abiboo, never dreaming that she was not ashore.




  “Lord, she sits by your door and will not move.” And there Bones found her; nor could she be persuaded either to go ashore or to find another sleeping place. He would have insisted, but she gave him a perfectly natural reason why she should remain close to one in authority, and he went into his cabin and had no sooner closed the door when he felt the pressure of her resting back against it.




  “Deuced awkward!” said Bones.




  He laid his two automatics on a small table by the side of his bed, stretched himself on the mattress and in a few minutes was asleep. No noise disturbed him, and the lightest sound would have brought him awake. Not even the posted sentries heard or saw the canoe that came upstream in the shadow of the bank.




  “The woman I cannot get,” said Mofolobo to his confidant, “but the young man with the shining eye sleeps in the middle of his big canoe.”




  Bones slept on peacefully. There must have been some slight sound, because he began to dream. It was his birthday… he was dimly conscious of the fact, even in his sleep. And there was a great party at headquarters, and everybody brought presents — all sorts of improbable people… the old vicar he knew in Guildford, and his housemaster, and that ghastly drill instructor at Sandhurst. They were all seated round the table, and before each was a priceless gift… diamonds..




  “I don’t care for diamonds, dear old thing,” murmured Bones, and sat up.




  He had heard nothing consciously, but the under-mind of him had made a deep record, and he was instantly awake. He moved stealthily to the door, pistol in hand. He heard a shot, and another, and the swift “swish” of paddles. “Tried to bring me a birthday present!” said Bones, and flung open the door.




  Something fell against his leg and pushed him back. He switched on the light, and looked down into the dead eyes of D’mini, the dancer, who had given him life.




  M’GALA THE ACCURST




  Once upon a time a Secretary of State for the Colonies (as he was then styled) invented a new office, and filled it instantly with a relative of his. This new official was styled Inspector of Native Territories and protectorates. Later the rank was changed to Inspector — General, but the salary remained the same, £1,500 a year and generous allowances.




  There had been successive Inspector — Generals, energetic ones, easy — going ones who spent most of their time on leave, but there had never been a really nasty Inspector — General till Major Commeder Banks was appointed. He was a terribly hasty man, who stood six foot three in his stockings, a broad — shouldered, fair — haired, handsome, god — like creature, if one could imagine a god that had run slightly to fat.




  Nobody knew very much about him except that he was well off, had been an officer in the army, and that he had married four times. The heavy mortality among his wives was understood by those who had the misfortune to be brought into touch with him. He was a carping bully. His attitude at best was one of conscious condescension. He seemed to find a delight in bringing misery to all who for their sins came under his dominion.




  He broke two Commissioners and an Inspector of Police in the first year of his service. He drove into retirement the best administrator the territories had ever had. He so tortured an aged and inefficient pay master over his accounts that one morning he was found dead with a revolver by his side. His manners were poisonous; he was hated through fifteen degrees of latitude; and when news came to Sanders that, for the first time in his three years’ tour of office, Major Commeder Banks was paying a visit to the River, the faces of his two subordinates fell, for the Inspector-General had a military as well as a civil jurisdiction.




  “To — night we start on those company and store accounts, Bones,” said Hamilton seriously. “I’ll help you, and the Commissioner will lend you his clerk.”




  “Leave it to Bones,” said Lieutenant Tibbetts, but half — heartedly. “This naughty old Banks won’t rattle me, dear old Ham.”




  “He won’t rattle you, he’ll murder you,” said Hamilton shortly.




  Through the hot night he and Bones pored over a smudged and often corrected ledger.




  “What’s this two pounds four and six?” asked Hamilton.




  “Two pounds four and six,” said Bones promptly.




  Hamilton groaned. Again his quick pen went up and down the column, and again the total was wrong.




  “Perhaps it’s twenty — four and six?” suggested Bones helpfully.




  It was. Hamilton made the correction… five minutes later found another error. The ledger was a sad sight when they had finished with it.




  “The only thing to do is to start a fresh book, get a couple of clerks working day and night, and by the time his nibs arrives we’ll have everything ship shape.”




  But his nibs came a day too soon. Commeder Banks was, curiously enough, for a man who elected to live on the Coast, a very rich man. He had a small steam yacht which had been worked out to the Coast, and it was his joy to pounce on a Tuesday upon a shivering community that had not expected him until Friday.




  He came blustering up to the residency, and with him a slim, pale, frightened girl.




  “You’re Hamilton, eh?” he boomed, and shook the offered hand limply. “And you’re Tibbetts?”




  “Glad to meet you, dear old Inspector,” said Bones, “and your charming daughter, dear old sir—”




  Banks’ face went, as black as thunder.




  “My wife,” he snapped. “And what do you mean, sir, by calling me ‘dear old Inspector?’ Discipline is slack here, Sanders, very slack.”




  “Mr. Sanders,” said Sanders quietly.




  For a second their eyes met, the steel and the faded blue, and for once in his life Major Banks was uncomfortable.




  “Emmie, you know these people?” he said to the nervous girl. “Mr. Sanders, Tibbetts, Hamilton.” He introduced them with a sweep of his hand and walked in front of Sanders into the residency.




  Lunch was a trial for everybody except Major Banks. He talked incessantly to everybody except Bones. Evidently that young man had offended him beyond hope of pardon, and it made matters no easier that Bones devoted his marked attention to Mrs. Banks. But that was because Bones’ attentions were invariably well marked.




  She was very pretty in a scared way. Sanders judged her to be in the region of twenty — four — she was, in fact, two years younger, and had married her present husband when she was seventeen.




  “What you ought to see, dear old Mrs. Banks, is the N’gombi territory—”




  “Don’t call my wife ‘dear old Mrs. Banks!’” bellowed the Major, red in the face; and then he glared at his wife. “The key, my dear!”




  He fumbled in his pocket, produced a small Yale key, and Sanders’ saw the girl shrink back as though she had been struck. The Inspector — General roared with laughter.




  “I’ll bet you don’t know what that means, my dear fellow? Do you think I lock her up when she’s naughty? Not a bit of it. She knows — ask her!”




  There was a most tense and uncomfortable moment. Sanders moved uneasily in his chair. The big man waved his finger playfully at his wife.




  “No flirtations, Emmie darling! No more Freddies!”




  “I never gave him the key, James,” she quavered. “You know it’s not true.”




  He silenced her with a gesture. That was all the reference that was made to the mysterious key and the incident in the past which he held over her head like a whip. But it was characteristic of him that, whatever the key signified, he carried it with him day and night, and would produce it before strangers to humiliate her.




  He spent the afternoon examining reports in Sanders’ office. They were mainly written in Sanders’ own neat hand and he read them through word by word, checking certain tables showing taxation with a little book that he had brought with him.




  “What is this, Sanders?” he said suddenly. “This doesn’t seem right. The N’gombi paid twenty — eight thousand kilos of rubber — you show thirteen.”




  “That is the Lower N’gombi,” said Sanders coldly. “You will find the Upper N’gombi produced fifteen.”




  The Major shook his head. “Not very much for a big territory, you know, Mr. Sanders,” he said disparagingly. “You ought to get twice as much.”




  “That is a matter for you to discuss with the Government,” said Sanders, in his iciest tone. “I am only authorized to collect twenty — eight thousand. I will note your strictures and report them to Whitehall.”




  “I’m passing no strictures,” said the Major hastily.




  He had been warned against Sanders; knew that the Commissioner had many influential friends at home. He made no further comment, but it was not difficult to see that he had passed on some of the dislike he felt for Bones to the Commissioner.




  At dinner that night he was insufferable. He bullied his wife, contradicted Sanders, silenced Hamilton, and would have done the same to Bones, but Bones was a very difficult man to suppress.




  “These territories should be reorganized. They’re run in the most haphazard fashion—”




  “Not at all, dear old Inspector,” said Bones blandly. “That’s where you’re wrong, that’s where you’re quite wrong, my dear old sir.”




  The Major glared at him. Bones was unabashed. “Is it usual for a subaltern officer to give the lie — I repeat, give the lie — to a high official of state?” he asked.




  “Quite wrong, dear old Inspector, and I’m glad you know it! I couldn’t help thinking, when you were contradicting dear old Excellency just now, what perfectly ghastly bad form it was.”




  The Major spluttered and was silent. Hamilton quaked for his subaltern. He quaked a little more when Bones told a story to the girl who was sitting by his side — a story that brought a smile to her pale face.




  “Emmie, my dear.” The Inspector — General’s voice was silky, but in his hand he held the key. “Don’t forget, my dear.”




  He turned his head by accident at that moment, and caught Sanders’ eye, and he saw there something so murderous that he was for the moment startled.




  It was an unnerving evening. Sanders was glad when his visitors had retired to his own room, which he had placed at their disposal. The real tragedy began next morning.




  “I want every account book brought to this office,” said the Major. “I want no explanations and no assistance. I am perhaps as good an auditor as the next man, Sanders — Mr. Sanders. What I should like, if it is possible, is for you to send away the gentleman who is affected — you were saying last night that you were due at a sort of palaver up the river. Perhaps you could take Mr. Tibbetts with you…”




  “How long will your audit take?” asked Sanders, in surprise.




  “A week,” said the other. “I want every voucher checked, and I’ll check them myself. I don’t wish to make charges against anybody, but my experience is that there’s a deplorable amount of petty peculation going on unchecked.”




  “Are you suggesting that I am guilty of peculation?” asked Hamilton, who was present.




  “Don’t snap at me, sir,” said the Major testily. “You have clerks, have you not? What is most likely to have happened is that, owing to a lack of efficient supervision, there may have been irregularities. I’ll say no more than that.”




  Sanders was due at an important palaver; but, important as it was, it could have been postponed but for the Inspector — General’s suggestion. He expressed his intention of leaving early the next morning, and that day was occupied in the collection of odd documents (many of which Bones found at the bottom of his trunks, and stored in odd crannies of his hut) and their arrangement in chronological order.




  The Inspector — General was more amiable that night: told Sanders something about his wealth. He had large interests in oil fields in America, from which the bulk of his income was drawn. He had the finest house in Sussex — a show place, at which, to use his own words, “royalty had stayed.”




  The man was an arrant and vulgar snob. He made no disguise that he loathed Bones; never referred to him except as “that pup.” He “travelled” a native clerk. Evidently from this man he had learned of the difficulties which the two sweating young officers had experienced in collecting their accounts together, and he gloated over their coming discomfiture.




  Sanders welcomed the dawn that sent him, with Bones and half a dozen Houssas, to the Zaire and the clean morning air of the river.




  At the appointed place he had an important territorial question to debate with five petty chiefs. He had also the problem of M’gala to settle; and, though he was not aware of it, this was the most important palaver of all. There was a man of the Lower N’gombi whom nobody loved. Nor was it to be expected that any man should speak well of him or any woman look on him with a kind light in her eyes. For he was accurst from his birth by certain ghosts and devils, none of which was of itself of any great potency, though in the aggregate they had great power.




  On the night M’gala came squalling into the world the witch doctor Tiki M’simba saw each and every devil creep into the mother’s hut, and they did not come out again. There was a sceptical man once who pointed out the indisputable fact that Tiki M’simba had quarrelled with M’gala’s father over a question of salt; but whether vengeance or clairvoyance was at the back of the doctor’s vision, all the people of the Lower N’gombi accepted M’gala’s misfortune. His mother hated him; his father, when he was still in the sprawling stage, left him on a sand spit, where crocodiles come in the heat of the day to bask.




  The first crocodile and Mr. Commissioner Sanders appeared simultaneously. The rifle of Lieutenant Tibbetts deprived the crocodile of any interest in his projected meal, and Sanders brought the little black satiny thing aboard the Zaire, and held a palaver in the nearest village to discover its paternity. This discovery was simply made. M’gala’s father came up for judgment.




  “Lord, this child is full of devils,” said that simple man, and related the circumstance of M’ gala’s birth.




  It took an hour to tell, but the Commissioner was very patient.




  “Bring me Tiki M’simba,” he said at last, and the witch doctor came reluctantly. “O man,” said Sanders, in his gentle way, which invariably heralded ungentle action, “you may see ghosts and devils and wonderful ju — jus, but none of these must do harm to any living man or woman.”




  “Lord,” said Tiki M’simba, deceived by Sanders’ courteous tone, “I see what I see.”




  “Also you shall feel what you feel,” said Sanders. They tied M’simba to a tree, and Abiboo, a sergeant of Houssas, whose right arm was diabolically strong, gave him twenty on the back for the good of his soul.




  Little M’gala grew up, therefore, in an atmosphere of hostility. He never met M’simba in the village street but that seer did not fix him with a glare that terrified him. Little boys and girls, who played the queer games which little boys and girls play wherever they live, ostracized him. His father built him a small hut, which was the size of a dog kennel, and there he slept and had his meals. For very soon it was learned by ocular demonstration that M’gala brought bad luck.




  If he looked at a goat for a long time, that goat died; if he stopped before a house to peer wistfully into its dark interior, some man or woman or child grew sick; if he spoke to any, they suffered pain. Once he watched a party of woodmen felling a tree. As he looked, the tree unexpectedly fell and killed two of them. The fishermen would not let him go on the river because he frightened the fish away.




  He grew to youth, herring — ribbed, lank, silent, and, in his not unpleasant face, a curious intellectuality such as is not seen in native people. Nobody hindered him, for fear of Sanders. It was rumoured that neither poison nor axe could destroy him. Once, when he was fifteen, the exasperated elders of the village, stimulated by M’simba, hired a band of outcast people who lived on the edge of the N’gombi forest to carry him away, and do what they would. Four men went in search of him one day, when he was hunting in the forest. They were never again seen alive; their bodies, mangled by leopards, were found, but no leopards were seen, nor had any hunter found the spoor of one.




  He built himself a hut away from his people and at the back of the settlement; and every day he came through the village, looking neither to the left nor to the right. Once he trod upon thorns, maliciously disposed in the path. He leaned against a hut while he cleared his feet of the thorns. A few paces further he was again wounded, and again he leaned on a hut while he pulled the thorns free. That night those two huts were destroyed by fire, and nearly the whole of the village.




  Tiki M’simba called a secret council of the oldest men, including the petty chief who was his creature.




  “Sandi is now at the Rivers — meeting. One of us will go to him and tell him of all these terrible things. And we will ask him to take M’gala away, because of these happenings.”




  They chose a man whom Sanders liked, and he came to the junction of the rivers where the Zaire was moored, and in the evening Sanders gave him an audience and listened patiently to his complaint.




  Now, Sanders treated all such matters as these with the greatest seriousness, for he knew how largely big events are determined by small causes, and so he did not grow impatient at talks of devils and ghosts, but considered them most profoundly, and even consulted Bones, who, always assumed the gravity of a privy councillor deciding the issue of peace and war on such occasions.




  “Very remarkable, dear old Excellency,” he said, “but I have had cases similar. The superstition of the indigenous native are remarkable. What about me going along and having a little chow about the law of averages? I could show these silly old blighters—”




  “I don’t think they want lecturing, they want relief. I will send for M’gala and take him to headquarters. He seems a very intelligent man, and I. want a house boy.”




  “Lord,” warned the messenger, “this man brings evil to all that he touches. Also he has threatened death to any who beat him. For no hand has been raised against him by your lordship’s orders, also—”




  “O ko!” said Sanders impatiently. “Let me see this wonder. A little beating does no man harm.”




  He was thinking at that moment of a certain Inspector — General.




  M’gala left his village, and nobody came down to see him off, for fear of what might happen to those who watched his departure. It is a fact that he was hardly out of sight before three fat dogs, the property of Tiki M’simba, dropped dead for no reason what ever except perhaps heart disease engendered by overfeeding.




  On its arrival Hamilton met the Zaire with a long face.




  “There’s the devil to pay,” he said. “That swine has found both ledgers, and has openly accused me of doctoring the accounts. He says he’ll break Bones, and is preparing a long report for Army Headquarters.”




  “What is the trouble?”




  It was characteristic of Hamilton and the urgency of the crisis that he greeted Bones with a friendly smile.




  “I’m afraid there’s going to be hell, Bones,” and told him what he had already told Sanders.




  “Everything can be explained, dear old thing,” said Bones airily. “If there are a few pounds out, I’ll pay them out of my own pocket.”




  “To be exact,” said Hamilton, “you’re a hundred and sixty — three pounds out — I’ve never seen this brute so happy!”




  The Major was indeed in a jovial frame of mind at breakfast. He rubbed his hands gleefully at the sight of Bones, and that misguided youth so misunderstood his geniality that he committed the heinous offence of slapping him on the back.




  “Don’t do that, sir, don’t do it!” gasped Commeder Banks. “You are a fool, sir, and a criminal, sir—”




  “And a cat burglar, dear old inspector,” chortled Bones. “What about our going fishing — you and me and dear old Emmie?”




  The girl cast an imploring look at him, but Bones was a notoriously bad reader of signs.




  It took Sanders and Hamilton nearly an hour to bring to the young man a realization of the gravity of his position.




  “Pull yourself together, Bones,” said Hamilton gravely. “This may mean a court — martial. You remember he broke young Verney for exactly the same thing?”




  Bones’ face dropped.




  “You don’t mean he’s serious, dear old boy? Why, I’m quite friendly with his wife!”




  Hamilton groaned.




  “You’re not only friendly with his wife, but you’ve done every damned thing that you shouldn’t do. He’s after your blood and mine, too! He has been trying all the morning to get me to dissociate myself from you, and to swear that these accounts were entirely your affair.”




  All that morning the Major worked at his report. Before lunch he came out on to the verandah, dropped into an easy chair, and ordered a drink.




  Sanders saw the new house boy come awkwardly on to the stoep, balancing a small tray and staring owlishly at the slopping glasses. He thought no more than that it was stupid of his cook to send this raw man; and then he heard a smack and saw M’gala go sprawling on to the floor, and the tinkle of breaking glass.




  “Awkward beast!” roared the Inspector. M’gala got up slowly. Never before had he been struck. His eyes were blazing and luminous. Then slowly he turned, and, walking down the steps, vanished round a corner of the building. The Inspector — General was wiping his trousers.




  “That’s an awkward devil you’ve got,” he snarled.




  “He’s raw,” said Sanders. “I only brought him down river this morning.”




  “I should jolly well say he was raw. Do you know what the brute did? He put his hand on my shoulder to steady himself when he was handing me the glass.”




  “Oh!” said Sanders blankly, and remembered the stories of M’gala that he had heard.




  “I shall have to break that boy of yours, I’m afraid,” the Major went on to a more pleasant topic. “I don’t know how far you’re responsible, but that is for the administrator to decide. His accounts are in a shocking state; there’s a hundred and sixty — three pounds unaccounted for — Emmie, come here.”




  He called the girl sharply, and she sprang up from her chair, where she was sitting at the far end of the verandah, and almost ran to him. Sanders saw that she held something behind her.




  “What was that letter you were reading?” If it was possible, she turned even paler. “There wasn’t a mail in this morning?” She shook her head.




  “One you’re treasuring, eh? Let me see it.” Even Sanders, sharp — eyed as he was, had not observed the girl’s surreptitious reading.




  “Let me see it.”




  Sanders saw the colour come into her face.




  “I won’t,” she said, defiantly. “It is from a friend.”




  His lips curled in a grin.




  “From Freddie?” he breathed.




  “From Freddie,” she said, and stood stiffly waiting for the storm.




  Again that grimace of his.




  “We’ll talk about that after tiffin, shall we? Freddie — good God!”




  He fumbled in his pocket for the key. And then, to his amazement, she snatched it from his hand and threw it across the rail of the stoep.




  “You shan’t do that, you shan’t! Freddie means everything to me — everything! Now you know!”




  She turned quickly and ran into the house, and the Inspector — General sat paralysed with astonishment. Then he half rose from his seat, and fell back again.




  “Good God!” he said, in an awed voice.




  Sanders knew that for the first time in his life a woman had challenged his domination. “That fellow Tibbetts… the man you call Bones… by God! He’s been responsible… putting ideas into her damned head! What do you want?”




  It was his native clerk. A telegram had come through. He snatched it from the man’s hand, tore it open, and, fixing his pince — nez, read. Sanders saw his mouth open wider and wider, and into his pale blue eyes came a look of horror and bewilderment.




  “What’s this, what’s this, what’s this?” he muttered rapidly. “Hoax or something? Read that, Sanders — read it, my boy.”




  His voice was tremulous. Sanders took the sheet and read.




  “Very urgent. Calder cables your oil shares dropped seven dollars fifty to seventy — five cents. Reported wells run dry. Panic in oil market. Shall I sell or hold?”




  “All my money’s in that!” wailed the man. “I’m ruined!”




  Sanders said nothing. He saw the man reach mechanically for his topee, stagger down the steps and, crossing the square, disappear behind the Houssa lines. He had not returned by four. Sanders had an idea, that he might have fallen into the river, and sent a search party for him.




  They found him lying face down in the long, rank grass, a revolver gripped in his hand, and, near by, the dead body of M’gala. Nobody had heard the shot that killed the unlucky man. The spear he had thrust at Banks’ throat was noiseless.




  And that night, the white — faced wife sat in her bed room, trying not to be thankful that the hand of M’gala the accurst had fallen upon her husband’s shoulder.




  The End
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  If you leave the Plaza del Mina, go down the narrow street, where, from ten till four, the big flag of the United States Consulate hangs lazily; through the square on which the Hotel de la France fronts, round by the Church of Our Lady, and along the clean, narrow thoroughfare that is the High Street of Cadiz, you will come to the Cafe of the Nations.




  At five o’clock there will be few people in the broad, pillared saloon, and usually the little round tables that obstruct the sidewalk before its doors are untenanted.




  In the late summer (in the year of the famine) four men sat about one table and talked business.




  Leon Gonsalez was one, Poiccart was another, George Manfred was a notable third, and one, Thery, or Saimont, was the fourth. Of this quartet, only Thery requires no introduction to the student of contemporary history. In the Bureau of Public Affairs you will find his record. As Thery, alias Saimont, he is registered.




  You may, if you are inquisitive, and have the necessary permission, inspect his photograph taken in eighteen positions — with his hands across his broad chest, full faced, with a three-days’ growth of beard, profile, with — but why enumerate the whole eighteen?




  There are also photographs of his ears — and very ugly, bat-shaped ears they are — and a long and comprehensive story of his life.




  Signor Paolo Mantegazza, Director of the National Museum of Anthropology, Florence, has done Thery the honour of including him in his admirable work (see chapter on ‘Intellectual Value of a Face’); hence I say that to all students of criminology and physiognomy, Thery must need no introduction.




  He sat at a little table, this man, obviously ill at ease, pinching his fat cheeks, smoothing his shaggy eyebrows, fingering the white scar on his unshaven chin, doing all the things that the lower classes do when they suddenly find themselves placed on terms of equality with their betters.




  For although Gonsalez, with the light blue eyes and the restless hands, and Poiccart, heavy, saturnine, and suspicious, and George Manfred, with his grey-shot beard and single eyeglass, were less famous in the criminal world, each was a great man, as you shall learn.




  Manfred laid down the Heraldo di Madrid, removed his eyeglass, rubbed it with a spotless handkerchief, and laughed quietly.




  “These Russians are droll,” he commented.




  Poiccart frowned and reached for the newspaper. “Who is it — this time?”




  “A governor of one of the Southern Provinces.”




  “Killed?”




  Manfred’s moustache curled in scornful derision.




  “Bah! Who ever killed a man with a bomb! Yes, yes; I know it has been done — but so clumsy, so primitive, so very much like undermining a city wall that it may fall and slay — amongst others — your enemy.”




  Poiccart was reading the telegram deliberately and without haste, after his fashion.




  “The Prince was severely injured and the would-be assassin lost an arm,” he read, and pursed his lips disapprovingly. The hands of Gonsalez, never still, opened and shut nervously, which was Leon’s sign of perturbation.




  “Our friend here” — Manfred jerked his head in the direction of Gonsalez and laughed— “our friend has a conscience and — —”




  “Only once,” interrupted Leon quickly, “and not by my wish you remember, Manfred; you remember, Poiccart” — he did not address Thery— “I advised against it. You remember?” He seemed anxious to exculpate himself from the unspoken charge. “It was a miserable little thing, and I was in Madrid,” he went on breathlessly, “and they came to me, some men from a factory at Barcelona. They said what they were going to do, and I was horror-stricken at their ignorance of the elements of the laws of chemistry. I wrote down the ingredients and the proportions, and begged them, yes, almost on my knees, to use some other method. ‘My children,’ I said, ‘you are playing with something that even chemists are afraid to handle. If the owner of the factory is a bad man, by all means exterminate him, shoot him, wait on him after he has dined and is slow and dull, and present a petition with the right hand and — with the left hand — so!’” Leon twisted his knuckles down and struck forward and upward at an imaginary oppressor. “But they would listen to nothing I had to say.”




  Manfred stirred the glass of creamy liquid that stood at his elbow and nodded his head with an amused twinkle in his grey eyes.




  “I remember — several people died, and the principal witness at the trial of the expert in explosives was the man for whom the bomb was intended.”




  Thery cleared his throat as if to speak, and the three looked at him curiously. There was some resentment in Thery’s voice.




  “I do not profess to be a great man like you, senors. Half the time I don’t understand what you are talking about — you speak of governments and kings and constitutions and causes. If a man does me an injury I smash his head” — he hesitated— “I do not know how to say it…but I mean…well, you kill people without hating them, men who have not hurt you. Now, that is not my way…” He hesitated again, tried to collect his thoughts, looked intently at the middle of the roadway, shook his head, and relapsed into silence.




  The others looked at him, then at one another, and each man smiled. Manfred took a bulky case from his pocket, extracted an untidy cigarette, re-rolled it deftly and struck a government match on the sole of his boot.




  “Your-way-my-dear-Thery” — he puffed— “is a fool’s way. You kill for benefit; we kill for justice, which lifts us out of the ruck of professional slayers. When we see an unjust man oppressing his fellows; when we see an evil thing done against the good God” — Thery crossed him self— “and against man — and know that by the laws of man this evildoer may escape punishment — we punish.”




  “Listen,” interrupted the taciturn Poiccart: “once there was a girl, young and beautiful, up there” — he waved his hand northward with unerring instinct— “and a priest — a priest, you understand — and the parents winked at it because it is often done…but the girl was filled with loathing and shame, and would not go a second time, so he trapped her and kept her in a house, and then when the bloom was off turned her out, and I found her. She was nothing to me, but I said, ‘Here is a wrong that the law cannot adequately right.’ So one night I called on the priest with my hat over my eyes and said that I wanted him to come to a dying traveller. He would not have come then, but I told him that the dying man was rich and was a great person. He mounted the horse I had brought, and we rode to a little house on the mountain…I locked the door and he turned round — so! Trapped, and he knew it. ‘What are you going to do?’ he said with a gasping noise. ‘I am going to kill you, senor,’ I said, and he believed me. I told him the story of the girl…He screamed when I moved towards him, but he might as well have saved his breath. ‘Let me see a priest,’ he begged; and I handed him — a mirror.”




  Poiccart stopped to sip his coffee.




  “They found him on the road next day without a mark to show how he died,” he said simply.




  “How?” Thery bent forward eagerly, but Poiccart permitted himself to smile grimly, and made no response.




  Thery bent his brows and looked suspiciously from one to the other.




  “Government, and there are men whom the Government have never heard of. You remember one Garcia, Manuel Garcia, leader in the Carlist movement; he is in England; it is the only country where he is safe; from England he directs the movement here, the great movement. You know of what I speak?”




  Thery nodded.




  “This year as well as last there has been a famine, men have been dying about the church doors, starving in the public squares; they have watched corrupt Government succeed corrupt Government; they have seen millions flow from the public treasury into the pockets of politicians. This year something will happen; the old regime must go. The Government know this; they know where the danger lies, they know their salvation can only come if Garcia is delivered into their hands before the organisation for revolt is complete. But Garcia is safe for the present and would be safe for all time were it not for a member of the English Government, who is about to introduce and pass into law a Bill. When that is passed, Garcia is as good as dead. You must help us to prevent that from ever becoming law; that is why we have sent for you.”




  Thery looked bewildered. “But how?” he stammered.




  Manfred drew a paper from his pocket and handed it to Thery. “This, I think,” he said, speaking deliberately, “is an exact copy of the police description of yourself.” Thery nodded. Manfred leant over and, pointing to a word that occurred half way down the sheet, “Is that your trade?” he asked.




  Thery looked puzzled. “Yes,” he replied.




  “Do you really know anything about that trade?” asked Manfred earnestly; and the other two men leant forward to catch the reply.




  “I know,” said Thery slowly, “everything there is to be known: had it not been for a — mistake I might have earned great money.”




  Manfred heaved a sigh of relief and nodded to his two companions.




  “Then,” said he briskly, “the English Minister is a dead man.”
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  On the fourteenth day of August, 19 — , a tiny paragraph appeared at the foot of an unimportant page in London’s most sober journal to the effect that the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs had been much annoyed by the receipt of a number of threatening letters, and was prepared to pay a reward of fifty pounds to any person who would give such information as would lead to the apprehension and conviction of the person or persons, etc. The few people who read London’s most sober journal thought, in their ponderous Athenaeum Club way, that it was a remarkable thing that a Minister of State should be annoyed at anything; more remarkable that he should advertise his annoyance, and most remarkable of all that he could imagine for one minute that the offer of a reward would put a stop to the annoyance.




  News editors of less sober but larger circulated newspapers, wearily scanning the dull columns of Old Sobriety, read the paragraph with a newly acquired interest.




  “Hullo, what’s this?” asked Smiles of the Comet, and cut out the paragraph with huge shears, pasted it upon a sheet of copy-paper and headed it:




  Who is Sir Philip’s Correspondent?




  As an afterthought — the Comet being in Opposition — he prefixed an introductory paragraph, humorously suggesting that the letters were from an intelligent electorate grown tired of the shilly-shallying methods of the Government.




  The news editor of the Evening World — a white-haired gentleman of deliberate movement — read the paragraph twice, cut it out carefully, read it again and, placing it under a paperweight, very soon forgot all about it.




  The news editor of the Megaphone, which is a very bright newspaper indeed, cut the paragraph as he read it, rang a bell, called a reporter, all in a breath, so to speak, and issued a few terse instructions.




  “Go down to Portland Place, try to see Sir Philip Ramon, secure the story of that paragraph — why he is threatened, what he is threatened with; get a copy of one of the letters if you can. If you cannot see Ramon, get hold of a secretary.”




  And the obedient reporter went forth.




  He returned in an hour in that state of mysterious agitation peculiar to the reporter who has got a ‘beat’. The news editor duly reported to the Editor-in-Chief, and that great man said, “That’s very good, that’s very good indeed” — which was praise of the highest order.




  What was ‘very good indeed’ about the reporter’s story may be gathered from the half-column that appeared in the Megaphone on the following day:




  CABINET MINISTER IN DANGER


  THREATS TO MURDER THE FOREIGN SECRETARY


  ‘THE FOUR JUST MEN’


  PLOT TO ARREST THE PASSAGE OF THE


  ALIENS EXTRADITION BILL —


  EXTRAORDINARY REVELATIONS




  Considerable comment was excited by the appearance in the news columns of yesterday’s National Journal of the following paragraph:




  The Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs (Sir Philip Ramon) has during the past few weeks been the recipient of threatening letters, all apparently emanating from one source and written by one person. These letters are of such a character that they cannot be ignored by his Majesty’s Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, who hereby offers a reward of Fifty pounds (L50) to any person or persons, other than the actual writer, who will lay such information as will lead to the apprehension and conviction of the author of these anonymous letters.




  So unusual was such an announcement, remembering that anonymous and threatening letters are usually to be found daily in the letter-bags of every statesman and diplomat, that the Daily Megaphone immediately instituted inquiries as to the cause for this unusual departure.




  A representative of this newspaper called at the residence of Sir Philip Ramon, who very courteously consented to be seen.




  “It is quite an unusual step to take,” said the great Foreign Secretary, in answer to our representative’s question, “but it has been taken with the full concurrence of my colleagues of the Cabinet. We have reasons to believe there is something behind the threats, and I might say that the matter has been in the hands of the police for some weeks past.




  “Here is one of the letters,” and Sir Philip produced a sheet of foreign notepaper from a portfolio, and was good enough to allow our representative to make a copy.




  It was undated, and beyond the fact that the handwriting was of the flourishing effeminate variety that is characteristic of the Latin races, it was written in good English.




  It ran:




  




  Your Excellency, —




  The Bill that you are about to pass into law is an unjust one… It is calculated to hand over to a corrupt and vengeful Government men who now in England find an asylum from the persecutions of despots and tyrants. We know that in England opinion is divided upon the merits of your Bill, and that upon your strength, and your strength alone, depends the passing into law of the Aliens Political Offences Bill.




  Therefore it grieves us to warn you that unless your Government withdraws this Bill, it will be necessary to remove you, and not alone you, but any other person who undertakes to carry into law this unjust measure.




  (Signed)




  FOUR JUST MEN.




  




  “The Bill referred to,” Sir Philip resumed, “is of course the Aliens Extradition (Political Offences) Bill, which, had it not been for the tactics of the Opposition, might have passed quietly into law last session.”




  Sir Philip went on to explain that the Bill was called into being by the insecurity of the succession in Spain.




  “It is imperative that neither England nor any other country should harbour propagandists who, from the security of these, or other shores, should set Europe ablaze. Coincident with the passage of this measure similar Acts or proclamations have been made in every country in Europe. In fact, they are all in existence, having been arranged to come into law simultaneously with ours, last session.”




  “Why do you attach importance to these letters?” asked the Daily Megaphone representative.




  “Because we are assured, both by our own police and the continental police, that the writers are men who are in deadly earnest. The ‘Four just men’”, as they sign themselves, are known collectively in almost every country under the sun. Who they are individually we should all very much like to know. Rightly or wrongly, they consider that justice as meted out here on earth is inadequate, and have set themselves about correcting the law. They were the people who assassinated General Trelovitch, the leader of the Servian Regicides: they hanged the French Army Contractor, Conrad, in the Place de la Concorde — with a hundred policemen within call. They shot Hermon le Blois, the poet-philosopher, in his study for corrupting the youth of the world with his reasoning.”




  The Foreign Secretary then handed to our representative a list of the crimes committed by this extraordinary quartet.




  Our readers will recollect the circumstance of each murder, and it will be remembered that until today — so closely have the police of the various nationalities kept the secret of the Four Men — no one crime has been connected with the other; and certainly none of the circumstances which, had they been published, would have assuredly revealed the existence of this band, have been given to the public before today.




  The Daily Megaphone is able to publish a full list of sixteen murders committed by the four men.




  “Two years ago, after the shooting of le Blois, by some hitch in their almost perfect arrangements, one of the four was recognised by a detective as having been seen leaving le Blois’s house on the Avenue Kleber, and he was shadowed for three days, in the hope, that the four might be captured together. In the end he discovered he was being watched, and made a bolt for liberty. He was driven to bay in a café in Bordeaux — they had followed him from Paris: and before he was killed he shot a sergeant de ville and two other policemen. He was photographed, and the print was circulated throughout Europe, but who he was or what he was, even what nationality he was, is a mystery to this day.”




  “But the four are still in existence?”




  Sir Philip shrugged his shoulders. “They have either recruited another, or they are working shorthanded,” he said.




  In conclusion the Foreign Secretary said:




  “I am making this public through the Press, in order that the danger which threatens, not necessarily myself, but any public man who runs counter to the wishes of this sinister force, should be recognised. My second reason is that the public may in its knowledge assist those responsible for the maintenance of law and order in the execution of their office, and by their vigilance prevent the committal of further unlawful acts.”




  Inquiries subsequently made at Scotland Yard elicited no further information on the subject beyond the fact that the Criminal Investigation Department was in communication with the chiefs of the continental police.




  The following is a complete list of the murders committed by the Four Just Men, together with such particulars as the police have been able to secure regarding the cause for the crimes. We are indebted to the Foreign Office for permission to reproduce the list.




  


  London,




  October 7, 1899. — Thomas Cutler, master tailor, found dead under suspicious circumstances. Coroner’s jury returned a verdict of ‘Wilful murder against some person or persons unknown.’




  (Cause of murder ascertained by police: Cutler, who was a man of some substance, and whose real name was Bentvitch, was a sweater of a particularly offensive type. Three convictions under the Factory Act. Believed by the police there was a further and more intimate cause for the murder not unconnected with Cutler’s treatment of women employees.)




  


  Liege,




  February 28,1900. — Jacques Ellerman, prefect: shot dead returning from the Opera House. Ellerman was a notorious evil liver, and upon investigating his affairs after his death it was found that he had embezzled nearly a quarter of a million francs of the public funds.




  


  Seattle




  (Kentucky), October, 1900. — Judge Anderson. Found dead in his room, strangled. Anderson had thrice been tried for his life on charges of murder. He was the leader of the Anderson faction in the Anderson-Hara feud. Had killed in all seven of the Hara clan, was three times indicted and three times released on a verdict of Not Guilty. It will be remembered that on the last occasion, when charged with the treacherous murder of the Editor of the Seattle Star, he shook hands with the packed jury and congratulated them.




  


  New York,




  October 30, 1900. — Patrick Welch, a notorious grafter and stealer of public moneys. Sometime City Treasurer; moving spirit in the infamous Street Paving Syndicate; exposed by the New York Journal. Welch was found hanging in a little wood on Long Island. Believed at the time to have been suicide.




  


  Paris,




  March 4, 1901. — Madame Despard. Asphyxiated. This also was regarded as suicide till certain information came to hands of French police. Of Madame Despard nothing good can be said. She was a notorious ‘dealer in souls’.




  


  Paris,




  March 4, 1902 (exactly a year later). — Monsieur Gabriel Lanfin, Minister of Communication. Found shot in his brougham in the Bois de Boulogne. His coachman was arrested but eventually discharged. The man swore he heard no shot or cry from his master. It was raining at the time, and there were few pedestrians in the Bois.




  (Here followed ten other cases, all on a par with those quoted above, including the cases of Trelovitch and le Blois.)




  It was undoubtedly a great story.




  The Editor-in-Chief, seated in his office, read it over again and said, “Very good indeed.”




  The reporter — whose name was Smith — read it over and grew pleasantly warm at the consequences of his achievement.




  The Foreign Secretary read it in bed as he sipped his morning tea, and frowningly wondered if he had said too much.




  The chief of the French police read it — translated and telegraphed — in Le Temps, and furiously cursed the talkative Englishman who was upsetting his plans.




  In Madrid, at the Cafe de la Paix, in the Place of the Sun, Manfred, cynical, smiling, and sarcastic, read extracts to three men — two pleasantly amused, the other heavy-jowled and pasty of face, with the fear of death in his eyes.




  
Chapter II


  The Faithful Commons
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  Somebody — was it Mr Gladstone? — placed it on record that there is nothing quite so dangerous, quite so ferocious, quite so terrifying as a mad sheep. Similarly, as we know, there is no person quite so indiscreet, quite so foolishly talkative, quite so amazingly gauche, as the diplomat who for some reason or other has run off the rails.




  There comes a moment to the man who has trained himself to guard his tongue in the Councils of Nations, who has been schooled to walk warily amongst pitfalls digged cunningly by friendly Powers, when the practice and precept of many years are forgotten, and he behaves humanly. Why this should be has never been discovered by ordinary people, although the psychological minority who can generally explain the mental processes of their fellows, have doubtless very adequate and convincing reasons for these acts of disbalancement.




  Sir Philip Ramon was a man of peculiar temperament.




  I doubt whether anything in the wide world would have arrested his purpose once his mind had been made up. He was a man of strong character, a firm, square-jawed, big-mouthed man, with that shade of blue in his eyes that one looks for in peculiarly heartless criminals, and particularly famous generals. And yet Sir Philip Ramon feared, as few men imagined he feared, the consequence of the task he had set himself.




  There are thousands of men who are physically heroes and morally poltroons, men who would laugh at death — and live in terror of personal embarrassments. Coroner’s courts listen daily to the tale of such men’s lives — and deaths.




  The Foreign Secretary reversed these qualities. Good animal men would unhesitatingly describe the Minister as a coward, for he feared pain and he feared death.




  “If this thing is worrying you so much,” the Premier said kindly — it was at the Cabinet Council two days following the publication of the Megaphone’s story— “why don’t you drop the Bill? After all, there are matters of greater importance to occupy the time of the House, and we are getting near the end of the session.”




  An approving murmur went round the table.




  “We have every excuse for dropping it. There must be a horrible slaughtering of the innocents — Braithewaite’s Unemployed Bill must go; and what the country will say to that, Heaven only knows.”




  “No, no!” The Foreign Secretary brought his fist down on the table with a crash. “It shall go through; of that I am determined. We are breaking faith with the Cortes, we are breaking faith with France, we are breaking faith with every country in the Union. I have promised the passage of this measure — and we must go through with it, even though there are a thousand ‘Just Men’, and a thousand threats.”




  The Premier shrugged his shoulders.




  “Forgive me for saying so, Ramon,” said Bolton, the Solicitor, “but I can’t help feeling you were rather indiscreet to give particulars to the Press as you did. Yes, I know we were agreed that you should have a free hand to deal with the matter as you wished, but somehow I did not think you would have been quite so — what shall I say? — candid.”




  “My discretion in the matter, Sir George, is not a subject that I care to discuss,” replied Ramon stiffly.




  Later, as he walked across Palace Yard with the youthful-looking Chancellor, Mr Solicitor-General, smarting under the rebuff, said, a propos of nothing, “Silly old ass.” And the youthful guardian of Britain’s finances smiled.




  “If the truth be told,” he said, “Ramon is in a most awful funk. The story of the Four Just Men is in all the clubs, and a man I met at the Carlton at lunch has rather convinced me that there is really something to be feared. He was quite serious about it — he’s just returned from South America and has seen some of the work done by these men.”




  “What was that?”




  “A president or something of one of these rotten little republics…about eight months ago — you’ll see it in the list…They hanged him…most extraordinary thing in the world. They took him out of bed in the middle of the night, gagged him, blindfolded him, carried him to the public jail, gained admission, and hanged him on the public gallows — and escaped!”




  Mr Solicitor saw the difficulties of such proceedings, and was about to ask for further information when an undersecretary buttonholed the Chancellor and bore him off. “Absurd,” muttered Mr Solicitor crossly.




  There were cheers for the Secretary for Foreign Affairs as his brougham swept through the crowd that lined the approaches to the House. He was in no wise exalted, for popularity was not a possession he craved. He knew instinctively that the cheers were called forth by the public’s appreciation of his peril; and the knowledge chilled and irritated him. He would have liked to think that the people scoffed at the existence of this mysterious four — it would have given him some peace of mind had he been able to think the people have rejected the idea.




  For although popularity or unpopularity was outside his scheme of essentials, yet he had an unswerving faith in the brute instincts of the mob. He was surrounded in the lobby of the House with a crowd of eager men of his party, some quizzical, some anxious, all clamouring for the latest information — all slightly in fear of the acid-tongued Minister.




  “Look here, Sir Philip” — it was the stout, tactless member for West Brondesbury— “what is all this we hear about threatenin’ letters? Surely you’re not goin’ to take notice of things of that sort — why, I get two or three every day of my life.”




  The Minister strode impatiently away from the group, but Tester — the member — caught his arm.




  “Look here—” he began.




  “Go to the devil,” said the Foreign Secretary plainly, and walked quickly to his room.




  “Beastly temper that man’s got, to be sure,” said the honourable member despairingly. “Fact is, old Ramon’s in a blue funk. The idea of making a song about threatenin’ letters! Why, I get — —”




  A group of men in the members’ smokeroom discussed the question of the Just Four in a perfectly unoriginal way.




  “It’s too ridiculous for words,” said one oracularly. “Here are four men, a mythical four, arrayed against all the forces and established agencies of the most civilised nation on earth.”




  “Except Germany,” interrupted Scott, MP, wisely.




  “Oh, leave Germany out of it for goodness’ sake,” begged the first speaker tartly. “I do wish, Scott, we could discuss a subject in which the superiority of German institutions could not be introduced.”




  “Impossible,” said the cheerful Scott, flinging loose the reins of his hobby horse: “remember that in steel and iron alone the production per head of the employee has increased 43 per cent., that her shipping — —”




  “Do you think Ramon will withdraw the bill?” asked the senior member for Aldgate East, disentangling his attention from the babble of statistics.




  “Ramon? Not he — he’d sooner die.”




  “It’s a most unusual circumstance,” said Aldgate East; and three boroughs, a London suburb, and a midland town nodded and ‘thought it was’.




  “In the old days, when old Bascoe was a young member” — Aldgate East indicated an aged senator bent and white of beard and hair, who was walking painfully toward a seat— “in the old days — —”




  “Thought old Bascoe had paired?” remarked an irrelevant listener.




  “In the old days,” continued the member for the East End, “before the Fenian trouble — —”




  “ —— talk of civilisation,” went on the enthusiastic Scott. “Rheinbaken said last month in the Lower House, ‘Germany had reached that point where — —’”




  “If I were Ramon,” resumed Aldgate East profoundly, “I know exactly what I should do. I should go to the police and say ‘Look here — —’”




  A bell rang furiously and continuously, and the members went scampering along the corridor. “Division—’vision.”




  Clause Nine of the Medway Improvement Bill having been satisfactorily settled and the words ‘Or as may hereafter be determined’ added by a triumphant majority of twentyfour, the faithful Commons returned to the interrupted discussion.




  “What I say, and what I’ve always said about a man in the Cabinet,” maintained an important individual, “is that he must, if he is a true statesman, drop all consideration for his own personal feelings.”




  “Hear!” applauded somebody.




  “His own personal feelings,” repeated the orator. “He must put his duty to the state before all other — er — considerations. You remember what I said to Barrington the other night when we were talking out the Estimates? I said, ‘The right honourable gentleman has not, cannot have, allowed for the strong and almost unanimous desires of the great body of the electorate. The action of a Minister of the Crown must primarily be governed by the intelligent judgment of the great body of the electorate, whose fine, feelings’ — no—’whose higher instincts’ — no — that wasn’t it — at any rate I made it very clear what the duty of a Minister was,” concluded the oracle lamely.




  “Now I — —” commenced Aldgate East, when an attendant approached with a tray on which lay a greenish-grey envelope.




  “Has any gentleman dropped this?” he inquired, and, picking up the letter, the member fumbled for his eyeglasses.




  “To the Members of the House of Commons,” he read, and looked over his pince-nez at the circle of men about him.




  “Company prospectus,” said the stout member for West Brondesbury, who had joined the party; “I get hundreds. Only the other day — —”




  “Too thin for a prospectus,” said Aldgate East, weighing the letter in his hand.




  “Patent medicine, then,” persisted the light of Brondesbury. “I get one every morning—’Don’t burn the candle at both ends’, and all that sort of rot. Last week a feller sent me — —”




  “Open it,” someone suggested, and the member obeyed. He read a few lines and turned red.




  “Well, I’m damned!” he gasped, and read aloud:




  Citizens,




  The Government is about to pass into law a measure which will place in the hands of the most evil Government of modern times men who are patriots and who are destined to be the saviours of their countries. We have informed the Minister in charge of this measure, the title of which appears in the margin, that unless he withdraws this Bill we will surely slay him.




  We are loath to take this extreme step, knowing that otherwise he is an honest and brave gentleman, and it is with a desire to avoid fulfilling our promise that we ask the members of the Mother of Parliaments to use their every influence to force the withdrawal of this Bill.




  Were we common murderers or clumsy anarchists we could with ease wreak a blind and indiscriminate vengeance on the members of this assembly, and in proof thereof, and as an earnest that our threat is no idle one, we beg you to search beneath the table near the recess in this room. There you will find a machine sufficiently charged to destroy the greater portion of this building.




  (Signed) Four Just Men




  Postscript. — We have not placed either detonator or fuse in the machine, which may therefore be handled with impunity.




  As the reading of the letter proceeded the faces of the listeners grew pallid.




  There was something very convincing about the tone of the letter, and instinctively all eyes sought the table near the recess.




  Yes, there was something, a square black something, and the crowd of legislators shrank back. For a moment they stood spellbound — and then there was a mad rush for the door.




  “Was it a hoax?” asked the Prime Minister anxiously, but the hastily summoned expert from Scotland Yard shook his head.




  “Just as the letter described it,” he said gravely, “even to the absence of fuses.”




  “Was it really — —”




  “Enough to wreck the House, sir,” was the reply.




  The Premier, with a troubled face, paced the floor of his private room.




  He stopped once to look moodily through the window that gave a view of a crowded terrace and a mass of excited politicians gesticulating and evidently all speaking at once.




  “Very, very serious — very, very serious,” he muttered. Then aloud, “We said so much we might as well continue. Give the newspapers as full an account of this afternoon’s happenings as they think necessary — give them the text of the letter.” He pushed a button and his secretary entered noiselessly.




  “Write to the Commissioner telling him to offer a reward of a thousand pounds for the arrest of the man who left this thing and a free pardon and the reward to any accomplice.”




  The Secretary withdrew and the Scotland Yard expert waited.




  “Have your people found how the machine was introduced?”




  “No, sir; the police have all been relieved and been subjected to separate interrogation. They remember seeing no stranger either entering or leaving the House.”




  The Premier pursed his lips in thought.




  “Thank you,” he said simply, and the expert withdrew.




  On the terrace Aldgate East and the oratorical member divided honours.




  “I must have been standing quite close to it,” said the latter impressively; “‘pon my word it makes me go cold all over to think about it. You remember, Mellin? I was saying about the duty of the Ministry — —”




  “I asked the waiter,” said the member for Aldgate to an interested circle, “when he brought the letter: ‘Where did you find it?’




  “On the floor, sir!” he said. “I thought it was a medicine advertisement; I wasn’t going to open it, only somebody — —”




  “It was me,” claimed the stout gentleman from Brondesbury proudly; “you remember I was saying — —’’




  “I knew it was somebody,” continued Aldgate East graciously. “I opened it and read the first few lines. ‘Bless my soul,’ I said — —”




  “You said, ‘Well, I’m damned,’” corrected Brondesbury.




  “Well, I know it was something very much to the point,” admitted Aldgate East. “I read it — and, you’ll quite understand, I couldn’t grasp its significance, so to speak. Well — —”




  The three stalls reserved at the Star Music Hall in Oxford Street were occupied one by one. At half past seven prompt came Manfred, dressed quietly; at eight came Poiccart, a fairly prosperous middle-aged gentleman; at half past eight came Gonsalez, asking in perfect English for a programme. He seated himself between the two others.




  When pit and gallery were roaring themselves hoarse over a patriotic song, Manfred smilingly turned to Leon, and said:




  “I saw it in the evening papers.”




  Leon nodded quickly.




  “There was nearly trouble,” he said quietly. “As I went in somebody said, ‘I thought Bascoe had paired,’ and one of them almost came up to me and spoke.”




  
Chapter III


  One Thousand Pounds Reward
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  To say that England was stirred to its depths — to quote more than one leading article on the subject — by the extraordinary occurrence in the House of Commons, would be stating the matter exactly.




  The first intimation of the existence of the Four Just Men had been received with pardonable derision, particularly by those newspapers that were behindhand with the first news. Only the Daily Megaphone had truly and earnestly recognised how real was the danger which threatened the Minister in charge of the obnoxious Act. Now, however, even the most scornful could not ignore the significance of the communication that had so mysteriously found its way into the very heart of Britain’s most jealously guarded institution. The story of the Bomb Outrage filled the pages of every newspaper throughout the country, and the latest daring venture of the Four was placarded the length and breadth of the Isles.




  Stories, mostly apocryphal, of the men who were responsible for the newest sensation made their appearance from day to day, and there was no other topic in the mouths of men wherever they met but the strange quartet who seemed to hold the lives of the mighty in the hollows of their hands.




  Never since the days of the Fenian outrages had the mind of the public been so filled with apprehension as it was during the two days following the appearance in the Commons of the ‘blank bomb’, as one journal felicitously described it.




  Perhaps in exactly the same kind of apprehension, since there was a general belief, which grew out of the trend of the letters, that the Four menaced none other than one man.




  The first intimation of their intentions had excited widespread interest. But the fact that the threat had been launched from a small French town, and that in consequence the danger was very remote, had somehow robbed the threat of some of its force. Such was the vague reasoning of an ungeographical people that did not realise that Dax is no farther from London than Aberdeen.




  But here was the Hidden Terror in the Metropolis itself. Why, argued London, with suspicious sidelong glances, every man we rub elbows with may be one of the Four, and we none the wiser.




  Heavy, black-looking posters stared down from blank walls, and filled the breadth of every police noticeboard.




  £1000 REWARD




  Whereas, on August 18, at about 4.30 o’clock in the afternoon, an infernal machine was deposited in the Members’ SmokeRoom by some person or persons unknown.




  And whereas there is reason to believe that the person or persons implicated in the disposal of the aforesaid machine are members of an organised body of criminals known as The Four Just Men, against whom warrants have been issued on charges of wilful murder in London, Paris, New York, New Orleans, Seattle (USA), Barcelona, Tomsk, Belgrade, Christiania, Capetown and Caracas.




  Now, therefore, the above reward will be paid by his Majesty’s Government to any person or persons who shall lay such information as shall lead to the apprehension of any of or the whole of the persons styling themselves The Four Just Men and identical with the band before mentioned.




  And, furthermore, a free pardon and the reward will be paid to any member of the band for such information, providing the person laying such information has neither committed nor has been an accessory before or after the act of any of the following murders.




  (Signed)




  Ryday Montgomery, His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Home Affairs.




  J. B. Calfort, Commissioner of Police.




  Here followed a list of the sixteen crimes alleged against the four men.




  God Save the King




  All day long little knots of people gathered before the broadsheets, digesting the magnificent offer.




  It was an unusual hue and cry, differing from those with which Londoners were best acquainted. For there was no appended description of the men wanted; no portraits by which they might be identified, no stereotyped ‘when last seen was wearing a dark blue serge suit, cloth cap, check tie’, on which the searcher might base his scrutiny of the passerby.




  It was a search for four men whom no person had ever consciously seen, a hunt for a will-o’-the-wisp, a groping in the dark after indefinite shadows.




  Detective Superintendent Falmouth, who was a very plain-spoken man (he once brusquely explained to a Royal Personage that he hadn’t got eyes in the back of his head), told the Assistant Commissioner exactly what he thought about it.




  “You can’t catch men when you haven’t got the slightest idea who or what you’re looking for. For the sake of argument, they might be women for all we know — they might be chinamen or niggers; they might be tall or short; they might — why, we don’t even know their nationality! They’ve committed crimes in almost every country in the world. They’re not French because they killed a man in Paris, or Yankee because they strangled Judge Anderson.”




  “The writing,” said the Commissioner, referring to a bunch of letters he held in his hand.




  “Latin; but that may be a fake. And suppose it isn’t? There’s no difference between the handwriting of a Frenchman, Spaniard, Portuguese, Italian, South American, or Creole — and, as I say, it might be a fake, and probably is.”




  “What have you done?” asked the Commissioner.




  “We’ve pulled in all the suspicious characters we know. We’ve cleaned out Little Italy, combed Bloomsbury, been through Soho, and searched all the colonies. We raided a place at Nunhead last night — a lot of Armenians live down there, but — —”




  The detective’s face bore a hopeless look.




  “As likely as not,” he went on, “we should find them at one of the swagger hotels — that’s if they were fools enough to bunch together; but you may be sure they’re living apart, and meeting at some unlikely spot once or twice a day.”




  He paused, and tapped his fingers absently on the big desk at which he and his superior sat.




  “We’ve had de Courville over,” he resumed. “He saw the Soho crowd, and what is more important, saw his own man who lives amongst them — and it’s none of them, I’ll swear — or at least he swears, and I’m prepared to accept his word.”




  The Commissioner shook his head pathetically.




  “They’re in an awful stew in Downing Street,” he said. “They do not know exactly what is going to happen next.”




  Mr Falmouth rose to his feet with a sigh and fingered the brim of his hat.




  “Nice time ahead of us — I don’t think,” he remarked paradoxically.




  “What are the people thinking about it?” asked the Commissioner.




  “You’ve seen the papers?”




  Mr. Commissioner’s shrug was uncomplimentary to British journalism.




  “The papers! Who in Heaven’s name is going to take the slightest notice of what is in the papers!” he said petulantly.




  “I am, for one,” replied the calm detective; “newspapers are more often than not led by the public; and it seems to me the idea of running a newspaper in a nutshell is to write so that the public will say, ‘That’s smart — it’s what I’ve said all along.’”




  “But the public themselves — have you had an opportunity of gathering their idea?” Superintendent Falmouth nodded. “I was talking in the Park to a man only this evening — a master-man by the look of him, and presumably intelligent. ‘What’s your idea of this Four Just Men business?’ I asked. ‘It’s very queer,’ he said: ‘do you think there’s anything in it?’ — and that,” concluded the disgusted police officer, “is all the public thinks about it.”




  But if there was sorrow at Scotland Yard, Fleet Street itself was all a-twitter with pleasurable excitement. Here was great news indeed: news that might be heralded across double columns, blared forth in headlines, shouted by placards, illustrated, diagramised, and illuminated by statistics.




  “Is it the Mafia?” asked the Comet noisily, and went on to prove that it was.




  The Evening World, with its editorial mind lingering lovingly in the ‘sixties, mildly suggested a vendetta, and instanced ‘The Corsican Brothers’.




  The Megaphone stuck to the story of the Four Just Men, and printed pages of details concerning their nefarious acts. It disinterred from dusty files, continental and American, the full circumstances of each murder; it gave the portraits and careers of the men who were slain, and, whilst in no way palliating the offence of the Four, yet set forth justly and dispassionately the lives of the victims, showing the sort of men they were.




  It accepted warily the reams of contributions that flowed into the office; for a newspaper that has received the stigma ‘yellow’ exercises more caution than its more sober competitors. In newspaper-land a dull lie is seldom detected, but an interesting exaggeration drives an unimaginative rival to hysterical denunciations.




  And reams of Four Men anecdotes did flow in. For suddenly, as if by magic, every outside contributor, every literary gentleman who made a speciality of personal notes, every kind of man who wrote, discovered that he had known the Four intimately all his life.




  ‘When I was in Italy…’ wrote the author of Come Again (Hackworth Press, 6s.: ‘slightly soiled’, Farringdon Book Mart, 2d.) ‘I remember I heard a curious story about these Men of Blood…’




  Or —




  ‘No spot in London is more likely to prove the hiding-place of the Four Villains than Tidal Basin,’ wrote another gentleman, who stuck Collins in the northeast corner of his manuscript. ‘Tidal Basin in the reign of Charles II was known as…’




  “Who’s Collins?” asked the super-chief of the Megaphone of his hardworked editor.




  “A liner,” described the editor wearily, thereby revealing that even the newer journalism had not driven the promiscuous contributor from his hard-fought field; “he does police-courts, fires, inquests, and things. Lately he’d taken to literature and writes Picturesque-Bits-of-Old London and Famous Tombstones-of-Hornsey epics…”




  Throughout the offices of the newspapers the same thing was happening. Every cable that arrived, every piece of information that reached the subeditor’s basket was coloured with the impending tragedy uppermost in men’s minds. Even the police-court reports contained some allusion to the Four. It was the overnight drunk and disorderly’s justification for his indiscretion.




  “The lad has always been honest,” said the boy’s tearful mother; “it’s reading these horrible stories about the Four Foreigners that’s made him turn out like this”; and the magistrate took a lenient view of the offence.




  To all outward showing, Sir Philip Ramon, the man mostly interested in the development of the plot, was the least concerned.




  He refused to be interviewed any further; he declined to discuss the possibilities of assassination, even with the Premier, and his answer to letters of appreciation that came to him from all parts of the country was an announcement in the Morning Post asking his correspondents to be good enough to refrain from persecuting him with picture postcards, which found no other repository than his wastepaper basket.




  He had thought of adding an announcement of his intention of carrying the Bill through Parliament at whatever cost, and was only deterred by the fear of theatricality.




  To Falmouth, upon whom had naturally devolved the duty of protecting the Foreign Secretary from harm, Sir Philip was unusually gracious, and incidentally permitted that astute officer to get a glimpse of the terror in which a threatened man lives.




  “Do you think there’s any danger, Superintendent?” he asked, not once but a score of times; and the officer, stout defender of an infallible police force, was very reassuring.




  “For,” as he argued to himself, “what is the use of frightening a man who is half scared of death already? If nothing happens, he will see I have spoken the truth, and if — if — well, he won’t be able to call me a liar.”




  Sir Philip was a constant source of interest to the detective, who must have shown his thoughts once or twice. For the Foreign Secretary, who was a remarkably shrewd man, intercepting a curious glance of the police officer, said sharply, “You wonder why I still go on with the Bill knowing the danger? Well, it will surprise you to learn that I do not know the danger, nor can I imagine it! I have never been conscious of physical pain in my life, and in spite of the fact that I have a weak heart, I have never had so much as a single ache. What death will be, what pangs or peace it may bring, I have no conception. I argue with Epictetus that the fear of death is by way of being an impertinent assumption of a knowledge of the hereafter, and that we have no reason to believe it is any worse condition than our present. I am not afraid to die — but I am afraid of dying.”




  “Quite so, sir,” murmured the sympathetic but wholly uncomprehending detective, who had no mind for nice distinctions.




  “But,” resumed the Minister — he was sitting in his study in Portland Place— “if I cannot imagine the exact process of dissolution, I can imagine and have experienced the result of breaking faith with the chancellories, and I have certainly no intention of laying up a store of future embarrassments for fear of something that may after all be comparatively trifling.”




  Which piece of reasoning will be sufficient to indicate what the Opposition of the hour was pleased to term ‘the tortuous mind of the right honourable gentleman’.




  And Superintendent Falmouth, listening with every indication of attention, yawned inwardly and wondered who Epictetus was.




  “I have taken all possible precautions, sir,” said the detective in the pause that followed the recital of this creed. “I hope you won’t mind for a week or two being followed about by some of my men. I want you to allow two or three officers to remain in the house whilst you are here, and of course there will be quite a number on duty at the Foreign Office.”




  Sir Philip expressed his approval, and later, when he and the detective drove down to the House in a closed brougham, he understood why cyclists rode before and on either side of the carriage, and why two cabs followed the brougham into Palace Yard.




  At Notice Time, with a House sparsely filled, Sir Philip rose in his place and gave notice that he would move the second reading of the Aliens Extradition (Political Offences) Bill, on Tuesday week, or, to be exact, in ten days.




  That evening Manfred met Gonsalez in North Tower Gardens and remarked on the fairylike splendour of the Crystal Palace grounds by night.




  A Guards’ band was playing the overture to Tannhäuser, and the men talked music.




  Then —




  “What of Thery?” asked Manfred.




  “Poiccart has him today; he is showing him the sights.” They both laughed.




  “And you?” asked Gonsalez.




  “I have had an interesting day; I met that delightfully naive detective in Green Park, who asked me what I thought of ourselves!”




  Gonsalez commented on the movement in G minor, and Manfred nodded his head, keeping time with the music.




  “Are we prepared?” asked Leon quietly.




  Manfred still nodded and softly whistled the number. He stopped with the final crash of the band, and joined in the applause that greeted the musicians.




  “I have taken a place,” he said, clapping his hands. “We had better come together.”




  “Is everything there?”




  Manfred looked at his companion with a twinkle in his eye.




  “Almost everything.”




  The band broke into the National Anthem, and the two men rose and uncovered.




  The throng about the bandstand melted away in the gloom, and Manfred and his companion turned to go.




  Thousands of fairy lamps gleamed in the grounds, and there was a strong smell of gas in the air.




  “Not that way this time?” questioned, rather than asserted, Gonsalez.




  “Most certainly not that way,” replied Manfred decidedly.




  
Chapter IV
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  When an advertisement appeared in the Newspaper Proprietor announcing that there was —




  For sale: An old-established zinco-engraver’s business with a splendid new plant and a stock of chemicals.




  Everybody in the printing world said “That’s Etherington’s.” To the uninitiated a photo-engraver’s is a place of buzzing saws, and lead shavings, and noisy lathes, and big bright arc lamps.




  To the initiated a photo-engraver’s is a place where works of art are reproduced by photography on zinc plates, and consequently used for printing purposes.




  To the very knowing people of the printing world, Etherington’s was the worst of its kind, producing the least presentable of pictures at a price slightly above the average.




  Etherington’s had been in the market (by order of the trustees) for three months, but partly owing to its remoteness from Fleet Street (it was in Carnaby Street), and partly to the dilapidated condition of the machinery (which shows that even an official receiver has no moral sense when he starts advertising), there had been no bids.




  Manfred, who interviewed the trustee in Carey Street, learnt that the business could be either leased or purchased; that immediate possession in either circumstances was to be had; that there were premises at the top of the house which had served as a dwelling-place to generations of caretakers, and that a banker’s reference was all that was necessary in the way of guarantee.




  “Rather a crank,” said the trustee at a meeting of creditors, “thinks that he is going to make a fortune turning out photogravures of Murillo at a price within reach of the inartistic. He tells me that he is forming a small company to carry on the business, and that so soon as it is formed he will buy the plant outright.”




  And sure enough that very day Thomas Brown, merchant; Arthur W. Knight, gentleman; James Selkirk, artist; Andrew Cohen, financial agent; and James Leech, artist, wrote to the Registrar of Joint Stock Companies, asking to be formed into a company, limited by shares, with the object of carrying on business as photo-engravers, with which object they had severally subscribed for the shares set against their names.




  (In parenthesis, Manfred was a great artist.)




  And five days before the second reading of the Aliens Extradition Act, the company had entered into occupation of their new premises in preparation to starting business.




  “Years ago, when I first came to London,” said Manfred, “I learned the easiest way to conceal one’s identity was to disguise oneself as a public enemy. There’s a wealth of respectability behind the word ‘limited’, and the pomp and circumstance of a company directorship diverts suspicion, even as it attracts attention.”




  Gonsalez printed a neat notice to the effect that the Fine Arts Reproduction Syndicate would commence business on October 1, and a further neat label that ‘no hands were wanted’, and a further terse announcement that travellers and others could only be seen by appointment, and that all letters must be addressed to the Manager.




  It was a plain-fronted shop, with a deep basement crowded with the dilapidated plant left by the liquidated engraver. The ground floor had been used as offices, and neglected furniture and grimy files predominated.




  There were pigeonholes filled with old plates, pigeonholes filled with dusty invoices, pigeonholes in which all the debris that is accumulated in an office by a clerk with salary in arrear was deposited.




  The first floor had been a workshop, the second had been a store, and the third and most interesting floor of all was that on which were the huge cameras and the powerful arc lamps that were so necessary an adjunct to the business.




  In the rear of the house on this floor were the three small rooms that had served the purpose of the bygone caretaker.




  In one of these, two days after the occupation, sat the four men of Cadiz.




  Autumn had come early in the year, a cold driving rain was falling outside, and the fire that burnt in the Georgian grate gave the chamber an air of comfort.




  This room alone had been cleared of litter, the best furniture of the establishment had been introduced, and on the inkstained writing-table that filled the centre of the apartment stood the remains of a fairly luxurious lunch.




  Gonsalez was reading a small red book, and it may be remarked that he wore gold-rimmed spectacles; Poiccart was sketching at a corner of the table, and Manfred was smoking a long thin cigar and studying a manufacturing chemist’s price list. Thery (or as some prefer to call him Saimont) alone did nothing, sitting a brooding heap before the fire, twiddling his fingers, and staring absently at the leaping little flames in the grate.




  Conversation was carried on spasmodically, as between men whose minds were occupied by different thoughts. Thery concentrated the attentions of the three by speaking to the point. Turning from his study of the fire with a sudden impulse he asked:




  “How much longer am I to be kept here?”




  Poiccart looked up from his drawing and remarked:




  “That is the third time he has asked today.”




  “Speak Spanish!” cried Thery passionately. “I am tired of this new language. I cannot understand it, any more than I can understand you.”




  “You will wait till it is finished,” said Manfred, in the staccato patois of Andalusia; “we have told you that.”




  Thery growled and turned his face to the grate.




  “I am tired of this life,” he said sullenly. “I want to walk about without a guard — I want to go back to Jerez, where I was a free man. I am sorry I came away.”




  “So am I,” said Manfred quietly; “not very sorry though — I hope for your sake I shall not be.”




  “Who are you?” burst forth Thery, after a momentary silence. “What are you? Why do you wish to kill? Are you anarchists? What money do you make out of this? I want to know.”




  Neither Poiccart nor Gonsalez nor Manfred showed any resentment at the peremptory demand of their recruit. Gonsalez’s cleanshaven, sharp-pointed face twitched with pleasurable excitement, and his cold blue eyes narrowed.




  “Perfect! perfect!” he murmured, watching the other man’s face: “pointed nose, small forehead and — articu-lorum se ipsos torquentium sonus; gemitus, mugitusque parum explanatis — —”




  The physiognomist might have continued Seneca’s picture of the Angry Man, but Thery sprang to his feet and glowered at the three.




  “Who are you?” he asked slowly. “How do I know that you are not to get money for this? I want to know why you keep me a prisoner, why you will not let me see the newspapers, why you never allow me to walk alone in the street, or speak to somebody who knows my language? You are not from Spain, nor you, nor you — your Spanish is — yes, but you are not of the country I know. You want me to kill — but you will not say how — —”




  Manfred rose and laid his hand on the other’s shoulder.




  “Senor,” he said — and there was nothing but kindness in his eyes— “restrain your impatience, I beg of you. I again assure you that we do not kill for gain. These two gentlemen whom you see have each fortunes exceeding six million pesetas, and I am even richer; we kill and we will kill because we are each sufferers through acts of injustice, for which the law gave us no remedy. If — if — —” he hesitated, still keeping his grey eyes fixed unflinchingly on the Spaniard. Then he resumed gently: “If we kill you it will be the first act of the kind.”




  Thery was on his feet, white and snarling, with his back to the wall; a wolf at bay, looking from one to the other with fierce suspicion.




  “Me — me!” he breathed, “kill me?”




  Neither of the three men moved save Manfred, who dropped his outstretched hand to his side.




  “Yes, you.” He nodded as he spoke. “It would be new work for us, for we have never slain except for justice — and to kill you would be an unjust thing.”




  Poiccart looked at Thery pityingly.




  “That is why we chose you,” said Poiccart, “because there was always a fear of betrayal, and we thought — it had better be you.”




  “Understand,” resumed Manfred calmly, “that not a hair of your head will be harmed if you are faithful — that you will receive a reward that will enable you to live — remember the girl at Jerez.”




  Thery sat down again with a shrug of indifference but his hands were trembling as he struck a match to light his cigarette.




  “We will give you more freedom — you shall go out every day. In a few days we shall all return to Spain. They called you the silent man in the prison at Granada — we shall believe that you will remain so.”




  After this the conversation became Greek to the Spaniard, for the men spoke in English.




  “He gives very little trouble,” said Gonsalez. “Now that we have dressed him like an Englishman, he does not attract attention. He doesn’t like shaving every day; but it is necessary, and luckily he is fair. I do not allow him to speak in the street, and this tries his temper somewhat.”




  Manfred turned the talk into a more serious channel.




  “I shall send two more warnings, and one of those must be delivered in his very stronghold. He is a brave man.”




  “What of Garcia?” asked Poiccart.




  Manfred laughed.




  “I saw him on Sunday night — a fine old man, fiery, and oratorical. I sat at the back of a little hall whilst he pleaded eloquently in French for the rights of man. He was a Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a Mirabeau, a broad-viewed Bright, and the audience was mostly composed of Cockney youths, who had come that they might boast they had stood in the temple of Anarchism.”




  Poiccart tapped the table impatiently.




  “Why is it, George, that an element of bathos comes into all these things?”




  Manfred laughed.




  “You remember Anderson? When we had gagged him and bound him to the chair, and had told him why he had to die — when there were only the pleading eyes of the condemned, and the half-dark room with a flickering lamp, and you and Leon and poor Clarice masked and silent, and I had just sentenced him to death — you remember how there crept into the room the scent of frying onions from the kitchen below.”




  “I, too, remember,” said Leon, “the case of the regicide.”




  Poiccart made a motion of agreement.




  “You mean the corsets,” he said, and the two nodded and laughed.




  “There will always be bathos,” said Manfred; “poor Garcia with a nation’s destinies in his hand, an amusement for shopgirls — tragedy and the scent of onions — a rapier thrust and the whalebone of corsets — it is inseparable.”




  And all the time Thery smoked cigarettes, looking into the fire with his head on his hands.




  “Going back to this matter we have on our hands,” said Gonsalez. “I suppose that there is nothing more to be done till — the day?”




  “Nothing.”




  “And after?”




  “There are our fine art reproductions.”




  “And after,” persisted Poiccart.




  “There is a case in Holland, Hermannus van der Byl, to wit; but it will be simple, and there will be no necessity to warn.”




  Poiccart’s face was grave.




  “I am glad you have suggested van der Byl, he should have been dealt with before — Hook of Holland or Flushing?”




  “If we have time, the Hook by all means.”




  “And Thery?”




  “I will see to him,” said Gonsalez easily; “we will go overland to Jerez — where the girl is,” he added laughingly.




  The object of their discussion finished his tenth cigarette and sat up in his chair with a grunt.




  “I forgot to tell you,” Leon went on, “that today, when we were taking our exercise walk, Thery was considerably interested in the posters he saw everywhere, and was particularly curious to know why so many people were reading them. I had to find a lie on the spur of the minute, and I hate lying” — Gonsalez was perfectly sincere. “I invented a story about racing or lotteries or something of the sort, and he was satisfied.”




  Thery had caught his name in spite of its anglicised pronunciation, and looked inquiry.




  “We will leave you to amuse our friend,” said Manfred, rising. “Poiccart and I have a few experiments to make.”




  The two left the room, traversed the narrow passage, and paused before a small door at the end. A larger door on the right, padlocked and barred, led to the studio. Drawing a small key from his pocket, Manfred opened the door, and, stepping into the room, switched on a light that shone dimly through a dust-covered bulb. There had been some attempt at restoring order from the chaos. Two shelves had been cleared of rubbish, and on these stood rows of bright little phials, each bearing a number. A rough table had been pushed against the wall beneath the shelves, and on the green baize with which the table was covered was a litter of graduated measures, test tubes, condensers, delicate scales, and two queer-shaped glass machines, not unlike gas generators.




  Poiccart pulled a chair to the table, and gingerly lifted a metal cup that stood in a dish of water. Manfred, looking over his shoulder, remarked on the consistency of the liquid that half filled the vessel, and Poiccart bent his head, acknowledging the remark as though it were a compliment.




  “Yes,” he said, satisfied, “it is a complete success, the formula is quite right. Some day we may want to use this.”




  He replaced the cup in its bath, and reaching beneath the table, produced from a pail a handful of ice-dust, with which he carefully surrounded the receptacle.




  “I regard that as the multum in farvo of explosives,” he said, and took down a small phial from the shelf, lifted the stopper with the crook of his little finger, and poured a few drops of a whitish liquid into the metal cup.




  “That neutralises the elements,” said Poiccart, and gave a sigh of relief. “I am not a nervous man, but the present is the first comfortable moment I have had for two days.”




  “It makes an abominable smell,” said Manfred, with his handkerchief to his nose.




  A thin smoke was rising from the cup.




  “I never notice those things,” Poiccart replied, dipping a thin glass rod into the mess. He lifted the rod, and watched reddish drops dripping from the end.




  “That’s all right,” he said.




  “And it is an explosive no more?” asked Manfred.




  “It is as harmless as a cup of chocolate.”




  Poiccart wiped the rod on a rag, replaced the phial, and turned to his companion.




  “And now?” he asked.




  Manfred made no answer, but unlocked an old-fashioned safe that stood in the corner of the room. From this he removed a box of polished wood. He opened the box and disclosed the contents.




  “If Thery is the good workman he says he is, here is the bait that shall lure Sir Philip Ramon to his death,” he said.




  Poiccart looked. “Very ingenious,” was his only comment. Then— “Does Thery know, quite know, the stir it has created?”




  Manfred closed the lid and replaced the box before he replied.




  “Does Thery know that he is the fourth Just Man?” he asked; then slowly, “I think not — and it is as well as he does not know; a thousand pounds is roughly thirty-three thousand pesetas, and there is the free pardon — and the girl at Jerez,” he added thoughtfully.




  A brilliant idea came to Smith, the reporter, and he carried it to the chief.




  “Not bad,” said the editor, which meant that the idea was really very good— “not bad at all.”




  “It occurred to me,” said the gratified reporter, “that one or two of the four might be foreigners who don’t understand a word of English.”




  “Quite so,” said the chief; “thank you for the suggestion. I’ll have it done tonight.”




  Which dialogue accounts for the fact that the next morning the Megaphone appeared with the police notice in French, Italian, German — and Spanish.
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  The editor of the Megaphone, returning from dinner, met the super-chief on the stairs. The super-chief, boyish of face, withdrew his mind from the mental contemplation of a new project (Megaphone House is the home of new projects) and inquired after the Four Just Men.




  “The excitement is keeping up,” replied the editor. “People are talking of nothing else but the coming debate on the Extradition Bill, and the Government is taking every precaution against an attack upon Ramon.”




  “What is the feeling?”




  The editor shrugged his shoulders.




  “Nobody really believes that anything will happen in spite of the bomb.”




  The super-chief thought for a moment, and then quickly:




  “What do you think?”




  The editor laughed.




  “I think the threat will never be fulfilled; for once the Four have struck against a snag. If they hadn’t warned Ramon they might have done something, but forewarned — —”




  “We shall see,” said the super-chief, and went home.




  The editor wondered, as he climbed the stairs, how much longer the Four would fill the contents bill of his newspaper, and rather hoped that they would make their attempt, even though they met with a failure, which he regarded as inevitable.




  His room was locked and in darkness, and he fumbled in his pocket for the key, found it, turned the lock, opened the door and entered.




  “I wonder,” he mused, reaching out of his hand and pressing down the switch of the light…




  There was a blinding flash, a quick splutter of flame, and the room was in darkness again.




  Startled, he retreated to the corridor and called for a light.




  “Send for the electrician,” he roared; “one of these damned fuses has gone!”




  A lamp revealed the room to be filled with a pungent smoke; the electrician discovered that every globe had been carefully removed from its socket and placed on the table.




  From one of the brackets suspended a curly length of thin wire which ended in a small black box, and it was from this that thick fumes were issuing.




  “Open the windows,” directed the editor; and a bucket of water having been brought, the little box was dropped carefully into it.




  Then it was that the editor discovered the letter — the greenish-grey letter that lay upon his desk. He took it up, turned it over, opened it, and noticed that the gum on the flap was still wet.




  




  Honoured Sir




  (ran the note), when you turned on your light this evening you probably imagined for an instant that you were a victim of one of those ‘outrages’ to which you are fond of referring. We owe you an apology for any annoyance we may have caused you. The removal of your lamp and the substitution of a ‘plug’ connecting a small charge of magnesium powder is the cause of your discomfiture. We ask you to believe that it would have been as simple to have connected a charge of nitroglycerine, and thus have made you your own executioner. We have arranged this as evidence of our inflexible intention to carry out our promise in respect of the Aliens Extradition Act. There is no power on earth that can save Sir Philip Ramon from destruction, and we ask you, as the directing force of a great medium, to throw your weight into the scale in the cause of justice, to call upon your Government to withdraw an unjust measure, and save not only the lives of many inoffensive persons who have found an asylum in your country, but also the life of a Minister of the Crown whose only fault in our eyes is his zealousness in an unrighteous cause.




  (Signed)




  The Four Just Men




  




  “Whew!” whistled the editor, wiping his forehead and eyeing the sodden box floating serenely at the top of the bucket.




  “Anything wrong, sir?” asked the electrician daringly.




  “Nothing,” was the sharp reply. “Finish your work, refix these globes, and go.”




  The electrician, ill-satisfied and curious, looked at the floating box and the broken length of wire.




  “Curious-looking thing, sir,” he said. “If you ask me —




  “I don’t ask you anything; finish your work,” the great journalist interrupted.




  “Beg pardon, I’m sure,” said the apologetic artisan.




  Half an hour later the editor of the Megaphone sat discussing the situation with Welby.




  Welby, who is the greatest foreign editor in London, grinned amiably and drawled his astonishment.




  “I have always believed that these chaps meant business,” he said cheerfully, “and what is more, I feel pretty certain that they will keep their promise. When I was in Genoa” — Welby got much of his information first-hand— “when I was in Genoa — or was it Sofia? — I met a man who told me about the Trelovitch affair. He was one of the men who assassinated the King of Servia, you remember. Well, one night he left his quarters to visit a theatre — the same night he was found dead in the public square with a sword thrust through his heart. There were two extraordinary things about it.” The foreign editor ticked them on off his fingers. “First, the General was a noted swordsman, and there was every evidence that he had not been killed in cold blood, but had been killed in a duel; the second was that he wore corsets, as many of these Germanised officers do, and one of his assailants had discovered this fact, probably by a sword thrust, and had made him discard them; at any rate when he was found this frippery was discovered close by his body.”




  “Was it known at the time that it was the work of the Four?” asked the editor.




  Welby shook his head.




  “Even I had never heard of them before,” he said resentfully. Then asked, “What have you done about your little scare?”




  “I’ve seen the hall porters and the messengers, and every man on duty at the time, but the coming and the going of our mysterious friend — I don’t suppose there was more than one — is unexplained. It really is a remarkable thing. Do you know, Welby, it gives me quite an uncanny feeling; the gum on the envelope was still wet; the letter must have been written on the premises and sealed down within a few seconds of my entering the room.”




  “Were the windows open?”




  “No; all three were shut and fastened, and it would have been impossible to enter the room that way.”




  The detective who came to receive a report of the circumstances endorsed this opinion.




  “The man who wrote this letter must have left your room not longer than a minute before you arrived,” he concluded, and took charge of the letter.




  Being a young and enthusiastic detective, before finishing his investigations he made a most minute search of the room, turning up carpets, tapping walls, inspecting cupboards, and taking laborious and unnecessary measurements with a foot-rule.




  “There are a lot of our chaps who sneer at detective stories,” he explained to the amused editor, “but I have read almost everything that has been written by Gaboriau and Conan Doyle, and I believe in taking notice of little things. There wasn’t any cigar ash or anything of that sort left behind, was there?” he asked wistfully.




  “I’m afraid not,” said the editor gravely.




  “Pity,” said the detective, and wrapping up the ‘infernal machine’ and its appurtenances, he took his departure.




  Afterwards the editor informed Welby that the disciple of Holmes had spent half an hour with a magnifying glass examining the floor.




  “He found half a sovereign that I lost weeks ago, so it’s really an ill wind — —”




  All that evening nobody but Welby and the chief knew what had happened in the editor’s room. There was some rumour in the subeditor’s department that a small accident had occurred in the sanctum.




  “Chief busted a fuse in his room and got a devil of a fright,” said the man who attended to the Shipping List.




  “Dear me,” said the weather expert, looking up from his chart, “do you know something like that happened to me: the other night — —”




  The chief had directed a few firm words to the detective before his departure.




  “Only you and myself know anything about this occurrence,” said the editor, “so if it gets out I shall know it comes from Scotland Yard.”




  “You may be sure nothing will come from us,” was the detective’s reply: “we’ve got into too much hot water already.”




  “That’s good,” said the editor, and ‘that’s good’ sounded like a threat.




  So that Welby and the chief kept the matter a secret till half an hour before the paper went to press.




  This may seem to the layman an extraordinary circumstance, but experience has shown most men who control newspapers that news has an unlucky knack of leaking out before it appears in type.




  Wicked compositors — and even compositors can be wicked — have been known to screw up copies of important and exclusive news, and throw them out of a convenient window so that they have fallen close to a patient man standing in the street below and have been immediately hurried off to the office of a rival newspaper and sold for more than their weight in gold. Such cases have been known.




  But at half past eleven the buzzing hive of Megaphone House began to hum, for then it was that the subeditors learnt for the first time of the ‘outrage’.




  It was a great story — yet another Megaphone scoop, headlined half down the page with the ‘Just four’ again — outrage at the office of the Megaphone — devilish ingenuity — Another Threatening Letter — The Four Will Keep Their Promise — Remarkable Document — Will the Police save Sir Philip Ramon?




  “A very good story,” said the chief complacently, reading the proofs.




  He was preparing to leave, and was speaking to Welby by the door.




  “Not bad,” said the discriminating Welby. “What I think — hullo!”




  The last was addressed to a messenger who appeared with a stranger.




  “Gentleman wants to speak to somebody, sir — bit excited, so I brought him up; he’s a foreigner, and I can’t understand him, so I brought him to you” — this to Welby.




  “What do you want?” asked the chief in French.




  The man shook his head, and said a few words in a strange tongue.




  “Ah!” said Welby, “Spanish — what do you wish?” he said in that language.




  “Is this the office of that paper?” The man produced a grimy copy of the Megaphone.




  “Yes.”




  “Can I speak to the editor?”




  The chief looked suspicious.




  “I am the editor,” he said.




  The man looked over his shoulder, then leant forward.




  “I am one of The Four Just Men,” he said hesitatingly. Welby took a step towards him and scrutinised him closely.




  “What is your name?” he asked quickly.




  “Miguel Thery of Jerez,” replied the man.




  It was half past ten when, returning from a concert, the cab that bore Poiccart and Manfred westward passed through Hanover Square and turned off to Oxford Street.




  “You ask to see the editor,” Manfred was explaining; “they take you up to the offices; you explain your business to somebody; they are very sorry, but they cannot help you; they are very polite, but not to the extent of seeing you off the premises, so, wandering about seeking your way out, you come to the editor’s room and, knowing that he is out, slip in, make your arrangements, walk out, locking the door after you if nobody is about, addressing a few farewell words to an imaginary occupant, if you are seen, and voila!”




  Poiccart bit the end of his cigar.




  “Use for your envelope a gum that will not dry under an hour and you heighten the mystery,” he said quietly, and Manfred was amused.




  “The envelope-just-fastened is an irresistible attraction to an English detective.”




  The cab speeding along Oxford Street turned into Edgware Road, when Manfred put up his hand and pushed open the trap in the roof.




  “We’ll get down here,” he called, and the driver pulled up to the sidewalk.




  “I thought you said Pembridge Gardens?” he remarked as Manfred paid him.




  “So I did,” said Manfred; “goodnight.”




  They waited chatting on the edge of the pavement until the cab had disappeared from view, then turned back to the Marble Arch, crossed to Park Lane, walked down that plutocratic thoroughfare and round into Piccadilly. Near the Circus they found a restaurant with a long bar and many small alcoves, where men sat around marble tables, drinking, smoking, and talking. In one of these, alone, sat Gonsalez, smoking a long cigarette and wearing on his cleanshaven mobile face a look of meditative content.




  Neither of the men evinced the slightest sign of surprise at meeting him — yet Manfred’s heart missed a beat, and into the pallid cheeks of Poiccart crept two bright red spots.




  They seated themselves, a waiter came and they gave their orders, and when he had gone Manfred asked in a low tone, “Where is Thery?”




  Leon gave the slightest shrug.




  “Thery has made his escape,” he answered calmly.




  For a minute neither man spoke, and Leon continued:




  “This morning, before you left, you gave him a bundle of newspapers?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “They were English newspapers,” he said. “Thery does not know a word of English. There were pictures in them — I gave them to amuse him.”




  “You gave him, amongst others, the Megaphone?”




  “Yes — ha!” Manfred remembered.




  “The offer of a reward was in it — and the free pardon — printed in Spanish.”




  Manfred was gazing into vacancy.




  “I remember,” he said slowly. “I read it afterwards.”




  “It was very ingenious,” remarked Poiccart commendingly.




  “I noticed he was rather excited, but I accounted for this by the fact that we had told him last night of the method we intended adopting for the removal of Ramon and the part he was to play.”




  Leon changed the topic to allow the waiter to serve the refreshments that had been ordered.




  “It is preposterous,” he went on without changing his key, “that a horse on which so much money has been placed should not have been sent to England at least a month in advance.”




  “The idea of a bad Channel-crossing leading to the scratching of the favourite of a big race is unheard of,” added Manfred severely.




  The waiter left them.




  “We went for a walk this afternoon,” resumed Leon, “and were passing along Regent Street, he stopping every few seconds to look in the shops, when suddenly — we had been staring at the window of a photographer’s — I missed him. There were hundreds of people in the street — but no Thery…I have been seeking him ever since.”




  Leon sipped his drink and looked at his watch.




  The other two men did nothing, said nothing.




  A careful observer might have noticed that both Manfred’s and Poiccart’s hands strayed to the top button of their coats.




  “Perhaps not so bad as that,” smiled Gonsalez.




  Manfred broke the silence of the two.




  “I take all blame,” he commenced, but Poiccart stopped him with a gesture.




  “If there is any blame, I alone am blameless,” he said with a short laugh. “No, George, it is too late to talk of blame. We underrated the cunning of m’sieur, the enterprise of the English newspapers and — and — —”




  “The girl at Jerez,” concluded Leon.




  Five minutes passed in silence, each man thinking rapidly.




  “I have a car not far from here,” said Leon at length. “You had told me you would be at this place by eleven o’clock; we have the naphtha launch at Burnham-on-Crouch — we could be in France by daybreak.”




  Manfred looked at him. “What do you think yourself?” he asked.




  “I say stay and finish the work,” said Leon.




  “And I,” said Poiccart quietly but decisively.




  Manfred called the waiter.




  “Have you the last editions of the evening papers?”




  The waiter thought he could get them, and returned with two.




  Manfred scanned the pages carefully, then threw them aside.




  “Nothing in these,” he said. “If Thery has gone to the police we must hide and use some other method to that agreed upon, or we could strike now. After all, Thery has told us all we want to know, but — —”




  “That would be unfair to Ramon.” Poiccart finished the sentence in such a tone as summarily ended that possibility. “He has still two days, and must receive yet another, and last, warning.”




  “Then we must find Thery.”




  It was Manfred who spoke, and he rose, followed by Poiccart and Gonsalez.




  “If Thery has not gone to the police — where would he go?”




  The tone of Leon’s question suggested the answer.




  “To the office of the newspaper that published the Spanish advertisement,” was Manfred’s reply, and instinctively the three men knew that this was the correct solution.




  “Your motorcar will be useful,” said Manfred, and all three left the bar.




  In the editor’s room Thery faced the two journalists.




  “Thery?” repeated Welby; “I do not know that name. Where do you come from? What is your address?”




  “I come from Jerez in Andalusia, from the wine farm of Sienor.”




  “Not that,” interrupted Welby; “where do you come from now — what part of London?”




  Thery raised his hands despairingly.




  “How should I know? There are houses and streets and people — and it is in London, and I was to kill a man, a Minister, because he had made a wicked law — they did not tell me — —”




  “They — who?” asked the editor eagerly.




  “The other three.”




  “But their names?”




  Thery shot a suspicious glance at his questioner.




  “There is a reward,” he said sullenly, “and a pardon. I want these before I tell — —”




  The editor stepped to his desk.




  “If you are one of the Four you shall have your reward — you shall have some of it now.” He pressed a button and a messenger came to the door.




  “Go to the composing room and tell the printer not to allow his men to leave until I give orders.”




  Below, in the basement, the machines were thundering as they flung out the first numbers of the morning news.




  “Now” — the editor turned to Thery, who had stood, uneasily shifting from foot to foot whilst the order was being given— “now, tell me all you know.”




  Thery did not answer; his eyes were fixed on the floor.




  “There is a reward and a pardon,” he muttered doggedly.




  “Hasten!” cried Welby. “You will receive your reward and the pardon also. Tell us, who are the Four Just Men? Who are the other three? Where are they to be found?”




  “Here,” said a clear voice behind him; and he turned as a stranger, closing the door as he entered, stood facing the three men — a stranger in evening dress, masked from brow to chin.




  There was a revolver in the hand that hung at his side.




  “I am one,” repeated the stranger calmly; “there are two others waiting outside the building.”




  “How did you get here — what do you want?” demanded the editor, and stretched his hand to an open drawer in his desk.




  “Take your hand away” — and the thin barrel of the revolver rose with a jerk. “How I came here your doorkeeper will explain, when he recovers consciousness. Why I am here is because I wish to save my life — not an unreasonable wish. If Thery speaks I may be a dead man — I am about to prevent him speaking. I have no quarrel with either of you gentlemen, but if you hinder me I shall kill you,” he said simply. He spoke all the while in English, and Thery, with wide-stretched eyes and distended nostrils, shrank back against the wall, breathing quickly.




  “You,” said the masked man, turning to the terror-stricken informer and speaking in Spanish, “would have betrayed your comrades — you would have thwarted a great purpose, therefore it is just that you should die.”




  He raised the revolver to the level of Thery’s breast, and Thery fell on his knees, mouthing the prayer he could not articulate.




  “By God — no!” cried the editor, and sprang forward.




  The revolver turned on him.




  “Sir,” said the unknown — and his voice sank almost to a whisper— “for God’s sake do not force me to kill you.”




  “You shall not commit a coldblooded murder,” cried the editor in a white heat of anger, and moved forward, but Welby held him back. “What is the use?” said Welby in an undertone; “he means it — we can do nothing.”




  “You can do something,” said the stranger, and his revolver dropped to his side.




  Before the editor could answer there was a knock at the door.




  “Say you are busy”; and the revolver covered Thery, who was a whimpering, huddled heap by the wall.




  “Go away,” shouted the editor, “I am busy.”




  “The printers are waiting,” said the voice of the messenger.




  “Now,” asked the chief, as the footsteps of the boy died away; “what can we do?”




  “You can save this man’s life.”




  “How?”




  “Give me your word of honour that you will allow us both to depart, and will neither raise an alarm nor leave this room for a quarter of an hour.”




  The editor hesitated.




  “How do I know that the murder you contemplate will not be committed as soon as you get clear?”




  The other laughed under his mask.




  “How do I know that as soon as I have left the room you will not raise an alarm?”




  “I should have given my word, sir,” said the editor stiffly.




  “And I mine,” was the quiet response; “And my word has never been broken.”




  In the editor’s mind a struggle was going on; here in his hand was the greatest story of the century; another minute and he would have extracted from Thery the secret of the Four.




  Even now a bold dash might save everything — and the printers were waiting…but the hand that held the revolver was the hand of a resolute man, and the chief yielded.




  “I agree, but under protest,” he said. “I warn you that your arrest and punishment is inevitable.”




  “I regret,” said the masked man with a slight bow, “that I cannot agree with you — nothing is inevitable save death. Come, Thery,” he said, speaking in Spanish. “On my word as a Caballero I will not harm you.”




  Thery hesitated, then slunk forward with his head bowed and his eyes fixed on the floor.




  The masked man opened the door an inch, listened, and in the moment came the inspiration of the editor’s life.




  “Look here,” he said quickly, the man giving place to the journalist, “when you get home will you write us an article about yourselves? You needn’t give us any embarrassing particulars, you know — something about your aspirations, your raison d’etre.”




  “Sir,” said the masked man — and there was a note of admiration in his voice— “I recognise in you an artist. The article will be delivered tomorrow”; and opening the door the two men stepped into the darkened corridor.
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  Blood-red placards, hoarse newsboys, overwhelming headlines, and column after column of leaded type told the world next day how near the Four had been to capture. Men in the train leant forward, their newspapers on their knees, and explained what they would have done had they been in the editor of the Megaphone’s position. People stopped talking about wars and famines and droughts and street accidents and parliaments and ordinary everyday murders and the German Emperor, in order to concentrate their minds upon the topic of the hour. Would the Four Just Men carry out their promise and slay the Secretary for Foreign Affairs on the morrow?




  Nothing else was spoken about. Here was a murder threatened a month ago, and, unless something unforeseen happened, to be committed tomorrow.




  No wonder that the London Press devoted the greater part of its space to discussing the coming of Thery and his recapture.




  ‘…It is not so easy to understand,’ said the Telegram, ‘why, having the miscreants in their hands, certain journalists connected with a sensational and halfpenny contemporary allowed them to go free to work their evil designs upon a great statesman whose unparalleled…We say if, for unfortunately in these days of cheap journalism every story emanating from the sanctum sanctorum of sensation-loving sheets is not to be accepted on its pretensions; so if, as it stated, these desperadoes really did visit the office of a contemporary last night…’ At noonday Scotland Yard circulated broadcast a hastily printed sheet:




  £1000 REWARD




  Wanted, on suspicion of being connected with a criminal organisation known as the Four Just Men, MIGUEL THERY, alias SAIMONT, alias LE CHICO, late of Jerez, Spain, a Spaniard speaking no English. Height 5 feet 8 inches. Eyes brown, hair black, slight black moustache, face broad. Scars: white scar on cheek, old knife wound on body. Figure, thickset.




  The above reward will be paid to any person or persons who shall give such information as shall lead to the identification of the said Thery with the band known as the Four Just Men and his apprehension.




  From which may be gathered that, acting on the information furnished by the editor and his assistant at two o’clock in the morning, the Direct Spanish Cable had been kept busy; important personages had been roused from their beds in Madrid, and the history of Thery as recorded in the Bureau had been reconstructed from pigeonhole records for the enlightenment of an energetic Commissioner of Police.




  Sir Philip Ramon, sitting writing in his study at Portland Place, found a difficulty in keeping his mind upon the letter that lay before him.




  It was a letter addressed to his agent at Branfell, the huge estate over which he, in the years he was out of office, played squire.




  Neither wife nor chick nor child had Sir Philip. ‘…If by any chance these men succeed in carrying out their purpose I have made ample provision not only for yourself but for all who have rendered me faithful service,’ he wrote — from which may be gathered the tenor of his letter.




  During these past few weeks, Sir Philip’s feelings towards the possible outcome of his action had undergone a change.




  The irritation of a constant espionage, friendly on the one hand, menacing on the other, had engendered so bitter a feeling of resentment, that in this newer emotion all personal fear had been swallowed up. His mind was filled with one unswerving determination, to carry through the measure he had in hand, to thwart the Four Just Men, and to vindicate the integrity of a Minister of the Crown. ‘It would be absurd,’ he wrote in the course of an article entitled Individuality in its Relation to the Public Service, and which was published some months later in the Quarterly Review—’it would be monstrous to suppose that incidental criticism from a wholly unauthoritative source should affect or in any way influence a member of the Government in his conception of the legislation necessary for the millions of people entrusted to his care. He is the instrument, duly appointed, to put into tangible form the wishes and desires of those who naturally look to him not only to furnish means and methods for the betterment of their conditions, or the amelioration of irksome restrictions upon international commercial relations, but to find them protection from risks extraneous of purely commercial liabilities…in such a case a Minister of the Crown with a due appreciation of his responsibilities ceases to exist as a man and becomes merely an unhuman automaton.’




  Sir Philip Ramon was a man with very few friends. He had none of the qualities that go to the making of a popular man. He was an honest man, a conscientious man, a strong man. He was the coldblooded, cynical creature that a life devoid of love had left him. He had no enthusiasm — and inspired none. Satisfied that a certain procedure was less wrong than any other, he adopted it. Satisfied that a measure was for the immediate or ultimate good of his fellows, he carried that measure through to the bitter end. It may be said of him that he had no ambitions — only aims. He was the most dangerous man in the Cabinet, which he dominated in his masterful way, for he knew not the meaning of the blessed word ‘compromise’.




  If he held views on any subject under the sun, those views were to be the views of his colleagues.




  Four times in the short history of the administration had Rumoured Resignation of a Cabinet Minister filled the placards of the newspapers, and each time the Minister whose resignation was ultimately recorded was the man whose views had clashed with the Foreign Secretary. In small things, as in great, he had his way.




  His official residence he absolutely refused to occupy, and No. 44 Downing Street was converted into half office, half palace. Portland Place was his home, and from there he drove every morning, passing the Horse Guards clock as it finished the last stroke of ten.




  A private telephone wire connected his study in Portland Place with the official residence, and but for this Sir Philip had cut himself adrift from the house in Downing Street, to occupy which had been the ambition of the great men of his party.




  Now, however, with the approach of the day on which every effort would be taxed, the police insisted upon his taking up his quarters in Downing Street.




  Here, they said, the task of protecting the Minister would be simplified. No. 44 Downing Street they knew. The approaches could be better guarded, and, moreover, the drive — that dangerous drive! — between Portland Place and the Foreign Office would be obviated.




  It took a considerable amount of pressure and pleading to induce Sir Philip to take even this step, and it was only when it was pointed out that the surveillance to which he was being subjected would not be so apparent to himself that he yielded.




  “You don’t like to find my men outside your door with your shaving water,” said Superintendent Falmouth bluntly. “You objected to one of my men being in your bathroom when you went in the other morning, and you complained about a plainclothes officer driving on your box — well, Sir Philip, in Downing Street I promise that you shan’t even see them.”




  This clinched the argument.




  It was just before leaving Portland Place to take up his new quarters that he sat writing to his agent whilst the detective waited outside the door.




  The telephone at Sir Philip’s elbow buzzed — he hated bells — and the voice of his private secretary asked with some anxiety how long he would be.




  “We have got sixty men on duty at 44,” said the secretary, zealous and young, “and today and tomorrow we shall — —” And Sir Philip listened with growing impatience to the recital.




  “I wonder you have not got an iron safe to lock me in,” he said petulantly, and closed the conversation.




  There was a knock at the door and Falmouth put his head inside.




  “I don’t want to hurry you, sir,” he said, “but — —”




  So the Foreign Secretary drove off to Downing Street in something remarkably like a temper.




  For he was not used to being hurried, or taken charge of, or ordered hither and thither. It irritated him further to see the now familiar cyclists on either side of the carriage, to recognise at every few yards an obvious policeman in mufti admiring the view from the sidewalk, and when he came to Downing Street and found it barred to all carriages but his own, and an enormous crowd of morbid sightseers gathered to cheer his ingress, he felt as he had never felt before in his life — humiliated.




  He found his secretary waiting in his private office with the rough draft of the speech that was to introduce the second reading of the Extradition Bill.




  “We are pretty sure to meet with a great deal of opposition,” informed the secretary, “but Mainland has sent out three-line whips, and expects to get a majority of thirty-six — at the very least.”




  Ramon read over the notes and found them refreshing.




  They brought back the old feeling of security and importance. After all, he was a great Minister of State. Of course the threats were too absurd — the police were to blame for making so much fuss; and of course the Press — yes, that was it — a newspaper sensation.




  There was something buoyant, something almost genial in his air, when he turned with a half smile to his secretary.




  “Well, what about my unknown friends — what do the blackguards call themselves? — the Four Just Men?”




  Even as he spoke he was acting a part; he had not forgotten their title, it was with him day and night.




  The secretary hesitated; between his chief and himself the Four Just Men had been a tabooed subject.




  “They — oh, we’ve heard nothing more than you have read,” he said lamely; “we know now who Thery is, but we can’t place his three companions.”




  The Minister pursed his lips.




  “They give me till tomorrow night to recant,” he said.




  “You have heard from them again?”




  “The briefest of notes,” said Sir Philip lightly.




  “And otherwise?”




  Sir Philip frowned. “They will keep their promise,” he said shortly, for the ‘otherwise’ of his secretary had sent a coldness into his heart that he could not quite understand.




  In the top room in the workshop at Carnaby Street, Thery, subdued, sullen, fearful, sat facing the three. “I want you to quite understand,” said Manfred, “that we bear you no ill-will for what you have done. I think, and Senor Poiccart thinks, that Senor Gonsalez did right to spare your life and bring you back to us.”




  Thery dropped his eyes before the half-quizzical smile of the speaker.




  “Tomorrow night you will do as you agreed to do — if the necessity still exists. Then you will go — —” he paused.




  “Where?” demanded Thery in sudden rage. “Where in the name of Heaven? I have told them my name, they will know who I am — they will find that by writing to the police. Where am I to go?”




  He sprang to his feet, glowering on the three men, his hands trembling with rage, his great frame shaking with the intensity of his anger.




  “You betrayed yourself,” said Manfred quietly; “that is your punishment. But we will find a place for you, a new Spain under other skies — and the girl at Jerez shall be there waiting for you.”




  Thery looked from one to the other suspiciously. Were they laughing at him?




  There was no smile on their faces; Gonsalez alone looked at him with keen, inquisitive eyes, as though he saw some hidden meaning in the speech.




  “Will you swear that?” asked Thery hoarsely, “will you swear that by the — —”




  “I promise that — if you wish it I will swear it,” said Manfred. “And now,” he went on, his voice changing, “you know what is expected of you tomorrow night — what you have to do?”




  Thery nodded.




  “There must be no hitch — no bungling; you and I and Poiccart and Gonsalez will kill this unjust man in a way that the world will never guess — such an execution as shall appall mankind. A swift death, a sure death, a death that will creep through cracks, that will pass by the guards unnoticed. Why, there never has been such a thing done — such — —” he stopped dead with flushed cheeks and kindling eyes, and met the gaze of his two companions. Poiccart impassive, sphinxlike, Leon interested and analytic. Manfred’s face went a duller red.




  “I am sorry,” he said almost humbly; “for the moment I had forgotten the cause, and the end, in the strangeness of the means.”




  He raised his hand deprecatingly.




  “It is understandable,” said Poiccart gravely, and Leon pressed Manfred’s arm.




  The three stood in embarrassed silence for a moment, then Manfred laughed.




  “To work!” he said, and led the way to the improvised laboratory.




  Inside Thery took off his coat. Here was his province, and from being the cowed dependant he took charge of the party, directing them, instructing, commanding, until he had the men of whom, a few minutes before, he had stood in terror running from studio to laboratory, from floor to floor.




  There was much to be done, much testing, much calculating, many little sums to be worked out on paper, for in the killing of Sir Philip Ramon all the resources of modern science were to be pressed into the service of the Four.




  “I am going to survey the land,” said Manfred suddenly, and disappearing into the studio returned with a pair of step-ladders. These he straddled in the dark passage, and mounting quickly pushed up a trapdoor that led to the flat roof of the building.




  He pulled himself up carefully, crawled along the leaden surface, and raising himself cautiously looked over the low parapet.




  He was in the centre of a half mile circle of uneven roofs. Beyond the circumference of his horizon London loomed murkily through smoke and mist. Below was a busy street. He took a hasty survey of the roof with its chimney stacks, its unornamental telegraph pole, its leaden floor and rusty guttering; then, through a pair of field-glasses, made a long, careful survey southward. He crawled slowly back to the trapdoor, raised it, and let himself down very gingerly till his feet touched the top of the ladder. Then he descended rapidly, closing the door after him.




  “Well?” asked Thery with something of triumph in his voice.




  “I see you have labelled it,” said Manfred.




  “It is better so — since we shall work in the dark,” said Thery.




  “Did you see then —— ?” began Poiccart.




  Manfred nodded.




  “Very indistinctly — one could just see the Houses of Parliament dimly, and Downing Street is a jumble of roofs.”




  Thery had turned to the work that was engaging his attention. Whatever was his trade he was a deft workman. Somehow he felt that he must do his best for these men. He had been made forcibly aware of their superiority in the last days, he had now an ambition to assert his own skill, his individuality, and to earn commendation from these men who had made him feel his littleness.




  Manfred and the others stood aside and watched him in silence. Leon, with a perplexed frown, kept his eyes fixed on the workman’s face. For Leon Gonsalez, scientist, physiognomist (his translation of the Theologi Physiognomia Humana of Lequetius is regarded today as the finest), was endeavouring to reconcile the criminal with the artisan.




  After a while Thery finished.




  “All is now ready,” he said with a grin of satisfaction: “let me find your Minister of State, give me a minute’s speech with him, and the next minute he dies.”




  His face, repulsive in repose, was now demoniacal. He was like some great bull from his own country made more terrible with the snuffle of blood in his nostrils.




  In strange contrast were the faces of his employers. Not a muscle of either face stirred. There was neither exultation nor remorse in their expressions — only a curious something that creeps into the set face of the judge as he pronounces the dread sentence of the law. Thery saw that something, and it froze him to his very marrow.




  He threw up his hands as if to ward them off.




  “Stop! stop!” he shouted; “don’t look like that, in the name of God — don’t, don’t!” He covered his face with shaking hands.




  “Like what, Thery?” asked Leon softly.




  Thery shook his head.




  “I cannot say — like the judge at Granada when he says — when he says, ‘Let the thing be done!’”




  “If we look so,” said Manfred harshly, “it is because we are judges — and not alone judges but executioners of our judgment.”




  “I thought you would have been pleased,” whimpered Thery.




  “You have done well,” said Manfred gravely.




  “Bueno, bueno!” echoed the others.




  “Pray God that we are successful,” added Manfred solemnly, and Thery stared at this strange man in amazement.




  Superintendent Falmouth reported to the Commissioner that afternoon that all arrangements were now complete for the protection of the threatened Minister.




  “I’ve filled up 44 Downing Street,” he said; “there’s practically a man in every room. I’ve got four of our best men on the roof, men in the basement, men in the kitchens.”




  “What about the servants?” asked the Commissioner.




  “Sir Philip has brought up his own people from the country, and now there isn’t a person in the house from the private secretary to the doorkeeper whose name and history I do not know from A to Z.”




  The Commissioner breathed an anxious sigh.




  “I shall be very glad when tomorrow is over,” he said. “What are the final arrangements?”




  “There has been no change, sir, since we fixed things up the morning Sir Philip came over. He remains at 44 all day tomorrow until half past eight, goes over to the House at nine to move the reading of the Bill, returns at eleven.”




  “I have given orders for the traffic to be diverted along the Embankment between a quarter to nine and a quarter after, and the same at eleven,” said the Commissioner. “Four closed carriages will drive from Downing Street to the House, Sir Philip will drive down in a car immediately afterwards.”




  There was a rap at the door — the conversation took place in the Commissioner’s office — and a police officer entered. He bore a card in his hand, which he laid upon the table.




  “Senor Jose di Silva,” read the Commissioner, “the Spanish Chief of Police,” he explained to the Superintendent. “Show him in, please.”




  Senor di Silva, a lithe little man, with a pronounced nose and a beard, greeted the Englishmen with the exaggerated politeness that is peculiar to Spanish official circles.




  “I am sorry to bring you over,” said the Commissioner, after he had shaken hands with the visitor and had introduced him to Falmouth; “we thought you might be able to help us in our search for Thery.”




  “Luckily I was in Paris,” said the Spaniard; “yes, I know Thery, and I am astounded to find him in such distinguished company. Do I know the Four?” — his shoulders went up to his ears— “who does? I know of them — there was a case at Malaga, you know?…Thery is not a good criminal. I was astonished to learn that he had joined the band.”




  “By the way,” said the chief, picking up a copy of the police notice that lay on his desk, and running his eye over it, “your people omitted to say — although it really isn’t of very great importance — what is Thery’s trade?”




  The Spanish policeman knitted his brow.




  “Thery’s trade! Let me remember.” He thought for a moment. “Thery’s trade? I don’t think I know; yet I have an idea that it is something to do with rubber. His first crime was stealing rubber; but if you want to know for certain — —”




  The Commissioner laughed.




  “It really isn’t at all important,” he said lightly.
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  There was yet another missive to be handed to the doomed Minister. In the last he had received there had occurred the sentence: One more warning you shall receive, and so that we may be assured it shall not go astray, our next and last message shall be delivered into your hands by one of us in person.




  This passage afforded the police more comfort than had any episode since the beginning of the scare. They placed a curious faith in the honesty of the Four Men; they recognised that these were not ordinary criminals and that their pledge was inviolable. Indeed, had they thought otherwise the elaborate precautions that they were taking to ensure the safety of Sir Philip would not have been made. The honesty of the Four was their most terrible characteristic.




  In this instance it served to raise a faint hope that the men who were setting at defiance the establishment of the law would overreach themselves. The letter conveying this message was the one to which Sir Philip had referred so airily in his conversation with his secretary. It had come by post, bearing the date mark, Balham, 12.15.




  “The question is, shall we keep you absolutely surrounded, so that these men cannot by any possible chance carry out their threat?” asked Superintendent Falmouth in some perplexity, “or shall we apparently relax our vigilance in order to lure one of the Four to his destruction?”




  The question was directed to Sir Philip Ramon as he sat huddled up in the capacious depths of his office chair.




  “You want to use me as a bait?” he asked sharply.




  The detective expostulated.




  “Not exactly that, sir; we want to give these men a chance — —”




  “I understand perfectly,” said the Minister, with some show of irritation.




  The detective resumed:




  “We know now how the infernal machine was smuggled into the House; on the day on which the outrage was committed an old member, Mr. Bascoe, the member for North Torrington, was seen to enter the House.”




  “Well?” asked Sir Philip in surprise.




  “Mr. Bascoe was never within a hundred miles of the House of Commons on that date,” said the detective quietly. “We might never have found it out, for his name did not appear in the division list. We’ve been working quietly on that House of Commons affair ever since, and it was only a couple of days ago that we made the discovery.”




  Sir Philip sprang from his chair and nervously paced the floor of his room.




  “Then they are evidently well acquainted with the conditions of life in England,” he asserted rather than asked.




  “Evidently; they’ve got the lay of the land, and that is one of the dangers of the situation.”




  “But,” frowned the other, “you have told me there were no dangers, no real dangers.”




  “There is this danger, sir,” replied the detective, eyeing the Minister steadily, and dropping his voice as he spoke, “men who are capable of making such disguise are really outside the ordinary run of criminals. I don’t know what their game is, but whatever it is, they are playing it thoroughly. One of them is evidently an artist at that sort of thing, and he’s the man I’m afraid of — today.”




  Sir Philip’s head tossed impatiently.




  “I am tired of all this, tired of it” — and he thrashed the edge of his desk with an open palm— “detectives and disguises and masked murderers until the atmosphere is, for all the world, like that of a melodrama.”




  “You must have patience for a day or two,” said the plain-spoken officer.




  The Four Just Men were on the nerves of more people than the Foreign Minister.




  “And we have not decided what is to be our plan for this evening,” he added.




  “Do as you like,” said Sir Philip shortly, and then: “Am I to be allowed to go to the House tonight?”




  “No; that is not part of the programme,” replied the detective.




  Sir Philip stood for a moment in thought.




  “These arrangements; they are kept secret, I suppose?”




  “Absolutely.”




  “Who knows of them?”




  “Yourself, the Commissioner, your secretary, and myself.”




  “And no one else?”




  “No one; there is no danger likely to arise from that source. If upon the secrecy of your movements your safety depended it would be plain sailing.”




  “Have these arrangements been committed to writing?” asked Sir Philip.




  “No, sir; nothing has been written; our plans have been settled upon and communicated verbally; even the Prime Minister does not know.”




  Sir Philip breathed a sigh of relief.




  “That is all to the good,” he said, as the detective rose to go.




  “I must see the Commissioner. I shall be away for less than half an hour; in the meantime I suggest that you do not leave your room,” he said.




  Sir Philip followed him out to the anteroom, in which sat Hamilton, the secretary.




  “I have had an uncomfortable feeling,” said Falmouth, as one of his men approached with a long coat, which he proceeded to help the detective into, “a sort of instinctive feeling this last day or two, that I have been watched and followed, so that I am using a car to convey me from place to place: they can’t follow that, without attracting some notice.” He dipped his hand into the pocket and brought out a pair of motoring goggles. He laughed somewhat shamefacedly as he adjusted them. “This is the only disguise I ever adopt, and I might say, Sir Philip,” he added with some regret, “that this is the first time during my twentyfive years of service that I have ever played the fool like a stage detective.”




  After Falmouth’s departure the Foreign Minister returned to his desk.




  He hated being alone: it frightened him. That there were two score detectives within call did not dispel the feeling of loneliness. The terror of the Four was ever with him, and this had so worked upon his nerves that the slightest noise irritated him. He played with the penholder that lay on the desk. He scribbled inconsequently on the blottingpad before him, and was annoyed to find that the scribbling had taken the form of numbers of figure 4.




  Was the Bill worth it? Was the sacrifice called for? Was the measure of such importance as to justify the risk? These things he asked himself again and again, and then immediately, What sacrifice? What risk?




  “I am taking the consequence too much for granted,” he muttered, throwing aside the pen, and half turning from the writing-table. “There is no certainty that they will keep their words; bah! it is impossible that they should — —”




  There was a knock at the door.




  “Hullo, Superintendent,” said the Foreign Minister as the knocker entered. “Back again already!”




  The detective, vigorously brushing the dust from his moustache with a handkerchief, drew an official-looking blue envelope from his pocket.




  “I thought I had better leave this in your care,” he said, dropping his voice; “it occurred to me just after I had left; accidents happen, you know.”




  The Minister took the document.




  “What is it?” he asked.




  “It is something which would mean absolute disaster for me if by chance it was found in my possession,” said the detective, turning to go.




  “What am I to do with it?”




  “You would greatly oblige me by putting it in your desk until I return”; and the detective stepped into the anteroom, closed the door behind him and, acknowledging the salute of the plainclothes officer who guarded the outer door, passed to the motorcar that awaited him.




  Sir Philip looked at the envelope with a puzzled frown.




  It bore the superscription Confidential and the address, Department A, C1D, Scotland Yard.




  ‘Some confidential report,’ thought Sir Philip, and an angry doubt as to the possibility of it containing particulars of the police arrangements for his safety filled his mind. He had hit by accident upon the truth had he but known. The envelope contained those particulars.




  He placed the letter in a drawer of his desk and drew some papers towards him.




  They were copies of the Bill for the passage of which he was daring so much.




  It was not a long document. The clauses were few in number, the objects, briefly described in the preamble, were tersely defined. There was no fear of this Bill failing to pass on the morrow. The Government’s majority was assured. Men had been brought back to town, stragglers had been whipped in, prayers and threats alike had assisted in concentrating the rapidly dwindling strength of the administration on this one effort of legislation; and what the frantic entreaties of the Whips had failed to secure, curiosity had accomplished, for members of both parties were hurrying to town to be present at a scene which might perhaps be history, and, as many feared, tragedy.




  As Sir Philip conned the paper he mechanically formed in his mind the line of attack — for, tragedy or no, the Bill struck at too many interests in the House to allow of its passage without a stormy debate. He was a master of dialectics, a brilliant casuist, a coiner of phrases that stuck and stung. There was nothing for him to fear in the debate. If only —— It hurt him to think of the Four Just Men. Not so much because they threatened his life — he had gone past that — but the mere thought that there had come a new factor into his calculations, a new and terrifying force, that could not be argued down or brushed aside with an acid jest, nor intrigued against, nor adjusted by any parliamentary method. He did not think of compromise. The possibility of making terms with his enemy never once entered his head.




  “I’ll go through with it!” he cried, not once but a score of times; “I’ll go through with it!” and now, as the moment grew nearer to hand, his determination to try conclusions with this new world-force grew stronger than ever.




  The telephone at his elbow purred — he was sitting at his desk with his head on his hands — and he took the receiver. The voice of his house steward reminded him that he had arranged to give instructions for the closing of the house in Portland Place.




  For two or three days, or until this terror had subsided, he intended his house should be empty. He would not risk the lives of his servants. If the Four intended to carry out their plan they would run no risks of failure, and if the method they employed were a bomb, then, to make assurance doubly sure, an explosion at Downing Street might well synchronize with an outrage at Portland Place.




  He had finished his talk, and was replacing the receiver when a knock at the door heralded the entry of the detective.




  He looked anxiously at the Minister.




  “Nobody been, sir?” he asked.




  Sir Philip smiled.




  “If by that you mean have the Four delivered their ultimatum in person, I can comfort your mind — they have not.”




  The detective’s face was evidence of his relief.




  “Thank Heaven!” he said fervently. “I had an awful dread that whilst I was away something would happen. But I have news for you, sir.”




  “Indeed!”




  “Yes, sir, the Commissioner has received a long cable from America. Since the two murders in that country one of Pinkerton’s men has been engaged in collecting data. For years he has been piecing together the scrappy evidence he has been able to secure, and this is his cablegram.” The detective drew a paper from his pocket and, spreading it on the desk, read:




  Pinkerton, Chicago, to Commissioner of Police, Scotland Yard, London.




  Warn Ramon that the Four do not go outside their promise. If they have threatened to kill in a certain manner at a certain time they will be punctual. We have proof of this characteristic. After Anderson’s death small memorandum book was discovered outside window of room evidently dropped. Book was empty save for three pages, which were filled with neatly written memoranda headed ‘Six methods of execution’. It was initialled ‘C.’ (third letter in alphabet). Warn Ramon against following: drinking coffee in any form, opening letters or parcels, using soap that has not been manufactured under eye of trustworthy agent, sitting in any room other than that occupied day and night by police officer. Examine his bedroom; see if there is any method by which heavy gases can be introduced. We are sending two men by ‘Lucania’ to watch.




  The detective finished reading. ‘Watch’ was not the last word in the original message, as he knew. There had been an ominous postscript, Afraid they will arrive too late.




  “Then you think —— ?” asked the statesman.




  “That your danger lies in doing one of the things that Pinkerton warns us against,” replied the detective. “There is no fear that the American police are talking idly. They have based their warning on some sure knowledge, and that is why I regard their cable as important.”




  There was a sharp rap on the panel of the door, and without waiting for invitation the private secretary walked into the room, excitedly waving a newspaper.




  “Look at this!” he cried, “read this! The Four have admitted their failure.”




  “What!” shouted the detective, reaching for the journal.




  “What does this mean?” asked Sir Philip sharply.




  “Only this, sir: these beggars, it appears, have actually written an article on their ‘mission’.”




  “In what newspaper?”




  “The Megaphone. It seems when they recaptured Thery the editor asked the masked man to write him an article about himself, and they’ve done it; and it’s here, and they’ve admitted defeat, and — and — —”




  The detective had seized the paper and broke in upon the incoherent secretary’s speech.




  “The Creed of the Four Just Men” he read. “Where is their confession of failure?”




  “Half way down the column — I have marked the passage — here”; and the young man pointed with a trembling finger to a paragraph.




  “‘We leave nothing to chance,’” read the detective, “‘if the slightest hitch occurs, if the least detail of our plan miscarries, we acknowledge defeat. So assured are we that our presence on earth is necessary for the carrying out of a great plan, so certain are we that we are the indispensable instruments of a divine providence, that we dare not, for the sake of our very cause, accept unnecessary risks. It is essential therefore that the various preliminaries to every execution should be carried out to the full. As an example, it will be necessary for us to deliver our final warning to Sir Philip Ramon; and to add point to this warning, it is, by our code, essential that that should be handed to the Minister by one of us in person. All arrangements have been made to carry this portion of our programme into effect. But such are the extraordinary exigencies of our system that unless this warning can be handed to Sir Philip in accordance with our promise, and before eight o’clock this evening, our arrangements fall to the ground, and the execution we have planned must be forgone.’”




  The detective stopped reading, with disappointment visible on every line of his face.




  “I thought, sir, by the way you were carrying on that you had discovered something new. I’ve read all this, a copy of the article was sent to the Yard as soon as it was received.”




  The secretary thumped the desk impatiently.




  “But don’t you see!” he cried, “don’t you understand that there is no longer any need to guard Sir Philip, that there is no reason to use him as a bait, or, in fact, to do anything if we are to believe these men — look at the time — —”




  The detective’s hand flew to his pocket; he drew out his watch, looked at the dial, and whistled.




  “Half past eight, by God!” he muttered in astonishment, and the three stood in surprised silence.




  Sir Philip broke the silence.




  “Is it a ruse to take us off our guard?” he said hoarsely.




  “I don’t think so,” replied the detective slowly, “I feel sure that it is not; nor shall I relax my watch — but I am a believer in the honesty of these men — I don’t know why I should say this, for I have been dealing with criminals for the past twentyfive years, and never once have I put an ounce of faith in the word of the best of ‘em, but somehow I can’t disbelieve these men. If they have failed to deliver their message they will not trouble us again.”




  Ramon paced his room with quick, nervous steps.




  “I wish I could believe that,” he muttered; “I wish I had your faith.”




  A tap on the door panel.




  “An urgent telegram for Sir Philip,” said a grey-haired attendant.




  The Minister stretched out his hand, but the detective was before him.




  “Remember Pinkerton’s wire, sir,” he said, and ripped open the brown envelope.




  Just received a telegram handed in at Charing Cross


  7.52. Begins: We have delivered our last message to the


  foreign Secretary, signed Four. Ends. Is this true?


  Editor, Megaphone.




  “What does this mean?” asked Falmouth in bewilderment when he had finished reading.




  “It means, my dear Mr. Falmouth,” replied Sir Philip testily, “that your noble Four are liars and braggarts as well as murderers; and it means at the same time, I hope, an end to your ridiculous faith in their honesty.”




  The detective made no answer, but his face was clouded and he bit his lips in perplexity.




  “Nobody came after I left?” he asked.




  “Nobody.”




  “You have seen no person besides your secretary and myself?”




  “Absolutely nobody has spoken to me, or approached within a dozen yards of me,” Ramon answered shortly.




  Falmouth shook his head despairingly.




  “Well — I — where are we?” he asked, speaking more to himself than to anybody in the room, and moved towards the door.




  Then it was that Sir Philip remembered the package left in his charge.




  “You had better take your precious documents,” he said, opening his drawer and throwing the package left in his charge on to the table.




  The detective looked puzzled.




  “What is this?” he asked, picking up the envelope.




  “I’m afraid the shock of finding yourself deceived in your estimate of my persecutors has dazed you,” said Sir Philip, and added pointedly, “I must ask the Commissioner to send an officer who has a better appreciation of the criminal mind, and a less childlike faith in the honour of murderers.”




  “As to that, sir,” said Falmouth, unmoved by the outburst, “you must do as you think best. I have discharged my duty to my own satisfaction; and I have no more critical taskmaster than myself. But what I am more anxious to hear is exactly what you mean by saying that I handed any papers into your care.”




  The Foreign Secretary glared across the table at the imperturbable police officer.




  “I am referring, sir,” he said harshly, “to the packet which you returned to leave in my charge.”




  The detective stared.




  “I — did — not — return,” he said in a strained voice. “I have left no papers in your hands.” He picked up the package from the table, tore it open, and disclosed yet another envelope. As he caught sight of the grey-green cover he gave a sharp cry.




  “This is the message of the Four,” said Falmouth.




  The Foreign Secretary staggered back a pace, white to the lips.




  “And the man who delivered it?” he gasped.




  “Was one of the Four Just Men,” said the detective grimly. “They have kept their promise.”




  He took a quick step to the door, passed through into the anteroom and beckoned the plainclothes officer who stood on guard at the outer door.




  “Do you remember my going out?” he asked.




  “Yes, sir — both times.”




  “Both times, eh!” said Falmouth bitterly, “and how did I look the second time?”




  His subordinate was bewildered at the form the question took.




  “As usual, sir,” he stammered.




  “How was I dressed?”




  The constable considered.




  “In your long dustcoat.”




  “I wore my goggles, I suppose?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “I thought so,” muttered Falmouth savagely, and raced down the broad marble stairs that led to the entrance-hall. There were four men on duty who saluted him as he approached.




  “Do you remember my going out?” he asked of the sergeant in charge.




  “Yes, sir — both times,” the officer replied.




  “Damn your ‘both times’!” snapped Falmouth; “how long had I been gone the first time before I returned?”




  “Five minutes, sir,” was the astonished officer’s reply.




  “They just gave themselves time to do it,” muttered Falmouth, and then aloud, “Did I return in my car?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Ah!” — hope sprang into the detective’s breast— “did you notice the number?” he asked, almost fearful to hear the reply.




  “Yes!”




  The detective could have hugged the stolid officer.




  “Good — what was it?”




  “A17164.”




  The detective made a rapid note of the number.




  “Jackson,” he called, and one of the men in mufti stepped forward and saluted.




  “Go to the Yard; find out the registered owner of this car. When you have found this go to the owner; ask him to explain his movements; if necessary, take him into custody.”




  Falmouth retraced his steps to Sir Philip’s study. He found the statesman still agitatedly walking up and down the room, the secretary nervously drumming his fingers on the table, and the letter still unopened.




  “As I thought,” explained Falmouth, “the man you saw was one of the Four impersonating me. He chose his time admirably: my own men were deceived. They managed to get a car exactly similar in build and colour to mine, and, watching their opportunity, they drove to Downing Street a few minutes after I had left. There is one last chance of our catching him — luckily the sergeant on duty noticed the number of the car, and we might be able to trace him through that — hullo.” An attendant stood at the door.




  Would the Superintendent see Detective Jackson?




  Falmouth found him waiting in the hall below.




  “I beg your pardon, sir,” said Jackson, saluting, “but is there not some mistake in this number?”




  “Why?” asked the detective sharply.




  “Because,” said the man, “A17164 is the number of your own car.”
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  Final warning was brief and to the point:




  




  We allow you until tomorrow evening to reconsider your position in the matter of the Aliens Extradition Bill. If by six o’clock no announcement is made in the afternoon newspapers of your withdrawing this measure we shall have no other course to pursue but to fulfil our promise. You will die at eight in the evening. We append for your enlightenment a concise table of the secret police arrangements made for your safety tomorrow. Farewell.


  (Signed) FOUR JUST MEN




  




  Sir Philip read this over without a tremor. He read too the slip of paper on which was written, in the strange foreign hand, the details that the police had not dared to put into writing.




  “There is a leakage somewhere,” he said, and the two anxious watchers saw that the face of their charge was grey and drawn.




  “These details were known only to four,” said the detective quietly, “and I’ll stake my life that it was neither the Commissioner nor myself.”




  “Nor I!” said the private secretary emphatically.




  Sir Philip shrugged his shoulders with a weary laugh.




  “What does it matter? — they know,” he exclaimed; “by what uncanny method they learnt the secret I neither know nor care. The question is, can I be adequately protected tomorrow night at eight o’clock?”




  Falmouth shut his teeth.




  “Either you’ll come out of it alive or, by the Lord, they’ll kill two,” he said, and there was a gleam in his eye that spoke for his determination.




  The news that yet another letter had reached the great statesman was on the streets at ten o’clock that night. It circulated through the clubs and theatres, and between the acts grave-faced men stood in the vestibules discussing Ramon’s danger. The House of Commons was seething with excitement. In the hope that the Minister would come down, a strong House had gathered, but the members were disappointed, for it was evident soon after the dinner recess that Sir Philip had no intention of showing himself that night.




  “Might I ask the right honourable the Prime Minister whether it is the intention of His Majesty’s Government to proceed with the Aliens Extradition (Political Offences) Bill,” asked the Radical Member for West Deptford, “and whether he has not considered, in view of the extraordinary conditions that this Bill has called into life, the advisability of postponing the introduction of this measure?”




  The question was greeted with a chorus of ‘hear-hears’, and the Prime Minister rose slowly and turned an amused glance in the direction of the questioner.




  “I know of no circumstance that is likely to prevent my right honourable friend, who is unfortunately not in his place tonight, from moving the second reading of the Bill tomorrow,” he said, and sat down.




  “What the devil was he grinning at?” grumbled West Deptford to a neighbour.




  “He’s deuced uncomfortable, is JK,” said the other wisely, “deuced uncomfortable; a man in the Cabinet was telling me today that old JK has been feeling deuced uncomfortable. ‘You mark my words,’ he said, ‘this Four Just Men business is making the Premier deuced uncomfortable,’” and the hon. member subsided to allow West Deptford to digest his neighbour’s profundities.




  “I’ve done my best to persuade Ramon to drop the Bill,” the Premier was saying, “but he is adamant, and the pitiable thing is that he believes in his heart of hearts that these fellows intend keeping faith.”




  “It is monstrous,” said the Colonial Secretary hotly; “it is inconceivable that such a state of affairs can last. Why, it strikes at the root of everything, it unbalances every adjustment of civilisation.”




  “It is a poetical idea,” said the phlegmatic Premier, “and the standpoint of the Four is quite a logical one. Think of the enormous power for good or evil often vested in one man: a capitalist controlling the markets of the world, a speculator cornering cotton or wheat whilst mills stand idle and people starve, tyrants and despots with the destinies of nations between their thumb and finger — and then think of the four men, known to none; vague, shadowy figures stalking tragically through the world, condemning and executing the capitalist, the corner maker, the tyrant — evil forces all, and all beyond reach of the law. We have said of these people, such of us as are touched with mysticism, that God would judge them. Here are men arrogating to themselves the divine right of superior judgment. If we catch them they will end their lives unpicturesquely, in a matter-of-fact, commonplace manner in a little shed in Pentonville Gaol, and the world will never realise how great are the artists who perish.”




  “But Ramón?”




  The Premier smiled.




  “Here, I think, these men have just overreached themselves. Had they been content to slay first and explain their mission afterwards I have little doubt that Ramon would have died. But they have warned and warned and exposed their hand a dozen times over. I know nothing of the arrangements that are being made by the police, but I should imagine that by tomorrow night it will be as difficult to get within a dozen yards of Ramon as it would be for a Siberian prisoner to dine with the Czar.”




  “Is there no possibility of Ramon withdrawing the Bill?” asked the Colonies.




  The Premier shook his head.




  “Absolutely none,” he said.




  The rising of a member of the Opposition front bench at that moment to move an amendment to a clause under discussion cut short the conversation.




  The House rapidly emptied when it became generally known that Ramon did not intend appearing, and the members gathered in the smoking-room and lobby to speculate upon the matter which was uppermost in their minds.




  In the vicinity of Palace Yard a great crowd had gathered, as in London crowds will gather, on the off-chance of catching a glimpse of the man whose name was in every mouth. Street vendors sold his portrait, frowsy men purveying the real life and adventures of the Four Just Men did a roaring trade, and itinerant street singers, introducing extemporised verses into their repertoire, declaimed the courage of that statesman bold, who dared for to resist the threats of coward alien and deadly anarchist.




  There was praise in these poor lyrics for Sir Philip, who was trying to prevent the foreigner from taking the bread out of the mouths of honest working men.




  The humour of which appealed greatly to Manfred, who, with Poiccart, had driven to the Westminster end of the Embankment; having dismissed their cab, they were walking to Whitehall.




  “I think the verse about the ‘deadly foreign anarchist’ taking the bread out of the mouth of the homemade variety is distinctly good,” chuckled Manfred.




  Both men were in evening dress, and Poiccart wore in his buttonhole the silken button of a Chevalier of the Legion d’Honneur.




  Manfred continued:




  “I doubt whether London has had such a sensation since — when?”




  Poiccart’s grim smile caught the other’s eye and he smiled in sympathy.




  “Well?”




  “I asked the same question of the maitre d’hotel,” he said slowly, like a man loath to share a joke; “he compared the agitation to the atrocious East-End murders.”




  Manfred stopped dead and looked with horror on his companion.




  “Great heavens!” he exclaimed in distress, “it never occurred to me that we should be compared with — him!”




  They resumed their walk.




  “It is part of the eternal bathos,” said Poiccart serenely; “even De Quincey taught the English nothing. The God of Justice has but one interpreter here, and he lives in a public-house in Lancashire, and is an expert and dexterous disciple of the lamented Marwood, whose system he has improved upon.”




  They were traversing that portion of Whitehall from which Scotland Yard runs.




  A man, slouching along with bent head and his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his tattered coat, gave them a swift sidelong glance, stopped when they had passed, and looked after them. Then he turned and quickened his shuffle on their trail. A press of people and a seeming ceaseless string of traffic at the corner of Cockspur Street brought Manfred and Poiccart to a standstill, waiting for an opportunity to cross the road. They were subjected to a little jostling as the knot of waiting people thickened, but eventually they crossed and walked towards St Martin’s Lane.




  The comparison which Poiccart had quoted still rankled with Manfred.




  “There will be people at His Majesty’s tonight,” he said, “applauding Brutus as he asks, ‘What villain touched his body and not for justice?’ You will not find a serious student of history, or any commonplace man of intelligence, for the matter of that, who, if you asked, Would it not have been God’s blessing for the world if Bonaparte had been assassinated on his return from Egypt? would not answer without hesitation, Yes. But we — we are murderers!”




  “They would not have erected a statue of Napoleon’s assassin,” said Poiccart easily, “any more than they have enshrined Felton, who slew a profligate and debauched Minister of Charles I. Posterity may do us justice,” he spoke half mockingly; “for myself I am satisfied with the approval of my conscience.”




  He threw away the cigar he was smoking, and put his hand to the inside pocket of his coat to find another. He withdrew his hand without the cigar and whistled a passing cab.




  Manfred looked at him in surprise.




  “What is the matter? I thought you said you would walk?”




  Nevertheless he entered the hansom and Poiccart followed, giving his direction through the trap, “Baker Street Station.”




  The cab was rattling through Shaftesbury Avenue before Poiccart gave an explanation.




  “I have been robbed,” he said, sinking his voice, “my watch has gone, but that does not matter; the pocketbook with the notes I made for the guidance of Thery has gone — and that matters a great deal.”




  “It may have been a common thief,” said Manfred: “he took the watch.”




  Poiccart was feeling his pockets rapidly.




  “Nothing else has gone,” he said; “it may have been as you say, a pickpocket, who will be content with the watch and will drop the notebook down the nearest drain; but it may be a police agent.”




  “Was there anything in it to identify you?” asked Manfred, in a troubled tone.




  “Nothing,” was the prompt reply; “but unless the police are blind they would understand the calculations and the plans. It may not come to their hands at all, but if it does and the thief can recognise us we are in a fix.”




  The cab drew up at the down station at Baker Street, and the two men alighted.




  “I shall go east,” said Poiccart, “we will meet in the morning. By that time I shall have learnt whether the book has reached Scotland Yard. Goodnight.”




  And with no other farewell than this the two men parted.




  If Billy Marks had not had a drop of drink he would have been perfectly satisfied with his night’s work. Filled, however, with that false liquid confidence that leads so many good men astray, Billy thought it would be a sin to neglect the opportunities that the gods had shown him. The excitement engendered by the threats of the Four Just Men had brought all suburban London to Westminster, and on the Surrey side of the bridge Billy found hundreds of patient suburbanites waiting for conveyance to Streatham, Camberwell, Clapham, and Greenwich.




  So, the night being comparatively young, Billy decided to work the trams.




  He touched a purse from a stout old lady in black, a Waterbury watch from a gentleman in a top hat, a small hand mirror from a dainty bag, and decided to conclude his operations with the exploration of a superior young lady’s pocket.




  Billy’s search was successful. A purse and a lace handkerchief rewarded him, and he made arrangements for a modest retirement. Then it was that a gentle voice breathed into his ear. “Hullo, Billy!”




  He knew the voice, and felt momentarily unwell.




  “Hullo, Mister Howard,” he exclaimed with feigned joy; “‘ow are you, sir? Fancy meetin’ you!”




  “Where are you going, Billy?” asked the welcome Mr. Howard, taking Billy’s arm affectionately.




  “‘Ome,” said the virtuous Billy.




  “Home it is,” said Mr. Howard, leading the unwilling Billy from the crowd; “home, sweet home, it is, Billy.” He called another young man, with whom he seemed to be acquainted: “Go on that car, Porter, and see who has lost anything. If you can find anyone bring them along”; and the other young man obeyed.




  “And now,” said Mr. Howard, still holding Billy’s arm affectionately, “tell me how the world has been using you.”




  “Look ‘ere, Mr. Howard,” said Billy earnestly, “what’s the game? where are you takin’ me?”




  “The game is the old game,” said Mr. Howard sadly— “the same old game, Bill, and I’m taking you to the same old sweet spot.”




  “You’ve made a mistake this time, guv’nor,” cried Bill fiercely, and there was a slight clink.




  “Permit me, Billy,” said Mr Howard, stooping quickly and picking up the purse Billy had dropped.




  At the police station the sergeant behind the charge desk pretended to be greatly overjoyed at Billy’s arrival, and the gaoler, who put Billy into a steel-barred dock, and passed his hands through cunning pockets, greeted him as a friend.




  “Gold watch, half a chain, gold, three purses, two handkerchiefs, and a red moroccer pocketbook,” reported the gaoler.




  The sergeant nodded approvingly.




  “Quite a good day’s work, William,” he said.




  “What shall I get this time?” inquired the prisoner, and Mr Howard, a plainclothes officer engaged in filling in particulars of the charge, opined nine moons.




  “Go on!” exclaimed Mr Billy Marks in consternation.




  “Fact,” said the sergeant; “you’re a rogue and a vagabond, Billy, you’re a petty larcenist, and you’re for the sessions this time — Number Eight.”




  This latter was addressed to the gaoler, who bore Billy off to the cells protesting vigorously against a police force that could only tumble to poor blokes, and couldn’t get a touch on sanguinary murderers like the Four Just Men.




  “What do we pay rates and taxes for?” indignantly demanded Billy through the grating of his cell.




  “Fat lot you’ll ever pay, Billy,” said the gaoler, putting the double lock on the door.




  In the charge office Mr Howard and the sergeant were examining the stolen property, and three owners, discovered by PC Porter, were laying claim to their own.




  “That disposes of all the articles except the gold watch and the pocketbook,” said the sergeant after the claimants had gone, “gold watch, Elgin half-hunter N05029020, pocketbook containing no papers, no card, no address, and only three pages of writing. What this means I don’t know.” The sergeant handed the book to Howard. The page that puzzled the policeman contained simply a list of streets. Against each street was scrawled a cabalistic character.




  “Looks like the diary of a paperchase,” said Mr Howard. “What is on the other pages?” They turned the leaf. This was filled with figures.




  “H’m,” said the disappointed sergeant, and again turned overleaf. The contents of this page was understandable and readable although evidently written in a hurry as though it had been taken down at dictation.




  “The chap who wrote this must have had a train to catch,” said the facetious Mr Howard, pointing to the abbreviations:




  Will not leave D.S., except for Hs. Will drive to Hs in M.C. (4 dummy brghms first), 8.30. At 2 600 p arve traf divtd Embank, 80 spls. inside D.S. One each rm, three each cor, six basmt, six rf. All drs wide opn allow each off see another, all spls will carry revr. Nobody except F and H to approach R. In Hse strange gal filled with spl, all press vouched for. 200 spl. in cor. If nee battalion guards at disposal.




  The policeman read this over slowly.




  “Now what the devil does that mean?” asked the sergeant helplessly.




  It was at that precise moment that Constable Howard earned his promotion.




  “Let me have that book for ten minutes,” he said excitedly. The sergeant handed the book over with wondering stare.




  “I think I can find an owner for this,” said Howard, his hand trembling as he took the book, and ramming his hat on his head he ran out into the street.




  He did not stop running until he reached the main road, and finding a cab he sprang in with a hurried order to the driver.




  “Whitehall, and drive like blazes,” he called, and in a few minutes he was explaining his errand to the inspector in charge of the cordon that guarded the entrance of Downing Street.




  “Constable Howard, 946 L. reserve,” he introduced himself. “I’ve a very important message for Superintendent Falmouth.”




  That officer, looking tired and beaten, listened to the policeman’s story.




  “It looks to me,” went on Howard breathlessly, “as though this has something to do with your case, sir. D.S. is Downing Street, and — —” He produced the book and Falmouth snatched at it.




  He read a few words and then gave a triumphant cry.




  “Our secret instructions,” he cried, and catching the constable by the arm he drew him to the entrance hall.




  “Is my car outside?” he asked, and in response to a whistle a car drew up. “Jump in, Howard,” said the detective, and the car slipped into Whitehall.




  “Who is the thief?” asked the senior.




  “Billy Marks, sir,” replied Howard; “you may not know him, but down at Lambeth he is a well-known character.”




  “Oh, yes,” Falmouth hastened to correct, “I know Billy very well indeed — we’ll see what he has to say.”




  The car drew up at the police station and the two men jumped out.




  The sergeant rose to his feet as he recognised the famous Falmouth, and saluted.




  “I want to see the prisoner Marks,” said Falmouth shortly, and Billy, roused from his sleep, came blinking into the charge office.




  “Now, Billy,” said the detective, “I’ve got a few words to say to you.”




  “Why, it’s Mr Falmouth,” said the astonished Billy, and something like fear shaded his face. “I wasn’t in that ‘Oxton affair, s’help me.”




  “Make your mind easy, Billy; I don’t want you for anything, and if you’ll answer my questions truthfully, you may get off the present charge and get a reward into the bargain.”




  Billy was suspicious.




  “I’m not going to give anybody away if that’s what you mean,” he said sullenly.




  “Nor that either,” said the detective impatiently. “I want to know where you found this pocketbook,” and he held it up.




  Billy grinned.




  “Found it lyin’ on the pavement,” he lied.




  “I want the truth,” thundered Falmouth.




  “Well,” said Billy sulkily, “I pinched it.”




  “From whom?”




  “I didn’t stop to ask him his name,” was the impudent reply.




  The detective breathed deeply.




  “Now, look here,” he said, lowering his voice, “you’ve heard about the Four Just Men?”




  Billy nodded, opening his eyes in amazement at the question.




  “Well,” exclaimed Falmouth impressively, “the man to whom this pocketbook belongs is one of them.”




  “What!” cried Billy.




  “For his capture there is a reward of a thousand pounds offered. If your description leads to his arrest that thousand is yours.”




  Marks stood paralysed at the thought.




  “A thousand — a thousand?” he muttered in a dazed fashion, “and I might just as easily have caught him.”




  “Come, come!” cried the detective sharply, “you may catch him yet — tell us what he looked like.”




  Billy knitted his brows in thought.




  “He looked like a gentleman,” he said, trying to recall from the chaos of his mind a picture of his victim; “he had a white weskit, a white shirt, nice patent shoes — —”




  “But his face — his face!” demanded the detective.




  “His face?” cried Billy indignantly, “how do I know what it looked like? I don’t look a chap in the face when I’m pinching his watch, do I?”
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  “You cursed dolt, you infernal fool!” stormed the detective, catching Billy by the collar and shaking him like a rat. “Do you mean to tell me that you had one of the Four Just Men in your hand, and did not even take the trouble to look at him?”




  Billy wrenched himself free.




  “You leave me alone!” he said defiantly. “How was I to know it was one of the Four Just Men, and how do you know it was?” he added with a cunning twist of his face. Billy’s mind was beginning to work rapidly. He saw in this staggering statement of the detective a chance of making capital out of the position which to within a few minutes he had regarded as singularly unfortunate.




  “I did get a bit of a glance at ‘em,” he said, “they — —”




  “Them — they?” said the detective quickly. “How many were there?”




  “Never mind,” said Billy sulkily. He felt the strength of his position.




  “Billy,” said the detective earnestly, “I mean business; if you know anything you’ve got to tell us!’




  “Ho!” cried the prisoner in defiance. “Got to, ‘ave I? Well, I know the lor as well as you — you can’t make a chap speak if he don’t want. You can’t — —”




  The detective signalled the other police officers to retire, and when they were out of earshot he dropped his voice and said:




  “Harry Moss came out last week.”




  Billy flushed and lowered his eyes.




  “I don’t know no Harry Moss,” he muttered doggedly.




  “Harry Moss came out last week,” continued the detective shortly, “after doing three years for robbery with violence — three years and ten lashes.”




  “I don’t know anything about it,” said Marks in the same tone.




  “He got clean away and the police had no clues,” the detective went on remorselessly, “and they might not have caught him to this day, only — only ‘from information received’ they took him one night out of his bed in Leman Street.”




  Billy licked his dry lips, but did not speak.




  “Harry Moss would like to know who he owes his three stretch to — and the ten. Men who’ve had the cat have a long memory, Billy.”




  “That’s not playing the game, Mr. Falmouth,” cried Billy thickly. “I — I was a bit hard up, an’ Harry Moss wasn’t a pal of mine — and the p’lice wanted to find out — —”




  “And the police want to find out now,” said Falmouth.




  Billy Marks made no reply for a moment.




  “I’ll tell you all there is to be told,” he said at last, and cleared his throat. The detective stopped him.




  “Not here,” he said. Then turning to the officer in charge:




  “Sergeant, you may release this man on bail — I will stand sponsor.” The humorous side of this appealed to Billy at least, for he grinned sheepishly and recovered his former spirits.




  “First time I’ve been bailed out by the p’lice,” he remarked facetiously.




  The motorcar bore the detective and his charge to Scotland Yard, and in Superintendent Falmouth’s office Billy prepared to unburden himself.




  “Before you begin,” said the officer, “I want to warn you that you must be as brief as possible. Every minute is precious.”




  So Billy told his story. In spite of the warning there were embellishments, to which the detective was forced to listen impatiently.




  At last the pickpocket reached the point.




  “There was two of ‘em, one a tall chap and one not so tall. I heard one say ‘My dear George’ — the little one said that, the one I took the ticker from and the pocketbook. Was there anything in the notebook?” Billy asked suddenly.




  “Go on,” said the detective.




  “Well,” resumed Billy, “I follered ’em up to the end of the street, and they was waitin’ to cross towards Charing Cross Road when I lifted the clock, you understand?”




  “What time was this?”




  “‘Arf past ten — or it might’ve been eleven.”




  “And you did not see their faces?”




  The thief shook his head emphatically.




  “If I never get up from where I’m sittin’ I didn’t, Mr Falmouth,” he said earnestly.




  The detective rose with a sigh.




  “I’m afraid you’re not much use to me, Billy,” he said ruefully. “Did you notice whether they wore beards, or were they cleanshaven, or — —”




  Billy shook his head mournfully.




  “I could easily tell you a lie, Mr Falmouth,” he said frankly, “and I could easily pitch a tale that would take you in, but I’m playin’ it square with you.”




  The detective recognised the sincerity of the man and nodded.




  “You’ve done your best, Billy,” he said, and then: “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. You are the only man in the world who has ever seen one of the Four Just Men — and lived to tell the story. Now, although you cannot remember his face, perhaps if you met him again in the street you would know him — there may be some little trick of walking, some habit of holding the hands that you cannot recall now, but if you saw again you would recognise. I shall therefore take upon myself the responsibility of releasing you from custody until the day after tomorrow. I want you to find this man you robbed. Here is a sovereign; go home, get a little sleep, turn out as early as you can and go west.” The detective went to his desk, and wrote a dozen words on a card. “Take this: if you see the man or his companion, follow them, show this card to the first policeman you meet, point out the man, and you’ll go to bed a thousand pounds richer than when you woke.”




  Billy took the card.




  “If you want me at any time you will find somebody here who will know where I am. Goodnight,” and Billy passed into the street, his brain in a whirl, and a warrant written on a visiting card in his waistcoat pocket.




  The morning that was to witness great events broke bright and clear over London. Manfred, who, contrary to his usual custom, had spent the night at the workshop in Carnaby Street, watched the dawn from the flat roof of the building.




  He lay face downwards, a rug spread beneath him, his head resting on his hands. Dawn with its white, pitiless light, showed his strong face, seamed and haggard. The white streaks in his trim beard were accentuated in the light of morning. He looked tired and disheartened, so unlike his usual self that Gonsalez, who crept up through the trap just before the sun rose, was as near alarmed as it was possible for that phlegmatic man to be. He touched him on the arm and Manfred started.




  “What is the matter?” asked Leon softly.




  Manfred’s smile and shake of head did not reassure the questioner.




  “Is it Poiccart and the thief?”




  “Yes,” nodded Manfred. Then speaking aloud, he asked: “Have you ever felt over any of our cases as you feel in this?”




  They spoke in such low tones as almost to approach whispering. Gonsalez stared ahead thoughtfully.




  “Yes,” he admitted, “once — the woman at Warsaw. You remember how easy it all seemed, and how circumstance after circumstance thwarted us…till I began to feel, as I feel now, that we should fail.”




  “No, no, no!” said Manfred fiercely. “There must be no talk of failure, Leon, no thought of it.”




  He crawled to the trapdoor and lowered himself into the corridor, and Gonsalez followed.




  “Thery?” he asked.




  “Asleep.”




  They were entering the studio, and Manfred had his hand on the door handle when a footstep sounded on the bottom floor.




  “Who’s there?” cried Manfred, and a soft whistle from below sent him flying downstairs.




  “Poiccart!” he cried.




  Poiccart it was, unshaven, dusty, weary.




  “Well?” Manfred’s ejaculation was almost brutal in its bluntness.




  “Let us go upstairs,” said Poiccart shortly. The three men ascended the dusty stairway, not a word being spoken until they had reached the small livingroom.




  Then Poiccart spoke:




  “The very stars in their courses are fighting against us,” he said, throwing himself into the only comfortable chair in the room, and flinging his hat into a corner. “The man who stole my pocketbook has been arrested by the police. He is a well-known criminal of a sneak-thief order, and unfortunately he had been under observation during the evening. The pocketbook was found in his possession, and all might have been well, but an unusually smart police officer associated the contents with us.




  “After I had left you I went home and changed, then made my way to Downing Street. I was one of the curious crowd that stood watching the guarded entrance. I knew that Falmouth was there, and I knew, too, if there was any discovery made it would be communicated immediately to Downing Street. Somehow I felt sure the man was an ordinary thief, and that if we had anything to fear it was from a chance arrest. Whilst I was waiting a cab dashed up, and out an excited man jumped. He was obviously a policeman, and I had just time to engage a hansom when Falmouth and the new arrival came flying out. I followed them in the cab as fast as possible without exciting the suspicion of the driver. Of course, they outdistanced us, but their destination was evident. I dismissed the cab at the corner of the street in which the police station is situated, and walked down and found, as I had expected, the car drawn up at the door.




  “I managed to get a fleeting glance at the charge room — I was afraid that any interrogation there would have been conducted in the cell, but by the greatest of good luck they had chosen the charge room. I saw Falmouth, and the policeman, and the prisoner. The latter, a mean-faced, long-jawed man with shifty eyes — no, no, Leon, don’t question me about the physiognomy of the man — my view was for photographic purposes — I wanted to remember him.




  “In that second I could see the detective’s anger, the thief’s defiance, and I knew that the man was saying that he could not recognise us.”




  “Ha!” It was Manfred’s sigh of relief that put a period to Poiccart’s speech.




  “But I wanted to make sure,” resumed the latter. “I walked back the way I had come. Suddenly I heard the hum of the car behind me, and it passed me with another passenger. I guessed that they were taking the man back to Scotland Yard.




  “I was content to walk back; I was curious to know what the police intended doing with their new recruit. Taking up a station that gave me a view of the entrance of the street, I waited. After a while the man came out alone. His step was light and buoyant. A glimpse I got of his face showed me a strange blending of bewilderment and gratification. He turned on to the Embankment, and I followed close behind.”




  “There was a danger that he was being shadowed by the police, too,” said Gonsalez.




  “Of that I was well satisfied,” Poiccart rejoined. “I took a very careful survey before I acted. Apparently the police were content to let him roam free. When he was abreast of the Temple steps he stopped and looked undecidedly left and right, as though he were not quite certain as to what he should do next. At that moment I came abreast of him, passed him, and then turned back, fumbling in my pockets.




  “‘Can you oblige me with a match?’” I asked.




  “He was most affable; produced a box of matches and invited me to help myself.




  “I took a match, struck it, and lit my cigar, holding the match so that he could see my face.”




  “That was wise,” said Manfred gravely.




  “It showed his face too, and out of the corner of my eye I watched him searching every feature. But there was no sign of recognition and I began a conversation. We lingered where we had met for a while and then by mutual consent we walked in the direction of Blackfriars, crossed the bridge, chatting on inconsequent subjects, the poor, the weather, the newspapers. On the other side of the bridge is a coffee-stall. I determined to make my next move. I invited him to take a cup of coffee, and when the cups were placed before us, I put down a sovereign. The stall-keeper shook his head, said he could not change it. ‘Hasn’t your friend any small change?’ he asked.




  “It was here that the vanity of the little thief told me what I wanted to know. He drew from his pocket, with a nonchalant air — a sovereign. ‘This is all that I have got,’ he drawled. I found some coppers — I had to think quickly. He had told the police something, something worth paying for — what was it? It could not have been a description of ourselves, for if he had recognised us then, he would have known me when I struck the match and when I stood there, as I did, in the full glare of the light of the coffee-stall. And then a cold fear came to me. Perhaps he had recognised me, and with a thief’s cunning was holding me in conversation until he could get assistance to take me.”




  Poiccart paused for a moment, and drew a small phial from his pocket; this he placed carefully on the table.




  “He was as near to death then as ever he has been in his life,” he said quietly, “but somehow the suspicion wore away. In our walk we had passed three policemen — there was an opportunity if he had wanted it.




  “He drank his coffee and said, ‘I must be going home.’




  “‘Indeed!’ I said. ‘I suppose I really ought to go home too — I have a lot of work to do tomorrow.’ He leered at me. ‘So have I,’ he said with a grin, ‘but whether I can do it or not I don’t know.’




  “We had left the coffee-stall, and now stopped beneath a lamp that stood at the corner of the street.




  “I knew that I had only a few seconds to secure the information I wanted — so I played bold and led directly to the subject. ‘What of these Four Just Men?’ I asked, just as he was about to slouch away. He turned back instantly. ‘What about them?’ he asked quickly. I led him on from that by gentle stages to the identity of the Four. He was eager to talk about them, anxious to know what I thought, but most concerned of all about the reward. He was engrossed in the subject, and then suddenly he leant forward, and, tapping me on the chest, with a grimy forefinger, he commenced to state a hypothetical case.”




  Poiccart stopped to laugh — his laugh ended in a sleepy yawn.




  “You know the sort of questions,” said he, “and you know how very naive the illiterate are when they are seeking to disguise their identities by elaborate hypotheses. Well, that is the story. He — Marks is his name — thinks he may be able to recognise one of us by some extraordinary trick of memory. To enable him to do this, he has been granted freedom — tomorrow he would search London, he said.”




  “A full day’s work,” laughed Manfred.




  “Indeed,” agreed Poiccart soberly, “but hear the sequel. We parted, and I walked westward perfectly satisfied of our security. I made for Covent Garden Market, because this is one of the places in London where a man may be seen at four o’clock in the morning without exciting suspicion.




  “I had strolled through the market, idly watching the busy scene, when, for some cause that I cannot explain, I turned suddenly on my heel and came face to face with Marks! He grinned sheepishly, and recognised me with a nod of his head.




  “He did not wait for me to ask him his business, but started in to explain his presence.




  “I accepted his explanation easily, and for the second time that night invited him to coffee. He hesitated at first, then accepted. When the coffee was brought, he pulled it to him as far from my reach as possible, and then I knew that Mr Marks had placed me at fault, that I had underrated his intelligence, that all the time he had been unburdening himself he had recognised me. He had put me off my guard.”




  “But why —— ?” began Manfred.




  “That is what I thought,” the other answered. “Why did he not have me arrested?” He turned to Leon, who had been a silent listener. “Tell us, Leon, why?”




  “The explanation is simple,” said Gonsalez quietly: “why did not Thery betray us? — cupidity, the second most potent force of civilisation. He has some doubt of the reward. He may fear the honesty of the police — most criminals do so; he may want witnesses.” Leon walked to the wall, where his coat hung. He buttoned it thoughtfully, ran his hand over his smooth chin, then pocketed the little phial that stood on the table.




  “You have slipped him, I suppose?” he asked.




  Poiccart nodded.




  “He lives —— ?”




  “At 700 Red Cross Street, in the Borough — it is a common lodging-house.”




  Leon took a pencil from the table and rapidly sketched a head upon the edge of a newspaper.




  “Like this?” he asked.




  Poiccart examined the portrait.




  “Yes,” he said in surprise; “have you seen him?”




  “No,” said Leon carelessly, “but such a man would have such a head.”




  He paused on the threshold.




  “I think it is necessary.” There was a question in his assertion. It was addressed rather to Manfred, who stood with his folded arms and knit brow staring at the floor.




  For answer Manfred extended his clenched fist. Leon saw the downturned thumb, and left the room.




  Billy Marks was in a quandary. By the most innocent device in the world his prey had managed to slip through his fingers. When Poiccart, stopping at the polished doors of the best hotel in London, whither they had strolled, casually remarked that he would not be a moment and disappeared into the hotel, Billy was nonplussed. This was a contingency for which he was not prepared. He had followed the suspect from Blackfriars; he was almost sure that this was the man he had robbed. He might, had he wished, have called upon the first constable he met to take the man into custody; but the suspicion of the thief, the fear that he might be asked to share the reward with the man who assisted him restrained him. And besides, it might not be the man at all, argued Billy, and yet ——




  Poiccart was a chemist, a man who found joy in unhealthy precipitates, who mixed evilsmelling drugs and distilled, filtered, carbonated, oxydized, and did all manner of things in glass tubes, to the vegetable, animal, and mineral products of the earth.




  Billy had left Scotland Yard to look for a man with a discoloured hand. Here again, he might, had he been less fearful of treachery, have placed in the hands of the police a very valuable mark of identification.




  It seems a very lame excuse to urge on Billy’s behalf that this cupidity alone stayed his hand when he came face to face with the man he was searching for. And yet it was so. Then again there was a sum in simple proportion to be worked out. If one Just Man was worth a thousand pounds, what was the commercial value of four? Billy was a thief with a business head. There were no waste products in his day’s labour. He was not a conservative scoundrel who stuck to one branch of his profession. He would pinch a watch, or snatch a till, or pass snide florins with equal readiness. He was a butterfly of crime, flitting from one illicit flower to another, and nor above figuring as the X of ‘information received’.




  So that when Poiccart disappeared within the magnificent portals of the Royal Hotel in Northumberland Avenue, Billy was hipped. He realised in a flash that his captive had gone whither he could not follow without exposing his hand; that the chances were he had gone for ever. He looked up and down the street; there was no policeman in sight. In the vestibule, a porter in shirt sleeves was polishing brasses. It was still very early; the streets were deserted, and Billy, after a few moment’s hesitation, took a course that he would not have dared at a more conventional hour.




  He pushed open the swing doors and passed into the vestibule. The porter turned on him as he entered and favoured him with a suspicious frown.




  “What do you want?” asked he, eyeing the tattered coat of the visitor in some disfavour.




  “Look ‘ere, old feller,” began Billy, in his most conciliatory tone.




  Just then the porter’s strong right arm caught him by the coat collar, and Billy found himself stumbling into the street.




  “Outside — you,” said the porter firmly.




  It needed this rebuff to engender in Marks the necessary self-assurance to carry him through.




  Straightening his ruffled clothing, he pulled Falmouth’s card from his pocket and returned to the charge with dignity.




  “I am a p’lice officer,” he said, adopting the opening that he knew so well, “and if you interfere with me, look out, young feller!”




  The porter took the card and scrutinised it.




  “What do you want?” he asked in more civil tones. He would have added ‘sir’, but somehow it stuck in his throat. If the man is a detective, he argued to himself, he is very well disguised.




  “I want that gentleman that came in before me,” said Billy.




  The porter scratched his head.




  “What is the number of his room?” he asked.




  “Never mind about the number of his room,” said Billy rapidly. “Is there any back way to this hotel — any way a man can get out of it? I mean, besides through the front entrance?”




  “Half a dozen,” replied the porter.




  Billy groaned.




  “Take me round to one of them, will you?” he asked. And the porter led the way.




  One of the tradesmen’s entrances was from a small back street; and here it was that a street scavenger gave the information that Marks had feared. Five minutes before a man answering to the description had walked out, turned towards the Strand and, picking up a cab in the sight of the street cleaner, had driven off.




  Baffled, and with the added bitterness that had he played boldly he might have secured at any rate a share of a thousand pounds, Billy walked slowly to the Embankment, cursing the folly that had induced him to throw away the fortune that was in his hands. With hands thrust deep into his pockets, he tramped the weary length of the Embankment, going over again and again the incidents of the night and each time muttering a lurid condemnation of his error. It must have been an hour after he had lost Poiccart that it occurred to him all was not lost. He had the man’s description, he had looked at his face, he knew him feature by feature. That was something, at any rate. Nay, it occurred to him that if the man was arrested through his description he would still be entitled to the reward — or a part of it. He dared not see Falmouth and tell him that he had been in company with the man all night without effecting his arrest. Falmouth would never believe him, and, indeed, it was curious that he should have met him.




  This fact struck Billy for the first time. By what strange chance had he met this man? Was it possible — the idea frightened Marks — that the man he had robbed had recognised him, and that he had deliberately sought him out with murderous intent?




  A cold perspiration broke upon the narrow forehead of the thief. These men were murderers, cruel, relentless murderers: suppose —— ?




  He turned from the contemplation of the unpleasant possibilities to meet a man who was crossing the road towards him. He eyed the stranger doubtingly. The newcomer was a young-looking man, cleanshaven, with sharp features and restless blue eyes. As he came closer, Marks noted that first appearance had been deceptive; the man was not so young as he looked. He might have been forty, thought Marks. He approached, looked hard at Billy, then beckoned him to stop, for Billy was walking away.




  “Is your name Marks?” asked the stranger authoritatively.




  “Yes, sir,” replied the thief.




  “Have you seen Mr Falmouth?”




  “Not since last night,” replied Marks in surprise.




  “Then you are to come at once to him.”




  “Where is he?”




  “At Kensington Police Station — there has been an arrest, and he wants you to identify the man.”




  Billy’s heart sank.




  “Do I get any of the reward?” he demanded, “that is if I recognise ‘im?”




  The other nodded and Billy’s hopes rose.




  “You must follow me,” said the newcomer, “Mr Falmouth does not wish us to be seen together. Take a first-class ticket to Kensington and get into the next carriage to mine — come.”




  He turned and crossed the road toward Charing Cross, and Billy followed at a distance.




  He found the stranger pacing the platform and gave no sign of recognition. A train pulled into the station and Marks followed his conductor through a crowd of workmen the train had discharged. He entered an empty first-class carriage, and Marks, obeying instructions, took possession of the adjoining compartment, and found himself the solitary occupant.




  Between Charing Cross and Westminster Marks had time to review his position. Between the last station and St James’s Park, he invented his excuses to the detective; between the Park and Victoria he had completed his justification for a share of the reward. Then as the train moved into the tunnel for its five minutes’ run to Sloane Square, Billy noticed a draught, and turned his head to see the stranger standing on the footboard of the swaying carriage, holding the half-opened door.




  Marks was startled.




  “Pull up the window on your side,” ordered the man, and Billy, hypnotised by the authoritative voice, obeyed. At that moment he heard the tinkle of broken glass.




  He turned with an angry snarl.




  “What’s the game?” he demanded.




  For answer the stranger swung himself clear of the door and, closing it softly, disappeared.




  “What’s his game?” repeated Marks drowsily. Looking down he saw a broken phial at his feet, by the phial lay a shining sovereign. He stared stupidly at it for a moment, then, just before the train ran into Victoria Station, he stooped to pick it up…
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  A passenger leisurely selecting his compartment during the wait at Kensington opened a carriage door and staggered back coughing. A solicitous porter and an alarmed station official ran forward and pulled open the door, and the sickly odour of almonds pervaded the station.




  A little knot of passengers gathered and peered over one another’s shoulders, whilst the station inspector investigated. By and by came a doctor, and a stretcher, and a policeman from the street without.




  Together they lifted the huddled form of a dead man from the carriage and laid it on the platform.




  “Did you find anything?” asked the policeman.




  “A sovereign and a broken bottle,” was the reply.




  The policeman fumbled in the dead man’s pockets.




  “I don’t suppose he’ll have any papers to show who he is,” he said with knowledge. “Here’s a first-class ticket — it must be a case of suicide. Here’s a card — —”




  He turned it over and read it, and his face underwent a change.




  He gave a few hurried instructions, then made his way to the nearest telegraph office.




  Superintendent Falmouth, who had snatched a few hours’ sleep at the Downing Street house, rose with a troubled mind and an uneasy feeling that in spite of all his precautions the day would end disastrously. He was hardly dressed before the arrival of the Assistant Commissioner was announced.




  “I have your report, Falmouth,” was the official’s greeting; “you did perfectly right to release Marks — have you had news of him this morning?”




  “No.”




  “H’m,” said the Commissioner thoughtfully. “I wonder whether — —” He did not finish his sentence. “Has it occurred to you that the Four may have realised their danger?”




  The detective’s face showed surprise.




  “Why, of course, sir.”




  “Have you considered what their probable line of action will be?”




  “N — no — unless it takes the form of an attempt to get out of the country.”




  “Has it struck you that whilst this man Marks is looking for them, they are probably seeking him?”




  “Bill is smart,” said the detective uneasily.




  “So are they,” said the Commissioner with an emphatic nod. “My advice is, get in touch with Marks and put two of your best men to watch him.”




  “That shall be done at once,” replied Falmouth; “I am afraid that it is a precaution that should have been taken before.”




  “I am going to see Sir Philip,” the Commissioner went on, and he added with a dubious smile, “I shall be obliged to frighten him a little.”




  “What is the idea?”




  “We wish him to drop this Bill. Have you seen the morning papers?”




  “No, sir.”




  “They are unanimous that the Bill should be abandoned — they say because it is not sufficiently important to warrant the risk, that the country itself is divided on its merit; but as a matter of fact they are afraid of the consequence; and upon my soul I’m a little afraid too.”




  He mounted the stairs, and was challenged at the landing by one of his subordinates.




  This was a system introduced after the episode of the disguised ‘detective’. The Foreign Minister was now in a state of siege. Nobody had to be trusted, a password had been initiated, and every precaution taken to ensure against a repetition of the previous mistake.




  His hand was raised to knock upon the panel of the study, when he felt his arm gripped. He turned to see Falmouth with white face and startled eyes.




  “They’ve finished Billy,” said the detective breathlessly. “He has just been found in a railway carriage at Kensington.”




  The Commissioner whistled.




  “How was it done?” he asked.




  Falmouth was the picture of haggard despair.




  “Prussic acid gas,” he said bitterly; “they are scientific. Look you, sir, persuade this man to drop his damned Bill.”




  He pointed to the door of Sir Philip’s room. “We shall never save him. I have got the feeling in my bones that he is a doomed man.”




  “Nonsense!” the Commissioner answered sharply.




  “You are growing nervous — you haven’t had enough sleep, Falmouth. That isn’t spoken like your real self — we must save him.”




  He turned from the study and beckoned one of the officers who guarded the landing.




  “Sergeant, tell Inspector Collins to send an emergency call throughout the area for reserves to gather immediately. I will put such a cordon round Ramon today,” he went on addressing Falmouth, “that no man shall reach him without the fear of being crushed to death.”




  And within an hour there was witnessed in London a scene that has no parallel in the history of the Metropolis. From every district there came a small army of policemen. They arrived by train, by tramway car, by motorbus, by every vehicle and method of traction that could be requisitioned or seized. They streamed from the stations, they poured through the thoroughfares, till London stood aghast at the realisation of the strength of her civic defences.




  Whitehall was soon packed from end to end; St James’s Park was black with them. Automatically Whitehall, Charles Street, Birdcage Walk, and the eastern end of the Mall were barred to all traffic by solid phalanxes of mounted constables. St George’s Street was in the hands of the force, the roof of every house was occupied by a uniformed man. Not a house or room that overlooked in the slightest degree the Foreign Secretary’s residence but was subjected to a rigorous search. It was as though martial law had been proclaimed, and indeed two regiments of Guards were under arms the whole of the day ready for any emergency. In Sir Philip’s room the Commissioner, backed by Falmouth, made his last appeal to the stubborn man whose life was threatened.




  “I tell you, sir,” said the Commissioner earnestly, “we can do no more than we have done, and I am still afraid. These men affect me as would something supernatural. I have a horrible dread that for all our precautions we have left something out of our reckoning; that we are leaving unguarded some avenue which by their devilish ingenuity they may utilise. The death of this man Marks has unnerved me — the Four are ubiquitous as well as omnipotent. I beg of you, sir, for God’s sake, think well before you finally reject their terms. Is the passage of this Bill so absolutely necessary?” — he paused— “is it worth your life?” he asked with blunt directness; and the crudity of the question made Sir Philip wince.




  He waited some time before he replied, and when he spoke his voice was low and firm.




  “I shall not withdraw,” he said slowly, with a dull, dogged evenness of tone. “I shall not withdraw in any circumstance.




  “I have gone too far,” he went on, raising his hand to check Falmouth’s appeal. “I have got beyond fear, I have even got beyond resentment; it is now to me a question of justice. Am I right in introducing a law that will remove from this country colonies of dangerously intelligent criminals, who, whilst enjoying immunity from arrest, urge ignorant men forward to commit acts of violence and treason? If I am right, the Four Just Men are wrong. Or are they right: is this measure an unjust thing, an act of tyranny, a piece of barbarism dropped into the very centre of twentieth-century thought, an anachronism? If these men are right, then I am wrong. So it has come to this, that I have to satisfy my mind as to the standard of right and wrong that I must accept — and I accept my own.”




  He met the wondering gaze of the officers with a calm, unflinching countenance.




  “You were wise to take the precautions you have,” he resumed quietly. “I have been foolish to chafe under your protective care.”




  “We must take even further precautions,” the Commissioner interrupted; “between six and half past eight o’clock tonight we wish you to remain in your study, and under no circumstance to open the door to a single person — even to myself or Mr Falmouth. During that time you must keep your door locked.” He hesitated. “If you would rather have one of us with you — —”




  “No, no,” was the Minister’s quick reply; “after the impersonation of yesterday I would rather be alone.”




  The Commissioner nodded. “This room is anarchist-proof,” he said, waving his hand round the apartment. “During the night we have made a thorough inspection, examined the floors, the wall, the ceiling, and fixed steel shields to the shutters.”




  He looked round the chamber with the scrutiny of a man to whom every visible object was familiar.




  Then he noticed something new had been introduced. On the table stood a blue china bowl full of roses.




  “This is new,” he said, bending his head to catch the fragrance of the beautiful flowers.




  “Yes,” was Ramon’s careless reply, “they were sent from my house in Hereford this morning.”




  The Commissioner plucked a leaf from one of the blooms and rolled it between his fingers. “They look so real,” he said paradoxically, “that they might even be artificial.”




  As he spoke he was conscious that he associated the roses in some way with — what?




  He passed slowly down the noble marble stairway — a policeman stood on every other step — and gave his views to Falmouth.




  “You cannot blame the old man for his decision; in fact, I admire him today more than I have ever done before. But” — there was a sudden solemnity in his voice— “I am afraid — I am afraid.”




  Falmouth said nothing.




  “The notebook tells nothing,” the Commissioner continued, “save the route that Sir Philip might have taken had he been anxious to arrive at 44 Downing Street by back streets. The futility of the plan is almost alarming, for there is so much evidence of a strong subtle mind behind the seeming innocence of this list of streets that I am confident that we have not got hold of the true inwardness of its meaning.”




  He passed into the streets and threaded his way between crowds of policemen. The extraordinary character of the precautions taken by the police had the natural result of keeping the general public ignorant of all that was happening in Downing Street. Reporters were prohibited within the magic circle, and newspapers, and particularly the evening newspapers, had to depend upon such information as was grudgingly offered by Scotland Yard. This was scanty, while their clues and theories, which were many, were various and wonderful.




  The Megaphone, the newspaper that regarded itself as being the most directly interested in the doings of the Four Just Men, strained every nerve to obtain news of the latest developments. With the coming of the fatal day, excitement had reached an extraordinary pitch; every fresh edition of the evening newspapers was absorbed as soon as it reached the streets. There was little material to satisfy the appetite of a sensation-loving public, but such as there was, was given. Pictures of 44 Downing Street, portraits of the Minister, plans of the vicinity of the Foreign Office, with diagrams illustrating existing police precautions, stood out from columns of letterpress dealing, not for the first but for the dozenth time, with the careers of the Four as revealed by their crimes.




  And with curiosity at its height, and all London, all England, the whole of the civilised world, talking of one thing and one thing only there came like a bombshell the news of Marks’ death.




  Variously described as one of the detectives engaged in the case, as a foreign police officer, as Falmouth himself, the death of Marks grew from ‘Suicide in a Railway Carriage’ to its real importance. Within an hour the story of tragedy, inaccurate in detail, true in substance, filled the columns of the Press. Mystery on mystery! Who was this ill-dressed man, what part was he playing in the great game, how came he by his death? asked the world instantly; and little by little, pieced together by ubiquitous newsmen, the story was made known. On top of this news came the great police march on Whitehall. Here was evidence of the serious view the authorities were taking.




  ‘From my vantage place,’ wrote Smith in the Megaphone, ‘I could see the length of Whitehall. It was the most wonderful spectacle that London has ever witnessed. I saw nothing but a great sea of black helmets reaching from one end of the broad thoroughfare to the other. Police! the whole vicinity was black with police; they thronged side streets, they crowded into the Park, they formed not a cordon, but a mass through which it was impossible to penetrate.’




  For the Commissioners of Police were leaving nothing to chance. If they were satisfied that cunning could be matched by cunning, craft by craft, stealth by counter-stealth, they would have been content to defend their charge on conventional lines. But they were outmanoeuvred. The stake was too high to depend upon strategy — this was a case that demanded brute force. It is difficult, writing so long after the event, to realise how the terror of the Four had so firmly fastened upon the finest police organisation in the world, to appreciate the panic that had come upon a body renowned for its clearheadedness.




  The crowd that blocked the approaches to Whitehall soon began to grow as the news of Billy’s death circulated, and soon after two o’clock that afternoon, by order of the Commissioner, Westminster Bridge was closed to all traffic, vehicular or passenger. The section of the Embankment that runs between Westminster and Hungerford Bridge was next swept by the police and cleared of curious pedestrians; Northumberland Avenue was barred, and before three o’clock there was no space within five hundred yards of the official residence of Sir Philip Ramon that was not held by a representative of the law. Members of Parliament on their way to the House were escorted by mounted men, and, taking on a reflected glory, were cheered by the crowd. All that afternoon a hundred thousand people waited patiently, seeing nothing, save, towering above the heads of a host of constabulary, the spires and towers of the Mother of Parliaments, or the blank faces of the buildings — in Trafalgar Square, along the Mall as far as the police would allow them, at the lower end of Victoria Street, eight deep along the Albert Embankment, growing in volume every hour. London waited, waited in patience, orderly, content to stare steadfastly at nothing, deriving no satisfaction for their weariness but the sense of being as near as it was humanly possible to be to the scene of a tragedy. A stranger arriving in London, bewildered by this gathering, asked for the cause. A man standing on the outskirts of the Embankment throng pointed across the river with the stem of his pipe.




  “We’re waiting for a man to be murdered,” he said simply, as one who describes a familiar function.




  About the edge of these throngs newspaper boys drove a steady trade. From hand to hand the pink sheets were passed over the heads of the crowd. Every half hour brought a new edition, a new theory, a new description of the scene in which they themselves were playing an ineffectual if picturesque part. The clearing of the Thames Embankment produced an edition; the closing of Westminster Bridge brought another; the arrest of a foolish Socialist who sought to harangue the crowd in Trafalgar Square was worthy of another. Every incident of the day was faithfully recorded and industriously devoured.




  All that afternoon they waited, telling and retelling the story of the Four, theorising, speculating, judging. And they spoke of the culmination as one speaks of a promised spectacle, watching the slow-moving hands of Big Ben ticking off the laggard minutes. “Only two more hours to wait,” they said at six o’clock, and that sentence, or rather the tone of pleasurable anticipation in which it was said, indicated the spirit of the mob. For a mob is a cruel thing, heartless and unpitying.




  Seven o’clock boomed forth, and the angry hum of talk ceased. London watched in silence, and with a quicker beating heart, the last hour crawl round the great clock’s dial.




  There had been a slight alteration in the arrangements at Downing Street, and it was after seven o’clock before Sir Philip, opening the door of his study, in which he had sat alone, beckoned the Commissioner and Falmouth to approach. They walked towards him, stopping a few feet from where he stood.




  The Minister was pale, and there were lines on his face that had not been there before. But the hand that held the printed paper was steady and his face was sphinxlike.




  “I am about to lock my door,” he said calmly. “I presume that the arrangements we have agreed upon will be carried out?”




  “Yes, sir,” answered the Commissioner quietly.




  Sir Philip was about to speak, but he checked himself.




  After a moment he spoke again.




  “I have been a just man according to my rights,” he said half to himself. “Whatever happens I am satisfied that I am doing the right thing — What is that?”




  Through the corridor there came a faint roar.




  “The people — they are cheering you,” said Falmouth, who just before had made a tour of inspection.




  The Minister’s lip curled in disdain and the familiar acid crept into his voice.




  “They will be terribly disappointed if nothing happens,” he said bitterly. “The people! God save me from the people, their sympathy, their applause, their insufferable pity.”




  He turned and pushed open the door of his study, slowly closed the heavy portal, and the two men heard the snick of the lock as he turned the key.




  Falmouth looked at his watch.




  “Forty minutes,” was his laconic comment.




  In the dark stood the Four Men.




  “It is nearly time,” said the voice of Manfred, and Thery shuffled forward and groped on the floor for something.




  “Let me strike a match,” he grumbled in Spanish.




  “No!”




  It was Poiccart’s sharp voice that arrested him; it was Gonsalez who stooped quickly and passed sensitive fingers over the floor.




  He found one wire and placed it in Thery’s hand, then he reached up and found the other, and Thery deftly tied them together.




  “Is it not time?” asked Thery, short of breath from his exertions.




  “Wait.”




  Manfred was examining the illuminated dial of his watch. In silence they waited.




  “It is time,” said Manfred solemnly, and Thery stretched out his hand.




  Stretched out his hand — and groaned and collapsed.




  The three heard the groan, felt rather than saw the swaying figure of the man, and heard the thud of him as he struck the floor.




  “What has happened?” whispered a tremorless voice; it was Gonsalez.




  Manfred was at Thery’s side fumbling at his shirt.




  “Thery has bungled and paid the consequence,” he said in a hushed voice.




  “But Ramon — —”




  “We shall see, we shall see,” said Manfred, still with his fingers over the heart of the fallen man.




  That forty minutes was the longest that Falmouth ever remembered spending. He had tried to pass it pleasantly by recounting some of the famous criminal cases in which he had played a leading role. But he found his tongue wandering after his mind. He grew incoherent, almost hysterical. The word had been passed round that there was to be no talking in tones above a whisper, and absolute silence reigned, save an occasional sibilant murmur as a necessary question was asked or answered.




  Policemen were established in every room, on the roof, in the basement, in every corridor, and each man was armed. Falmouth looked round. He sat in the secretary’s office, having arranged for Hamilton to be at the House. Every door stood wide open, wedged back, so that no group of policemen should be out of sight of another.




  “I cannot think what can happen,” he whispered for the twentieth time to his superior. “It is impossible for those fellows to keep their promise — absolutely impossible.”




  “The question, to my mind, is whether they will keep their other promise,” was the Commissioner’s reply, “whether having found that they have failed they will give up their attempt. One thing is certain,” he proceeded, “if Ramon comes out of this alive, his rotten Bill will pass without opposition.”




  He looked at his watch. To be exact, he had held his watch in his hand since Sir Philip had entered his room.




  “It wants five minutes.” He sighed anxiously.




  He walked softly to the door of Sir Philip’s room and listened.




  “I can hear nothing,” he said.




  The next five minutes passed more slowly than any of the preceding.




  “It is just on the hour,” said Falmouth in a strained voice. “We have — —”




  The distant chime of Big Ben boomed once.




  “The hour!” he whispered, and both men listened.




  “Two,” muttered Falmouth, counting the strokes.




  “Three.”




  “Four.”




  “Five — what’s that?” he muttered quickly.




  “I heard nothing — yes, I heard something.” He sprang to the door and bent his head to the level of the keyhole. “What is that? What — —”




  Then from the room came a quick, sharp cry of pain, a crash — and silence.




  “Quick — this way, men!” shouted Falmouth, and threw his weight against the door.




  It did not yield a fraction of an inch.




  “Together!”




  Three burly constables flung themselves against the panels, and the door smashed open.




  Falmouth and the Commissioner ran into the room.




  “My God!” cried Falmouth in horror.




  Sprawled across the table at which he had been sitting was the figure of the Foreign Secretary.




  The paraphernalia that littered his table had been thrown to the floor as in a struggle.




  The Commissioner stepped to the fallen man and raised him. One look at the face was sufficient.




  “Dead!” he whispered hoarsely. He looked around — save for the police and the dead man the room was empty.
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  The court was again crowded today in anticipation of the evidence of the Assistant Commissioner of Police and Sir Francis Katling, the famous surgeon. Before the proceedings recommenced the Coroner remarked that he had received a great number of letters from all kinds of people containing theories, some of them peculiarly fantastic, as to the cause of Sir Philip Ramon’s death.




  “The police inform me that they are eager to receive suggestions,” said the Coroner, “and will welcome any view however bizarre.”




  The Assistant Commissioner of Police was the first witness called, and gave in detail the story of the events that had led up to the finding of the late Secretary’s dead body. He then went on to describe the appearance of the room. Heavy bookcases filled two sides of the room, the third or southwest was pierced with three windows, the fourth was occupied by a case containing maps arranged on the roller principle.




  Were the windows fastened? — Yes.




  And adequately protected? — Yes; by wooden folding shutters sheathed with steel.




  Was there any indication that these had been tampered with? — None whatever.




  Did you institute a search of the room? — Yes; a minute search.




  By the Foreman of the Jury: Immediately? — Yes: after the body was removed every article of furniture was taken out of the room, the carpets were taken up, and the walls and ceilings stripped.




  And nothing was found? — Nothing.




  Is there a fireplace in the room? — Yes.




  Was there any possibility of any person effecting an entrance by that method? — Absolutely none.




  You have seen the newspapers? — Yes; some of them.




  You have seen the suggestion put forward that the deceased was slain by the introduction of a deadly gas? — Yes.




  Was that possible? — I hardly think so.




  By the Foreman: Did you find any means by which such a gas could be introduced? — (The witness hesitated.) None, except an old disused gaspipe that had an opening above the desk. (Sensation.)




  Was there any indication of the presence of such a gas?




  — Absolutely none.




  No smell? — None whatever.




  But there are gases which are at once deadly and scentless — carbon dioxide, for example? — Yes; there are.




  By the Foreman: Did you test the atmosphere for the presence of such a gas? — No; but I entered the room before it would have had time to dissipate; I should have noticed it.




  Was the room disarranged in any way? — Except for the table there was no disarrangement.




  Did you find the contents of the table disturbed? — Yes.




  Will you describe exactly the appearance of the table?




  — One or two heavy articles of table furniture, such as the silver candlesticks, etc., alone remained in their positions. On the floor were a number of papers, the inkstand, a pen, and (here the witness drew a notecase from his pocket and extracted a small black shrivelled object) a smashed flower bowl and a number of roses.




  Did you find anything in the dead man’s hand? — Yes, I found this.




  The detective held up a withered rosebud, and a thrill of horror ran through the court.




  That is a rose? — Yes.




  The Coroner consulted the Commissioner’s written report.




  Did you notice anything peculiar about the hand? — Yes, where the flower had been there was a round black stain. (Sensation.)




  Can you account for that? — No.




  By the Foreman: What steps did you take when you discovered this? — I had the flowers carefully collected and as much of the water as was possible absorbed by clean blotting-paper: these were sent to the Home Office for analysis.




  Do you know the result of that analysis? — So far as I know, it has revealed nothing.




  Did the analysis include leaves from the rose you have in your possession? — Yes.




  The Assistant Commissioner then went on to give details of the police arrangements for the day. It was impossible, he emphatically stated, for any person to have entered or left 44 Downing Street without being observed. Immediately after the murder the police on duty were ordered to stand fast. Most of the men, said the witness, were on duty for twenty-six hours at a stretch.




  At this stage there was revealed the most sensational feature of the inquiry. It came with dramatic suddenness, and was the result of a question put by the Coroner, who constantly referred to the Commissioner’s signed statement that lay before him.




  You know of a man called Thery? — Yes.




  He was one of a band calling themselves ‘The Four Just Men’? — I believe so.




  A reward was offered for his apprehension? — Yes.




  He was suspected of complicity in the plot to murder Sir Philip Ramon? — Yes.




  Has he been found? — Yes.




  This monosyllabic reply drew a spontaneous cry of surprise from the crowded court.




  When was he found? — This morning.




  Where? — On Romney Marshes.




  Was he dead? — Yes. (Sensation.)




  Was there anything peculiar about the body? (The whole court waited for the answer with bated breath.) — Yes; on his right palm was a stain similar to that found on the hand of Sir Philip Ramon!




  A shiver ran through the crowd of listeners.




  Was a rose found in his hand also? — No.




  By the Foreman: Was there any indication how Thery came to where he was found? — None.




  The witness added that no papers or documents of any kind were found upon the man.




  Sir Francis Katling was the next witness.




  He was sworn and was accorded permission to give his evidence from the solicitor’s table, on which he had spread the voluminous notes of his observations. For half an hour he devoted himself to a purely technical record of his examinations. There were three possible causes of death. It might have been natural: the man’s weak heart was sufficient to cause such; it might have been by asphyxiation; it might have been the result of a blow that by some extraordinary means left no contusion.




  There were no traces of poison? — None.




  You have heard the evidence of the last witness? — Yes.




  And that portion of the evidence that dealt with a black stain? — Yes.




  Did you examine that stain? — Yes.




  Have you formed any theories regarding it? — Yes; it seems to me as if it were formed by an acid.




  Carbolic acid, for instance? — Yes; but there was no indication of any of the acids of commerce.




  You saw the man Thery’s hand? — Yes.




  Was the stain of a similar character? — Yes, but larger and more irregular.




  Were there any signs of acid? — None.




  By the Foreman: You have seen many of the fantastic theories put forward by the Press and public? — Yes; I have paid careful attention to them.




  And you see nothing in them that would lead you to believe that the deceased met his end by the method suggested? — No.




  Gas? — Impossible; it must have been immediately detected.




  The introduction into the room of some subtle poison that would asphyxiate and leave no trace? — Such a drug is unknown to medical science.




  You have seen the rose found in Sir Philip’s hand? — Yes.




  How do you account for that? — I cannot account for it.




  Nor for the stain? — No.




  By the Foreman: You have formed no definite opinion regarding the cause of death? — No; I merely submit one of the three suggestions I have offered.




  Are you a believer in hypnotism? — Yes, to a certain extent.




  In hypnotic suggestion? — Again, to a certain extent.




  Is it possible that the suggestion of death coming at a certain hour so persistently threatened might have led to death? — I do not quite understand you.




  Is it possible that the deceased is a victim to hypnotic suggestion? — I do not believe it possible.




  By the Foreman: You speak of a blow leaving no contusion. In your experience have you ever seen such a case? — Yes; twice.




  But a blow sufficient to cause death? — Yes.




  Without leaving a bruise or any mark whatever? — Yes; I saw a case in Japan where a man by exerting a peculiar pressure on the throat produced instant death.




  Is that ordinary? — No; it is very unordinary; sufficiently so to create a considerable stir in medical circles. The case was recorded in the British Medical Journal in 1896.




  And there was no contusion or bruise? — Absolutely none whatever.




  The famous surgeon then read a long extract from the British Medical Journal bearing out this statement.




  Would you say that the deceased died in this way? — It is possible.




  By the Foreman: Do you advance that as a serious possibility? — Yes.




  With a few more questions of a technical character the examination closed.




  As the great surgeon left the box there was a hum of conversation, and keen disappointment was felt on all sides. It had been hoped that the evidence of the medical expert would have thrown light into dark places, but it left the mystery of Sir Philip Ramon’s death as far from explanation as ever.




  Superintendent Falmouth was the next witness called.




  The detective, who gave his evidence in clear tones, was evidently speaking under stress of very great emotion. He seemed to appreciate very keenly the failure of the police to safeguard the life of the dead Minister. It is an open secret that immediately after the tragedy both the officer and the Assistant Commissioner tendered their resignations, which, at the express instruction of the Prime Minister, were not accepted.




  Mr Falmouth repeated a great deal of the evidence already given by the Commissioner, and told the story of how he had stood on duty outside the Foreign Secretary’s door at the moment of the tragedy. As he detailed the events of that evening a deathly silence came upon the court.




  You say you heard a noise proceeding from the study?




  — Yes.




  What sort of a noise? — Well, it is hard to describe what I heard; it was one of those indefinite noises that sounded like a chair being pulled across a soft surface.




  Would it be a noise like the sliding of a door or panel?




  — Yes. (Sensation.)




  That is the noise as you described it in your report? — Yes.




  Was any panel discovered? — No.




  Or any sliding door? — No.




  Would it have been possible for a person to have secreted himself in any of the bureaux or bookcases? — No; these were examined.




  What happened next? — I heard a click and a cry from Sir Philip, and endeavoured to burst open the door.




  By the Foreman: It was locked? — Yes. And Sir Philip was alone? — Yes; it was by his wish: a wish expressed earlier in the day.




  After the tragedy did you make a systematic search both inside and outside the house? — Yes.




  Did you make any discovery? — None, except that I made a discovery curious in itself, but having no possible bearing on the case now.




  What was this? — Well, it was the presence on the windowsill of the room of two dead sparrows.




  Were these examined? — Yes; but the surgeon who dissected them gave the opinion that they died from exposure and had fallen from the parapet above.




  Was there any trace of poison in these birds? — None that could be discovered.




  At this point Sir Francis Katling was recalled. He had seen the birds. He could find no trace of poison.




  Granted the possibility of such a gas as we have already spoken of — a deadly gas with the property of rapid dissipation — might not the escape of a minute quantity of such a fume bring about the death of these birds? — Yes, if they were resting on the windowsill.




  By the Foreman: Do you connect these birds with the tragedy? — I do not, replied the witness emphatically.




  Superintendent Falmouth resumed his evidence.




  Were there any other curious features that struck you? — None.




  The Coroner proceeded to question the witness concerning the relations of Marks with the police.




  Was the stain found on Sir Philip’s hand, and on the hand of the man Thery, found also on Marks? — No.




  It was as the court was dispersing, and little groups of men stood discussing the most extraordinary verdict ever given by a coroner’s jury, ‘Death from some unknown cause, and wilful murder against some person or persons unknown’, that the Coroner himself met on the threshold of the court a familiar face.




  “Hullo, Carson!” he said in surprise, “you here too; I should have thought that your bankrupts kept you busy — even on a day like this — extraordinary case.”




  “Extraordinary,” agreed the other.




  “Were you there all the time?”




  “Yes,” replied the spectator.




  “Did you notice what a bright foreman we had?”




  “Yes; I think he would make a smarter lawyer than a company promoter.”




  “You know him, then?”




  “Yes,” yawned the Official Receiver; “poor devil, he thought he was going to set the Thames on fire, floated a company to reproduce photogravures and things — took Etherington’s off our hands, but it’s back again.”




  “Has he failed?” asked the Coroner in surprise.




  “Not exactly failed. He’s just given it up, says the climate doesn’t suit him — what is his name again?”




  “Manfred,” said the Coroner.
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  Falmouth sat on the opposite side of the Chief Commissioner’s desk, his hands clasped before him. On the blottingpad lay a thin sheet of grey notepaper. The Commissioner picked it up again and re-read it.




  When you receive this




  [it ran] we who for want of a better title call ourselves The Four Just Men will be scattered throughout Europe, and there is little likelihood of your ever tracing us. In no spirit of boastfulness we say: We have accomplished that which we set ourselves to accomplish. In no sense of hypocrisy we repeat our regret that such a step as we took was necessary.




  Sir Philip Ramon’s death would appear to have been an accident. This much we confess. Thery bungled — and paid the penalty. We depended too much upon his technical knowledge. Perhaps by diligent search you will solve the mystery of Sir Philip Ramon’s death — when such a search is rewarded you will realise the truth of this statement. Farewell.




  “It tells us nothing,” said the Commissioner. Falmouth shook his head despairingly. “Search!” he said bitterly; “we have searched the house in Downing Street from end to end — where else can we search?”




  “Is there no paper amongst Sir Philip’s documents that might conceivably put you on the track?”




  “None that we have seen.”




  The chief bit the end of his pen thoughtfully.




  “Has his country house been examined?”




  Falmouth frowned.




  “I didn’t think that necessary.”




  “Nor Portland Place?”




  “No: it was locked up at the time of the murder.”




  The Commissioner rose.




  “Try Portland Place,” he advised. “At present it is in the hands of Sir Philip’s executors.”




  The detective hailed a hansom, and in a quarter of an hour found himself knocking upon the gloomy portals of the late Foreign Secretary’s town house. A grave manservant opened the door; it was Sir Philip’s butler, a man known to Falmouth, who greeted him with a nod.




  “I want to make a search of the house, Perks,” he said. “Has anything been touched?”




  The man shook his head.




  “No, Mr Falmouth,” he replied, “everything is just as Sir Philip left it. The lawyer gentlemen have not even made an inventory.”




  Falmouth walked through the chilly hall to the comfortable little room set apart for the butler.




  “I should like to start with the study,” he said.




  “I’m afraid there will be a difficulty, then, sir,” said Perks respectfully.




  “Why?” demanded Falmouth sharply.




  “It is the only room in the house for which we have no key. Sir Philip had a special lock for his study and carried the key with him. You see, being a Cabinet Minister, and a very careful man, he was very particular about people entering his study.”




  Falmouth thought.




  A number of Sir Philip’s private keys were deposited at Scotland Yard.




  He scribbled a brief note to his chief and sent a footman by cab to the Yard.




  Whilst he was waiting he sounded the butler.




  “Where were you when the murder was committed, Perks?” he asked.




  “In the country: Sir Philip sent away all the servants, you will remember.”




  “And the house?”




  “Was empty — absolutely empty.”




  “Was there any evidence on your return that any person had effected an entrance?”




  “None, sir; it would be next to impossible to burgle this house. There are alarm wires fixed communicating with the police station, and the windows are automatically locked.”




  “There were no marks on the doors or windows that would lead you to believe that an entrance had been attempted?”




  The butler shook his head emphatically.




  “None; in the course of my daily duty I make a very careful inspection of the paintwork, and I should have noticed any marks of the kind.”




  In half an hour the footman, accompanied by a detective, returned, and Falmouth took from the plainclothed officer a small bunch of keys.




  The butler led the way to the first floor.




  He indicated the study, a massive oaken door, fitted with a microscopic lock.




  Very carefully Falmouth made his selection of keys. Twice he tried unsuccessfully, but at the third attempt the lock turned with a click, and the door opened noiselessly.




  He stood for a moment at the entrance, for the room was in darkness.




  “I forgot,” said Perks, “the shutters are closed — shall I open them?”




  “If you please,” said the detective.




  In a few minutes the room was flooded with light.




  It was a plainly furnished apartment, rather similar in appearance to that in which the Foreign Secretary met his end. It smelt mustily of old leather, and the walls of the room were covered with bookshelves. In the centre stood a big mahogany writing-table, with bundles of papers neatly arranged.




  Falmouth took a rapid and careful survey of this desk. It was thick with accumulated dust. At one end, within reach of the vacant chair stood an ordinary table telephone.




  “No bells,” said Falmouth.




  “No,” replied the butler. “Sir Philip disliked bells-there is a ‘buzzer’.”




  Falmouth remembered.




  “Of course,” he said quickly. “I remember — hullo!”




  He bent forward eagerly.




  “Why, what has happened to the telephone?”




  He might well ask, for its steel was warped and twisted. Beneath where the vulcanite receiver stood was a tiny heap of black ash, and of the flexible cord that connected it with the outside world nothing remained but a twisted piece of discoloured wire.




  The table on which it stood was blistered as with some great heat.




  The detective drew a long breath.




  He turned to his subordinate.




  “Run across to Miller’s in Regent Street — the electrician — and ask Mr Miller to come here at once.”




  He was still standing gazing at the telephone when the electrician arrived.




  “Mr Miller,” said Falmouth slowly, “what has happened to this telephone?”




  The electrician adjusted his pince-nez and inspected the ruin.




  “H’m,” he said, “it rather looks as though some linesman had been criminally careless.”




  “Linesman? What do you mean?” demanded Falmouth.




  “I mean the workmen engaged to fix telephone wires.” He made another inspection.




  “Cannot you see?”




  He pointed to the battered instrument.




  “I see that the machine is entirely ruined — but why?”




  The electrician stooped and picked up the scorched wire from the ground.




  “What I mean is this,” he said. “Somebody has attached a wire carrying a high voltage — probably an electric-lighting wire — to this telephone line: and if anybody had happened to have been at — —” He stopped suddenly, and his face went white.




  “Good God!” he whispered, “Sir Philip Ramon was electrocuted!”




  For a while not one of the party spoke. Then Falmouth’s hand darted into his pocket and he drew out the little notebook which Billy Marks had stolen.




  “That is the solution,” he cried; “here is the direction the wires took — but how is it that the telephone at Downing Street was not destroyed in a similar manner?”




  The electrician, white and shaking, shook his head impatiently.




  “I have given up trying to account for the vagaries of electricity,” he said; “besides, the current, the full force of the current, might have been diverted — a short circuit might have been effected — anything might have happened.”




  “Wait!” said Falmouth eagerly. “Suppose the man making the connection had bungled — had taken the full force of the current himself — would that have brought about this result?”




  “It might — —”




  “‘Thery bungled — and paid the penalty,’” quoted Falmouth slowly. “Ramon got a slight shock — sufficient to frighten him — he had a weak heart — the burn on his hand, the dead sparrows! By Heaven! it’s as clear as daylight!”




  Later, a strong force of police raided the house in Carnaby Street, but they found nothing — except a half-smoked cigarette bearing the name of a London tobacconist, and the counterfoil of a passage ticket to New York.




  It was marked per RMS ‘Lucania’, and was for three first-class passengers.




  When the Lucania arrived at New York she was searched from stem to stern, but the Four Just Men were not discovered.




  It was Gonsalez who had placed the ‘clue’ for the police to find.




  The End




  




  The Council of Justice (1908)
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  It is not for you or me to judge Manfred and his works. I say ‘Manfred’, though I might as well have said ‘Gonsalez’, or for the matter of that ‘Poiccart’, since they are equally guilty or great according to the light in which you view their acts. The most lawless of us would hesitate to defend them, but the greater humanitarian could scarcely condemn them.




  From the standpoint of us, who live within the law, going about our business in conformity with the code, and unquestioningly keeping to the left or to the right as the police direct, their methods were terrible, indefensible, revolting.




  It does not greatly affect the issue that, for want of a better word, we call them criminals. Such would be mankind’s unanimous designation, but I think — indeed, I know — that they were indifferent to the opinions of the human race. I doubt very much whether they expected posterity to honour them.




  Their action towards the cabinet minister was murder, pure and simple. Yet, in view of the large humanitarian problems involved, who would describe it as pernicious?




  Frankly I say of the three men who killed Sir Philip Ramon, and who slew ruthlessly in the name of Justice, that my sympathies are with them. There are crimes for which there is no adequate punishment, and offences that the machinery of the written law cannot efface. Therein lies the justification for the Four Just Men, — the Council of Justice as they presently came to call themselves a council of great intellects, passionless.




  And not long after the death of Sir Philip and while England still rang with that exploit, they performed an act or a series of acts that won not alone from the Government of Great Britain, but from the Governments of Europe, a sort of unofficial approval and Falmouth had his wish. For here they waged war against great world-criminals — they pitted their strength, their cunning, and their wonderful intellects against the most powerful organization of the underworld-against past masters of villainous arts, and brains equally agile.




  It was the day of days for the Red Hundred. The wonderful international congress was meeting in London, the first great congress of recognized Anarchism. This was no hole-and-corner gathering of hurried men speaking furtively, but one open and unafraid with three policemen specially retained for duty outside the hall, a commissionaire to take tickets at the outer lobby, and a shorthand writer with a knowledge of French and Yiddish to make notes of remarkable utterances.




  The wonderful congress was a fact. When it had been broached there were people who laughed at the idea; Niloff of Vitebsk was one because he did not think such openness possible. But little Peter (his preposterous name was Konoplanikova, and he was a reporter on the staff of the foolish Russkoye Znamza), this little Peter who had thought out the whole thing, whose idea it was to gather a conference of the Red Hundred in London, who hired the hall and issued the bills (bearing in the top left-hand corner the inverted triangle of the Hundred) asking those Russians in London interested in the building of a Russian Sailors’ Home to apply for tickets, who, too, secured a hall where interruption was impossible, was happy — yea, little brothers, it was a great day for Peter.




  ‘You can always deceive the police,’ said little Peter enthusiastically; ‘call a meeting with a philanthropic object and — voila!’




  Wrote Inspector Falmouth to the assistant commissioner of police: —




  Your respected communication to hand. The meeting to be held tonight at the Phoenix Hall, Middlesex Street, E., with the object of raising funds for a Russian Sailors’ Home is, of course, the first international congress of the Red Hundred. Shall not be able to get a man inside, but do not think that matters much, as meeting will be engaged throwing flowers at one another and serious business will not commence till the meeting of the inner committee. I inclose a list of men already arrived in London, and have the honour to request that you will send me portraits of undermentioned men.




  There were three delegates from Baden, Herr Schmidt from Frieburg, Herr Bleaumeau from Karlsruhe, and Herr Von Dunop from Mannheim. They were not considerable persons, even in the eyes of the world of Anarchism; they called for no particular notice, and therefore the strange thing that happened to them on the night of the congress is all the more remarkable.




  Herr Schmidt had left his pension in Bloomsbury and was hurrying eastward. It was a late autumn evening and a chilly rain fell, and Herr Schmidt was debating in his mind whether he should go direct to the rendezvous where he had promised to meet his two compatriots, or whether he should call a taxi and drive direct to the hall, when a hand grasped his arm.




  He turned quickly and reached for his hip pocket. Two men stood behind him and but for themselves the square through which he was passing was deserted.




  Before he could grasp the Browning pistol, his other arm was seized and the taller of the two men spoke.




  ‘You are Augustus Schmidt?’ he asked.




  ‘That is my name.’




  ‘You are an anarchist?’




  ‘That is my affair.’




  ‘You are at present on your way to a meeting of the Red Hundred?’




  Herr Schmidt opened his eyes in genuine astonishment.




  ‘How did you know that?’ he asked.




  ‘I am Detective Simpson from Scotland Yard, and I shall take you into custody,’ was the quiet reply.




  ‘On what charge?’ demanded the German.




  ‘As to that I shall tell you later.’




  The man from Baden shrugged his shoulders.




  ‘I have yet to learn that it is an offence in England to hold opinions.’




  A closed motorcar entered the square, and the shorter of the two whistled and the chauffeur drew up near the group.




  The anarchist turned to the man who had arrested him.




  ‘I warn you that you shall answer for this,’ he said wrathfully. ‘I have an important engagement that you have made me miss through your foolery and—’




  ‘Get in!’ interrupted the tall man tersely.




  Schmidt stepped into the car and the door snapped behind him.




  He was alone and in darkness. The car moved on and then Schmidt discovered that there were no windows to the vehicle. A wild idea came to him that he might escape. He tried the door of the car; it was immovable. He cautiously tapped it. It was lined with thin sheets of steel.




  ‘A prison on wheels,’ he muttered with a curse, and sank back into the corner of the car.




  He did not know London; he had not the slightest idea where he was going. For ten minutes the car moved along. He was puzzled. These policemen had taken nothing from him, he still retained his pistol. They had not even attempted to search him for compromising documents. Not that he had any except the pass for the conference and — the Inner Code!




  Heavens! He must destroy that. He thrust his hand into the inner pocket of his coat. It was empty. The thin leather case was gone! His face went grey, for the Red Hundred is no fanciful secret society but a bloody-minded organization with less mercy for bungling brethren than for its sworn enemies. In the thick darkness of the car his nervous fingers groped through all his pockets. There was no doubt at all — the papers had gone.




  In the midst of his search the car stopped. He slipped the flat pistol from his pocket. His position was desperate and he was not the kind of man to shirk a risk.




  Once there was a brother of the Red Hundred who sold a password to the Secret Police. And the brother escaped from Russia. There was a woman in it, and the story is a mean little story that is hardly worth the telling. Only, the man and the woman escaped, and went to Baden, and Schmidt recognized them from the portraits he had received from headquarters, and one night…You understand that there was nothing clever or neat about it. English newspapers would have described it as a ‘revolting murder’, because the details of the crime were rather shocking. The thing that stood to Schmidt’s credit in the books of the Society was that the murderer was undiscovered.




  The memory of this episode came back to the anarchist as the car stopped — perhaps this was the thing the police had discovered? Out of the dark corners of his mind came the scene again, and the voice of the man…’Don’t! don’t! O Christ! don’t!’ and Schmidt sweated…




  The door of the car opened and he slipped back the cover of his pistol.




  ‘Don’t shoot,’ said a quiet voice in the gloom outside, ‘here are some friends of yours.’




  He lowered his pistol, for his quick ears detected a wheezing cough.




  ‘Von Dunop!’ he cried in astonishment.




  ‘And Herr Bleaumeau,’ said the same voice. ‘Get in, you two.’




  Two men stumbled into the car, one dumbfounded and silent — save for the wheezing cough — the other blasphemous and voluble.




  ‘Wait, my friend!’ raved the bulk of Bleaumeau; ‘wait! I will make you sorry.’




  The door shut and the car moved on.




  The two men outside watched the vehicle with its unhappy passengers disappear round a corner and then walked slowly away.




  ‘Extraordinary men,’ said the taller.




  ‘Most,’ replied the other, and then, ‘Von Dunop — isn’t he — ?’




  ‘The man who threw the bomb at the Swiss President — yes.’




  The shorter man smiled in the darkness.




  ‘Given a conscience, he is enduring his hour,’ he said.




  The pair walked on in silence and turned into Oxford Street as the clock of a church struck eight.




  The tall man lifted his walkingstick and a sauntering taxi pulled up at the curb.




  ‘Aldgate,’ he said, and the two men took their seats.




  Not until the taxi was spinning along Newgate Street did either of the men speak, and then the shorter asked:




  ‘You are thinking about the woman?’




  The other nodded and his companion relapsed into silence; then he spoke again:




  ‘She is a problem and a difficulty, in a way — yet she is the most dangerous of the lot. And the curious thing about it is that if she were not beautiful and young she would not be a problem at all. We’re very human, George. God made us illogical that the minor businesses of life should not interfere with the great scheme. And the great scheme is that animal men should select animal women for the mothers of their children.’




  ‘Venenum in auro bibitur,’ the other quoted, which shows that he was an extraordinary detective, ‘and so far as I am concerned it matters little to me whether an irresponsible homicide is a beautiful woman or a misshapen negro.’




  They dismissed the taxi at Aldgate Station and turned into Middlesex Street.




  The meeting-place of the great congress was a hall which was originally erected by an enthusiastic Christian gentleman with a weakness for the conversion of Jews to the New Presbyterian Church, With this laudable object it had been opened with great pomp and the singing of anthems and the enthusiastic proselytizer had spoken on that occasion two hours and forty minutes by the clock.




  After twelve months’ labour the Christian gentleman discovered that the advantages of Christianity only appeal to very rich Jews indeed, to the Cohens who become Cowans, to the Isaacs who become Grahames, and to the curious low-down Jews who stand in the same relation to their brethren as White Kaffirs to a European community.




  So the hall passed from hand to hand, and, failing to obtain a music and dancing licence, went back to the mission-hall stage.




  Successive generations of small boys had destroyed its windows and beplastered its walls. Successive fly-posters had touched its blank face with colour. Tonight there was nothing to suggest that there was any business of extraordinary importance being transacted within its walls. A Russian or a Yiddish or any kind of reunion does not greatly excite Middlesex Street, and had little Peter boldly announced that the congress of the Red Hundred were to meet in full session there would have been no local excitement and — if the truth be told — he might still have secured the services of his three policemen and commissionaire.




  To this worthy, a neat, cleanly gentleman in uniform, wearing on his breast the medals for the relief of Chitral and the Soudan Campaigns, the two men delivered the perforated halves of their tickets and passed through the outer lobby into a small room. By a door at the other end stood a thin man with a straggling beard. His eyes were red-rimmed and weak, he wore long narrow buttoned boots, and he had a trick of pecking his head forwards and sideways like an inquisitive hen.




  ‘You have the word, brothers?’ he asked, speaking German like one unaccustomed to the language.




  The taller of the two strangers shot a swift glance at the sentinel that absorbed the questioner from his cracked patent leather boots to his flamboyant watch-chain. Then he answered in Italian:




  ‘Nothing!’




  The face of the guardian flushed with pleasure at the familiar tongue.




  ‘Pass, brother; it is very good to hear that language.’




  The air of the crowded hall struck the two men in the face like the blast from a destructor. It was unclean; unhealthy — the scent of an early-morning doss-house.




  The hall was packed, the windows were closed and curtained, and as a precautionary measure, little Peter had placed thick blankets before the ventilators.




  At one end of the hall was a platform on which stood a semicircle of chairs and in the centre was a table draped with red. On the wall behind the chairs — every one of which was occupied — was a huge red flag bearing in the centre a great white ‘C’. It had been tacked to the wall, but one corner had broken away revealing a part of the painted scroll of the mission workers:




  ‘…are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.’




  The two intruders pushed their way through a group that were gathered at the door. Three aisles ran the length of the building, and they made their way along the central gangway and found seats near the platform.




  A brother was speaking. He was a good and zealous worker but a bad orator. He spoke in German and enunciated commonplaces with hoarse emphasis. He said all the things that other men had said and forgotten. ‘This is the time to strike’ was his most notable sentence, and notable only because it evoked a faint buzz of applause.




  The audience stirred impatiently. The good Bentvitch had spoken beyond his allotted time; and there were other people to speak — and prosy at that. And it would be ten o’clock before the Woman of Gratz would rise.




  The babble was greatest in the corner of the hall, where little Peter, all eyes and startled eyebrows, was talking to an audience of his own.




  ‘It is impossible, it is absurd, it is most foolish!’ his thin voice rose almost to a scream. ‘I should laugh at it — we should all laugh, but the Woman of Gratz has taken the matter seriously, and she is afraid!’




  ‘Afraid!’




  ‘Nonsense!’




  ‘Oh, Peter, the fool!’




  There were other things said because everybody in the vicinity expressed an opinion. Peter was distressed, but not by the epithets. He was crushed, humiliated, beaten by his tremendous tidings. He was nearly crying at the horrible thought. The Woman of Gratz was afraid! The Woman of Gratz who…It was unthinkable.




  He turned his eyes toward the platform, but she was not there.




  ‘Tell us about it, Peter,’ pleaded a dozen voices; but the little man with the tears twinkling on his fair eyelashes waved them off.




  So far from his incoherent outburst they had learnt only this — that the Woman of Gratz was afraid.




  And that was bad enough.




  For this woman — she was a girl really, a slip of a child who should have been finishing her education somewhere in Germany — this same woman had once risen and electrified the world.




  There had been a meeting in a small Hungarian town to discuss ways and means. And when the men had finished their denunciation of Austria, she rose and talked. A short-skirted little girl with two long flaxen braids of hair, thin-legged, flat-chested, angular, hipless — that is what the men of Gratz noticed as they smiled behind their hands and wondered why her father had brought her to the meeting.




  But her speech…two hours she spoke and no man stirred. A little flat-chested girl full of sonorous phrases — mostly she had collected them from the talk in Old Joseph’s kitchen. But with some power of her own, she had spun them together, these inconsiderable truisms, and had endowed them with a wondrous vitality.




  They were old, old platitudes, if the truth be told, but at some time in the history of revolution, some long dead genius had coined them, and newly fashioned in the furnace of his soul they had shaped men’s minds and directed their great and dreadful deeds.




  So the Woman of Gratz arrived, and they talked about her and circulated her speeches in every language. And she grew. The hollow face of this lank girl filled, and the flat bosom rounded and there came softer lines and curves to her angular figure, and, almost before they realized the fact, she was beautiful.




  So her fame had grown until her father died and she went to Russia. Then came a series of outrages which may be categorically and briefly set forth: —




  1: General Maloff shot dead by an unknown woman in his private room at the Police Bureau, Moscow.




  2: Prince Hazallarkoff shot dead by an unknown woman in the streets of Petrograd.




  3: Colonel Kaverdavskov killed by a bomb thrown by a woman who made her escape.




  And the Woman of Gratz leapt to a greater fame. She had been arrested half a dozen times, and whipped twice, but they could prove nothing against her and elicit nothing from her — and she was very beautiful.




  Now to the thundering applause of the waiting delegates, she stepped upon the platform and took the last speaker’s place by the side of the red-covered table.




  She raised her hand and absolute and complete silence fell on the hall, so much so that her first words sounded strident and shrill, for she had attuned her voice to the din. She recovered her pitch and dropped her voice to a conversational tone.




  She stood easily with her hands clasped behind her and made no gesture. The emotion that was within her she conveyed through her wonderful voice. Indeed, the power of the speech lay rather in its delivery than in its substance, for only now and then did she depart from the unwritten text of Anarchism: the right of the oppressed to overthrow the oppressor; the divinity of violence; the sacredness of sacrifice and martyrdom in the cause of enlightenment. One phrase alone stood apart from the commonplace of her oratory. She was speaking of the Theorists who counsel reform and condemn violence, ‘These Christs who deputize their Calvaries,’ she called them with fine scorn, and the hall roared its approval of the imagery.




  It was the fury of the applause that disconcerted her; the taller of the two men who sat watching her realized that much. For when the shouting had died down and she strove to resume, she faltered and stammered and then was silent. Then abruptly and with surprising vehemence she began again. But she had changed the direction of her oratory, and it was upon another subject that she now spoke. A subject nearer to her at that moment than any other, for her pale cheeks flushed and a feverish light came to her eyes as she spoke.




  ‘…and now, with all our perfect organization, with the world almost within our grasp — there comes somebody who says “Stop!” — and we who by our acts have terrorized kings and dominated the councils of empires, are ourselves threatened!’




  The audience grew deadly silent. They were silent before, but now the silence was painful.




  The two men who watched her stirred a little uneasily, as though something in her speech had jarred. Indeed, the suggestion of braggadocio in her assertion of the Red Hundred’s power had struck a discordant note.




  The girl continued speaking rapidly.




  ‘We have heard — you have heard — we know of these men who have written to us. They say’ — her voice rose—’that we shall not do what we do. They threaten us — they threaten me — that we must change our methods, or they will punish as — as we — punish; kill as we kill—’




  There was a murmuring in the audience and men looked at one another in amazement. For terror unmistakable and undisguised was written on her pale face and shone from those wondrous eyes of hers.




  ‘But we will defy—’




  Loud voices and the sound of scuffling in the little anteroom interrupted her, and a warning word shouted brought the audience to its feet.




  ‘The police!’




  A hundred stealthy hands reached for cunning pockets, but somebody leapt upon a bench, near the entrance, and held up an authoritative hand.




  ‘Gentlemen, there is no occasion for alarm — I am Detective-Superintendent Falmouth from Scotland Yard, and I have no quarrel with the Red Hundred.’




  Little Peter, transfixed for the moment, pushed his way towards the detective.




  ‘Who do you want — what do you want?’ he asked.




  The detective stood with his back to the door and answered.




  ‘I want two men who were seen to enter this hall: two members of an organization that is outside the Red Hundred. They—’




  ‘Ha!’ The woman who still stood upon the platform leant forward with blazing eyes.




  ‘I know — I know!’ she cried breathlessly; ‘the men who threatened us-who threatened me — The Four Just Men!’
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  The tall man’s hand was in his pocket when the detective spoke.




  When he had entered the hall he had thrown a swift glance round the place and taken in every detail. He had seen the beaded strip of unpainted wood which guarded the electric light cables, and had improved the opportunity whilst the prosy brother was speaking to make a further reconnaissance. There was a white porcelain switchboard with half a dozen switches at the left-hand side of the platform. He judged the distance and threw up the hand that held the pistol.




  Bang! Bang!




  A crash of broken glass, a quick flash of blue flame from the shattered fuses — and the hall was in darkness. It happened before the detective could spring from his form into the yelling, screaming crowd — before the police officer could get a glance at the man who fired the shots.




  In an instant the place was a pandemonium.




  ‘Silence!’ Falmouth roared above the din; ‘silence! Keep quiet, you miserable cowards — show a light here, Brown, Curtis — Inspector, where are your men’s lanterns!’




  The rays of a dozen bull’s-eye lamps waved over the struggling throng.




  ‘Open your lanterns’ — and to the seething mob, ‘Silence!’ Then a bright young officer remembered that he had seen gas-brackets in the room, and struggled through the howling mob till he came to the wall and found the gasfitting with his lantern. He struck a match and lit the gas, and the panic subsided as suddenly as it had begun.




  Falmouth, choked with rage, threw his eye round the hall. ‘Guard the door,’ he said briefly; ‘the hall is surrounded and they cannot possibly escape.’ He strode swiftly along the central aisle, followed by two of his men, and with an agile leap, sprang on to the platform and faced the audience. The Woman of Gratz, with a white set face, stood motionless, one hand resting on the little table, the other at her throat. Falmouth raised his hand to enjoin silence and the lawbreakers obeyed.




  ‘I have no quarrel with the Red Hundred,’ he said. ‘By the law of this country it is permissible to hold opinions and propagate doctrines, however objectionable they be — I am here to arrest two men who have broken the laws of this country. Two persons who are part of the organization known as the Four Just Men.’




  All the time he was speaking his eyes searched the faces before him. He knew that one-half of the audience could not understand him and that the hum of talk that arose as he finished was his speech in course of translation.




  The faces he sought he could not discern. To be exact, he hoped that his scrutiny would induce two men, of whose identity he was ignorant, to betray themselves.




  There are little events, unimportant in themselves, which occasionally lead to tremendous issues. A skidding motorbus that crashed into a private car in Piccadilly had led to the discovery that there were three vociferous foreign gentlemen imprisoned in the overturned vehicle. It led to the further discovery that the chauffeur had disappeared in the confusion of the collision. In the darkness, comparing notes, the three prisoners had arrived at a conclusion — to wit, that their abduction was a sequel to a mysterious letter each had received, which bore the signature ‘The Four Just Men’.




  So in the panic occasioned by the accident, they were sufficiently indiscreet to curse the Four Just Men by name, and, the Four Just Men being a sore topic with the police, they were questioned further, and the end of it was that Superintendent Falmouth motored eastward in great haste and was met in Middlesex Street by a reserve of police specially summoned.




  He was at the same disadvantage he had always been — the Four Just Men were to him names only, symbols of a swift remorseless force that struck surely and to the minute — and nothing more.




  Two or three of the leaders of the Red Hundred had singled themselves out and drew closer to the platform.




  ‘We are not aware,’ said Francois, the Frenchman, speaking for his companions in faultless English, ‘we are not aware of the identity of the men you seek, but on the understanding that they are not brethren of our Society, and moreover’ — he was at a loss for words to put the fantastic situation—’and moreover since they have threatened us — threatened us,’ he repeated in bewilderment, ‘we will afford you every assistance.’




  The detective jumped at the opportunity.




  ‘Good!’ he said and formed a rapid plan.




  The two men could not have escaped from the hall. There was a little door near the platform, he had seen that — as the two men he sought had seen it. Escape seemed possible through there; they had thought so, too. But Falmouth knew that the outer door leading from the little vestibule was guarded by two policemen. This was the sum of the discovery made also by the two men he sought. He spoke rapidly to Francois.




  ‘I want every person in the hall to be vouched for,’ he said quickly. ‘Somebody must identify every man, and the identifier must himself be identified.’




  The arrangements were made with lightning-like rapidity. From the platform in French, German and Yiddish, the leaders of the Red Hundred explained the plan. Then the police formed a line, and one by one the people came forward, and shyly, suspiciously or self-consciously, according to their several natures, they passed the police line.




  ‘That is Simon Czech of Buda-Pest.’




  ‘Who identifies him?’




  ‘I.’ — a dozen voices.




  ‘Pass.’




  ‘This is Michael Ranekov of Odessa.’




  ‘Who identifies him?’




  ‘I,’ said a burly man, speaking in German.




  ‘And you?’




  There was a little titter, for Michael is the best-known man in the Order. Some there were who, having passed the line, waited to identify their kinsfolk and fellow-countrymen.




  ‘It seems much simpler than I could have imagined.’




  It was the tall man with the trim beard, who spoke in a guttural tone which was neither German nor Yiddish. He was watching with amused interest the examination.




  ‘Separating the lambs from the goats with a vengeance,’ he said with a faint smile, and his taciturn companion nodded. Then he asked —




  ‘Do you think any of these people will recognize you as the man who fired?’




  The tall man shook his head decisively.




  ‘Their eyes were on the police — and besides I am too quick a shot. Nobody saw me unless—’




  ‘The Woman of Gratz?’ asked the other, without showing the slightest concern.




  ‘The Woman of Gratz,’ said George Manfred.




  They formed part of a struggling line that moved slowly toward the police barrier.




  ‘I fear,’ said Manfred, ‘that we shall be forced to make our escape in a perfectly obvious way — the bull-at-the-gate method is one that I object to on principle, and it is one that I have never been obliged to employ.’




  They were speaking all the time in the language of the harsh gutturals, and those who were in their vicinity looked at them in some perplexity, for it is a tongue unlike any that is heard in the Revolutionary Belt.




  Closer and closer they grew to the inflexible inquisitor at the end of the police line. Ahead of them was a young man who turned from time to time as if seeking a friend behind. His was a face that fascinated the shorter of the two men, ever a student of faces. It was a face of deadly pallor, that the dark close-cropped hair and the thick black eyebrows accentuated. Aesthetic in outline, refined in contour, it was the face of a visionary, and in the restless, troubled eyes there lay a hint of the fanatic. He reached the barrier and a dozen eager men stepped forward for the honour of sponsorship. Then he passed and Manfred stepped calmly forward.




  ‘Heinrich Rossenburg of Raz,’ he mentioned the name of an obscure Transylvanian village.




  ‘Who identifies this man?’ asked Falmouth monotonously. Manfred held his breath and stood ready to spring.




  ‘I do.’




  It was the spiritue who had gone before him; the dreamer with the face of a priest.




  ‘Pass.’




  Manfred, calm and smiling, sauntered through the police with a familiar nod to his saviour. Then he heard the challenge that met his companion.




  ‘Rolf Woolfund,’ he heard Poiccart’s clear, untroubled voice.




  ‘Who identifies this man?’




  Again he waited tensely.




  ‘I do,’ said the young man’s voice again.




  Then Poiccart joined him, and they waited a little.




  Out of the corner of his eye Manfred saw the man who had vouched for him saunter toward them. He came abreast, then:




  ‘If you would care to meet me at Reggiori’s at King’s Cross I shall be there in an hour,’ he said, and Manfred noticed without emotion that this young man also spoke in Arabic.




  They passed through the crowd that had gathered about the hall — for the news of the police raid had spread like wildfire through the East End — and gained Aldgate Station before they spoke.




  ‘This is a curious beginning to our enterprise,’ said Manfred. He seemed neither pleased nor sorry. ‘I have always thought that Arabic was the safest language in the world in which to talk secrets — one learns wisdom with the years,’ he added philosophically.




  Poiccart examined his well-manicured fingernails as though the problem centred there. ‘There is no precedent,’ he said, speaking to himself.




  ‘And he may be an embarrassment,’ added George; then, ‘let us wait and see what the hour brings.’




  The hour brought the man who had befriended them so strangely. It brought also a little in advance of him a fourth man who limped slightly but greeted the two with a rueful smile. ‘Hurt?’ asked Manfred.




  ‘Nothing worth speaking about,’ said the other carelessly, ‘and now what is the meaning of your mysterious telephone message?’




  Briefly Manfred sketched the events of the night, and the other listened gravely.




  ‘It’s a curious situation,’ he began, when a warning glance from Poiccart arrested him. The subject of their conversation had arrived.




  He sat down at the table, and dismissed the fluttering waiter that hung about him.




  The four sat in silence for a while and the newcomer was the first to speak.




  ‘I call myself Bernard Courtlander,’ he said simply, ‘and you are the organization known as the Four Just Men.’




  They did not reply.




  ‘I saw you shoot,’ he went on evenly, ‘because I had been watching you from the moment when you entered the hall, and when the police adopted the method of identification, I resolved to risk my life and speak for you.’




  ‘Meaning,’ interposed Poiccart calmly, ‘you resolved to risk — our killing you?’




  ‘Exactly,’ said the young man, nodding, ‘a purely outside view would be that such a course would be a fiendish act of ingratitude, but I have a closer perception of principles, and I recognize that such a sequel to my interference is perfectly logical.’ He singled out Manfred leaning back on the red plush cushions. ‘You have so often shown that human life is the least considerable factor in your plan, and have given such evidence of your singleness of purpose, that I am fully satisfied that if my life — or the life of any one of you — stood before the fulfilment of your objects, that life would go — so!’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Well?’ said Manfred. ‘I know of your exploits,’ the strange young man went on, ‘as who does not?’




  He took from his pocket a leather case, and from that he extracted a newspaper cutting. Neither of the three men evinced the slightest interest in the paper he unfolded on the white cloth. Their eyes were on his face.




  ‘Here is a list of people slain — for justice’ sake,’ Courtlander said, smoothing the creases from a cutting from the Megaphone, ‘men whom the law of the land passed by, sweaters and debauchers, robbers of public funds, corrupters of youth — men who bought ‘justice’ as you and I buy bread.’ He folded the paper again. ‘I have prayed God that I might one day meet you.’




  ‘Well?’ It was Manfred’s voice again.




  ‘I want to be with you, to be one of you, to share your campaign and and—’ he hesitated, then added soberly, ‘if need be, the death that awaits you.’




  Manfred nodded slowly, then looked toward the man with the limp.




  ‘What do you say, Gonsalez?’ he asked.




  This Leon Gonsalez was a famous reader of faces, — that much the young man knew, — and he turned for the test and met the other’s appraising eyes.




  ‘Enthusiast, dreamer, and intellectual, of course,’ said Gonsalez slowly; ‘there is reliability which is good, and balance which is better — but—’




  ‘But — ?’ asked Courtlander steadily.




  ‘There is passion, which is bad,’ was the verdict.




  ‘It is a matter of training,’ answered the other quietly. ‘My lot has been thrown with people who think in a frenzy and act in madness; it is the fault of all the organizations that seek to right wrong by indiscriminate crime, whose sense are senses, who have debased sentiment to sentimentality, and who muddle kings with kingship.’




  ‘You are of the Red Hundred?’ asked Manfred.




  ‘Yes,’ said the other, ‘because the Red Hundred carries me a little way along the road I wish to travel.’




  ‘In the direction?’




  ‘Who knows?’ replied the other. ‘There are no straight roads, and you cannot judge where lies your destination by the direction the first line of path takes.’




  ‘I do not tell you how great a risk you take upon yourself,’ said Manfred, ‘nor do I labour the extent of the responsibility you ask to undertake. You are a wealthy man?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Courtlander, ‘as wealth goes; I have large estates in Hungary.’




  ‘I do not ask that question aimlessly, yet it would make no difference if you were poor,’ said Manfred. ‘Are you prepared to sell your estates — Buda-Gratz I believe they are called — Highness?’




  For the first time the young man smiled.




  ‘I did not doubt but that you knew me,’ he said; ‘as to my estates I will sell them without hesitation.’




  ‘And place the money at my disposal?’




  ‘Yes,’ he replied, instantly. ‘Without reservation?’




  ‘Without reservation.’




  ‘And,’ said Manfred, slowly, ‘if we felt disposed to employ this money for what might seem our own personal benefit, would you take exception?’




  ‘None,’ said the young man, calmly.




  ‘And as a proof?’ demanded Poiccart, leaning a little forward.




  ‘The word of a Hap—’




  ‘Enough,’ said Manfred; ‘we do not want your money — yet money is the supreme test.’ He pondered awhile before he spoke again.




  ‘There is the Woman of Gratz,’ he said abruptly; ‘at the worst she must be killed.’




  ‘It is a pity,’ said Courtlander, a little sadly. He had answered the final test did he but know it. A too willing compliance, an over-eagerness to agree with the supreme sentence of the ‘Four’, any one thing that might have betrayed the lack of that exact balance of mind, which their word demanded, would have irretrievably condemned him.




  ‘Let us drink an arrogant toast,’ said Manfred, beckoning a waiter. The wine was opened and the glasses filled, and Manfred muttered the toast.




  ‘The Four who were three, to the Fourth who died and the Fourth who is born.’




  Once upon a time there was a fourth who fell riddled with bullets in a Bordeaux cafe, and him they pledged. In Middlesex Street, in the almost emptied hall, Falmouth stood at bay before an army of reporters.




  ‘Were they the Four Just Men, Mr. Falmouth?’




  ‘Did you see them?’




  ‘Have you any clue?’




  Every second brought a fresh batch of newspaper men, taxi after taxi came into the dingy street, and the string of vehicles lined up outside the hall was suggestive of a fashionable gathering. The Telephone Tragedy was still fresh in the public mind, and it needed no more than the utterance of the magical words ‘Four Just Men’ to fan the spark of interest to flame again. The delegates of the Red Hundred formed a privileged throng in the little wilderness of a forecourt, and through these the journalists circulated industriously.




  Smith of the Megaphone and his youthful assistant, Maynard, slipped through the crowd and found their taxi.




  Smith shouted a direction to the driver and sank back in the seat with a whistle of weariness.




  ‘Did you hear those chaps talking about police protection?’ he asked; ‘all the blessed anarchists from all over the world — and talking like a mothers’ meeting! To hear ’em you would think they were the most respectable members of society that the world had ever seen. Our civilization is a wonderful thing,’ he added, cryptically.




  ‘One man,’ said Maynard, ‘asked me in very bad French if the conduct of the Four Just Men was actionable!’




  At that moment, another question was being put to Falmouth by a leader of the Red Hundred, and Falmouth, a little ruffled in his temper, replied with all the urbanity that he could summon.




  ‘You may have your meetings,’ he said with some asperity, ‘so long as you do not utter anything calculated to bring about a breach of the peace, you may talk sedition and anarchy till you’re blue in the face. Your English friends will tell you how far you can go — and I might say you can go pretty far — you can advocate the assassination of kings, so long as you don’t specify which king; you can plot against governments and denounce armies and grand dukes; in fact, you can do as you please — because that’s the law.’




  ‘What is — a breach of the peace?’ asked his interrogator, repeating the words with difficulty.




  Another detective explained.




  Francois and one Rudulph Starque escorted the Woman of Gratz to her Bloomsbury lodgings that night, and they discussed the detective’s answer.




  This Starque was a big man, strongly built, with a fleshy face and little pouches under his eyes. He was reputed to be well off, and to have a way with women.




  ‘So it would appear,’ he said, ‘that we may say “Let the kings be slain”, but not “Let the king be slain”; also that we may preach the downfall of governments, but if we say “Let us go into this cafe” — how do you call it?— “public-house, and be rude to the proprietaire” we commit a — er — breach of the peace — ne c’est pas?




  ‘It is so,’ said Francois, ‘that is the English way.’




  ‘It is a mad way,’ said the other.




  They reached the door of the girl’s pension. She had been very quiet during the walk, answering questions that were put to her in monosyllables. She had ample food for thought in the events of the night.




  Francois bade her a curt good night and walked a little distance. It had come to be regarded as Starque’s privilege to stand nearest the girl. Now he took her slim hands in his and looked down at her. Some one has said the East begins at Bukarest, but there is a touch of the Eastern in every Hungarian, and there is a crudeness in their whole attitude to womankind that shocks the more tender susceptibilities of the Western.




  ‘Good night, little Maria,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Some day you will be kinder, and you will not leave me at the door.’ She looked at him steadfastly. ‘That will never be,’ she replied, without a tremor.
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  The front page of every big London daily was again black with the story of the Four Just Men.




  ‘What I should like,’ said the editor of the Megaphone, wistfully, ‘is a sort of official propaganda from the Four — a sort of inspired manifesto that we could spread into six columns.’




  Charles Garret, the Megaphone’s ‘star’ reporter, with his hat on the back of his head, and an apparently inattentive eye fixed on the electrolier, sniffed.




  The editor looked at him reflectively.




  ‘A smart man might get into touch with them.’




  Charles said, ‘Yes,’ but without enthusiasm.




  ‘If it wasn’t that I knew you,’ mused the editor, ‘I should say you were afraid.’




  ‘I am,’ said Charles shamelessly.




  ‘I don’t want to put a younger reporter on this job,’ said the editor sadly, ‘it would look bad for you; but I’m afraid I must.’




  ‘Do,’ said Charles with animation, ‘do, and put me down ten shillings toward the wreath.’




  He left the office a few minutes later with the ghost of a smile at the corners of his mouth, and one fixed determination in the deepest and most secret recesses of his heart. It was rather like Charles that, having by an uncompromising firmness established his right to refuse work of a dangerous character, he should of his own will undertake the task against which he had officially set his face. Perhaps his chief knew him as well as he knew himself, for as Charles, with a last defiant snort, stalked from the office, the smile that came to his lips was reflected on the editor’s face.




  Walking through the echoing corridors of Megaphone House, Charles whistled that popular and satirical song, the chorus of which runs —




  By kind permission of the Megaphone,




  By kind permission of the Megaphone. Summer comes when Spring has gone,




  And the world goes spinning on,




  By permission of the Daily Megaphone.




  Presently, he found himself in Fleet Street, and, standing at the edge of the curb, he answered a taxidriver’s expectant look with a nod.




  ‘Where to, sir?’ asked the driver.




  ‘37 Presley Street, Walworth — round by the “Blue Bob” and the second turning to the left.’




  Crossing Waterloo Bridge it occurred to him that the taxi might attract attention, so halfway down the Waterloo Road he gave another order, and, dismissing the vehicle, he walked the remainder of the way.




  Charles knocked at 37 Presley Street, and after a little wait a firm step echoed in the passage, and the door was half opened. The passage was dark, but he could see dimly the thickset figure of the man who stood waiting silently.




  ‘Is that Mr. Long?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes,’ said the man curtly.




  Charles laughed, and the man seemed to recognize the voice and opened the door a little wider.




  ‘Not Mr. Garrett?’ he asked in surprise.




  ‘That’s me,’ said Charles, and walked into the house.




  His host stopped to fasten the door, and Charles heard the snap of the well-oiled lock and the scraping of a chain. Then with an apology the man pushed past him and, opening the door, ushered him into a well-lighted room, motioned Charles to a deepseated chair, seated himself near a small table, turned down the page of the book from which he had evidently been reading, and looked inquiringly at his visitor.




  ‘I’ve come to consult you,’ said Charles.




  A lesser man than Mr. Long might have been grossly flippant, but this young man — he was thirty-five, but looked older — did not descend to such a level.




  ‘I wanted to consult you,’ he said in reply.




  His language was the language of a man who addresses an equal, but there was something in his manner which suggested deference.




  ‘You spoke to me about Milton,’ he went on, ‘but I find I can’t read him. I think it is because he is not sufficiently material.’ He paused a little. ‘The only poetry I can read is the poetry of the Bible, and that is because materialism and mysticism are so ingeniously blended—’




  He may have seen the shadow on the journalist’s face, but he stopped abruptly.




  ‘I can talk about books another time,’ he said. Charles did not make the conventional disclaimer, but accepted the other’s interpretation of the urgency of his business.




  ‘You know everybody,’ said Charles, ‘all the queer fish in the basket, and a proportion of them get to know you — in time.’ The other nodded gravely.




  ‘When other sources of information fail,’ continued the journalist, ‘I have never hesitated to come to you — Jessen.’




  It may be observed that ‘Mr. Long’ at the threshold of the house became ‘Mr. Jessen’ in the intimacy of the inner room.




  ‘I owe more to you than ever you can owe to me,’ he said earnestly; ‘you put me on the track,’ he waved his hand round the room as though the refinement of the room was the symbol of that track of which he spoke. ‘You remember that morning? — if you have forgotten, I haven’t — when I told you that to forget — I must drink? And you said—’




  ‘I haven’t forgotten, Jessen,’ said the correspondent quietly; ‘and the fact that you have accomplished all that you have is a proof that there’s good stuff in you.’




  The other accepted the praise without comment.




  ‘Now,’ Charles went on, ‘I want to tell you what I started out to tell: I’m following a big story. It’s the Four Just Men story; you know all about it? I see that you do; well, I’ve got to get into touch with them somehow. I do not for one moment imagine that you can help me, nor do I expect that these chaps have any accomplices amongst the people you know.’




  ‘They have not,’ said Jessen; ‘I haven’t thought it worth while inquiring. Would you like to go to the Guild?’




  Charles pursed his lips in thought.




  ‘Yes,’ he said slowly, ‘that’s an idea; yes, when?’




  ‘Tonight — if you wish.’




  ‘Tonight let it be,’ said Charles.




  His host rose and left the room.




  He reappeared presently, wearing a dark overcoat and about his throat a black silk muffler that emphasized the pallor of his strong square face.




  ‘Wait a moment,’ he said, and unlocked a drawer, from which he took a revolver.




  He turned the magazine carefully, and Charles smiled.




  ‘Will that be necessary?’ he asked.




  Jessen shook his head.




  ‘No,’ he said with a little embarrassment, ‘but — I have given up all my follies and fancies, but this one sticks.’




  ‘The fear of discovery?’




  Jessen nodded.




  ‘It’s the only folly left — this fear. It’s the fly in the ointment.’




  He led the way through the narrow passage, first having extinguished the lamp.




  They stood together in the dark street, whilst Jessen made sure the fastening of the house.




  ‘Now,’ he said, and in a few minutes they found themselves amidst the raucous confusion of a Walworth Road market-night.




  They walked on in silence, then turning into East Street, they threaded a way between loitering shoppers, dodged between stalls overhung by flaring naphtha lamps, and turned sharply into a narrow street.




  Both men seemed sure of their ground, for they walked quickly and unhesitatingly, and striking off through a tiny court that connected one malodorous thoroughfare with the other, they stopped simultaneously before the door of what appeared to be a disused factory.




  A peaky-faced youth who sat by the door and acted as doorkeeper thrust his hand forward as they entered, but recognizing them drew back without a word.




  They ascended the flight of ill-lighted stairs that confronted them, and pushing open a door at the head of the stairs, Jessen ushered his friend into a large hall.




  It was a curious scene that met the journalist’s eye. Well acquainted with ‘The Guild’ as he was, and with its extraordinary composition, he had never yet put his foot inside its portals. Basing his conception upon his knowledge of working-men’s clubs and philanthropic institutions for the regeneration of degraded youth, he missed the inevitable billiard-table; he missed, too, the table strewn with month-old literature, but most of all he missed the smell of free coffee.




  The floor was covered with sawdust, and about the fire that crackled and blazed at one end of the room there was a semicircle of chairs occupied by men of varying ages. Old-looking young men and young-looking old men, men in rags, men well dressed, men flashily attired in loud clothing and resplendent with shoddy jewellery. And they were drinking.




  Two youths at one end of the crescent shared a quart pewter pot; the flashy man whose voice dominated the conversation held a glass of whisky in one beringed hand, and the white-haired man with the scarred face who sat with bowed head listening had a spirit glass half filled with some colourless fluid.




  Nobody rose to greet the newcomers.




  The flashy man nodded genially, and one of the circle pushed his chair back to give place to Jessen.




  ‘I was just a-saying—’ said the flashy man, then looked at Charles.




  ‘All right,’ signalled Jessen.




  ‘I was just a-sayin’ to these lads,’ continued the flashy one, ‘that takin’ one thing with the other, there’s worse places than “stir”.’




  Jessen made no reply to this piece of dogmatism, and he of the rings went on.




  ‘An’ what’s the good of a man tryin’ to go straight. The police will pull you all the same: not reportin’ change of address, loitering with intent; it don’t matter what you do if you’ve been in trouble once, you’re sure to get in again.’




  There was a murmur of assent.




  ‘Look at me,’ said the speaker with pride. ‘I’ve never tried to go straight — been in twice an’ it took six policemen to take me last time, and they had to use the “stick”.’




  Jessen looked at him with mild curiosity.




  ‘What does that prove, except that the policemen were pretty soft?’




  ‘Not a bit!’ The man stood up.




  Under the veneer of tawdry foppery, Charles detected the animal strength of the criminal.




  ‘Why, when I’m fit, as I am now,’ the man went on, ‘there ain’t two policemen, nor four neither, that could handle me.’




  Jessen’s hand shot out and caught him by the forearm.




  ‘Get away,’ he suggested, and the man swung round like lightning, but Jessen had his other arm in a grip of iron.




  ‘Get away,’ he said again; but the man was helpless, and knew it, and after a pause Jessen released his hold.




  ‘How was that?’ he asked.




  The amused smiles of the men did not embarrass the prisoner.




  ‘The guv’nor’s different,’ he explained easily; ‘he’s got a knack of his own that the police haven’t got.’




  Jessen drew up a chair, and whatever there was in the action that had significance, it was sufficient to procure an immediate silence.




  He looked round the attentive faces that were turned toward him. Charles, an interested spectator, saw the eager faces that bent in his friend’s direction, and marvelled not a little at the reproductive qualities of the seed he had sown.




  Jessen began to speak slowly, and Charles saw that what he said was in the nature of an address. That these addresses of Jessen were nothing unusual, and that they were welcome, was evident from the attention with which they were received.




  ‘What Falk has been telling you,’ said Jessen, indicating the man with the rings, ‘is true — so far as it goes. There are worse places than “stir”, and it’s true that the police don’t give an old lag a chance, but that’s because a lag won’t change his job. And a lag won’t change his job, because he doesn’t know any other trade where he gets money so quickly. Wally’ — he jerked his head toward a weedy-looking youth—’Wally there got a stretch for what? For stuff that fetched thirty pounds from a fence. Twelve months’ hard work for thirty pounds! It works out at about 10s, 6d. a week. And his lawyer and the mouthpiece cost him a fiver out of that. Old man Garth’ — he pointed to the white-headed man with the gin—’did a five stretch for less than that, and he’s out on brief. His wage works out at about a shilling a week.’




  He checked the impatient motion that Falk made.




  ‘I know that Falk would say,’ he went on smoothly, ‘that what I’m saying is outside the bargain; when I fixed up the Guild, I gave my ‘davy that there wouldn’t be any parson talk or Come All-ye-Faithful singing. Everybody knows that being on the crook’s a mug’s game, and I don’t want to rub it in. What I’ve always said and done is in the direction of making you fellows earn bigger money at your own trade.




  ‘There’s a man who writes about the army who’s been trying to induce soldiers to learn trades, and he started right by making the Tommies dissatisfied with their own trade; and that is what I am trying to do. What did I do with young Isaacs? I didn’t preach at him, and I didn’t pray over him. Ike was one of the finest snide merchants in London. He used to turn out half-crowns made from pewter pots that defied detection. They rang true and they didn’t bend. Ike got three years, and when he came out I found him a job. Did I try to make him a wood-chopper, or a Salvation Army ploughboy? No. He’d have been back on the crook in a week if I had. I got a firm of medal makers in Birmingham to take him, and when Ike found himself amongst plaster moulds and electric baths, and discovered he could work at his own trade honestly, he stuck to it.’




  ‘We ain’t snide merchants,’ growled Falk discontentedly.




  ‘It’s the same with all branches,’ Jessen went on, ‘only you chaps don’t know it. Take tale-pitching—’




  It would not be fair to follow Jessen through the elaborate disquisition by which he proved to the satisfaction of his audience that the ‘confidence’ man was a born commercial traveller. Many of his arguments were as unsound as they could well be; he ignored first principles, and glossed over what seemed to such a clearheaded hearer as Charles to be insuperable obstacles in the scheme of regeneration. But his audience was convinced. The fringe of men round the fire was reinforced as he continued. Men came into the room singly, and in twos and threes, and added themselves to the group at the fire. The news had spread that Jessen was talking — they called him ‘Mr. Long,’ by the way — and some of the newcomers arrived breathlessly, as though they had run in order that no part of the address should be missed.




  That the advocate of discontent had succeeded in installing into the minds of his hearers that unrest and dissatisfaction which he held to be the basis of a new moral code, was certain. For every face bore the stamp of introspective doubt.




  Interesting as it all was, Charles Garrett had not lost sight of the object of his visit, and he fidgeted a little as the speaker proceeded.




  Immediately on entering the room he had grasped the exact relationship in which Jessen stood to his pupils. Jessen he knew could put no direct question as to their knowledge of the Four Just Men without raising a feeling of suspicion which would have been fatal to the success of the mission, and indeed would have imperilled the very existence of the ‘Guild’.




  It was when Jessen had finished speaking, and had answered a dozen questions fired simultaneously from a dozen quarters, and had answered the questions that had arisen out of these queries, that an opening came from an unexpected quarter.




  For, with the serious business of the meeting disposed of, the questions took the inevitable facetious turn.




  ‘What trade would you give the Four Just Men?’ asked Falk flippantly, and there was a little rumble of laughter.




  The journalist’s eyes met the reformer’s for one second, and through the minds of both men flashed the answer. Jessen’s mouth twitched a little, and his restless hands were even more agitated as he replied slowly:




  ‘If anybody can tell me exactly what the Four Just Men — what their particular line of business is, I could reply to that.’




  It was the old man sipping his gin in silence who spoke for the first time.




  ‘D’ye remember Billy Marks?’ he asked.




  His voice was harsh, as is that of a man who uses his voice at rare intervals.




  ‘Billy Marks is dead,’ he continued, ‘deader than a doornail. He knew the Four Just Men; pinched the watch an’ the notebook of one an’ nearly pinched them.’




  There was a man who sat next to Falk who had been regarding Charles with furtive attention.




  Now he turned to Jessen and spoke to the point. ‘Don’t get any idea in your head that the likes of us will ever have anything to do with the Four,’ he said. ‘Why, Mr. Long,’ he went on, ‘the Four Just Men are as likely to come to you as to us; bein’ as you are a government official, it’s very likely indeed.’




  Again Jessen and Charles exchanged a swift glance, and in the eyes of the journalist was a strange light.




  Suppose they came to Jessen! It was not unlikely. Once before, in pursuing their vengeance in a South American State, they had come to such a man as Jessen. It was a thought, and one worth following.




  Turning the possibilities over in his mind Charles stood deep in thought as Jessen, still speaking, was helped into his overcoat by one of the men.




  Then as they left the hall together, passing the custodian of the place at the foot of the stairs, the journalist turned to his companion.




  ‘Should they come to you — ?’




  Jessen shook his head.




  ‘That is unlikely,’ he said; ‘they hardly require outside help.’




  They walked the rest of the way in silence.




  Charles shook hands at the door of Jessen’s house.




  ‘If by any chance they should come—’ he said.




  Jessen laughed.




  ‘I will let you know,’ he said a little ironically.




  Then he entered his house, and Charles heard again the snap of the lock as the strange man closed the door behind him.




  Within twentyfour hours the newspapers recorded the mysterious disappearance of a Mr. J. Long, of Presley Street. Such a disappearance would have been without interest, but for a note that was found on his table. It ran:




  Mr. Long being necessary for our purpose, we have taken him.




  


  The Four Just Men




  That the affair had connection with the Four was sufficient to give it an extraordinary news value. That the press was confounded goes without saying. For Mr. Long was a fairly unimportant man with some selfeducation and a craze for reforming the criminal classes. But the Home Office, which knew Mr. Long as ‘Mr. Jessen’, was greatly perturbed, and the genius of Scotland Yard was employed to discover his whereabouts.




  
Chapter IV


  The Red Bean
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  The Inner Council sent out an urgent call to the men who administer the affairs of the Red Hundred.




  Starque came, Francois, the Frenchman, came, Hollom, the Italian, Paul Mirtisky, George Grabe, the American, and Lauder Bartholomew, the ex-captain of Irregular Cavalry, came also. Bartholomew was the best dressed of the men who gathered about the green table in Greek Street, for he had held the King’s commission, which is of itself a sartorial education. People who met him vaguely remembered his name and frowned. They had a dim idea that there was ‘something against him’, but were not quite sure what it was. It had to do with the South African War and a surrender — not an ordinary surrender, but an arrangement with the enemy on a cash basis, and the transference of stores. There was a court martial, and a cashiering, and afterwards Bartholomew came to England and bombarded first the War Office and then the press with a sheaf of typewritten grievances. Afterwards he went into the theatrical line of business and appeared in music-hall sketches as ‘Captain Lauder Bartholomew — the Hero of Dopfontein’.




  There were other chapters which made good reading, for he figured in a divorce case, ran a society newspaper, owned a few selling platers, and achieved the distinction of appearing in the Racing Calendar in a paragraph which solemnly and officially forbade his presence on Newmarket Heath.




  That he should figure on the Inner Council of the Red Hundred is remarkable only in so far as it demonstrates how much out of touch with British sentiments and conditions is the average continental politician. For Bartholomew’s secret application to be enrolled a member of the Red Hundred had been received with acclamation and his promotion to the Inner Council had been rapid. Was he not an English officer — an aristocrat? A member of the most exclusive circle of English society? Thus argued the Red Hundred, to whom a subaltern in a scallywag corps did not differ perceptibly from a Commander of the Household Cavalry.




  Bartholomew lied his way to the circle, because he found, as he had all along suspected, that there was a strong business end to terrorism. There were grants for secret service work, and with his fertile imagination it was not difficult to find excuses and reasons for approaching the financial executive of the Red Hundred at frequent intervals. He claimed intimacy with royal personages. He not only stated as a fact that he was in their confidence, but he suggested family ties which reflected little credit upon his progenitors.




  The Red Hundred was a paying speculation; membership of the Inner Council was handsomely profitable. He had drawn a bow at a venture when under distress — literally it was a distress warrant issued at the instance of an importunate landlord — he had indited a letter to a revolutionary offering to act as London agent for an organization which was then known as The Friends of the People, but which has since been absorbed into the body corporate of the Red Hundred. It is necessary to deal fully with the antecedents of this man because he played a part in the events that are chronicled in the Council of Justice that had effects further reaching than Bartholomew, the mercenary of anarchism, could in his wildest moments have imagined.




  He was one of the seven that gathered in the dingy drawingroom of a Greek Street boardinghouse, and it was worthy of note that five of his fellows greeted him with a deference amounting to humility. The exception was Starque, who, arriving late, found an admiring circle hanging upon the words of this young man with the shifty eyes, and he frowned his displeasure.




  Bartholomew looked up as Starque entered and nodded carelessly.




  Starque took his place at the head of the table, and motioned impatiently to the others to be seated. One, whose duty it was, rose from his chair and locked the door. The windows were shuttered, but he inspected the fastenings; then, taking from his pocket two packs of cards, he scattered them in a confused heap upon the table. Every man produced a handful of money and placed it before him.




  Starque was an ingenious man and had learnt many things in Russia. Men who gather round a green baize-covered table with locked doors are apt to be dealt with summarily if no adequate excuse for their presence is evident, and it is more satisfactory to be fined a hundred roubles for gambling than to be dragged off at a moment’s notice to an indefinite period of labour in the mines on suspicion of being concerned in a revolutionary plot.




  Starque now initiated the business of the evening. If the truth be told, there was little in the earlier proceedings that differed from the procedure of the typical committee.




  There were monies to be voted. Bartholomew needed supplies for a trip to Paris, where, as the guest of an Illustrious Personage, he hoped to secure information of vital importance to the Hundred.




  ‘This is the fourth vote in two months, comrade,’ said Starque testily, ‘last time it was for information from your Foreign Office, which proved to be inaccurate.’




  Bartholomew shrugged his shoulders with an assumption of carelessness.




  ‘If you doubt the wisdom of voting the money, let it pass,’ he said; ‘my men fly high — I am not bribing policemen or sous-officiers of diplomacy.’




  ‘It is not a question of money,’ said Starque sullenly, ‘it is a question of results. Money we have in plenty, but the success of our glorious demonstration depends upon the reliability of our information.’




  The vote was passed, and with its passing came a grim element into the council.




  Starque leant forward and lowered his voice.




  There are matters that need your immediate attention,’ he said. He took a paper from his pocket, and smoothed it open in front of him. ‘We have been so long inactive that the tyrants to whom the name of Red Hundred is full of terror, have come to regard themselves as immune from danger. Yet,’ his voice sank lower, ‘yet we are on the eve of the greatest of our achievements, when the oppressors of the people shall be moved at one blow! And we will strike a blow at kingship as shall be remembered in the history of the world aye, when the victories of Caesar and Alexander are forgotten and when the scenes of our acts are overlaid with the dust and debris of a thousand years. But that great day is not yet — first we must remove the lesser men that the blow may fall surer; first the servant, then the master.’ He stabbed the list before him with a thick forefinger.




  ‘Fritz von Hedlitz,’ he read, ‘Chancellor to the Duchy of Hamburg-Altoona.’




  He looked round the board and smiled.




  ‘A man of some initiative, comrades — he foiled our attempt on his master with some cunning — do I interpret your desire when I say — death?’




  ‘Death!’




  It was a low murmured chorus.




  Bartholomew, renegade and adventurer, said it mechanically. It was nothing to him a brave gentleman should die for no other reason than that he had served his master faithfully.




  ‘Marquis de Santo-Strato, private secretary to the Prince of the Escorial,’ read Starque.




  ‘Death!’ Again the murmured sentence.




  One by one, Starque read the names, stopping now and again to emphasize some enormity of the man under review.




  ‘Here is Hendrik Houssmann,’ he said, tapping the paper, ‘of the Berlin Secret Police: an interfering man and a dangerous one. He has already secured the arrest and punishment of one of our comrades.’




  ‘Death,’ murmured the council mechanically.




  The list took half an hour to dispose of.




  ‘There is another matter,’ said Starque.




  The council moved uneasily, for that other matter was uppermost in every mind.




  ‘By some means we have been betrayed,’ the chairman went on, and his voice lacked that confidence which characterized his earlier speech; ‘there is an organization — an organization of reaction — which has set itself to thwart us. That organization has discovered our identity.’ He paused a little.




  ‘This morning I received a letter which named me president of the Inner Council and threatened me.’ Again he hesitated.




  ‘It was signed “The Four Just Men”.’




  His statement was received in dead silence — a silence that perplexed him, for his compensation for the shock he had received had been the anticipation of the sensation his announcement would make.




  He was soon enlightened as to the cause of the silence.




  ‘I also have received a letter,’ said Francois quietly.




  ‘And I.’




  ‘And I.’




  ‘And I.’




  Only Bartholomew did not speak, and he felt the unspoken accusation of the others.




  ‘I have received no letter,’ he said with an easy laugh—’only these.’ He fumbled in his waistcoat pocket and produced two beans. There was nothing peculiar in these save one was a natural black and the other had been dyed red.




  ‘What do they mean?’ demanded Starque suspiciously.




  ‘I have not the slightest idea,’ said Bartholomew with a contemptuous smile; ‘they came in a little box, such as jewellery is sent in, and were unaccompanied either by letter or anything of the kind. These mysterious messages do not greatly alarm me.’




  ‘But what does it mean?’ persisted Starque, and every neck was craned toward the seeds; ‘they must have some significance — think.’




  Bartholomew yawned.




  ‘So far as I know, they are beyond explanation,’ he said carelessly; ‘neither red nor black beans have played any conspicuous part in my life, so far as I—’




  He stopped short and they saw a wave of colour rush to his face, then die away, leaving it deadly pale.




  ‘Well?’ demanded Starque; there was a menace in the question.




  ‘Let me see,’ faltered Bartholomew, and he took up the red bean with a hand that shook.




  He turned it over and over in his hand, calling up his reserve of strength.




  He could not explain, that much he realized.




  The explanation might have been possible had he realized earlier the purport of the message he had received, but now with six pairs of suspicious eyes turned upon him, and with his confusion duly noted his hesitation would tell against him.




  He had to invent a story that would pass muster.




  ‘Years ago,’ he began, holding his voice steady, ‘I was a member of such an organization as this: and — and there was a traitor.’ The story was plain to him now, and he recovered his balance. ‘The traitor was discovered and we balloted for his life. There was an equal number for death and immunity, and I as president had to give the casting vote. A red bean was for life and a black for death — and I cast my vote for the man’s death.’




  He saw the impression his invention had created and elaborated the story. Starque, holding the red bean in his hand, examined it carefully.




  ‘I have reason to think that by my action I made many enemies, one of whom probably sent this reminder.’ He breathed an inward sigh of relief as he saw the clouds of doubt lifting from the faces about him. Then —




  ‘And the £1,000?’ asked Starque quietly.




  Nobody saw Bartholomew bite his lip, because his hand was caressing his soft black moustache. What they all observed was the well simulated surprise expressed in the lift of his eyebrows.




  ‘The thousand pounds?’ he said puzzled, then he laughed. ‘Oh, I see you, too, have heard the story — we found the traitor had accepted that sum to betray us — and this we confiscated for the benefit of the Society — and rightly so,’ he added, indignantly.




  The murmur of approbation relieved him of any fear as to the result of his explanation. Even Starque smiled.




  ‘I did not know the story,’ he said, ‘but I did see the “£1,000” which had been scratched on the side of the red bean; but this brings us no nearer to the solution of the mystery. Who has betrayed us to the Four Just Men?’




  There came, as he spoke, a gentle tapping on the door of the room. Francois, who sat at the president’s right hand, rose stealthily and tiptoed to the door.




  ‘Who is there?’ he asked in a low voice.




  Somebody spoke in German, and the voice carried so that every man knew the speaker.




  ‘The Woman of Gratz,’ said Bartholomew, and in his eagerness he rose to his feet.




  If one sought for the cause of friction between Starque and the ex-captain of Irregular Cavalry, here was the end of the search. The flame that came to the eyes of these two men as she entered the room told the story.




  Starque, heavily made, animal man to his fingertips, rose to greet her, his face aglow.




  ‘Madonna,’ he murmured, and kissed her hand.




  She was dressed well enough, with a rich sable coat that fitted tightly to her sinuous figure, and a fur toque upon her beautiful head.




  She held a gloved hand toward Bartholomew and smiled.




  Bartholomew, like his rival, had a way with women; but it was a gentle way, overladen with Western conventions and hedged about with set proprieties. That he was a contemptible villain according to our conceptions is true, but he had received a rudimentary training in the world of gentlemen. He had moved amongst men who took their hats off to their womenkind, and who controlled their actions by a nebulous code. Yet he behaved with greater extravagance than did Starque, for he held her hand in his, looking into her eyes, whilst Starque fidgeted impatiently.




  ‘Comrade,’ at last he said testily, ‘we will postpone our talk with our little Maria. It would be bad for her to think that she is holding us from our work — and there are the Four—’




  He saw her shiver.




  ‘The Four?’ she repeated. ‘Then they have written to you, also?’




  Starque brought his fist with a crash down on the table.




  ‘You — you! They have dared threaten you? By Heaven—’




  ‘Yes,’ she went on, and it seemed that her rich sweet voice grew a little husky; ‘they have threatened — me.’




  She loosened the furs at her throat as though the room had suddenly become hot and the atmosphere unbreathable.




  The torrent of words that came tumbling to the lips of Starque was arrested by the look in her face.




  ‘It isn’t death that I fear,’ she went on slowly; ‘indeed, I scarcely know what I fear.’




  Bartholomew, superficial and untouched by the tragic mystery of her voice, broke in upon their silence. For silenced they were by the girl’s distress.




  ‘With such men as we about, why need you notice the theatrical play of these Four Just Men?’ he asked, with a laugh; then he remembered the two little beans and became suddenly silent with the rest.




  So complete and inexplicable was the chill that had come to them with the pronouncement of the name of their enemy, and so absolutely did the spectacle of the Woman of Gratz on the verge of tears move them, that they heard then what none had heard before-the ticking of the clock.




  It was the habit of many years that carried Bartholomew’s hand to his pocket, mechanically he drew out his watch, and automatically he cast his eyes about the room for the clock wherewith to check the time.




  It was one of those incongruous pieces of commonplace that intrude upon tragedy, but it loosened the tongues of the council, and they all spoke together.




  It was Starque who gathered the girl’s trembling hands between his plump palms.




  ‘Maria, Maria,’ he chided softly, ‘this is folly. What! the Woman of Gratz who defied all Russia — who stood before Mirtowsky and bade him defiance — what is it?’




  The last words were sharp and angry and were directed to Bartholomew.




  For the second time that night the Englishman’s face was white, and he stood clutching the edge of the table with staring eyes and with his lower jaw drooping.




  ‘God, man!’ cried Starque, seizing him by the arm, ‘what is it — speak — you are frightening her!’




  ‘The clock!’ gasped Bartholomew in a hollow voice, ‘where — where is the clock?’




  His staring eyes wandered helplessly from side to side. ‘Listen,’ he whispered, and they held their breath. Very plainly indeed did they hear the ‘tick — tick — tick.’




  ‘It is under the table,’ muttered Francois.




  Starque seized the cloth and lifted it. Underneath, in the shadow, he saw the black box and heard the ominous whir of clockwork. ‘Out!’ he roared and sprang to the door. It was locked and from the outside.




  Again and again he flung his huge bulk against the door, but the men who pressed round him, whimpering and slobbering in their pitiable fright, crowded about him and gave him no room.




  With his strong arms he threw them aside left and right; then leapt at the door, bringing all his weight and strength to bear, and the door crashed open.




  Alone of the party the Woman of Gratz preserved her calm. She stood by the table, her foot almost touching the accursed machine, and she felt the faint vibrations of its working. Then Starque caught her up in his arms and through the narrow passage he half led, half carried her, till they reached the street in safety.




  The passing pedestrians saw the dishevelled group, and, scenting trouble, gathered about them.




  ‘What was it? What was it?’ whispered Francois, but Starque pushed him aside with a snarl.




  A taxi was passing and he called it, and lifting the girl inside, he shouted directions and sprang in after her.




  As the taxi whirled away, the bewildered Council looked from one to the other.




  They had left the door of the house wide open and in the hall a flickering gas-jet gyrated wildly.




  ‘Get away from here,’ said Bartholomew beneath his breath.




  ‘But the papers — the records,’ said the other wringing his hands.




  Bartholomew thought quickly.




  The records were such as could not be left lying about with impunity. For all he knew these madmen had implicated him in their infernal writings. He was not without courage, but it needed all he possessed to reenter the room where a little machine in a black box ticked mysteriously.




  ‘Where are they?’ he demanded.




  ‘On the table,’ almost whispered the other. ‘Mon Dieux! what disaster!’ The Englishman made up his mind.




  He sprang up the three steps into the hall. Two paces brought him to the door, another stride to the table. He heard the ‘tick’ of the machine, he gave one glance to the table and another to the floor, and was out again in the street before he had taken two long breaths.




  Francois stood waiting, the rest of the men had disappeared.




  ‘The papers! the papers!’ cried the Frenchman.




  ‘Gone!’ replied Bartholomew between his teeth.




  Less than a hundred yards away another conference was being held.




  ‘Manfred,’ said Poiccart suddenly — there had been a lull in the talk—’shall we need our friend?’ Manfred smiled. ‘Meaning the admirable Mr. Jessen?’




  Poiccart nodded.




  ‘I think so,’ said Manfred quietly; ‘I am not so sure that the cheap alarm-clock we put in the biscuit box will be a sufficient warning to the Inner Council — here is Leon.’




  Gonsalez walked into the room and removed his overcoat deliberately.




  Then they saw that the sleeve of his dress coat was torn, and Manfred remarked the stained handkerchief that was lightly bound round one hand.




  ‘Glass,’ explained Gonsalez laconically. ‘I had to scale a wall.’




  ‘Well?’ asked Manfred.




  ‘Very well,’ replied the other; ‘they bolted like sheep, and I had nothing to do but to walk in and carry away the extremely interesting record of sentences they have passed.’




  ‘What of Bartholomew?’ Gonsalez was mildly amused. ‘He was less panicky than the rest — he came back to look for the papers.’




  ‘Will he — ?’




  ‘I think so,’ said Leon. ‘I noticed he left the black bean behind him in his flight — so I presume we shall see the red.’




  ‘It will simplify matters,’ said Manfred gravely.




  
Chapter V


  The Council of Justice
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  Lauder Bartholomew knew a man who was farming in Uganda. It was not remarkable that he should suddenly remember his friend’s existence and call to mind a three years’ old invitation to spend a winter in that part of Africa. Bartholomew had a club. It was euphemistically styled in all the best directories as ‘Social, Literary and Dramatic’, but knowing men about town called it by a shorter title. To them it was a ‘night club’. Poorly as were the literary members catered for, there were certain weeklies, The Times, and a collection of complimentary timetables to be obtained for the asking, and Bartholomew sought and found particulars of sailings. He might leave London on the next morning and overtake (via Brindisi and Suez) the German boat that would land him in Uganda in a couple of weeks.




  On the whole he thought this course would be wise.




  To tell the truth, the Red Hundred was becoming too much of a serious business; he had a feeling that he was suspect, and was more certain that the end of his unlimited financing was in sight. That much he had long since recognized, and had made his plans accordingly. As to the Four Just Men, they would come in with Menshikoff; it would mean only a duplication of treachery. Turning the pages of a Bradshaw, he mentally reviewed his position. He had in hand some seven hundred pounds, and his liabilities were of no account because the necessity for discharging them never occurred to him. Seven hundred pounds — and the red bean, and Menshikoff.




  ‘If they mean business,’ he said to himself, ‘I can count on three thousand.’




  The obvious difficulty was to get into touch with the Four. Time was everything and one could not put an advertisement in the paper:




  ‘If the Four Just Men will communicate with L — B — they will hear of something to their advantage.’




  Nor was it expedient to make in the agony columns of the London press even the most guarded reference to Red Beans after what had occurred at the Council Meeting. The matter of the Embassy was simple. Under his breath he cursed the Four Just Men for their unbusinesslike communication. If only they had mentioned or hinted at some rendezvous the thing might have been arranged.




  A man in evening dress asked him if he had finished with the Bradshaw. He resigned it ungraciously, and calling a club waiter, ordered a whisky and soda and flung himself into a chair to think out a solution.




  The man returned the Bradshaw with a polite apology.




  ‘So sorry to have interrupted, but I’ve been called abroad at a moment’s notice,’ he said.




  Bartholomew looked up resentfully. This young man’s face seemed familiar.




  ‘Haven’t I met you somewhere?’ he asked.




  The stranger shrugged his shoulders.




  ‘One is always meeting and forgetting,’ he smiled. ‘I thought I knew you, but I cannot quite place you.’




  Not only the face but the voice was strangely familiar.




  ‘Not English,’ was Bartholomew’s mental analysis, ‘possibly French, more likely Slav — who the dickens can it be?’




  In a way he was glad of the diversion, and found himself engaged in a pleasant discussion on fly fishing.




  As the hands of the clock pointed to midnight, the stranger yawned and got up from his chair.




  ‘Going west?’ he asked pleasantly.




  Bartholomew had no definite plans for spending the next hour, so he assented and the two men left the club together. They strolled across Piccadilly Circus and into Piccadilly, chatting pleasantly.




  Through Half Moon Street into Berkeley Square, deserted and silent, the two men sauntered, then the stranger stopped. I’m afraid I’ve taken you out of your way,’ he said. ‘Not a bit,’ replied Bartholomew, and was conventionally amiable. Then they parted, and the ex-captain walked back by the way he had come, picking up again the threads of the problem that had filled his mind in the earlier part of the evening.




  Halfway down Half Moon Street was a motorcar, and as he came abreast, a man who stood by the curb — and whom he had mistaken for a waiting chauffeur — barred his further progress. ‘Captain Bartholomew?’ he asked respectfully. ‘That is my name,’ said the other in surprise. ‘My master wishes to know whether you have decided.’




  ‘What — ?’




  ‘If,’ went on his imperturbable examiner, ‘if you have decided on the red — here is the car, if you will be pleased to enter.’




  ‘And if I have decided on the black?’ he asked with a little hesitation.




  ‘Under the circumstances,’ said the man without emotion, ‘my master is of opinion that for his greater safety, he must take steps to ensure your neutrality.’




  There was no menace in the tone, but an icy matter-of-fact confidence that shocked this hardened adventurer.




  In the dim light he saw something in the man’s hand — a thin bright something that glittered.




  ‘It shall be red!’ he said hoarsely.




  The man bowed and opened the door of the car.




  Bartholomew had regained a little of his self-assurance by the time he stood before the men.




  He was not unused to masked tribunals. There had been one such since his elevation to the Inner Council.




  But these four men were in evening dress, and the stagey setting that had characterized the Red Hundred’s Court of Justice was absent. There was no weird adjustment of lights, or rollings of bells, or partings of sombre draperies. None of the cheap trickery of the Inner Council.




  The room was evidently a drawingroom, very much like a hundred other drawingrooms he had seen.




  The four men who sat at equal distance before him were sufficiently ordinary in appearance save for their masks. He thought one of them wore a beard, but he was not sure. This man did most of the speaking.




  ‘I understand,’ he said smoothly, ‘you have chosen the red.’




  ‘You seem to know a great deal about my private affairs,’ replied Bartholomew.




  ‘You have chosen the red — again?’ said the man.




  ‘Why — again?’ demanded the prisoner.




  The masked man’s eyes shone steadily through the holes in the mask.




  ‘Years ago,’ he said quietly, ‘there was an officer who betrayed his country and his comrades.’




  ‘That is an old lie.’




  ‘He was in charge of a post at which was stored a great supply of foodstuffs and ammunition,’ the mask went on. ‘There was a commandant of the enemy who wanted those stores, but had not sufficient men to rush the garrison.’




  ‘An old lie,’ repeated Bartholomew sullenly.




  ‘So the commandant hit upon the ingenious plan of offering a bribe. It was a risky thing, and in nine hundred and ninety-nine cases out of a thousand, it would have been a futile business. Indeed, I am sure that I am understating the proportion — but the wily old commandant knew his man.’




  There is no necessity to continue,’ said Bartholomew.




  ‘No correspondence passed,’ Manfred went on; ‘our officer was too cunning for that, but it was arranged that the officer’s answer should be conveyed thus.’




  He opened his hand and Bartholomew saw two beans, one red and the other black, reposing in the palm.




  ‘The black was to be a refusal, the red an acceptance, the terms were to be scratched on the side of the red bean with a needle — and the sum agreed was £1,000.’ Bartholomew made no answer.




  ‘Exactly that sum we offer you to place us from time to time in possession of such information as we require concerning the movements of the Red Hundred.’




  ‘If I refuse?’




  ‘You will not refuse,’ replied the mask calmly; ‘you need the money, and you have even now under consideration a plan for cutting yourself adrift from your friends.’




  ‘You know so much—’ began the other with a shrug.




  ‘I know a great deal. For instance, I know that you contemplate immediate flight — by the way, are you aware that the Lucus Woerhmann is in dock at Naples with a leaking boiler?’




  Bartholomew started, as well he might, for nobody but himself knew that the Lucus Woerhmann was the ship he had hoped to overtake at Suez.




  Manfred saw his bewilderment and smiled. ‘I do not ask credit for supernatural powers,’ he said; ‘frankly, it was the merest guesswork, but you must abandon your trip. It is necessary for our greater success that you should remain.’




  Bartholomew bit his lips. This scheme did not completely fall in with his plans. He affected a sudden geniality.




  ‘Well, if I must, I must,’ he said heartily, ‘and since I agree, may I ask whom I have the honour of addressing, and further, since I am now your confidential agent, that I may see the faces of my employers?’




  He recognized the contempt in Manfred’s laugh.




  ‘You need no introduction to us,’ said Manfred coldly, ‘and you will understand we do not intend taking you into our confidence. Our agreement is that we share your confidence, not that you shall share ours.’




  ‘I must know something,’ said Bartholomew doggedly. ‘What am I to do? Where am I to report! How shall I be paid?’




  ‘You will be paid when your work is completed.’ Manfred reached out his hand toward a little table that stood within his reach.




  Instantly the room was plunged into darkness.




  The traitor sprang back, fearing he knew not what.




  ‘Come — do not be afraid,’ said a voice.




  ‘What does this mean?’ cried Bartholomew, and stepped forward.




  He felt the floor beneath him yield and tried to spring backwards, but already he had lost his balance, and with a scream of terror he felt himself falling, falling…




  ‘Here, wake up!’




  Somebody was shaking his arm and he was conscious of an icy coldness and a gusty raw wind that buffeted his face.




  He shivered and opened his eyes.




  First of all he saw an iron camel with a load on its back; then he realized dimly that it was the ornamental support of a garden seat; then he saw a dull grey parapet of grimy stone. He was sitting on a seat on the Thames Embankment, and a policeman was shaking him, not ungently, to wakefulness.




  ‘Come along, sir — this won’t do, ye know.’




  He staggered to his feet unsteadily. He was wearing a fur coat that was not his.




  ‘How did I come here?’ he asked in a dull voice.




  The policeman laughed good humouredly.




  ‘Ah, that’s more than I can tell you — you weren’t here ten minutes ago, that I’ll swear.’




  Bartholomew put his hand in his pocket and found some money.




  ‘Call me a taxi,’ he said shakily and one was found.




  He left the policeman perfectly satisfied with the result of his morning’s work and drove home to his lodgings. By what extraordinary means had he reached the Embankment? He remembered the Four, he remembered the suddenly darkened room, he remembered falling — Perhaps he lost consciousness, yet he could not have been injured by his fall. He had a faint recollection of somebody telling him to breathe and of inhaling a sweet sickly vapour — and that was all.




  The coat was not his. He thrust his hands into both pockets and found a letter. Did he but know it was of the peculiar texture that had made the greenish-grey paper of the Four Just Men famous throughout Europe.




  The letter was brief and to the point:




  For faithful service, you will be rewarded; for treachery, there will be no net to break your fall.




  He shivered again. Then his impotence, his helplessness, enraged him, and he swore softly and weakly.




  He was ignorant of the locality in which the interview had taken place. On his way thither he had tried in vain to follow the direction the shuttered motorcar had taken.




  By what method the Four would convey their instructions he had no idea. He was quite satisfied that they would find a way.




  He reached his flat with his head swimming from the effects of the I drug they had given him, and flung himself, dressed as he was, upon his bed and slept. He slept well into the afternoon, then rose stiff and irritable. A bath and a change refreshed him, and he walked out to keep an appointment he had made.




  On his way he remembered impatiently that there was a call to the Council at five o’clock. It reminded him of his old rehearsal days. Then he recollected that no place had been fixed for the council meeting. He would find the quiet Francois in Leicester Square, so he turned his steps in that direction.




  Francois, patient, smiling, and as deferential as ever, awaited him. ‘The council was held at two o’clock,’ he said, ‘and I am to tell you that we have decided on two projects.’ He looked left and right, with elaborated caution.




  ‘There is at Gravesend’ — he pronounced it ‘Gwayvse-end’—’a battleship that has put in for stores. It is the Grondovitch. It will be fresh in your mind that the captain is the nobleman Svardo — we have no reason to love him.’




  ‘And the second?’ asked Bartholomew.




  Again Francois went through the pantomime that had so annoyed his companion before.




  ‘It is no less than the Bank,’ he said triumphantly.




  Bartholomew was aghast.




  ‘The Bank — the Bank of England! Why, you’re mad — you have taken leave of your senses!’




  Francois shrugged his shoulders tolerantly.




  ‘It is the order,’ he said; then, abruptly, ‘Au revoir,’ he said, and, with his extravagant little bow, was gone.




  If Bartholomew’s need for cutting himself adrift from the Red Hundred existed before, the necessity was multiplied now a thousand times. Any lingering doubt he might have had, any remote twinge of conscience at the part he was playing, these vanished.




  He glanced at his watch, and hurried to his destination.




  It was the Red Room of the Hotel Larboune that he sought.




  He found a table and ordered a drink.




  The waiter was unusually talkative.




  He stood by the solitary table at which Bartholomew sat, and chatted pleasantly and respectfully. This much the other patrons of the establishment noticed idly, and wondered whether it was racing or house property that the two had in common.




  The waiter was talking.




  ‘…I am inclined to disbelieve the story of the Grondovitch, but the Embassy and the commander shall know — when do you leave?’




  ‘Just as soon as I can,’ said Bartholomew.




  The waiter nodded and flicked some cigarette ash from the table with his napkin.




  ‘And the Woman of Gratz?’ he asked.




  Bartholomew made a gesture of doubt.




  ‘Why not,’ said the waiter, looking thoughtfully out of the window, ‘why not take her with you?’




  There had been the germ of such a thought in Bartholomew’s mind, but he had never given form to it — even to himself.




  ‘She is very beautiful, and, it occurred to me, not altogether indifferent to your attractions — that kind of woman has a penchant for your type, and frankly we would gladly see her out of the way — or dead.’




  M. Menshikoff was by no means vindictive, but there was obvious sincerity in his voice when he pronounced the last two words. M. Menshikoff had been right-hand man of the Grand Master of the Secret Police for too many years to feel any qualms at the project of removing an enemy to the system.




  ‘I thought we had her once,’ he said meditatively; ‘they would have flogged her in the fortress of St Peter and Paul, but I stopped them. She was grateful I think, and almost human…but it passed off.’




  Bartholomew paid for his drink, and ostentatiously tipped the obsequious man before him. He remembered as he did so that Menshikoff was reputedly a millionaire.




  ‘Your change, m’sieur,’ said Menshikoff gravely, and he handed back a few jingling coppers and two tightly folded banknotes for a hundred pounds. He was a believer in the principle of ‘pay as you go’ Bartholomew pocketed the money carelessly.




  ‘Good day,’ he said loudly.




  ‘Au revoir, m’sieur, et ban voyage’, said the waiter.
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  The Woman of Gratz was very human. But to Bartholomew she seemed a thing of ice, passionless, just a beautiful woman who sat stiffly in a straight-backed chair, regarding him with calm, questioning eyes. They were in her flat in Bloomsbury on the evening of the day following his interview with Menshikoff. Her coolness chilled him, and strangled the very passion of his speech, and what he said came haltingly, and sounded lame and unconvincing.




  ‘But why?’ that was all she asked. Thrice he had paused appealingly, hoping for encouragement, but her answer had been the same.




  He spoke incoherently, wildly. The fear of the Four on the one hand and the dread of the Reds on the other, were getting on his nerves.




  He saw a chance of escape from both, freedom from the four-walled control of these organizations, and before him the wide expanse of a trackless wilderness, where the vengeance of neither could follow.




  Eden in sight — he pleaded for an Eve.




  The very thought of the freedom ahead overcame the depression her coldness laid upon him.




  ‘Maria — don’t you see? You are wasting your life doing this man’s work — this assassin’s work. You were made for love and for me!’ He caught her hand and she did not withdraw it, but the palm he pressed was unresponsive and the curious searching eyes did not leave his face.




  ‘But why?’ she asked again. ‘And how? I do not love you, I shall never love any man — and there is the work for you and the work for me. There is the cause and your oath. Your comrades—’




  He started up and flung away her hand. For a moment he stood over her, glowering down at her upturned face.




  ‘Work! — Comrades!’ he grated with a laugh. ‘D’ye think I’m going to risk my precious neck any further?’




  He did not hear the door open softly, nor the footfall of the two men who entered.




  ‘Are you blind as well as mad?’ he went on brutally. ‘Don’t you see that the thing is finished? The Four Just Men have us all in the hollow of their hands! They’ve got us like that!’ He snapped his fingers contemptuously. ‘They know everything — even to the attempt that is to be made on the Prince of the Escorials! Ha! that startles you — yet it is true, every word I say — they know.’




  ‘If it is true,’ she said slowly, ‘there has been a traitor.’




  He waved his hand carelessly, admitting and dismissing the possibility.




  ‘There are traitors always — when the pay for treachery is good,’ he said easily; ‘but traitor or no traitor, London is too hot for you and me.’




  ‘For you,’ corrected the girl.




  ‘And for you,’ he said savagely; he snatched up her hand again. ‘You’ve got to come — do you hear — you beautiful snow woman — you’ve got to come with me!’




  He drew her to him, but a hand grasped his arm, and he turned to meet the face of Starque, livid and puckered, and creased with silent anger.




  Starque was prepared for the knife or for the pistol, but not for the blow that caught him full in the face and sent him staggering back to the wall.




  He recovered himself quickly, and motioned to Francois, who turned and locked the door.




  ‘Stand away from that door!’




  ‘Wait!’




  Starque, breathing quickly, wiped the blood from his face with the back of his hand.




  Wait, he said in his guttural tone; ‘before you go there is a matter to be settled.’




  At any time, in any place,’ said the Englishman.




  ‘It is not the blow,’ breathed Starque, ‘that is nothing; it is the matter of the Inner Council — traitor!’




  He thrust out his chin as he hissed the last word.




  Bartholomew had very little time to decide upon his course of action. He was unarmed; but he knew instinctively that there would be no shooting. It was the knife he had to fear and he grasped the back of a chair. If he could keep them at a distance he might reach the door and get safely away. He cursed his folly that he had delayed making the coup that would have so effectively laid Starque by the heels.




  ‘You have betrayed us to the Four Just Men — but that we might never have known, for the Four have no servants to talk. But you sold us to the Embassy — and that was your undoing.’ He had recovered his calm.




  ‘We sent you a message telling you of our intention to destroy the Bank of England. The Bank was warned — by the Four. We told you of the attempt to be made on the Grondovitch — the captain was warned by the Embassy — you are doubly convicted. No such attempts were ever contemplated. They were invented for your particular benefit, and you fell into the trap.’




  Bartholomew took a fresh grip of the chair. He realized vaguely that he was face to face with death, and for one second he was seized with a wild panic.




  ‘Last night,’ Starque went on deliberately, ‘the Council met secretly, and your name was read from the list.’ The Englishman’s mouth went dry.




  ‘And the Council said with one voice…’ Starque paused to look at the Woman of Gratz. Imperturbable she stood with folded hands, neither approving nor dissenting. Momentarily Bartholomew’s eyes too sought her face — but he saw neither pity nor condemnation. It was the face of Fate, inexorable, unreasoning, inevitable.




  ‘Death was the sentence,’ said Starque in so soft a voice that the man facing him could scarcely hear him. ‘Death…’




  With a lightning motion he raised his hand and threw the knife… ‘Damn you…’ whimpered the stricken man, and his helpless hands groped at his chest…then he slid to his knees and Francois struck precisely…




  Again Starque looked at the woman.




  ‘It is the law,’ he stammered, but she made no reply.




  Only her eyes sought the huddled figure on the floor and her lips twitched.




  ‘We must get away from here,’ whispered Starque.




  He was shaking a little, for this was new work for him. The forces of jealousy and fear for his personal safety had caused him to take upon himself the office that on other occasions he left to lesser men.




  ‘Who lives in the opposite flat?’




  He had peeped through the door.




  ‘A student — a chemist,’ she replied in her calm, level tone.




  Starque flushed, for her voice sounded almost strident coming after the whispered conference between his companion and himself.




  ‘Softly, softly,’ he urged.




  He stepped gingerly back to where the body was lying, made a circuit about it, and pulled down the blind. He could not have explained the instinct that made him do this. Then he came back to the door and gently turned the handle, beckoning the others. It seemed to him that the handle turned itself, or that somebody on the other side was turning at the same time.




  That this was so he discovered, for the door suddenly jerked open, sending him staggering backward, and a man stood on the threshold.




  With the drawn blind, the room was in semi-darkness, and the intruder, standing motionless in the doorway, could see nothing but the shadowy figures of the inmates.




  As he waited he was joined by three others, and he spoke rapidly in a language that Starque, himself no mean linguist, could not understand. One of his companions opened the door of the student’s room and brought out something that he handed to the watcher on the threshold.




  Then the man entered the room alone and closed the door behind him, not quite close, for he had trailed what looked like a thick cord behind him and this prevented the shutting of the door.




  Starque found his voice.




  ‘What do you want?’ he asked, quietly.




  ‘I want Bartholomew, who came into this room half an hour ago,’ replied the intruder.




  ‘He has left,’ said Starque, and in the darkness he felt at his feet for the dead man — he needed the knife.




  ‘That is a lie,’ said the stranger coolly; ‘neither he nor you, Rudolph Starque, nor the Woman of Gratz, nor the murderer Francois has left.’




  ‘Monsieur knows too much,’ said Starque evenly, and lurched forward, swinging his knife.




  ‘Keep your distance,’ warned the stranger, and at that moment Starque and the silent Francois sprang forward and struck…




  The exquisite agony of the shock that met them paralysed them for the moment. The sprayed threads of the ‘live’ wire the man held before him like a shield jerked the knife from Starque’s hands, and he heard Francois groan as he fell.




  ‘You are foolish,’ said the voice again, ‘and you, madame, do not move, I beg — tell me what has become of Bartholomew.’




  A silence, then:




  ‘He is dead,’ said the Woman of Gratz.




  She heard the man move.




  ‘He was a traitor — so we killed him,’ she continued calmly enough. ‘What will you do — you, who stand as a self-constituted judge?’




  He made no reply, and she heard the soft rustle of his fingers on the wall.




  ‘You are seeking the light — as we all seek it,’ she said, unmoved, and she switched on the light.




  He saw her standing near the body of the man she had lured to his death, scornful, defiant, and strangely aloof from the sordidness of the tragedy she had all but instigated.




  She saw a tanned man of thirty-five, with deep, grave eyes, a broad forehead, and a trim, pointed beard. A man of inches, with strength in every line of his fine figure, and strength in every feature of his face.




  She stared at him insolently, uncaring, but before the mastery of his eyes, she lowered her lids.




  It seemed the other actors in the drama were so inconsiderate as to be unworthy of notice. The dead man in his grotesque posture, the unconscious murderer at his feet, and Starque, dazed and stunned, crouching by the wall.




  ‘Here is the light you want,’ she went on, ‘not so easily do we of the Red Hundred illuminate the gloom of despair and oppression—’




  ‘Spare me your speechmaking,’ said Manfred coldly, and the scorn in his voice struck her like the lash of a whip. For the first time the colour came to her face and her eyes lit with anger.




  ‘You have bad counsellors,’ Manfred went on, ‘you, who talk of autocrats and corrupt kingship — what are you but a puppet living on flattery? It is your whim that you should be regarded as a conspirator — a Corday. And when you are acclaimed Princess Revolutionary, it is satisfactory to your vanity — more satisfactory than your title to be hailed Princess Beautiful.’




  He chose his words nicely.




  ‘Yet men — such men as these,’ he indicated Starque, ‘think only of the Princess Beautiful — not the lady of the Inspiring Platitudes; not the frail, heroic Patriot of the Flaming Words, but the warm flesh and blood woman, lovable and adorable.’




  He spoke in German, and there were finer shades of meaning in his speech than can be exactly or literally translated. He spoke of a purpose, evenly and without emotion. He intended to wound, and wound deeply, and he knew he had succeeded.




  He saw the rapid rise and fall of her bosom as she strove to regain control of herself, and he saw, too, the blood on her lips where her sharp white teeth bit.




  ‘I shall know you again,’ she said with an intensity of passion that made her voice tremble. ‘I shall look for you and find you, and be it the Princess Revolutionary or the Princess Beautiful who brings about your punishment, be sure I shall strike hard.’




  He bowed.




  ‘That is as it may be,’ he said calmly; ‘for the moment you are powerless, if I willed it you would be powerless forever — for the moment it is my wish that you should go.’




  He stepped aside and opened the door.




  The magnetism in his eyes drew her forward.




  ‘There is your road,’ he said when she hesitated. She was helpless; the humiliation was maddening.




  ‘My friends—’ she began, as she hesitated on the threshold.




  ‘Your friends will meet the fate that one day awaits you,’ he said calmly.




  White with passion, she turned on him.




  ‘You! — threaten me! a brave man indeed to threaten a woman!’




  She could have bitten her tongue at the slip she made. She as a woman had appealed to him as a man! This was the greatest humiliation of all.




  There is your road,’ he said again, courteously but uncompromisingly.




  She was scarcely a foot from him, and she turned and faced him, her lips parted and the black devil of hate in her eyes.




  ‘One day — one day,’ she gasped, ‘I will repay you!’ Then she turned quickly and disappeared through the door, and Manfred waited until her footsteps had died away before he stooped to the half-conscious Starque and jerked him to his feet.
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  In recording the events that followed the reappearance of the Four Just Men, I have confined myself to those which I know to have been the direct outcome of the Red Hundred propaganda and the counter-activity of the Four Just Men.




  Thus I make no reference to the explosion at Woolwich Arsenal, which was credited to the Red Hundred, knowing, as I do, that the calamity was due to the carelessness of a workman. Nor to the blowing up of the main in Oxford Street, which was a much more simple explanation than the fantastic theories of the Megaphone would have you imagine. This was not the first time that a fused wire and a leaking gas main brought about the upheaval of a public thoroughfare, and the elaborate plot with which organized anarchy was credited was without existence.




  I think the most conscientiously accurate history of the Red Hundred movement is that set forth in the series of ten articles contributed to the Morning Leader by Harold Ashton under the title of ‘Forty Days of Terrorism’, and, whilst I think the author frequently fails from lack of sympathy for the Four Just Men to thoroughly appreciate the single-mindedness of this extraordinary band of men, yet I shall always regard ‘Forty Days of Terrorism’ as being the standard history of the movement, and its failure.




  On one point in the history alone I find myself in opposition to Mr. Ashton, and that is the exact connection between the discovery of the Carlby Mansion Tragedy, and the extraordinary return of Mr. Jessen of 37 Presley Street.




  It is perhaps indiscreet of me to refer at so early a stage to this return of Jessen’s, because whilst taking exception to the theories put forward in ‘Forty Days of Terrorism’, I am not prepared to go into the evidence on which I base my theories.




  The popular story is that one morning Mr. Jessen walked out of his house and demanded from the astonished milkman why he had omitted to leave his morning supply. Remembering that the disappearance of ‘Long’ — perhaps it would be less confusing to call him the name by which he was known in Presley Street — had created an extraordinary sensation; that pictures of his house and the interior of his house had appeared in all the newspapers; that the newspaper crime experts had published columns upon columns of speculative theories, and that 37 Presley Street, had for some weeks been the Mecca of the morbid minded, who, standing outside, stared the unpretentious facade out of countenance for hours on end; you may imagine that the milkman legend had the exact journalistic touch that would appeal to a public whose minds had been trained by generations of magazine-story writers to just such denouement as this.




  The truth is that Mr. Long, upon coming to life, went immediately to the Home Office and told his story to the Under Secretary. He did not drive up in a taxi, nor was he lifted out in a state of exhaustion as one newspaper had erroneously had it, but he arrived on the top of a motor omnibus which passed the door, and was ushered into the Presence almost at once. When Mr. Long had told his story he was taken to the Home Secretary himself, and the chief commissioner was sent for, and came hurriedly from Scotland Yard, accompanied by Superintendent Falmouth. All this is made clear in Mr. Ashton’s book.




  ‘For some extraordinary reason,’ I quote the same authority, ‘Long, or Jessen, seems by means of documents in his possession to have explained to the satisfaction of the Home Secretary and the Police Authorities his own position in the matter, and moreover to have inspired the right hon. gentleman with these mysterious documents, that Mr. Ridgeway, so far from accepting the resignation that Jessen placed in his hands, reinstated him in his position.’




  As to how two of these documents came to Jessen or to the Four Just Men, Mr. Ashton is very wisely silent, not attempting to solve a mystery which puzzled both the Quai d’Orsay and Petrograd.




  For these two official forms, signed in the one case by the French President and in the other with the sprawling signature of Czar Nicholas, were supposed to be incorporated with other official memoranda in well-guarded national archives.




  It was subsequent to Mr. Jessen’s visit to the Home Office that the discovery of the Garlby Mansions Tragedy was made, and I cannot do better than quote The Times, since that journal, jealous of the appearance in its columns of any news of a sensational character, reduced the intelligence to its most constricted limits. Perhaps the Megaphone account might make better reading, but the space at my disposal will not allow of the inclusion in this book of the thirty-three columns of reading matter, headlines, portraits, and diagrammatic illustrations with which that enterprising journal served up particulars of the grisly horror to its readers. Thus, The Times: —




  Shortly after one o’clock yesterday afternoon and in consequence of information received, Superintendent Falmouth, of the Criminal Investigation Department, accompanied by Detective-Sergeants Boyle and Lawley, effected an entrance into No. 69, Carlby Mansions, occupied by the Countess Slienvitch, a young Russian lady of independent means. Lying on the floor were the bodies of three men who have since been identified as —




  Lauder Bartholomew, aged 33, late of the Koondorp Mounted Rifles;




  Rudolph Starque, aged 40, believed to be an Austrian and a prominent revolutionary propagandist;




  Henri Delaye Francois, aged 36, a Frenchman, also believed to have been engaged in propaganda work.




  The cause of death in the case of Bartholomew seems to be evident, but with the other two men some doubt exists, and the police, who preserve an attitude of rigid reticence, will await the medical examination before making any statement.




  One unusual feature of the case is understood to be contained in a letter found in the room accepting, on behalf of an organization known as the Four Just Men, full responsibility for the killing of the two foreigners, and another, writes a correspondent, is the extraordinary structural damage to the room itself. The tenant, the Countess Slienvitch, had not, up to a late hour last night, been traced.




  Superintendent Falmouth, standing in the centre of the room, from which most traces of the tragedy had been removed, was mainly concerned with the ‘structural damage’ that The Times so lightly passed over.




  At his feet yawned a great square hole, and beneath, in the empty flat below, was a heap of plaster and laths, and the debris of destruction.




  ‘The curious thing is, and it shows how thorough these men are,’ explained the superintendent to his companion, ‘that the first thing we found when we got there was a twenty-pound note pinned to the wall with a brief note in pencil saying that this was to pay the owner of the property for the damage.’




  It may be added that by the express desire of the young man at his side he dispensed with all ceremony of speech.




  Once or twice in speaking, he found himself on the verge of saying, ‘Your Highness’, but the young man was so kindly, and so quickly put the detective at his ease, that he overcame the feeling of annoyance that the arrival of the distinguished visitor with the letter from the commissioner had caused him, and became amiable.




  ‘Of course, I have an interest in all this,’ said the young man quietly; ‘these people, for some reason, have decided I am not fit to encumber the earth—’




  ‘What have you done to the Red Hundred, sir?’




  The young man laughed.




  ‘Nothing. On the contrary,’ he added with a whimsical smile, ‘I have helped them.’




  The detective remembered that this hereditary Prince of the Escorial bore a reputation for eccentricity.




  With a suddenness which was confusing, the Prince turned with a smile on his lips.




  ‘You are thinking of my dreadful reputation?’




  ‘No, no!’ disclaimed the embarrassed Mr. Falmouth. ‘I—’




  ‘Oh, yes — I’ve done lots of things,’ said the other with a little laugh; ‘it’s in the blood — my illustrious cousin—’




  ‘I assure your Highness,’ said Falmouth impressively, ‘my reflections were not — er — reflections on yourself — there is a story that you have dabbled in socialism — but that, of course—’




  ‘Is perfectly true,’ concluded the Prince calmly. He turned his attention to the hole in the floor.




  ‘Have you any theory?’ he asked.




  The detective nodded.




  It’s more than a theory — it’s knowledge — you see we’ve seen Jessen, and the threads of the story are all in hand.’




  ‘What will you do?’




  ‘Nothing,’ said the detective stolidly; ‘hush up the inquest until we can lay the Four Just Men by the heels.’




  ‘And the manner of killing?’




  ‘That must be kept quiet,’ replied Falmouth emphatically. This conversation may furnish a clue as to the unprecedented conduct of the police at the subsequent inquest.




  In the little coroner’s court there was accommodation for three pressmen and some fifty of the general public. Without desiring in any way to cast suspicion upon the cleanest police force in the world, I can only state that the jury were remarkably well disciplined, that the general public found the body of the court so densely packed with broad-shouldered men that they were unable to obtain admission. As to the press, the confidential circular had done its work, and the three shining lights of journalism that occupied the reporters’ desk were careful to carry out instructions.




  The proceedings lasted a very short time, a verdict, ‘…some person or persons unknown,’ was recorded, and another London mystery was added (I quote from the Evening News) to the already alarming and formidable list of unpunished crimes.




  Charles Garrett was one of the three journalists admitted to the inquest, and after it was all over he confronted Falmouth.




  ‘Look here, Falmouth,’ he said pugnaciously, ‘what’s the racket?’ Falmouth, having reason to know, and to an extent stand in awe of, the little man, waggled his head darkly.




  ‘Oh, rot!’ said Charles rudely, ‘don’t be so disgustingly mysterious — why aren’t we allowed to say these chaps died — ?’




  ‘Have you seen Jessen?’ asked the detective.




  ‘I have,’ said Charles bitterly, ‘and after what I’ve done for that man; after I’ve put his big feet on the rungs of culture—’




  ‘Wouldn’t he speak?’ asked Falmouth innocently.




  ‘He was as close,’ said Charles sadly, ‘as the inside washer of a vacuum pump.’




  ‘H’m!’ the detective was considering. Sooner or later the connection must occur to Charles, and he was the only man who would be likely to surprise Jessen’s secret. Better that the journalist should know now.




  ‘If I were you,’ said Falmouth quietly, ‘I shouldn’t worry Jessen; you know what he is, and in what capacity he serves the Government. Come along with me.’




  He did not speak a word in reply to the questions Charles put until they passed through the showy portals of Carlby Mansions and a lift had deposited them at the door of the flat.




  Falmouth opened the door with a key, and Charles went into the flat at his heels.




  He saw the hole in the floor.




  ‘This wasn’t mentioned at the inquest,’ he said; ‘but what’s this to do with Jessen?’




  He looked up at the detective in perplexity, then a light broke upon him and he whistled.




  ‘Well, I’m—’ he said, then he added softly—’But what does the Government say to this?’




  ‘The Government,’ said Falmouth in his best official manner, smoothing the nap of his hat the while—’the Government regard the circumstances as unusual, but they have accepted the situation with great philosophy.’




  That night Mr. Long (or Jessen) reappeared at the Guild as though nothing whatever had happened, and addressed his audience for half an hour on the subject of ‘Do burglars make good caretakers?’
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  From what secret place in the metropolis the Woman of Gratz reorganized her forces we shall never know; whence came her strength of purpose and her unbounded energy we can guess. With Starque’s death she became virtually and actually the leader of the Red Hundred, and from every corner of Europe came reinforcements of men and money to strengthen her hand and to reestablish the shaking prestige of the most powerful association that Anarchism had ever known.




  Great Britain had ever been immune from the active operations of the anarchist. It had been the sanctuary of the revolutionary for centuries, and Anarchism had hesitated to jeopardize the security of refugees by carrying on its propaganda on British soil. That the extremists of the movement had chafed under the restriction is well known, and when the Woman of Gratz openly declared war on England, she was acclaimed enthusiastically.




  Then followed perhaps the most extraordinary duels that the world had ever seen. Two powerful bodies, both outside the pale of the law, fought rapidly, mercilessly, asking no quarter and giving none. And the eerie thing about it all was, that no man saw the agents of either of the combatants. It was as though two spirit forces were engaged in some titanic combat. The police were almost helpless. The fight against the Red Hundred was carried on, almost single-handedly, by the Four Just Men, or, to give them the title with which they signed their famous proclamation, ‘The Council of Justice’…




  Since the days of the Fenian scare, London had never lived under the terror that the Red Hundred inspired. Never a day passed but preparations for some outrage were discovered, the most appalling of which was the attempt on the Tube Railway. If I refer to them as ‘attempts’, and if the repetition of that word wearies the reader, it is because, thanks to the extraordinary vigilance of the Council of Justice, they were no more.




  ‘This sort of thing cannot go on,’ said the Home Secretary petulantly at a meeting of the heads of the police. ‘Here we have admittedly the finest police force in the world, and we must needs be under obligation to men for whom warrants exist on a charge of murder!’




  The chief commissioner was sufficiently harassed, and was inclined to resent the criticism in the minister’s voice.




  ‘We’ve done everything that can be done, sir,’ he said shortly; ‘if you think my resignation would help you out of the difficulty — —’




  ‘Now for heaven’s sake, don’t be a fool,’ pleaded the Home Secretary, in his best unparliamentary manner. ‘Cannot you see —— —’




  ‘I can see that no harm has been done so far,’ said the commissioner doggedly; then he burst forth:




  ‘Look here, sir! our people have very often to employ characters a jolly sight worse than the Four Just Men — if we don’t employ them we exploit them. Mean little sneak-thieves, “narks” they call ‘em, old lags, burglars — and once or twice something worse. We are here to protect the public; so long as the public is being protected, nobody can kick—’




  ‘But it is not you who are protecting the public — you get your information —




  ‘From the Council of Justice, that is so; but where it comes from doesn’t matter. Now, listen to me, sir.’




  He was very earnest and emphasized his remarks with little raps on the desk.




  ‘Get the Prince of the Escorial out of the country,’ he said seriously. ‘I’ve got information that the Reds are after his blood. No, I haven’t been warned by the Just Men, that’s the queer part about it. I’ve got it straight from a man who’s selling me information. I shall see him tonight if they haven’t butchered him.’




  ‘But the Prince is our guest.’




  ‘He’s been here too long,’ said the practical and unsentimental commissioner; ‘let him go back to Spain — he’s to be married in a month; let him go home and buy his trousseau or whatever he buys.’




  ‘Is that a confession that you cannot safeguard him?’




  The commissioner looked vexed.




  ‘I could safeguard a child of six or a staid gentleman of sixty, but I cannot be responsible for a young man who insists on seeing London without a guide, who takes solitary motorcar drives, and refuses to give us any information beforehand as to his plans for the day — or if he does, breaks them!’




  The minister was pacing the apartment with his head bent in thought.




  ‘As to the Prince of the Escorial,’ he said presently, ‘advice has already been conveyed to his Highness — from the highest quarter — to make his departure at an early date. Tonight, indeed, is his last night in London.’




  The Commissioner of Police made an extravagant demonstration of relief.




  ‘He’s going to the Auditorium tonight,’ he said, rising. He spoke a little pityingly, and, indeed, the Auditorium, although a very first-class music hall, had a slight reputation. ‘I shall have a dozen men in the house and we’ll have his motorcar at the stage door at the end of the show.’




  That night his Highness arrived promptly at eight o’clock and stood chatting pleasantly with the bareheaded manager in the vestibule. Then he went alone to his box and sat down in the shadow of the red velvet curtain.




  Punctually at eight there arrived two other gentlemen, also in evening dress. Antonio Selleni was one and Karl Ollmanns was the other. They were both young men, and before they left the motorcar they completed their arrangement.




  ‘You will occupy the box on the opposite side, but I will endeavour to enter the box. If I succeed — it will be finished. The knife is best,’ there was pride in the Italian’s tone.




  ‘If I cannot reach him the honour will be yours.’ He had the stilted manner of the young Latin. The other man grunted. He replied in halting French.




  ‘Once I shot an egg from between fingers — so,’ he said.




  They made their entry separately.




  In the manager’s office, Superintendent Falmouth relieved the tedium of waiting by reading the advertisements in an evening newspaper.




  To him came the manager with a message that under no circumstances was his Highness in Box A to be disturbed until the conclusion of the performance.




  In the meantime Signor Selleni made a cautious way to Box A. He found the road clear, turned the handle softly, and stepped quickly into the dark interior of the box.




  Twenty minutes later Falmouth stood at the back of the dress circle issuing instructions to a subordinate.




  ‘Have a couple of men at the stage door — my God!’




  Over the soft music, above the hum of voices, a shot rang out and a woman screamed. From the box opposite the Prince’s a thin swirl of smoke floated.




  Karl Ollmanns, tired of waiting, had fired at the motionless figure sitting in the shadow of the curtain. Then he walked calmly out of the box into the arms of two breathless detectives.




  ‘A doctor!’ shouted Falmouth as he ran. The door of the Box A was locked, but he broke it open.




  A man lay on the floor of the box very still and strangely stiff.




  ‘Why, what — !’ began the detective, for the dead man was bound hand and foot.




  There was already a crowed at the door of the box, and he heard an authoritative voice demand admittance.




  He looked over his shoulder to meet the eye of the commissioner.




  ‘They’ve killed him, sir,’ he said bitterly.




  ‘Whom?’ asked the commissioner in perplexity.




  ‘His Highness.’




  ‘His Highness!’ the commissioner’s eyebrows rose in genuine astonishment. ‘Why, the Prince left Charing Cross for the Continent half an hour ago!’




  The detective gasped.




  ‘Then who in the name of Fate is this?’




  It was M. Menshikoff, who had come in with the commissioner, who answered.




  ‘Antonio Selleni, an anarchist of Milan,’ he reported.




  Carlos Ferdinand Bourbon, Prince of the Escorial, Duke of Buda-Gratz, and heir to three thrones, was married, and his many august cousins scattered throughout Europe had a sense of heartfelt relief.




  A prince with admittedly advanced views, an idealist, with Utopian schemes for the regeneration of mankind, and, coming down to the mundane practical side of life, a reckless motorcar driver, an outrageously daring horseman, and possessed of the indifference to public opinion which is equally the equipment of your fool and your truly great man, his marriage had been looked forward to throughout the courts of Europe in the light of an international achievement.




  Said his Imperial Majesty of Central Europe to the grizzled chancellor:




  ‘Te Deums — you understand, von Hedlitz? In every church.’




  ‘It is a great relief,’ said the chancellor, wagging his head thoughtfully.




  ‘Relief!’ the Emperor stretched himself as though the relief were physical, ‘that young man owes me two years of life. You heard of the London essay?’




  The chancellor had heard — indeed, he had heard three or four times — but he was a polite chancellor and listened attentively. His Majesty had the true storytelling faculty, and elaborated the introduction.




  ‘…if I am to believe his Highness, he was sitting quietly in his box when the Italian entered. He saw the knife in his hand and half rose to grapple with the intruder. Suddenly, from nowhere in particular, sprang three men, who had the assassin on the floor bound and gagged. You would have thought our Carlos Ferdinand would have made an outcry! But not he! He sat stock still, dividing his attention between the stage and the prostrate man and the leader of this mysterious band of rescuers.’




  ‘The Four Just Men!’ put in the chancellor.




  ‘Three, so far as I can gather,’ corrected the imperial storyteller. ‘Well, it would appear that this leader, in quite a logical calm, matter-of-fact way, suggested that the prince should leave quietly; that his motorcar was at the stage door, that a saloon had been reserved at Charing Cross, a cabin at Dover, and a special train at Calais.’




  His Majesty had a trick of rubbing his knee when anything amused him, and this he did now.




  ‘Carl obeyed like a child — which seems the remarkably strange point about the whole proceedings — the captured anarchist was trussed and bound and sat on the chair, and left to his own unpleasant thoughts.’




  ‘And killed,’ said the chancellor.




  ‘No, not killed,’ corrected the Emperor. ‘Part of the story I tell you is his — he told it to the police at the hospital — no, no, not killed — his friend was not the marksman he thought.’
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  Some workmen, returning home of an evening and taking a short cut through a field two miles from Catford, saw a man hanging from a tree.




  They ran across and found a fashionably dressed gentleman of foreign appearance. One of the labourers cut the rope with his knife, but the man was dead when they cut him down. Beneath the tree was a black bag, to which somebody had affixed a label bearing the warning, ‘Do not touch — this bag contains explosives: inform the police.’ More remarkable still was the luggage label tied to the lapel of the dead man’s coat. It ran: ‘This is Franz Kitsinger, convicted at Prague in 1904, for throwing a bomb: escaped from prison March 17, 1905, was one of the three men responsible for the attempt on the Tower Bridge today. Executed by order of The Council of Justice.’




  ‘It’s a humiliating confession,’ said the chief commissioner when they brought the news to him, ‘but the presence of these men takes a load off my mind.’




  But the Red Hundred were grimly persistent.




  That night a man, smoking a cigar, strolled aimlessly past the policeman on point duty at the corner of Kensington Park Gardens, and walked casually into Ladbroke Square. He strolled on, turned a corner and, crossing a road, he came to where one great garden served for a double row of middle-class houses. The backs of these houses opened on to the square. He looked round and, seeing the coast clear, he clambered over the iron railings and dropped into the big pleasure ground, holding very carefully an object that bulged in his pocket.




  He took a leisurely view of the houses before he decided on the victim. The blinds of this particular house were up and the French windows of the diningroom were open, and he could see the laughing group of young people about the table. There was a birthday party or something of the sort in progress, for there was a great parade of Parthian caps and paper sunbonnets.




  The man was evidently satisfied with the possibilities for tragedy, and he took a pace nearer…




  Two strong arms were about him, arms with muscles like cords of steel.




  ‘Not that way, my friend,’ whispered a voice in his ear…




  The man showed his teeth in a dreadful grin.




  The sergeant on duty at Notting Hill Gate Station received a note at the hands of a grimy urchin, who for days afterwards maintained a position of enviable notoriety.




  ‘A gentleman told me to bring this,’ he said.




  The sergeant looked at the small boy sternly and asked him if he ever washed his face. Then he read the letter:




  ‘The second man of the three concerned in the attempt to blow up the Tower Bridge will be found in the garden of Maidham Crescent, under the laurel bushes, opposite No. 72.’




  It was signed ‘The Council of Justice’.




  The commissioner was sitting over his coffee at the Ritz, when they brought him the news. Falmouth was a deferential guest, and the chief passed him the note without comment.




  ‘This is going to settle the Red Hundred,’ said Falmouth. ‘These people are fighting them with their own weapons — assassination with assassination, terror with terror. Where do we come in?’




  ‘We come in at the end,’ said the commissioner, choosing his words with great niceness, ‘to clean up the mess, and take any scraps of credit that are going’ — he paused and shook his head. ‘I hope — I should be sorry—’ he began.




  ‘So should I,’ said the detective sincerely, for he knew that his chief was concerned for the ultimate safety of the men whose arrest it was his duty to effect. The commissioner’s brows were wrinkled thoughtfully.




  ‘Two,’ he said musingly; ‘now, how on earth do the Four Just Men know the number in this — and how did they track them down — and who is the third? — heavens! one could go on asking questions the whole of the night!’




  On one point the Commissioner might have been informed earlier in the evening — he was not told until three o’clock the next morning. The third man was Von Dunop. Ignorant of the fate of his fellow-Terrorists, he sallied forth to complete the day notably.




  The crowd at a theatre door started a train of thought, but he rejected that outlet to ambition. It was too public, and the chance of escape was nil. These British audiences did not lose their heads so quickly; they refused to be confounded by noise and smoke, and a writhing figure here and there. Von Dunop was no exponent of the Glory of Death school. He greatly desired glory, but the smaller the risk, the greater the glory. This was his code.




  He stood for a moment outside the Hotel Ritz. A party of diners were leaving, and motorcars were being steered up to carry these accursed plutocrats to the theatre. One soldierly-looking gentleman, with a grey moustache, and attended by a quiet, observant, cleanshaven man, interested the anarchist. He and the soldier exchanged glances.




  ‘Who the dickens was that?’ asked the commissioner as he stepped into the taxi. ‘I seem to know his face.’




  ‘I have seen him before,’ said Falmouth. ‘I won’t go with you, sir — I’ve a little business to do in this part of the world.’




  Thereafter Von Dunop was not permitted to enjoy his walk in solitude, for, unknown to him, a man ‘picked him up’ and followed him throughout the evening. And as the hour grew later, that one man became two, at eleven o’clock he became three, and at quarter to twelve, when Von Dunop had finally fixed upon the scene and scope of his exploit, he turned from Park Lane into Brook Street to discover, to his annoyance, quite a number of people within call. Yet he suspected nothing. He did not suspect the night wanderer mooching along the curb with downcast eyes, seeking the gutter for the stray cigar end; nor the two loudly talking men in suits of violet check who wrangled as they walked concerning the relative merits of the favourites for the Derby; nor the commissionaire trudging home with his bag in his hand and a pipe in his mouth, nor the cleanshaven man in evening dress.




  The Home Secretary had a house in Berkeley Square. Von Dunop knew the number very well. He slackened pace to allow the man in evening dress to pass. The slow-moving taxi that was fifty yards away he must risk. This taxi had been his constant attendant during the last hour, but he did not know it.




  He dipped his hand into his overcoat pocket and drew forth the machine. It was one of Culveri’s masterpieces and, to an extent, experimental — that much the master had warned him in a letter that bore the date-mark ‘Riga’. He felt with his thumb for the tiny key that ‘set’ the machine and pushed it.




  Then he slipped into the doorway of No. 196 and placed the bomb. It was done in a second, and so far as he could tell no man had seen him leave the pathway and he was back again on the sidewalk very quickly. But as he stepped back, he heard a shout and a man darted across the road, calling on him to surrender. From the left two men were running, and he saw the man in evening dress blowing a whistle.




  He was caught; he knew it. There was a chance of escape — the other end of the street was clear — he turned and ran like the wind. He could hear his pursuers pattering along behind him. His ear, alert to every phase of the chase, heard one pair of feet check and spring up the steps of 196. He glanced round. They were gaining on him, and he turned suddenly and fired three times. Somebody fell; he saw that much. Then right ahead of him a tall policeman sprang from the shadows and clasped him round the waist.




  ‘Hold that man!’ shouted Falmouth, running up. Blowing hard came the night wanderer, a ragged object but skilful, and he had Von Dunop handcuffed in a trice.




  It was he who noticed the limpness of the prisoner.




  ‘Hullo!’ he said, then held out his hand. ‘Show a light here.’




  There were half a dozen policemen and the inevitable crowd on the spot by now, and the rays of the bull’s-eye focused on the detective’s hand. It was red with blood. Falmouth seized a lantern and flashed it on the man’s face.




  There was no need to look farther. He was dead, — dead with the inevitable label affixed to the handle of the knife that killed him.




  Falmouth rapped out an oath.




  ‘It is incredible; it is impossible! he was running till the constable caught him, and he has not been out of our hands! Where is the officer who held him?’




  Nobody answered, certainly not the tall policeman, who was at that moment being driven eastward, making a rapid change into the conventional evening costume of an English gentleman.
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  To fathom the mind of the Woman of Gratz is no easy task, and one not to be lightly undertaken. Remembering her obscure beginning, the barelegged child drinking in revolutionary talk in the Transylvanian kitchen, and the development of her intellect along unconventional lines — remembering, also, that early in life she made acquaintance with the extreme problems of life and death in their least attractive forms, and that the proportion of things had been grossly distorted by her teachers, you may arrive at a point where your vacillating judgement hesitates between blame and pity.




  I would believe that the power of introspection had no real place in her mental equipment, else how can we explain her attitude towards the man whom she had once defied and reconcile those outbursts of hers wherein she called for his death, for his terrible punishment, wherein, too, she allowed herself the rare luxury of unrestrained speech, how can we reconcile these tantrums with the fact that this man’s voice filled her thoughts day and night, the recollection of this man’s eyes through his mask followed her every movement, till the image of him became an obsession?




  It may be that I have no knowledge of women and their ways (there is no subtle smugness in the doubt I express) and that her inconsistency was general to her sex. It must not be imagined that she had spared either trouble or money to secure the extermination of her enemies, and the enemies of the Red Hundred. She had described them, as well as she could, after her first meeting, and the sketches made under her instruction had been circulated by the officers of the Reds.




  Sitting near the window of her house, she mused, lulled by the ceaseless hum of traffic in the street below, and half dozing.




  The turning of the door-handle woke her from her dreams.




  It was Schmidt, the unspeakable Schmidt, all perspiration and excitement. His round coarse face glowed with it, and he could scarcely bring his voice to tell the news.




  ‘We have him! we have him!’ he cried in glee, and snapped his fingers. ‘Oh, the good news! — I am the first! Nobody has been, Little Friend? I have run and have taken taxis—’




  ‘You have — whom?’ she asked.




  ‘The man — one of the men’ he said, ‘who killed Starque and Francois, and—’




  ‘Which — which man?’ she said harshly.




  He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a discoloured sketch.




  ‘Oh!’ she said, it could not be the man whom she had defied, ‘Why, why?’ she asked stormily, ‘Why only this man? Why not the others — why not the leader? — have they caught him and lost him?’




  Chagrin and astonishment sat on Schmidt’s round face. His disappointment was almost comic.




  ‘But, Little Mother!’ he said, crestfallen and bewildered, ‘this is one — we did not hope even for one and—’




  The storm passed over.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ she said wearily, ‘one — even one is good. They shall learn that the Red Hundred can still strike — this leader shall know — This man shall have a death,’ she said, looking at Schmidt ‘worthy of his importance. Tell me how he was captured.’




  ‘It was the picture,’ said the eager Schmidt, ‘the picture you had drawn. One of our comrades thought he recognized him and followed him to his house.’




  ‘He shall be tried — tonight,’ and she spent the day anticipating her triumph.




  Conspirators do not always choose dark arches for their plottings. The Red Hundred especially were notorious for the likeliness of their rendezvous. They went to nature for a precedent, and as she endows the tiger with stripes that are undistinguishable from the jungle grass, so the Red Hundred would choose for their meetings such a place where meetings were usually held.




  It was in the Lodge Room of the Pride of Millwall, AOSA — which may be amplified as the Associated Order of the Sons of Abstinence — that the trial took place. The financial position of the Pride of Millwall was not strong. An unusual epidemic of temperate seafaring men had called the Lodge into being, the influx of capital from eccentric bequests had built the tiny hall, and since the fiasco attending the first meeting of the League of London, much of its public business had been skilfully conducted in these riverside premises. It had been raided by the police during the days of terror, but nothing of an incriminating character had been discovered. Because of the success with which the open policy had been pursued the Woman of Gratz preferred to take the risk of an open trial in a hall liable to police raid.




  The man must be so guarded that escape was impossible. Messengers sped in every direction to carry out her instruction. There was a rapid summoning of leaders of the movement, the choice of the place of trial, the preparation for a ceremony which was governed by well-established precedent, and the arrangement of the properties which played so effective a part in the trials of the Hundred.




  In the black-draped chamber of trial the Woman of Gratz found a full company. Maliscrivona, Tchezki, Vellantini, De Romans, to name a few who were there sitting altogether side by side on the low forms, and they buzzed a welcome as she walked into the room and took her seat at the higher place. She glanced round the faces, bestowing a nod here and a glance of recognition there. She remembered the last time she had made an appearance before the rank and file of the movement. She missed many faces that had turned to her in those days: Starque, Francois, Kitsinger — dead at the hands of the Four Just Men. It fitted her mood to remember that tonight she would judge one who had at least helped in the slaying of Starque.




  Abruptly she rose. Lately she had had few opportunities for the display of that oratory which was once her sole title to consideration in the councils of the Red Hundred. Her powers of organization had come to be respected later. She felt the want of practice as she began speaking. She found herself hesitating for words, and once she felt her illustrations were crude. But she gathered confidence as she proceeded and she felt the responsive thrill of a fascinated audience.




  It was the story of the campaign that she told. Much of it we know; the story from the point of view of the Reds may be guessed. She finished her speech by recounting the capture of the enemy.




  ‘Tonight we aim a blow at these enemies of progress; if they have been merciless, let us show them that the Red Hundred is not to be outdone in ferocity. As they struck, so let us strike — and, in striking, read a lesson to the men who killed our comrades, that they, nor the world, will ever forget.’




  There was no cheering as she finished — that had been the order — but a hum of words as they flung their tributes of words at her feet — a ruck of incoherent phrases of praise and adoration.




  Then two men led in the prisoner.




  He was calm and interested, throwing out his square chin resolutely when the first words of the charge were called and twiddling the fingers of his bound hands absently.




  He met the scowling faces turned to him serenely, but as they proceeded with the indictment, he grew attentive, bending his head to catch the words.




  Once he interrupted.




  ‘I cannot quite understand that,’ he said in fluent Russian, ‘my knowledge of German is limited.’




  ‘What is your nationality?’ demanded the woman.




  ‘English,’ he replied.




  ‘Do you speak French?’ she asked.




  ‘I am learning,’ he said naively, and smiled.




  ‘You speak Russian,’ she said. Her conversation was carried on in that tongue.




  ‘Yes,’ he said simply; ‘I was there for many years.’




  After this, the sum of his transgressions were pronounced in a language he understood. Once or twice as the reader proceeded — it was Ivan Oranvitch who read — the man smiled.




  The Woman of Gratz recognized him instantly as the fourth of the party that gathered about her door the day Bartholomew was murdered. Formally she asked him what he had to say before he was condemned.




  He smiled again.




  ‘I am not one of the Four Just Men,’ he said; ‘whoever says I am — lies.’




  ‘And is that all you have to say?’ she asked scornfully.




  ‘That is all,’ was his calm reply.




  ‘Do you deny that you helped slay our comrade Starque?’




  ‘I do not deny it,’ he said easily, ‘I did not help — I killed him.’




  ‘Ah!’ the exclamation came simultaneously from every throat.




  ‘Do you deny that you have killed many of the Red Hundred?’




  He paused before he answered.




  ‘As to the Red Hundred — I do not know; but I have killed many people.’ He spoke with the grave air of a man filled with a sense of responsibility, and again the exclamatory hum ran through the hall. Yet, the Woman of Gratz had a growing sense of unrest in spite of the success of the examination.




  ‘You have said you were in Russia — did men fall to your hand there?’




  He nodded.




  ‘And in England?’




  ‘Also in England,’ he said.




  ‘What is your name?’ she asked. By an oversight it was a question — she had not put before.




  The man shrugged his shoulders.




  ‘Does it matter?’ he asked. A thought struck her. In the hall she had seen Magnus the Jew. He had lived for many years in England, and she beckoned him.




  ‘Of what class is this man?’ she asked in a whisper.




  ‘Of the lower orders,’ he replied; ‘it is astounding — did you not notice when — no, you did not see his capture. But he spoke like a man of the streets, dropping his aspirates.’




  He saw she looked puzzled and explained.




  ‘It is a trick of the order — just as the Moujik says…’ he treated her to a specimen of colloquial Russian.




  ‘What is your name?’ she asked again.




  He looked at her slyly.




  ‘In Russia they called me Father Kopab…’




  The majority of those who were present were Russian, and at the word they sprang to their feet, shrinking back with ashen faces, as though they feared contact with the man who stood bound and helpless in the middle of the room.




  The Woman of Gratz had risen with the rest. Her lips quivered and her wide open eyes spoke her momentary terror.




  ‘I killed Starque,’ he went on, ‘by authority. Francois also. Some day’ — he looked leisurely about the room—’I shall also—’




  ‘Stop!’ she cried, and then:




  ‘Release him,’ she said, and, wonderingly, Schmidt cut the bonds that bound him. He stretched himself.




  ‘When you took me,’ he said, ‘I had a book; you will understand that here in England I find — forgetfulness in books — and I, who have seen so much suffering and want caused through departure from the law, am striving as hard for the regeneration of mankind as you — but differently.’




  Somebody handed him a book.




  He looked at it, nodded, and slipped it into his pocket.




  ‘Farewell,’ he said as he turned to the open door.




  ‘In God’s name!’ said the Woman of Gratz, trembling, ‘go in peace, Little Father.’




  And the man Jessen, sometime headsman to the Supreme Council, and latterly public executioner of England, walked out, no man barring his exit.




  The power of the Red Hundred was broken. This much Falmouth knew. He kept an ever-vigilant band of men on duty at the great termini of London, and to these were attached the members of a dozen secret police forces of Europe. Day by day, there was the same report to make. Such and such a man, whose very presence in London had been unsuspected, had left via Harwich. So-and-so, surprisingly sprung from nowhere, had gone by the eleven o’clock train from Victoria; by the Hull and Stockholm route twenty had gone in one day, and there were others who made Liverpool, Glasgow, and Newcastle their port of embarkation.




  I think that it was only then that Scotland Yard realized the strength of the force that had lain inert in the metropolis, or appreciated the possibilities for destruction that had been to hand in the days of the Terror.




  Certainly every batch of names that appeared on the commissioner’s desk made him more thoughtful than ever.




  ‘Arrest them!’ he said in horror when the suggestion was made. ‘Arrest them! Look here, have you ever seen driver ants attack a house in Africa? Marching in, in endless battalions at midnight and clearing out everything living from chickens to beetles? Have you ever seen them re-form in the morning and go marching home again? You wouldn’t think of arresting ‘em, would you? No, you’d just sit down quietly out of their reach and be happy when the last little red leg has disappeared round the corner!’




  Those who knew the Red Hundred best were heartily in accord with his philosophy.




  ‘They caught Jessen,’ reported Falmouth. ‘Oh!’ said the commissioner.




  ‘When he disclosed his identity, they got rid of him quick.’




  ‘I’ve often wondered why the Four Just Men didn’t do the business of Starque themselves,’ mused the Commissioner.




  ‘It was rather rum,’ admitted Falmouth, ‘but Starque was a man under sentence, as also was Francois. By some means they got hold of the original warrants, and it was on these that Jessen — did what he did.’




  The commissioner nodded. ‘And now,’ he asked, ‘what about them?’ Falmouth had expected this question sooner or later. ‘Do you suggest that we should catch them, sir?’-he asked with thinly veiled sarcasm; ‘because if you do, sir, I have only to remind you that we’ve been trying to do that for some years.’ The chief commissioner frowned.




  ‘It’s a remarkable thing,’ he said, ‘that as soon as we get a situation such as — the Red Hundred scare and the Four Just Men scare, for instance, we’re completely at sea, and that’s what the papers will say. It doesn’t sound creditable, but it’s so.’




  ‘I place the superintendent’s defence of Scotland Yard on record in extenso.’




  ‘What the papers say,’ said Falmouth, ‘never keeps me awake at night. Nobody’s quite got the hang of the police force in this country — certainly the writing people haven’t.




  ‘There are two ways of writing about the police, sir. One way is to deal with them in the newspaper fashion with the headline “Another Police Blunder” or “The Police and The Public”, and the other way is to deal with them in the magazine style, which is to show them as softies on the wrong scent, whilst an ornamental civilian is showing them their business, or as mysterious people with false beards who pop up at the psychological moment, and say in a loud voice, “In the name of the Law, I arrest you!”’




  ‘Well, I don’t mind admitting that I know neither kind. I’ve been a police officer for twentythree years, and the only assistance I’ve had from a civilian was from a man named Blackie, who helped me to find the body of a woman that had disappeared. I was rather prejudiced against him, but I don’t mind admitting that he was pretty smart and followed his clues with remarkable ingenuity.




  ‘The day we found the body I said to him:




  ‘“Mr. Blackie, you have given me a great deal of information about this woman’s movements — in fact, you know a great deal more than you ought to know — so I shall take you into custody on the suspicion of having caused her death.”




  ‘Before he died he made a full confession, and ever since then I have always been pleased to take as much advice and help from outside as I could get.




  ‘When people sometimes ask me about the cleverness of Scotland Yard, I can’t tell ’em tales such as you read about. I’ve had murderers, anarchists, burglars, and average low-down people to deal with, but they have mostly done their work in a commonplace way and bolted. And as soon as they have bolted, we’ve employed fairly commonplace methods and brought ’em back.




  ‘If you ask me whether I’ve been in dreadful danger, when arresting desperate murderers and criminals, I say “No”.




  ‘When your average criminal finds himself cornered, he says, “All right, Mr. Falmouth; it’s a cop”, and goes quietly.




  ‘Crime and criminals run in grooves. They’re hardy annuals with perennial methods. Extraordinary circumstances baffle the police as they baffle other folks. You can’t run a business on business lines and be absolutely prepared for anything that turns up. Whiteley’s will supply you with a flea or an elephant, but if a woman asked a shopgirl to hold her baby whilst she went into the tinned meat department, the girl and the manager and the whole system would be floored, because there is no provision for holding babies. And if a Manchester goods merchant, unrolling his stuff, came upon a snake lying all snug in the bale, he’d be floored too, because natural history isn’t part of their business training, and they wouldn’t be quite sure whether it was a big worm or a boa constrictor.’




  The Commissioner was amused.




  ‘You’ve an altogether unexpected sense of humour,’ he said, ‘and the moral is—’




  ‘That the unexpected always floors you, whether it’s humour or crime,’ said Falmouth, and went away fairly pleased with himself.




  In his room he found a waiting messenger.




  ‘A lady to see you, sir.’




  ‘Who is it?’ he asked in surprise.




  The messenger handed him a slip of paper and when he read it he whistled.




  ‘The unexpected, by — ! Show her up.’




  On the paper was written—’The Woman of Gratz…’
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  Manfred sat alone in his Lewisham house, — he was known to the old lady who was his caretaker as ‘a foreign gentleman in the music line’ — and in the subdued light of the shaded lamp, he looked tired. A book lay on the table near at hand, and a silver coffee-service and an empty coffee-cup stood on the stool by his side. Reaction he felt. This strange man had set himself to a task that was never ending. The destruction of the forces of the Red Hundred was the end of a fight that cleared the ground for the commencement of another — but physically he was weary.




  Gonsalez had left that morning for Paris, Poiccart went by the afternoon train, and he was to join them tomorrow.




  The strain of the fight had told on them, all three. Financially, the cost of the war had been heavy, but that strain they could stand better than any other, for had they not the fortune of — Courtlander; in case of need they knew their man.




  All the world had been searched before they — the first Four — had come together — Manfred, Gonsalez, Poiccart, and the man who slept eternally in the flower-grown grave at Bordeaux. As men taking the oaths of priesthood they lived down the passions and frets of life. Each man was an open book to the other, speaking his most secret thought in the faith of sympathy, one dominating thought controlling them all.




  They had made the name of the Four Just Men famous or infamous (according to your point of reckoning) throughout the civilized world. They came as a new force into public and private life. There were men, free of the law, who worked misery on their fellows; dreadful human ghouls fattening on the bodies and souls of the innocent and helpless; great magnates calling the law to their aid, or pushing it aside as circumstances demanded. All these became amenable to a new law, a new tribunal. There had grown into being systems which defied correction; corporations beyond chastisement; individuals protected by cunningly drawn legislation, and others who knew to an inch the scope of toleration. In the name of justice, these men struck swiftly, dispassionately, mercilessly. The great swindler, the procureur, the suborner of witnesses, the briber of juries — they died.




  There was no gradation of punishment: a warning, a second warning — then death.




  Thus their name became a symbol, at which the evildoer went tremblingly about his work, dreading the warning and ready in most cases to heed it. Life became a sweeter, a more wholesome thing for many men who found the thin greenish-grey envelope on their breakfast-table in the morning; but others persisted on their way, loudly invoking the law, which in spirit, if not in letter, they had outraged. The end was very sure, and I do not know of one man who escaped the consequence.




  Speculating on their identity, the police of the world decided unanimously upon two points. The first was that these men were enormously rich — as indeed they were, and the second that one or two of them were no mean scientists — that also was true. Of the fourth man who had joined them recently, speculation took a wider turn. Manfred smiled as he thought of this fourth member, of his honesty, his splendid qualities of heart and brain, his enthusiasm, and his proneness to ‘lapse from the balance’ — Gonsalez coined the phrase. It was an affectionate smile. The fourth man was no longer of the brotherhood; he had gone, the work being completed, and there were other reasons.




  So Manfred was musing, till the little clock on the mantelpiece chimed ten, then he lit the spirit-kettle and brewed another cup of coffee. Thus engaged, he heard the faraway tinkle of a bell and the opening of a door. Then a murmur of voices and two steps on the stairs. He did not expect visitors, but he was always prepared for them at any hour.




  ‘Come in,’ he said, in answer to the knock; he recognized the apologetic rap of his housekeeper.




  ‘A lady — a foreign lady to see you.’—’




  ‘Show her in, please,’ he said courteously.




  He was busy with the kettle when she came in. He did not look up, nor did he ask who it was. His housekeeper stood a moment uncertain on the threshold, then went out, leaving them together.




  ‘You will excuse me a moment,’ he said. ‘Please sit down.’




  He poured out the coffee with a steady hand, walked to his desk, sorted a number of letters, tossed them into the grate, and stood for a moment watching them burn, then looked at her.




  Taking no notice of his invitation, the girl stood waiting at ease, one hand on her hip, the other hanging loosely.




  ‘Won’t you sit down?’ he asked again.




  ‘I prefer to stand,’ she said shortly.




  ‘Then you are not so tired as I am,’ he said, and sank back into the depths of his chair.




  She did not reply, and for a few seconds neither spoke.




  ‘Has the Woman of Gratz forgotten that she is an orator?’ he said banteringly. It seemed to him that there was in those eyes of hers a great yearning, and he changed his tone.




  ‘Sit down, Maria,’ he said gently. He saw the flush that rose to her cheek, and mistook its significance.




  ‘No, no!’ he hastened to rectify an impression. ‘I am serious now, I am not gibing — why have you not gone with the others?’




  ‘I have work to do,’ she said.




  He stretched out his hands in a gesture of weariness.




  ‘Work, work, work!’ he said with a bitter smile, ‘isn’t the work finished? Isn’t there an end to this work of yours?’




  ‘The end is at hand,’ she said, and looked at him strangely.




  ‘Sit down,’ he commanded, and she took the nearest chair and watched him.




  Then she broke the silence.




  ‘What are you?’ she asked, with a note of irritation. ‘Who gave authority?’




  He laughed.




  ‘What am I — just a man, Maria. Authority? As you understand it-none.’




  She was thoughtful for a moment.




  ‘You have not asked me why I have come,’ she said.




  ‘I have not asked myself — yet it seems natural that you and I should meet again — to part.’




  ‘What do they call you — your friends?’ she asked suddenly. ‘Do they say “the man with the beard”, or “the tall man” — did any woman ever nurse you and call you by name?’




  A shadow passed over his face for a second.




  ‘Yes,’ he said quietly; ‘I have told you I am human; neither devil nor demi-god, no product of sea-foam or witches’ cauldron,’ he smiled, ‘but a son of earthly parents — and men call me George Manfred.’




  ‘George,’ she repeated as though learning a lesson. ‘George Manfred.’ She looked at him long and earnestly, and frowned.




  ‘What is it you see that displeases you?’ he asked.




  ‘Nothing,’ she said quickly, ‘only I am — I cannot understand — you are different—’




  ‘From what you expected.’ She bent her head. ‘You expected me to air a triumph. To place myself in defence?’ She nodded again.




  ‘No, no,’ he went on, ‘that is finished. I do not pursue a victory — I am satisfied that the power of your friends is shattered. I dissociate you from the humiliation of their defeat.’




  ‘I am no better nor worse than they,’ she said defiantly.




  ‘You will be better when the madness passes,’ he said gravely, ‘when you realize that your young life was not meant for the dreadful sacrifice of anarchy.’




  He leant over and took her listless hand and held it between his palms.




  ‘Child, you must leave this work,’ he said softly, ‘forget the nightmare of your past — put it out of your mind, so that you will come to believe that the Red Hundred never existed.’




  She did not draw away her hand, nor did she attempt to check the tears that came to her eyes. Something had entered her soul — an influence that was beyond all description or definition. A wonderful element that had dissolved the thing of granite and steel, that she had fondly thought was her heart, and left her weak and shaking in the process.




  ‘Maria, if you ever knew a mother’s love’ — how soft his voice was—’think of that: have you ever realized what your tiny life was to her — how she planned and thought and suffered for you — and to what end? That the hands she kissed should be set against men’s lives! Did she pray to God that He might keep you strong in health and pure in soul — only that His gifts should prove a curse to His beautiful world?’




  With the tenderness of a father he drew her to him, till she was on her knees before him and her weeping face was pressed closely against him.




  His strong arms were about her, and his hand smoothed her hair.




  ‘I am a wicked woman,’ she sobbed, ‘a wicked, wicked woman.’




  ‘Hush,’ he said sadly; ‘do not let us take our conception of wickedness from our deeds, but from our intentions, however mistaken, however much they traverse the written law.’




  But her sobbing grew wilder, and she clutched him as though in fear that he would leave her.




  He talked to her as though she were a frightened child, chiding her, laughing at her in gentle raillery, and she grew calmer and presently lifted her stained face to his.




  ‘Listen,’ she said; ‘I — I — oh, I cannot, I cannot say it.’ And she buried her face on her breast.




  Then with an effort she raised her head again.




  ‘If I asked you — if I begged you to do something for me — would you?’




  He looked into her eyes, smiling.




  ‘You have done many things — you have killed — yes — yes, let me say it — I know I am hurting you, but let me finish.’




  ‘Yes,’ he said simply; ‘I have killed.’




  ‘Have you — pitied as you killed?’




  He shook his head.




  ‘Yet you would,’ she went on, and her distress moved him, ‘you would if you thought that you could kill a body and save a soul.’




  He shook his head again.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ she whispered, and tried to speak. Twice she attempted to frame the words, and twice she failed. Then she pushed herself slowly backwards with her hands at his chest, and crouched before him with parted lips and heaving bosom.




  ‘Kill me,’ she breathed, ‘for I have betrayed you to the police.’




  Still he made no sign, sitting there all huddled in the big chair, as though every muscle of his body had relaxed.




  ‘Do you hear?’ she cried fiercely. ‘I have betrayed you because — I think — I love you — but I — I did not know it — I did not know it! I hated you so that I pitied you — and always I thought of you!’




  She knew by the look of pain in his eyes what her words had cost him.




  Somehow she divined that the betrayal hurt least.




  ‘I have never said it to myself,’ she whispered; ‘I have never thought it in my most secret thoughts — yet it was there, there all the time, waiting for expression — and I am happier, though you die, and though every hour of my life be a lifetime of pain, I am happier that I have said it, happier than I thought I could ever be.




  ‘I have wondered why I remembered you, and why I thought of you, and why you came into my every dream. I thought it was because I hated you, because I wanted to kill you, and to hold you at my mercy — but I know now, I know now.’




  She rocked from side to side, clasping her hands in the intensity of her passion.




  ‘You do not speak?’ she cried. ‘Do you not understand, beloved? I have handed you over to the police, because — O God! because I love you! It must be that I do!’




  He leant forward and held out his hands and she came to him half swooning.




  ‘Marie, child,’ he murmured, and she saw how pale he was, ‘we are strangely placed, you and I to talk of love. You must forget this, little girl; let this be the waking point of your bad dream; go forth into the new life — into a life where flowers are, and birds sing, and where rest and peace is.’




  She had no thought now save for his danger.




  ‘They are below,’ she moaned. ‘I brought them here — I guided them.’




  He smiled into her face.




  ‘I knew,’ he said.




  She looked at him incredulously.




  ‘You knew,’ she said, slowly.




  ‘Yes — when you came’ — he pointed to the heap of burnt papers in the grate—’I knew.’




  He walked to the window and looked out. What he saw satisfied him.




  He came back to where she still crouched on the floor and lifted her to her feet.




  She stood unsteadily, but his arm supported her. He was listening, he heard the door open below.




  ‘You must not think of me,’ he said again.




  She shook her head helplessly, and her lips quivered.




  ‘God bless you and help you,’ he said reverently, and kissed her.




  Then he turned to meet Falmouth.




  ‘George Manfred,’ said the officer, and looked at the girl in perplexity.




  ‘That is my name,’ said Manfred quietly. ‘You are Inspector Falmouth.’




  ‘Superintendent,’ corrected the other.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Manfred.




  ‘I shall take you into custody,’ said Falmouth, ‘on suspicion of being a member of an organization known as the Four Just Men, and accordingly concerned in the following crimes—’




  ‘I will excuse you the recital,’ said Manfred pleasantly, and held out his hands. For the first time in his life he felt the cold contact of steel at his wrists.




  The man who snapped the handcuffs on was nervous and bungled, and Manfred, after an interested glance at the gyves, lifted his hands.




  ‘This is not quite fastened,’ he said.




  Then as they closed round him, he half turned toward the girl and smiled.




  ‘Who knows how bright are the days in store for us both?’ he said softly.




  Then they took him away.
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  Charles Garrett, admirable journalist, had written the last line of a humorous description of a local concert at which a cabinet minister had sung pathetic ballads. Charles wrote with difficulty, for the situation had been of itself so funny, that extracting its hidden humours was a more than ordinarily heartbreaking thing. But he had finished and the thick batch of copy lay on the chief subeditor’s desk — Charles wrote on an average six words to a folio, and a half a column story from his pen bulked like a three-volume novel.




  Charles stopped to threaten an officeboy who had misdirected a letter, strolled into various quiet offices to ‘see who was there’ and with his raincoat on his arm, and his stick in his hand, stopped at the end of his wanderings before the chattering tape machine. He looked through the glass box that shielded the mechanism, and was interested in a message from Teheran in the course of transmission.




  ‘…at early date. Grand Vizier has informed Exchange Correspondent that the construction of line will be pushed forward…’




  The tape stopped its stuttering and buzzed excitedly, then came a succession of quick jerks that cleared away the uncompleted message.




  Then ‘…the leader of the Four Just Men was arrested in London tonight,’ said the tape, and Charles broke for the editor’s room.




  He flung open the door without ceremony, and repeated the story the little machine had told.




  The grey chief received the news quietly, and the orders he gave in the next five minutes inconvenienced some twenty or thirty unoffending people.




  The construction of the ‘story’ of the Four Just Men, began at the lower rung of the intellectual ladder.




  ‘You boy! get half a dozen taxicabs here quick…Poynter, ‘phone the reporters in…get the Lambs Club on the ‘phone and see if O’Mahony or any other of our bright youths are there…There are five columns about the Four Just Men standing in the gallery, get it pulled up, Mr. Short…pictures — h’m…yet wire Massonni to get down to the police station and see if he can find a policeman who’ll give him material for a sketch…Off you go, Charles, and get the story.’




  There was no flurry, no rush; it was for all the world like the scene on a modern battleship when ‘clear lower deck for action’ had sounded. Two hours to get the story into the paper was ample, and there was no need for the whip.




  Later, with the remorseless hands of the clock moving on, taxi after taxi flew up to the great newspaper office, discharging alert young men who literally leapt into the building. Later, with waiting operators sitting tensely before the keyboards of the linotypes, came Charles Garrett doing notable things with a stump of pencil and a ream of thin copy paper.




  It was the Megaphone that shone splendidly amidst its journalistic fellows, with pages — I quote the envenomed opinion of the news editor of the Mercury — that ‘shouted like the checks on a bookmaker’s waistcoat’.




  It was the Megaphone that fed the fires of public interest, and was mainly responsible for the huge crowds that gathered outside Greenwich Police Court, and overflowed in dense masses to the foot of Blackheath Hill, whilst Manfred underwent his preliminary inquiries.




  ‘George Manfred, aged 39, of no occupation, residing at Hill Crest Lodge, St John’s.’ In this prosaic manner he was introduced to the world.




  He made a striking figure in the steel-railed dock. A chair was placed for him, and he was guarded as few prisoners had been guarded. A special cell had been prepared for his reception, and departing from established custom, extra warders were detailed to watch him. Falmouth took no risks.




  The charge that had been framed had to do with no well-known case. Many years before, one Samuel Lipski, a notorious East End sweater, had been found dead with the stereotyped announcement that he had fallen to the justice of the Four. Upon this the Treasury founded its case for the prosecution — a case which had been very thoroughly and convincingly prepared, and pigeonholed against such time as arrest should overtake one or the other of the Four Just Men.




  Reading over the thousands of newspaper cuttings dealing with the preliminary examination and trial of Manfred, I am struck with the absence of any startling feature, such as one might expect to find in a great state trial of this description. Summarizing the evidence that was given at the police court, one might arrange the ‘parts’ of the dozen or so commonplace witnesses so that they read:




  A policeman: ‘I found the body.’




  An inspector: ‘I read the label.’




  A doctor: ‘I pronounced him dead.’




  An only man with a slight squint and broken English: ‘This man Lipski, I known him, he were a goot man and make the business wit the head, ker-vick.’




  And the like.




  Manfred refused to plead ‘guilty’ or ‘not guilty’. He spoke only once during the police court proceedings, and then only when the formal question had been put to him.




  ‘I am prepared to abide by the result of my trial,’ he said clearly, ‘and it cannot matter much one way or the other whether I plead “guilty” or “not guilty”.’




  ‘I will enter your plea as “not guilty”,’ said the magistrate.




  Manfred bowed.




  ‘That is at your worship’s discretion,’ he said.




  On the seventh of June he was formally committed for trial. He had a short interview with Falmouth before he was removed from the police-court cells.




  Falmouth would have found it difficult to analyse his feelings towards this man. He scarcely knew himself whether he was glad or sorry that fate had thrown the redoubtable leader into his hands.




  His attitude to Manfred was that of a subordinate to a superior, and that attitude he would have found hardest to explain.




  When the cell door was opened to admit the detective, Manfred was reading. He rose with a cheery smile to greet his visitor.




  ‘Well, Mr. Falmouth,’ he said lightly, ‘we enter upon the second and more serious act of the drama.’




  ‘I don’t know whether I’m glad or sorry,’ said Falmouth bluntly.




  ‘You ought to be glad,’ said Manfred with his quizzical smile. ‘For you’ve vindicated—’




  ‘Yes, I know all about that,’ said Falmouth dryly, ‘but it’s the other pan I hate.’




  ‘You mean — ?’




  Manfred did not complete the question.




  ‘I do — it’s a hanging job, Mr. Manfred, and that is the hateful business after the wonderful work you’ve done for the country.’




  Manfred threw back his head, and laughed in unrestrained amusement.




  ‘Oh, it’s nothing to laugh about,’ said the plain-spoken detective, ‘you are against a bad proposition — the Home Secretary is a cousin of Ramon’s, and he hates the very name of the Four Just Men.’




  ‘Yet I may laugh,’ said Manfred calmly, ‘for I shall escape.’




  There was no boastfulness in the speech, but a quiet assurance that had the effect of nettling the other.




  ‘Oh, you will, will you?’ he said grimly. ‘Well, we shall see.’




  There was no escape for Manfred in the dozen yards or so between his cell door and the prison van. He was manacled to two warders, and a double line of policemen formed an avenue through which he was marched. Not from the van itself that moved in a solid phalanx of mounted men with drawn swords. Nor from the gloomy portals of Wandsworth Gaol where silent, uniformed men closed round him and took him to the triple-locked cell.




  Once in the night, as he slept, he was awakened by the sound of the changing guard, and this amused him.




  If one had the space to write, one could compile a whole book’ concerning Manfred’s life during the weeks he lay in gaol awaiting trial. He had his visitors. Unusual laxity was allowed in this respect. Falmouth hoped to find the other two men. He generously confessed his hope to Manfred.




  ‘You may make your mind easy on that point,’ said Manfred; ‘they will not come.’




  Falmouth believed him.




  ‘If you were an ordinary criminal, Mr. Manfred,’ he said smilingly, ‘I should hint the possibilities of King’s evidence, but I won’t insult you.’




  Manfred’s reply staggered him.




  ‘Of course not,’ he said with an air of innocence; ‘if they were arrested, who on earth would arrange my escape?’




  The Woman of Gratz did not come to see him, and he was glad.




  He had his daily visits from the governor, and found him charmingly agreeable. They talked of countries known to both, of people whom each knew equally well, and tacitly avoided forbidden subjects. Only —




  ‘I hear you are going to escape?’ said the governor, as he concluded one of these visits. He was a largely built man, sometime Major of Marine Artillery, and he took life seriously. Therefore he did not share Falmouth’s view of the projected escape as being an ill-timed jest.




  ‘Yes,’ replied Manfred.




  ‘From here?’




  Manfred shook his head solemnly.




  ‘The details have not yet been arranged,’ he said with admirable gravity. The governor frowned.




  ‘I don’t believe you’re trying to pull my leg — it’s too devilishly serious a matter to joke about — but it would be an awkward thing for me if you got away.’ He was of the prisoner’s own caste and he had supreme faith in the word of the man who discussed prison-breaking so lightheartedly.




  ‘That I realize,’ said Manfred with a little show of deference, ‘and I shall accordingly arrange my plans, so that the blame shall be equally distributed.’




  The governor, still frowning thoughtfully, left the cell. He came back in a few minutes.




  ‘By the way, Manfred,’ he said, ‘I forgot to tell you that you’ll get a visit from the chaplain. He’s a very decent young fellow, and I know I needn’t ask you to let him down lightly.’




  With this subtle assumption of mutual paganism, he left finally.




  ‘That is a worthy gentleman,’ thought Manfred.




  The chaplain was nervously anxious to secure an opening, and sought amidst the trivialities that led out of the conventional exchange of greetings a fissure for the insertion of a tactful inquiry.




  Manfred, seeing his embarrassment, gave him the chance, and listened respectfully while the young man talked, earnestly, sincerely, manfully.




  ‘N — no,’ said the prisoner after a while, ‘I don’t think, Mr. Summers, that you and I hold very different opinions, if they were all reduced to questions of faith and appreciation of God’s goodness — but I have got to a stage where I shrink from labelling my inmost beliefs with this or that creed, or circumscribing the boundless limits of my faith with words. I know you will forgive me and believe that I do not say this from any desire to hurt you, but I have reached, too, a phase of conviction where I am adamant to outside influence. For good or ill, I must stand by the conceptions that I have built out of my own life and its teachings.




  ‘There is another, and a more practical reason,’ he added, ‘why I should not do you or any other chaplain the disservice of taking up your time — I have no intention of dying.’




  With this, the young minister was forced to be content. He met Manfred frequently, talking of books and people and of strange religions.




  To the warders and those about him, Manfred was a source of constant wonder. He never wearied them with the recital of his coming attempt. Yet all that he said and did seemed founded on that one basic article of faith: I shall escape.




  The governor took every precaution to guard against rescue. He applied for and secured reinforcements of warders, and Manfred, one morning at exercise seeing strange faces amongst his guards, bantered him with over-nervousness.




  ‘Yes,’ said the Major, ‘I’ve doubled the staff. I’m taking you at your word, that is all — one must cling tight to the last lingering shreds of faith one has in mankind. You say that you’re going to escape, and I believe you.’ He thought a moment, ‘I’ve studied you,’ he added.




  ‘Indeed?’




  ‘Not here,’ said the governor, comprehending the prison in a sweep of his hand, ‘but outside — read about you and thought about you and a little dimly understood you — that makes me certain that you’ve got something at the back of your mind when you talk so easily of escape.’




  Manfred nodded. He nodded many times thoughtfully, and felt a new interest in the bluff, brusque man.




  ‘And whilst I’m doubling the guard and that sort of thing, I know in my heart that that “something” of yours isn’t “something” with dynamite in it, or “something” with brute force behind it, but it’s “something” that’s devilishly deep — that’s how I read it.’




  He jerked his head in farewell, and the cell door closed behind him with a great jangling and snapping of keys.




  He might have been tried at the sessions following his committal, but the Crown applied for a postponement, and being informed and asked whether he would care to raise any objection to that course, he replied that so far from objecting, he was grateful, because his arrangements were not yet completed, and when they asked him, knowing that he had refused solicitor and counsel, what arrangements he referred to, he smiled enigmatically and they knew he was thinking of this wonderful plan of escape. That such persistent assurances of delivery should eventually reach the public through the public press was only to be expected, and although ‘Manfred says he will escape from Wandsworth’ in the Megaphone headline, became ‘A prisoner’s strange statement’ in The Times, the substance of the story was the same, and you may be sure that it lost nothing in the telling. A Sunday journal, with a waning circulation, rallied on the discovery that Manfred was mad, and published a column-long account of this ‘poor lunatic gibbering of freedom.’




  Being allowed to read the newspapers, Manfred saw this, and it kept him amused for a whole day.




  The warders in personal attendance on him were changed daily, he never had the same custodian twice till the governor saw a flaw in the method that allowed a warder with whom he was only slightly acquainted, and of whose integrity he was ignorant, to come into close contact with his prisoner. Particularly did this danger threaten from the new officers who had been drafted to Wandsworth to reinforce the staff, and the governor went to the other extreme, and two trusted men, who had grown old in the service, were chosen for permanent watchdogs.




  ‘You won’t be able to have any more newspapers,’ said the governor one morning. ‘I’ve had orders from headquarters — there have been some suspicious-looking “agonies” in the Megaphone this last day or so.’




  ‘I did not insert them,’ said Manfred, smiling.




  ‘No — but you may have read them,’ said the governor drily.




  ‘So I might have,’ said the thoughtful Manfred.




  ‘Did you?’




  Manfred made no reply.




  ‘I suppose that isn’t a fair question,’ said the governor cheerfully; ‘anyhow, no more papers. You can have books — any books you wish within limits.’




  So Manfred was denied the pleasure of reading the little paragraphs that described the movements and doings of the fashionable world. Just then these interested him more than the rest of the newspaper put together. Such news as he secured was of a negative kind and through the governor. ‘Am I still mad?’ he asked. ‘No.’




  ‘Was I born in Brittany — the son of humble parents?’




  ‘No — there’s another theory now.’




  ‘Is my real name still supposed to be Isadore something-or-other?’




  ‘You are now a member of a noble family, disappointed at an early age by a reigning princess,’ said the governor impressively.




  ‘How romantic!’ said Manfred in hushed tones. The gravity of his years, that was beyond his years, fell away from him in that time of waiting. He became almost boyish again. He had a never-ending fund of humour that turned even the tremendous issues of his trial into subject-matter of amusement.




  Armed with the authority of the Home Secretary came Luigi Fressini, the youthful director of the Anthropological Institute of Rome.




  Manfred agreed to see him and made him as welcome as the circumstances permitted. Fressini was a little impressed with his own importance, and had the professional manner strongly developed. He had a perky way of dropping his head on one side when he made observations, and reminded Manfred of a horse-dealer blessed with a little knowledge, but anxious to discover at all hazards the ‘points’ that fitted in with his preconceived theories. ‘I would like to measure your head,’ he said.




  ‘I’m afraid I cannot oblige you,’ said Manfred coolly; ‘partly because I object to the annoyance of it, and partly because head-measuring in anthropology is as much out of date as bloodletting in surgery.’




  The director was on his dignity.




  ‘I’m afraid I cannot take lessons in the science—’ he began.




  ‘Oh, yes, you can,’ said Manfred, ‘and you’d be a greater man if you did. As it is Antonio de Costa and Felix Hedeman are both beating you on your own ground — that monograph of yours on ‘Cerebral Dynamics’ was awful nonsense.’




  Whereupon Fressini went very red and spluttered and left the cell, afterwards in his indiscretion granting an interview to an evening newspaper, in the course of which he described Manfred as a typical homicide with those peculiarities of parietal development, that are invariably associated with coldblooded murderers. For publishing what constituted a gross contempt of court, the newspaper was heavily fined, and at the instance of the British Government, Fressini was reprimanded, and eventually superseded by that very De Costa of whom Manfred spoke.




  All these happenings formed the comedy of the long wait, and as to the tragedy, there was none.




  A week before the trial Manfred, in the course of conversation, expressed a desire for a further supply of books.




  ‘What do you want?’ asked the governor, and prepared to take a note.




  ‘Oh, anything,’ said Manfred lazily—’travel, biography, science, sport — anything new that’s going.’




  ‘I’ll get you a list,’ said the governor, who was not a booky man. ‘The only travel books I know are those two new things, Three Months in Morocco and Through the Ituri Forest. One of them’s by a new man, Theodore Max — do you know him?’




  Manfred shook his head.




  ‘But I’ll try them,’ he said.




  ‘Isn’t it about time you started to prepare your defence?’ the governor asked gruffly.




  ‘I have ho defence to offer,’ said Manfred, ‘therefore no defence to prepare.’




  The governor seemed vexed.




  ‘Isn’t life sufficiently sweet to you — to urge you to make an effort to save it?’ he asked roughly, ‘or are you going to give it up without a struggle?’




  ‘I shall escape,’ said Manfred again; ‘aren’t you tired of hearing me tell you why I make no effort to save myself?’




  ‘When the newspapers start the “mad” theory again,’ said the exasperated prison official, ‘I shall feel most inclined to break the regulations and write a letter in support of the speculation.’




  ‘Do,’ said Manfred cheerfully, ‘and tell them that I run round my cell on all fours biting visitors’ legs.’




  The next day the books arrived. The mysteries of the Ituri Forest remained mysteries, but Three Months in Morocco (big print, wide margins, 12s. 6d.) he read with avidity from cover to cover, notwithstanding the fact that the reviewers to a man condemned it as being the dullest book of the season. Which was an unkindly reflection upon the literary merits of its author, Leon Gonsalez, who had worked early and late to prepare the book for the press, writing far into the night, whilst Poiccart, sitting at the other side of the table, corrected the damp proofs as they came from the printer.
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  In the handsomely furnished sittingroom of a West Kensington flat, Gonsalez and Poiccart sat over their post-prandial cigars, each busy with his own thoughts. Poiccart tossed his cigar into the fireplace and pulled out his polished briar and slowly charged it from a gigantic pouch. Leon watched him under half-closed lids, piecing together the scraps of information he had collected from his persistent observation.




  ‘You are getting sentimental, my friend,’ he said.




  Poiccart looked up inquiringly.




  ‘You were smoking one of George’s cigars without realizing it. Halfway through the smoke you noticed the band had not been removed, so you go to tear it off. By the band you are informed that it is one of George’s favourite cigars, and that starts a train of thought that makes the cigar distasteful to you, and you toss it away.’




  Poiccart lit his pipe before replying.




  ‘Spoken like a cheap little magazine detective,’ he said frankly. ‘If you would know I was aware that it was George’s, and from excess of loyalty I was trying to smoke it; halfway through I reluctantly concluded that friendship had its limits; it is you who are sentimental.’




  Gonsalez closed his eyes and smiled. ‘There’s another review of your book in the Evening Mirror tonight,’ Poiccart went on maliciously; ‘have you seen it?’




  The recumbent figure shook its head.




  ‘It says,’ the merciless Poiccart continued, ‘that an author who can make Morocco as dull as you have done, would make—’




  ‘Spare me,’ murmured Gonsalez half asleep.




  They sat for ten minutes, the tick-tick of the little clock on the mantelpiece and the regular puffs from Poiccart’s pipe breaking the silence.




  ‘It would seem to me,’ said Gonsalez, speaking with closed eyes, ‘that George is in the position of a master who has set his two pupils a difficult problem to solve, quite confident that, difficult as it is, they will surmount all obstacles and supply the solution.’




  ‘I thought you were asleep,’ said Poiccart.




  ‘I was never more awake,’ said Gonsalez calmly. ‘I am only marshalling details. Do you know Mr. Peter Sweeney?’




  ‘No,’ said Poiccart.




  ‘He’s a member of the Borough Council of Chelmsford. A great and a good man.’




  Poiccart made no response.




  ‘He is also the head and front of the ‘Rational Faith’ movement, of which you may have heard.’




  ‘I haven’t,’ admitted Poiccart, stolid but interested.




  ‘The “Rational Faithers”,’ Gonsalez explained sleepily, ‘are an off shoot of the New Unitarians, and the New Unitarians are a hotchpotch people with grievances.’




  Poiccart yawned.




  ‘The “Rational Faithers”,’ Gonsalez went on, ‘have a mission in life, they have also a brass band, and a collection of drivelling songs, composed, printed and gratuitously distributed by Mr. Peter Sweeney, who is a man of substance.’




  He was silent after this for quite a minute.




  ‘A mission in life, and a nice loud brassy band — the members of which are paid monthly salaries — by Peter.’




  Poiccart turned his head and regarded his friend curiously.




  ‘What is all this about?’ he asked.




  ‘The “Rational Faithers”,’ the monotonous Gonsalez continued, ‘are the sort of people who for all time have been in the eternal minority. They are against things, against public-houses, against music-halls, against meat eating, and vaccination — and capital punishment,’ he repeated softly.




  Poiccart waited.




  Years ago they were regarded as a nuisance — rowdies broke up their meetings; the police prosecuted them for obstruction, and some of them were sent to prison and came out again, being presented with newly furbished haloes at meat breakfasts — Peter presiding.




  ‘Now they have lived down their persecutions — martyrdom is not to be so cheaply bought — they are an institution like the mechanical spinning jenny and fashionable socialism — which proves that if you go on doing things often enough and persistently, saying with a loud voice,”’pro bono publico’”, people will take you at your own valuation, and will tolerate you.’




  Poiccart was listening intently now.




  ‘These people demonstrate — Peter is really well off, with heaps of slum property, and he has lured other wealthy ladies and gentlemen into the movement. They demonstrate on all occasions. They have chants — Peter calls them “chants”, and it is a nice distinction, stamping them as it does with the stamp of semi-secularity — for these festive moments, chants for the confusion of vaccinators, and eaters of beasts, and such. But of all their “Services of Protest” none is more thorough, more beautifully complete, than that which is specially arranged to express their horror and abhorrence of capital punishment.’




  His pause was so long that Poiccart interjected an impatient —




  ‘Well?’




  ‘I was trying to think of the chant,’ said Leon thoughtfully. ‘If I remember right one verse goes —




  Come fight the gallant fight,




  This horror to undo;




  Two blacks will never make a white,




  Nor legal murder too.




  ‘The last line,’ said Gonsalez tolerantly, ‘is a trifle vague, but it conveys with delicate suggestion the underlying moral of the poem. There is another verse which has for the moment eluded me, but perhaps I shall think of it later.’




  He sat up suddenly and leant over, dropping his hand on Poiccart’s arm.




  ‘When we were talking of — our plan the other day you spoke of our greatest danger, the one thing we could not avoid. Does it not seem to you that the “Rational Faithers” offer a solution with their querulous campaigns, their demonstrations, their brassy brass band, and their preposterous chants?’




  Poiccart pulled steadily at his pipe.




  ‘You’re a wonderful man, Leon,’ he said.




  Leon walked over to the cupboard, unlocked it, and drew out a big portfolio such as artists use to carry their drawings in. He untied the strings and turned over the loose pages. It was a collection that had cost the Four Just Men much time and a great deal of money.




  ‘What are you going to do?’ asked Poiccart, as the other, slipping off his coat and fixing his pince-nez, sat down before a big plan he had extracted from the portfolio. Leon took up a fine drawing-pen from the table, examined the nib with the eye of a skilled craftsman, and carefully uncorked a bottle of architect’s ink.




  ‘Have you ever felt a desire to draw imaginary islands?’ he asked, ‘naming your own bays, christening your capes, creating towns with a scratch of your pen, and raising up great mountains with herringbone “strokes? Because I’m going to do something like that — I feel in that mood which in little boys is eloquently described as “trying”, and I have the inclination to annoy Scotland Yard.’




  It was the day before the trial that Falmouth made the discovery. To be exact it was made for him. The keeper of a Gower Street boarding house reported that two mysterious men had engaged rooms. They came late at night with one portmanteau bearing divers foreign labels; they studiously kept their faces in the shadow, and the beard of one was obviously false. In addition to which they paid for their lodgings in advance, and that was the most damning circumstance of all. Imagine mine host, showing them to their rooms, palpitating with his tremendous suspicion, calling to the full upon his powers of simulation, ostentatiously nonchalant, and impatient to convey the news to the police-station round the corner. For one called the other Leon, and they spoke despairingly in stage whispers of ‘poor Manfred’.




  They went out together, saying they would return soon after midnight, ordering a fire for their bedroom, for the night was wet and chilly.




  Half an hour later the full story was being told to Falmouth over the telephone.




  ‘It’s too good to be true,’ was his comment, but gave orders. The hotel was well surrounded by midnight, but so skilfully that the casual passerby would never have suspected it. At three in the morning, Falmouth decided that the men had been warned, and broke open their doors to search the rooms. The portmanteau was their sole find. A few articles of clothing, bearing the ‘tab’ of a Parisian tailor, was all they found till Falmouth, examining the bottom of the portmanteau, found that it was false.




  ‘Hullo!’ he said, and in the light of his discovery the exclamation was modest in its strength, for, neatly folded, and cunningly hidden, he came upon the plans. He gave them a rapid survey and whistled. Then he folded them up and put them carefully in his pocket.




  ‘Keep the house under observation,’ he ordered. ‘I don’t expect they’ll return, but if they do, take ‘em.’




  Then he flew through the deserted streets as fast as a motorcar could carry him, and woke the chief commissioner from a sound sleep.




  ‘What is it?’ he asked as he led the detective to his study.




  Falmouth showed him the plans.




  The commissioner raised his eyebrows, and whistled.




  ‘That’s what I said,’ confessed Falmouth.




  The chief spread the plans upon the big table.




  ‘Wandsworth, Pentonville and Reading,’ said the commissioner, ‘Plans, and remarkably good plans, of all three prisons.’




  Falmouth indicated the writing in the cramped hand and the carefully ruled lines that had been drawn in red ink.




  ‘Yes, I see them,’ said the commissioner, and read ‘“Wall 3 feet thick — dynamite here, warder on duty here — can be shot from wall, distance to entrance to prison hall 25 feet; condemned cell here, walls 3 feet, one window, barred 10 feet 3 inches from ground”.’




  ‘They’ve got the thing down very fine — what is this — Wandsworth?’




  ‘It’s the same with the others, sir,’ said Falmouth. ‘They’ve got distances, heights and posts worked out; they must have taken years to get this information.’




  ‘One thing is evident,’ said the commissioner; ‘they’ll do nothing until after the trial — all these plans have been drawn with the condemned cell as the point of objective.’




  Next morning Manfred received a visit from Falmouth.




  ‘I have to tell you, Mr. Manfred,’ he said, ‘that we have in our possession full details of your contemplated rescue.’




  Manfred looked puzzled.




  ‘Last night your two friends escaped by the skin of their teeth, leaving behind them elaborate plans—’




  ‘In writing?’ asked Manfred, with his quick smile.




  ‘In writing,’ said Falmouth solemnly. ‘I think it is my duty to tell you this, because it seems that you are building too much upon what is practically an impossibility, an escape from gaol.’




  ‘Yes,’ answered Manfred absently, ‘perhaps so — in writing I think you said.’




  ‘Yes, the whole thing was worked out’ — he thought he had said quite enough, and turned the subject. ‘Don’t you think you ought to change your mind and retain a lawyer?’




  ‘I think you’re right,’ said Manfred slowly. ‘Will you arrange for a member of some respectable firm of solicitors to see me?’




  ‘Certainly,’ said Falmouth, ‘though you’ve left your defence—’




  ‘Oh, it isn’t my defence,’ said Manfred cheerfully; ‘only I think I ought to make a will.’
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  They were privileged people who gained admission to the Old Bailey, people with tickets from sheriffs, reporters, great actors, and very successful authors. The early editions of the evening newspapers announced the arrival of these latter spectators. The crowd outside the court contented themselves with discussing the past and the probable future of the prisoner.




  The Megaphone had scored heavily again, for it published in extenso the particulars of the prisoner’s will. It referred to this in its editorial columns variously as ‘An Astounding Document’ and ‘An Extraordinary Fragment’. It was remarkable alike for the amount bequeathed, and for the generosity of its legacies.




  Nearly half a million was the sum disposed of, and of this the astonishing sum of £60,000 was bequeathed to ‘the sect known as the “Rational Faithers” for the furtherance of their campaign against capital punishment’, a staggering legacy remembering that the Four Just Men knew only one punishment for the people who came under its ban.




  ‘You want this kept quiet, of course,’ said the lawyer when the will had been attested.




  ‘Not a bit,’ said Manfred; ‘in fact I think you had better hand a copy to the Megaphone.’




  ‘Are you serious?’ asked the dumbfounded lawyer.




  ‘Perfectly so,’ said the other. ‘Who knows,’ he smiled, ‘it might influence public opinion in — er — my favour.’




  So the famous will became public property, and when Manfred, climbing the narrow wooden stairs that led to the dock of the Old Bailey, came before the crowded court, it was this latest freak of his that the humming court discussed.




  ‘Silence!’




  He looked round the big dock curiously, and when a warder pointed out the seat, he nodded, and sat down. He got up when the indictment was read.




  ‘Are you guilty or not guilty?’ he was asked, and replied briefly:




  ‘I enter no plea.’




  He was interested in the procedure. The scarlet-robed judge with his old, wise face and his quaint, detached air interested him mostly. The businesslike sheriffs in furs, the clergyman who sat with crossed legs, the triple row of wigged barristers, the slaving bench of reporters with their fierce whispers of instructions as they passed their copy to the waiting boys, and the strong force of police that held the court: they had all a special interest for him.




  The leader for the Crown was a little man with a keen, strong face and a convincing dramatic delivery. He seemed to be possessed all the time with a desire to deal fairly with the issues, fairly to the Crown and fairly to the prisoner. He was not prepared, he said, to labour certain points which had been brought forward at the police-court inquiry, or to urge the jury that the accused man was wholly without redeeming qualities.




  He would not even say that the man who had been killed, and with whose killing Manfred was charged, was a worthy or a desirable citizen of the country. Witnesses who had come forward to attest their knowledge of the deceased, were ominously silent on the point of his moral character. He was quite prepared to accept the statement he was a bad man, an evil influence on his associates, a corrupting influence on the young women whom he employed, a breaker of laws, a blackguard, a debauchee.




  ‘But, gentlemen of the jury,’ said the counsel impressively, ‘a civilized community such as ours has accepted a system — intricate and imperfect though it may be — by which the wicked and the evil-minded are punished. Generation upon generation of wise lawgivers have moulded and amended a scale of punishment to meet every known delinquency. It has established its system laboriously, making great national sacrifices for the principles that system involved. It has wrested with its life-blood the charters of a great liberty — the liberty of a law administered by its chosen officers and applied in the spirit of untainted equity.’




  So he went on to speak of the Four Just Men who had founded a machinery for punishment, who had gone outside and had overridden the law; who had condemned and executed their judgment independent and in defiance of the established code.




  ‘Again I say, that I will not commit myself to the statement that they punished unreasonably: that with the evidence against their victims, such as they possessed, the law officers of the Crown would have hesitated at initiating a prosecution. If it had pleased them to have taken an abstract view of this or that offence, and they had said this or that man is deserving of punishment, we, the representatives of the established law, could not have questioned for one moment the justice of their reasoning. But we have come into conflict on the question of the adequacy of punishment, and upon the more serious question of the right of the individual to inflict that punishment, which results in the appearance of this man in the dock on a charge of murder.’




  Throughout the opening speech, Manfred leant forward, following the counsel’s words.




  Once or twice he nodded, as though he were in agreement with the speaker, and never once did he show sign of dissent.




  The witnesses came in procession. The constable again, and the doctor, and the voluble man with the squint. As he finished with each, the counsel asked whether he had any question to put, but Manfred shook his head.




  ‘Have you ever seen the accused before?’ the judge asked the last witness.




  ‘No, sar, I haf not,’ said the witness emphatically, ‘I haf not’ing to say against him.’




  As he left the witnessbox, he said audibly:




  ‘There are anoder three yet — I haf no desire to die,’ and amidst the laughter that followed this exhibition of caution, Manfred recalled him sharply.




  ‘If you have no objection, my lord?’ he said.




  ‘None whatever,’ replied the judge courteously.




  ‘You have mentioned something about another three,’ he said. ‘Do you suggest that they have threatened you?’




  ‘No, sar — no!’ said the eager little man.




  ‘I cannot examine counsel,’ said Manfred, smiling; ‘but I put it to him, that there has been no suggestion of intimidation of witnesses in this case.’




  ‘None whatever,’ counsel hastened to say; ‘it is due to you to make that statement.’




  ‘Against this man’ — the prisoner pointed to the witnessbox—’we have nothing that would justify our action. He is a saccharine smuggler, and a dealer in stolen property — but the law will take care of him.’




  ‘It’s a lie,’ said the little man in the box, white and shaking; ‘it is libellous!’




  Manfred smiled again and dismissed him with a wave of his hand.




  The judge might have reproved the prisoner for his irrelevant accusation, but allowed the incident to pass.




  The case for the prosecution was drawing to a close when an official of the court came to the judge’s side and, bending down, began a whispered conversation with him.




  As the final witness withdrew, the judge announced an adjournment and the prosecuting counsel was summoned to his lordship’s private room.




  In the cells beneath the court, Manfred received a hint at what was coming and looked grave.




  After the interval, the judge, on taking his seat, addressed the jury:




  ‘In a case presenting the unusual features that characterize this,’ he said, ‘it is to be expected that there will occur incidents of an almost unprecedented nature. The circumstances under which evidence will be given now, are, however, not entirely without precedent.’ He opened a thick law book before him at a place marked by a slip of paper. ‘Here in the Queen against Forsythe, and earlier, the Queen against Berander, and earlier still and quoted in all these rulings, the King against Sir Thomas Mandory, we have parallel cases.’ He closed the book.




  ‘Although the accused has given no intimation of his desire to call witnesses on his behalf, a gentleman has volunteered his evidence. He desires that his name shall be withheld, and there are peculiar circumstances that compel me to grant his request. You may be assured, gentlemen of the jury, that I am satisfied both as to the identity of the witness, and that he is in every way worthy of credence.’




  He nodded a signal to an officer, and through the judge’s door to the witness box there walked a young man. He was dressed in a tightly fitting frock coat, and across the upper part of his face was a half mask.




  He leant lightly over the rail, looking at Manfred with a little smile on his clean-cut mouth, and Manfred’s eyes challenged him.




  ‘You come to speak on behalf of the accused?’ asked the judge.




  ‘Yes, my lord.’




  It was the next question that sent a gasp of surprise through the crowded court.




  ‘You claim equal responsibility for his actions?’




  ‘Yes, my lord!’




  ‘You are, in fact, a member of the organization known as the Four Just Men?’




  ‘I am.’




  He spoke calmly, and the thrill that the confession produced, left him unmoved.




  ‘You claim, too,’ said the judge, consulting a paper before him, ‘to have participated in their councils?’




  ‘I claim that.’




  There were long pauses between the questions, for the judge was checking the replies and counsel was writing busily.




  ‘And you say you are in accord both with their objects and their methods?’




  ‘Absolutely.’




  ‘You have helped carry out their judgment?’




  ‘I have.’




  ‘And have given it the seal of your approval?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And you state that their judgments were animated with a high sense of their duty and responsibility to mankind?’




  ‘Those were my words.’




  ‘And that the men they killed were worthy of death?’




  ‘Of that I am satisfied.’




  ‘You state this as a result of your personal knowledge and investigation?’




  ‘I state this from personal knowledge in two instances, and from the investigations of myself and the independent testimony of high legal authority.’




  ‘Which brings me to my next question,’ said the judge. ‘Did you ever appoint a commission to investigate all the circumstances of the known cases in which the Four Just Men have been implicated?’




  ‘I did.’




  ‘Was it composed of a Chief Justice of a certain European State, and four eminent criminal lawyers?’




  ‘It was.’




  ‘And what you have said is the substance of the finding of that Commission?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The Judge nodded gravely and the public prosecutor rose to cross-examination.




  ‘Before I ask you any question,’ he said, ‘I can only express myself as being in complete agreement with his lordship on the policy of allowing your identity to remain hidden.’ The young man bowed.




  ‘Now,’ said the counsel, ‘let me ask you this. How long have you been in association with the Four Just Men?’




  ‘Six months,’ said the other.




  ‘So that really you are not in a position to give evidence regarding the merits of this case — which is five years old, remember.’




  ‘Save from the evidence of the Commission.’




  ‘Let me ask you this — but I must tell you that you need not answer unless you wish — are you satisfied that the Four Just Men were responsible for that tragedy?’




  ‘I do not doubt it,’ said the young man instantly. ‘Would anything make you doubt it?’




  ‘Yes,’ said the witness smiling, ‘if Manfred denied it, I should not only doubt it, but be firmly assured of his innocence.’




  ‘You say you approve both of their methods and their objects?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Let us suppose you were the head of a great business firm controlling a thousand workmen, with rules and regulations for their guidance and a scale of fines and punishments for the preservation of discipline. And suppose you found one of those workmen had set himself up as an arbiter of conduct, and had superimposed upon your rules a code of his own.’




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Well, what would be your attitude toward that man?’




  ‘If the rules he initiated were wise and needful I would incorporate them in my code.’




  ‘Let me put another case. Suppose you governed a territory, administering the laws—’




  ‘I know what you are going to say,’ interrupted the witness, ‘and my answer is that the laws of a country are as so many closely-set palings erected for the benefit of the community. Yet try as you will, the interstices exist, and some men will go and come at their pleasure, squeezing through this fissure, or walking boldly through that gap.’




  ‘And you would welcome an unofficial form of justice that acted as a kind of moral stopgap?’




  ‘I would welcome clean justice.’




  ‘If it were put to you as an abstract proposition, would you accept it?’




  The young man paused before he replied.




  ‘It is difficult to accommodate one’s mind to the abstract, with such tangible evidence of the efficacy of the Four Just Men’s system before one’s eyes,’ he said.




  ‘Perhaps it is,’ said the counsel, and signified that he had finished.




  The witness hesitated before leaving the box, looking at the prisoner, but Manfred shook his head smilingly, and the straight slim figure of the young man passed out of court by the way he had come.




  The unrestrained buzz of conversation that followed his departure was allowed to go unchecked as judge and counsel consulted earnestly across the bench.




  Garrett, down amongst the journalists, put into words the vague thought that had been present in every mind in court.




  ‘Do you notice, Jimmy,’ he said to James Sinclair of the Review, ‘how blessed unreal this trial is? Don’t you miss the very essence of a murder trial, the mournfulness of it and the horror of it? Here’s a feller been killed and not once has the prosecution talked about “this poor man struck down in the prime of life” or said anything that made you look at the prisoner to see how he takes it. It’s a philosophical discussion with a hanging at the end of it.’




  ‘Sure,’ said Jimmy.




  ‘Because,’ said Garrett, ‘if they find him guilty, he’s got to die. There’s no doubt about that; if they don’t hang him, crack! goes the British Constitution, the Magna Charta, the Diet of Worms, and a few other things that Bill Seddon was gassing about.’




  His irreverent reference was to the prosecutor’s opening speech. Now Sir William Seddon was on his feet again, beginning his closing address to the jury. He applied himself to the evidence that had been given, to the prisoner’s refusal to call that evidence into question, and conventionally traced step by step the points that told against the man in the dock. He touched on the appearance of the masked figure in the witnessbox. For what it was worth it deserved their consideration, but it did not affect the issue before the court. The jury were there to formulate a verdict in accordance with the law as it existed, not as if it did not exist at all, to apply the law, not to create it — that was their duty. The prisoner would be offered an opportunity to speak in his own defence. Counsel for the Crown had waived his right to make the final address. They would, if he spoke, listen attentively to the prisoner, giving him the benefit of any doubt that might be present in their minds. But he could not see, he could not conceivably imagine, how the jury could return any but one verdict.




  It seemed for a while that Manfred did not intend availing himself of the opportunity, for he made no sign, then he rose to his feet, and, resting his hands on the inkstand ledge before him:




  ‘My lord,’ he said, and turned apologetically to the jury, ‘and gentlemen.’




  The court was so still that he could hear the scratchings of the reporters’ pens, and unexpected noises came from the street outside.




  ‘I doubt either the wisdom or the value of speaking,’ he said, ‘not that I suggest that you have settled in your minds the question of my guilt without very excellent and convincing reasons.




  ‘I am under an obligation to Counsel for the Treasury,’ he bowed to the watchful prosecutor, ‘because he spared me those banalities of speech which I feared would mar this trial. He did not attempt to whitewash the man we killed, or to exonerate him from his gross and sordid crimes. Rather, he made plain the exact position of the law in relation to myself, and with all he said I am in complete agreement. The inequalities of the law are notorious, and I recognize the impossibility, as society is constituted, of amending the law so that crimes such as we have dealt with shall be punished as they deserve. I do not rail against the fate that sent me here. When I undertook my mission, I undertook it with my eyes open, for I, too,’ he smiled at the upturned faces at the counsels’ bench, ‘I too am learned in the law — and other things.’




  ‘There are those who imagine that I am consumed with a burning desire to alter the laws of this country; that is not so. Set canons, inflexible in their construction, cannot be adapted according to the merits of a case, and particularly is this so when the very question of “merit” is a contentious point. The laws of England are good laws, wise and just and equitable. What other commendation is necessary than this one fact, that I recognize that my life is forfeit by those laws, and assent to the justice which condemns me’?




  ‘None the less, when I am free again,’ he went on easily, ‘I shall continue to merit your judgment because there is that within me, which shows clearly which way my path lies, and how best I may serve humanity. If you say that to choose a victim here and a victim there for condemnation, touching only the veriest fringe of the world of rascaldom, I am myself unjust — since I leave the many and punish the few — I answer that for every man we slew, a hundred turned at the terror of our name and walked straightly; that the example of one death saved thousands. And if you should seriously ask: Have you helped reform mankind, I answer as seriously — Yes.’




  He talked all this time to the judge.




  ‘It would be madness to expect a civilized country to revert to the barbarism of an age in which death was the penalty for every other crime, and I will not insult your intelligence by denying that such a return to the bad days was ever suggested by me. But there has come into existence a spurious form of humanitarianism, the exponents of which have, it would appear, lost their sense of proportion, and have promoted the Fear of Pain to a religion; who have forgotten that the Age of Reason is not yet, and that men who are animal in all but human semblance share the animal’s obedience to corrective discipline, share too his blind fear of death — and are amenable to methods that threaten his comfort or his life.’




  He flung out his hand toward the judge.




  ‘You, my lord,’ he cried, ‘can you order the flogging of a brute who has half killed one of his fellows, without incurring the bleating wrath of men and women, who put everything before physical pain — honour, patriotism, justice? Can you sentence a man to death for a cruel murder without a thousand shrieking products of our time rushing hither and thither like ants, striving to secure his release? Without a chorus of pity — that was unexcited by the mangled victim of his ferocity? “Killing, deliberate, wolfish killing by man”, say they in effect, “is the act of God; but the legal punishment of death, is murder.” That is why I expect no sympathy for the methods the Four Just Men adopted. We represented a law — we executed expeditiously. We murdered if you like. In the spirit and the letter of the laws of England, we did murder. I acknowledge the justice of my condemnation. I do not desire to extenuate the circumstances of my crime. Yet none the less the act I cannot justify to your satisfaction I justify to my own.’




  He sat down.




  A barrister, leaning over the public prosecutor’s back, asked:




  ‘What do you think of that?’




  Sir William shook his head.




  ‘Bewildering,’ he said in despair.




  The judge’s summing up was one of the briefest on record.




  The jury had to satisfy their minds that the prisoner committed the crime with which he was charged, and must not trouble themselves with any other aspect of the case but that part plainly before them. Was the man in the dock responsible for the killing of Lipski?




  Without leaving the box, the jury returned its verdict.




  ‘Guilty!’




  Those used to such scenes noticed that the judge in passing sentence of death omitted the striking and sombre words that usually accompany the last sentence of the law, and that he spoke, too, without emotion.




  ‘Either he’s going to get a reprieve or else the judge is certain he’ll escape,’ said Garrett, ‘and the last explanation seems ridiculous.’




  ‘By the way,’ said his companion as they passed slowly with the crowd into the roadway, ‘who was that swell that came late and sat on the bench?’




  ‘That was his Highness the Prince of the Escorial,’ said Charles, ‘he’s in London just now on his honeymoon.’




  ‘I know all about that,’ said Jimmy, ‘but I heard him speaking to the sheriff just before we came out, and it struck me that I’d heard his voice before.’




  ‘It seemed so to me,’ said the discreet Charles — so discreet indeed that he never even suggested to his editor that the mysterious mask who gave evidence on behalf of George Manfred was none other than his Royal Highness.
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  They took Manfred back to Wandsworth Gaol on the night of the trial. The governor, standing in the gloomy courtyard as the van drove in with its clanking escort, received him gravely.




  ‘Is there anything you want?’ he asked when he visited the cell that night.




  ‘A cigar,’ said Manfred, and the governor handed him the case. Manfred selected with care, the prison-master watching him wonderingly.




  ‘You’re an extraordinary man,’ he said.




  ‘And I need to be,’ was the reply, ‘for I have before me an ordeal which is only relieved of its gruesomeness by its uniqueness.’




  ‘There will be a petition for reprieve, of course,’ said the governor.




  ‘Oh, I’ve killed that,’ laughed Manfred, ‘killed it with icy blast of satire — although I trust I haven’t discouraged the “Rational Faithers” for whom I have made such handsome posthumous provision.’




  ‘You are an extraordinary man,’ mused the governor again. ‘By the way, Manfred, what part does the lady play in your escape?’




  ‘The lady?’ Manfred was genuinely astonished. ‘Yes, the woman who haunts the outside of this prison; a lady in black, and my chief warder tells me singularly beautiful.’




  ‘Ah, the woman,’ said Manfred, and his face clouded. ‘I had hoped she had gone.’




  He sat thinking.




  ‘If she is a friend of yours, an interview would not be difficult to obtain,’ said the governor.




  ‘No, no, no,’ said Manfred hastily, ‘there must be no interview — at any rate here.’




  The governor thought that the interview ‘here’ was very unlikely, for the Government had plans for the disposal of their prisoner, which he did not feel his duty to the State allowed him to communicate. He need not, had he known, have made a mystery of the scheme.




  Manfred kicked off the clumsy shoes the prison authorities had provided him with — he had changed into convict dress on his return to the gaol — and laid himself down dressed as he was, pulling a blanket over him.




  One of the watching warders suggested curtly that he should undress.




  ‘It is hardly worth while,’ he said, ‘for so brief a time.’




  They thought he was referring again to the escape, and marvelled a little at his madness. Three hours later when the governor came to the cell, they were dumbfounded at his knowledge.




  ‘Sorry to disturb you,’ said the Major, ‘but you’re to be transferred to another prison — why, you aren’t undressed!’




  ‘No,’ said Manfred, lazily kicking off the cover, ‘but I thought the transfer would be earlier.’




  ‘How did you know?’




  ‘About the transfer — oh, a little bird told me,’ said the prisoner, stretching himself. ‘Where is it to be — Pentonville?’




  The governor looked at him a little strangely.




  ‘No,’ he said.




  ‘Reading?’




  ‘No,’ said the governor shortly.




  Manfred frowned.




  ‘Wherever it is, I’m ready,’ he said.




  He nodded to the attendant warder as he left and took an informal but cheery farewell of the governor on the deserted railway station where a solitary engine with brake van attached stood waiting.




  ‘A special, I perceive,’ he said.




  ‘Goodbye, Manfred,’ said the governor and offered his hand.




  Manfred did not take it — and the Major flushed in the dark.




  ‘I cannot take your hand,’ said Manfred, ‘for two reasons. The first is that your excellent chief warder has handcuffed me, behind—’




  ‘Never mind about the other reason,’ said the governor with a little laugh, and then as he squeezed the prisoner’s arm he added, ‘I don’t wish the other man any harm, but if by chance that wonderful escape of yours materializes, I know a respected officer in the Prison Service who will not be heartbroken.’




  Manfred nodded, and as he stepped into the train he said:




  ‘That lady — if you see her, tell her I am gone.’




  ‘I will — but I’m afraid I may not tell her where.’




  ‘That is at your discretion,’ said Manfred as the train moved off. The warders drew down the blinds, and Manfred composed himself to sleep.




  He woke with the chief warder’s hand on his arm and stepped out on to the platform as the day was breaking. His quick eye searched the advertisement boards on the station. He would have done this ordinarily, because they would tell him where he was, supposing for some reason the authorities had wished to keep his destination a secret from him. But he had a particular interest in advertising just then. The station was smothered with the bills of a travelling cheap jack — an unusual class of advertisement for the austere notice boards of a railway station. Huge flaming posters that said ‘Everything is Right’, and in smaller type underneath ‘Up to-date’. Little bills that said, ‘Write to your cousin in London…and tell her that Gipsy Jack’s bargain,’ etc. ‘Go by the book!’ said another. Marching down the stairs he observed opposite the station yet further evidence of this extravagant cheap jack’s caprice, for there were big illuminated signs in evidence, all to the same effect. In the shuttered darkness of the cab, Manfred smiled broadly. There was really no limit to the ingenuity of Leon Gonsalez. Next morning when the governor of Chelmsford Gaol visited him, Manfred expressed his intention of writing a letter to his cousin — in London.




  ‘Did you see him?’ asked Poiccart.




  ‘Just a glimpse,’ said Leon. He walked over to the window of the room and looked out. Right in front of him rose the grim facade of the gaol. He walked back to the table and poured himself out a cup of tea. It was not yet six o’clock, but he had been up the greater part of the night.




  ‘The Home Secretary,’ he said between gasps as he drank the scalding hot liquid, ‘is indiscreet in his correspondence and is generally a most careless man.’ It was apropos of Manfred’s coming.




  ‘I have made two visits to the right honourable gentleman’s house in this past fortnight, and I am bursting with startling intelligence. Do you know that Willington, the President of the Board of Trade, has had an “affair”, and that a junior Lord of the Admiralty drinks like a sponge, and the Chancellor hates the War Secretary, who will talk all the time, and—’




  ‘Keeps a diary?’ asked Poiccart, and the other nodded.




  ‘A diary full of thousands of pounds’ worth of gossip, locked with a sixpenny-ha’penny lock. His house is fitted with the Magno-Sellie system of burglar alarms, and he keeps three servants.’




  ‘You are almost encyclopedic,’ said Poiccart.




  ‘My dear Poiccart,’ said Leon resentfully, ‘you have got a trick of accepting the most wonderful information from me without paying me the due of adopting the following flattering attitudes: primary, incredulous surprise; secondary, ecstatic wonder; tertiary, admiration blended with awe.’




  Poiccart laughed outright: an unusual circumstance.




  ‘I have ceased to wonder at your cleverness, illustrious,’ he said, speaking in Spanish, the language these two men invariably used when alone.




  ‘All these things are beyond me,’ Poiccart went on, ‘yet no man can say for all my slow brain that I am a sluggard in action.’




  Leon smiled.




  The work of the last few weeks had fallen heavily on them both. It was no light task, the preparation of Three Months in Morocco. The first word of every seventh paragraph formed the message that he had to convey to Manfred — and it was a long message. There was the task of printing it, arranging the immediate publication, the placing of the book in the list, and generally thrusting it under the noses of an unappreciative public. As sailors store lifebelts for possible contingencies, so, in every country had the Four Just Men stored the equipment of rescue against their need. Poiccart, paying many flying visits to the Midlands, brought back with him from time to time strange parts of machinery. The lighter he carried with his luggage, the heavier parts he smuggled into Chelmsford in a strongly-built motorcar.




  The detached house facing the prison was fortunately for sale, and the agent who conducted the rapid negotiations that resulted in its transfer had let fall the information that the clients hoped to establish a garage on the Colchester Road that would secure a sensible proportion of the Essex motor traffic. The arrival of two rough-painted chassis supported this view of the new owners’ business. They were enterprising people, these new arrivals, and it was an open secret ‘on the road’, that Gipsy Jack, whose caravan was under distress, and in the hands of the bailiff, had found financial support at their hands. Albeit Jack protested vigorously at the ridiculous suggestion that he should open in Chelmsford at an unpropitious season, and sniffed contemptuously at the extravagant billing of the town. Nor did he approve of the wording of the posters, which struck him as being milder than the hilarious character of his business-entertainment called for.




  ‘Them Heckfords are going to make a failure,’ said Mr. Peter Sweeney in the bosom of his family. He occupied ‘Faith Home’, an ornate villa on the Colchester Road. Before his momentous conception of the ‘Rational Faithers’, it had borne the more imposing title of ‘Palace Lodge’, this by the way.




  ‘They’ve got no business ability, and they’re a bit gone on the sherbet.’ For a high-priest of a new cult, Peter’s language was neither pure nor refined. ‘And they haven’t got the common politeness of pigs,’ he added ambiguously. ‘I took the petition there today,’ Peter went on indignantly, ‘and the chap that come to the door! Oh, what a sight! Looked as if he’d been up all night, eyes red, face white, and all of a shake.’




  ‘“Good mornin’, Mr. Heckford,” says I, “I’ve come about the petition.”




  ‘“What petition?” says he.




  ‘“The petition for the poor creature now lyin’ in Chelmsford,” says I, “under sentence of death — which is legal murder,” I says.




  ‘“Go to the devil” he says; they were his exact words, “Go to the devil.” I was that upset that I walked straight away from the door — he didn’t even ask me in — an’ just as I got to the bottom of the front garden, he shouts, “What do you want him reprieved for — hasn’t he left you a pot of money?”’




  Mr. Peter Sweeney was very much agitated as he repeated this callous piece of cynicism.




  ‘That idea,’ said Peter solemnly and impressively, ‘Must Not be Allowed to Grow.’




  It was to give the lie to the wicked suggestion that Peter arranged his daily demonstration, from twelve to two. There had been such functions before, ‘Mass’ meetings with brass bands at the very prison gates, but they were feeble mothers’ meetings compared to these demonstrations on behalf of Manfred.




  The memory of the daily ‘service’ is too fresh in the minds of the public, and particularly the Chelmsford public, to need any description here. Crowds of three thousand people were the rule, and Peter’s band blared incessantly, whilst Peter himself grew hoarse from the effect of railing his denunciation of the barbarous methods of a medieval system.




  Heckford Brothers, the new motorcar firm, protested against the injury these daily paraders were inflicting on their business. That same dissipated man, looking more dissipated than ever, who had been so rude to him, called upon Peter and threatened him with injunctions. This merely had the effect of stiffening Peter Sweeney’s back, and next day the meeting lasted three hours.




  In the prison, the pandemonium that went on outside penetrated even to the seclusion of Manfred’s cell, and he was satisfied.




  The local police were loath to interfere — and reopen the desperate quarrel that had centred around such demonstrations before.




  So Peter triumphed, and the crowd of idlers that flocked to the midday gathering grew in proportion as the interest in the condemned man’s fate arose.




  And the augmented band blared and the big drum boomed the louder and Rational Faith gained many new converts.




  A sightseer, attracted by curiosity, was standing on the fringe of the crowd one day. He could not see the band from where he stood but he made a remarkable observation; it was nothing less than a gross reflection upon a valued member of the orchestra.




  ‘That chap,’ said this unknown critic, ‘is beating out of time — or else there’s two drums going.’




  The man to whom he addressed his remarks listened attentively, and agreed.




  The crowd had swayed back to the railings before the premises of the motor manufacturers, and as it dispersed — Peter’s party ‘processed’ magnificently to the town before breaking up — one of the new tenants came to the door and stood, watching the melting crowd. He overheard this remark concerning the big drummer’s time, and it vexed him. When he came back to the sittingroom, where a pallid Poiccart lay supinely on a couch, he said:




  ‘We must be careful,’ and repeated the conversation.




  Until six o’clock these men rested — as men must rest who have been working under a monstrous pressure of air — then they went to clear away the results of their working.




  At midnight they ceased, and washed away the stains of their labours.




  ‘Luckily,’ said Poiccart, ‘we have many rooms to fill yet; the drawingroom can hold little more, the diningroom we need, the morning-room is packed. We must start upstairs tomorrow.’




  As the work proceeded, the need for caution became more and more apparent; but no accident marred their progress, and three days before the date fixed for the execution, the two men, coming to their barely furnished livingroom, looked at each other across the uncovered table that separated them, and sighed thankfully, for the work was almost finished.




  ‘Those fellows,’ said Mr. Peter Sweeney, ‘are not so Bad as I thought they was. One of ’em come to me today and Apologized. He was lookin’ better too, and offered to sign the petition.’ Peter always gave you the impression in speaking that he was using words that began with capital letters.




  ‘Pa,’ said his son, who had a mind that dealt in material issues, ‘what are you going to do with Manfred’s money?’




  His parent looked at him sternly.




  ‘I shall Devote it to the Cause,’ he said shortly.




  ‘That’s you, ain’t it?’ asserted the innocent child.




  Peter disdained to answer.




  ‘These young men,’ he went on, ‘might do worse than they have done. They are more businesslike than I thought, darker, the town electrician, tells me that they had got a power current in their works, they have got a little gas-engine too, and from the way one of them was handling a big car today on the London road, it strikes me they know something about the business of motorcar running.’




  Gonsalez, coming back from a trial trip on his noisy car, had to report a disquieting circumstance.




  ‘She’s here,’ he said, as he was washing the grime from his hands.




  Poiccart looked up from his work — he was heating something in a I crucible over an electric stove.




  ‘The Woman of Gratz?’ he asked.




  Leon nodded.




  ‘That is natural,’ Poiccart said, and went on with his experiment.




  ‘She saw me,’ said Leon calmly.




  ‘Oh!’ said the other, unconcerned. ‘Manfred said—’




  ‘That she would betray no more — I believe that, and George asked us to be good to her, that is a command.’




  (There was a great deal more in Manfred’s letter to ‘his cousin in London’ than met the governor’s eye.)




  ‘She is an unhappy woman,’ said Gonsalez gravely; ‘it was pitiable to see her at Wandsworth, where she stood day after day with those tragic eyes of hers on the ugly gate of the prison; here, with the result of her work in sight, she must be suffering the tortures of the damned.’




  ‘Then tell her,’ said Poiccart.




  ‘That—’




  ‘That George will escape.’




  ‘I thought of that. I think George would wish it.’




  ‘The Red Hundred has repudiated her,’ Leon went on. ‘We were advised of that yesterday; I am not sure that she is not under sentence. You remember Herr Schmidt, he of the round face? It was he who denounced her.’




  Poiccart nodded and looked up thoughtfully.




  ‘Schmidt — Schmidt,’ he puzzled. ‘Oh yes — there is something against him, a coldblooded murder, was it not?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Leon very quietly, and they did not speak again of Herr Schmidt of Prague. Poiccart was dipping thin glass rods into the seething, bubbling contents of the crucible, and Leon watched idly.




  ‘Did she speak?’ Poiccart asked after a long interval of silence.




  ‘Yes.’




  Another silence, and then Leon resumed:




  ‘She was not sure of me — but I made her the sign of the Red Hundred. I could not speak to her in the open street. Falmouth’s people were in all probability watching her day and night. You know the old glove trick for giving the hour of assignation. Drawing on the glove slowly and stopping to admire the fit of one, two, or three fingers…so I signalled to her to meet me in three hours’ time.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘At Wivenhoe — that was fairly simple too…imagine me leaning over the side of the car to demand of the willing bystanders how long it would take me to reach Wivenhoe — the last word loudly — would it take me three hours? Whilst they volunteered their counsel, I saw her signal of assent.’




  Poiccart hummed as he worked.




  ‘Well — are you going?’ he asked.




  ‘I am,’ said the other, and looked at his watch.




  After midnight, Poiccart, dozing in his chair, heard the splutter and the Gatling-gun explosions of the car as it turned into the extemporized garage.




  ‘Well?’ he asked as Leon entered.




  ‘She’s gone,’ said Gonsalez with a sigh of relief. ‘It was a difficult business, and I had to lie to her — we cannot afford the risk of betrayal. Like the remainder of the Red Hundred, she clings to the idea that we have thousands of people in our organization; she accepted my story of storming the prison with sheer brute force. She wanted to stay, but I told her that she would spoil everything — she leaves for the continent tomorrow.’




  ‘She has no money, of course,’ said Poiccart with a yawn.




  ‘None — the Red Hundred has stopped supplies — but I gave her—’




  ‘Naturally,’ said Poiccart.




  ‘It was difficult to persuade her to take it; she was like a mad thing between her fear of George, her joy at the news I gave her — and remorse.




  ‘I think,’ he went on seriously, ‘that she had an affection for George.’




  Poiccart looked at him.




  ‘You surprise me,’ he said ironically, and went to bed.




  Day found them working. There was machinery to be dismantled, a heavy open door to be fixed, new tires to be fitted to the big car. An hour before the midday demonstration came a knock at the outer door. Leon answered it and found a polite chauffeur. In the roadway stood a car with a solitary occupant.




  The chauffeur wanted petrol; he had run himself dry. His master descended from the car and came forward to conduct the simple negotiation. He dismissed the mechanic with a word.




  ‘There are one or two questions I would like to ask about my car,’ ne said distinctly.




  ‘Come inside, sir,’ said Leon, and ushered the man into the sittingroom.




  He closed the door and turned on the fur-clad visitor.




  ‘Why did you come?’ he asked quickly; ‘it is terribly dangerous — for you.’




  ‘I know,’ said the other easily, ‘but I thought there might be something I could do — what is the plan?’




  In a few words Leon told him, and the young man shivered.




  ‘A gruesome experience for George,’ he said.




  ‘It’s the only way,’ replied Leon, ‘and George has nerves like ice.’




  ‘And after — you’re leaving that to chance?’




  ‘You mean where shall we make for — the sea, of course. There is a good road between here and Clacton, and the boat lies snug between there and Walton.’




  ‘I see,’ said the young man, and he made a suggestion.




  ‘Excellent — but you?’ said Leon.




  ‘I shall be all right?’ said the cheerful visitor.




  ‘By the way, have you a telegraph map of this part of the world?’




  Leon unlocked a drawer and took out a folded paper.




  ‘If you would arrange that,’ he said, ‘I should be grateful.’




  The man who called himself Courtlander marked the plan with a pencil.




  ‘I have men who may be trusted to the very end,’ he said. ‘The wires shall be cut at eight o’clock, and Chelmsford shall be isolated from the world.’




  Then, with a tin of petrol in his hand, he walked back to his car.
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  If you pass through the little door that leads to the porter’s lodge (the door will be locked and bolted behind you) your conductor will pass you through yet another door into a yard that is guarded by the ponderous doors of the prison at the one end and by a big steel gate at the other. Through this gate you reach another courtyard, and bearing to the right, you come to a flight of stone steps that bring you to the governor’s tiny office. If you go straight along the narrow passage from which the office opens, descend a flight of stairs at the other end, through a well-guarded doorway, you come suddenly into the great hall of the prison. Here galleries run along both sides of the hall, and steel gangways and bridges span the width at intervals. Here, too, polished stairways crisscross, and the white face of the two long walls of the hall are pitted with little black doors.




  On the ground floor, the first cell on the right as you enter the hall from the governor’s office is larger and more commodious than its fellows. There is, too, a suspicion of comfort in the strip of matting that covers the floor, in the naked gaslight which flares in its wire cage by day and night, in the table and chair, and the plain comfortable bed. This is the condemned cell. A dozen paces from its threshold is a door that leads to another part of the yard, and a dozen more paces along the flagged pathway brings you to a little unpretentious one-storeyed house without windows, and a doorway sufficiently wide to allow two men to pass abreast. There is a beam where a rope may be made fast, and a trapdoor, and a bricklined pit, coloured with a salmon-pink distemper.




  From his cell, Manfred was an interested listener, as day by day the uproar of the demonstration before the gates increased.




  He found in the doctor who visited him daily a gentleman of some wit. In a sense, he replaced the governor of Wandsworth as an intellectual companion, for the master of Chelmsford was a reserved man, impregnated with the traditions of the system. To the doctor, Manfred confided his private opinion of the ‘Rational Faithers’.




  ‘But why on earth have you left them so much money?’ asked the surprised medico.




  ‘Because I dislike cranks and narrow, foolish people most intensely,’ was the cryptic reply.




  ‘This Sweeney—’ he went on.




  ‘How did you hear of Sweeney?’ asked the doctor.




  ‘Oh, one hears,’ said Manfred carelessly. ‘Sweeney had an international reputation; besides,’ he added, not moving a muscle of his face, ‘I know about everybody.’




  ‘Me, for instance?’ challenged the man of medicine.




  ‘You,’ repeated Manfred wisely. ‘From the day you left Clifton to the day you married the youngest Miss Arbuckle of Chertsey.’




  ‘Good Lord!’ gasped the doctor.




  ‘It isn’t surprising, is it,’ explained Manfred, ‘that for quite a long time I have taken an interest in the various staffs of the prisons within Teach of London?’




  ‘I suppose it isn’t,’ said the other. None the less he was impressed.




  Manfred’s life in Chelmsford differed in a very little degree from his life in Wandsworth.




  The routine of prison life remained the same: the daily exercises, the punctilious visits of governor, doctor and chaplain.




  On one point Manfred was firm. He would receive no spiritual ministrations, he would attend no service. He made his position clear to the scandalized chaplain.




  ‘You do not know to what sect I am attached,’ he said, ‘because I have refused to give any information upon that point. I feel sure you have no desire to proselytize or convert me from my established beliefs.’




  ‘What are your beliefs?’ asked the chaplain.




  ‘That,’ said Manfred, ‘is my own most secret knowledge, and which I do not intend sharing with any man.’




  ‘But you cannot die like a heathen,’ said the clergyman in horror.




  ‘Point of view is everything,’ was the calm rejoinder, ‘and I am perfectly satisfied with the wholesomeness of my own; in addition to which,’ he added, ‘I am not going to die just yet, and being aware of this, I shrink from accepting from good men the sympathy and thought which I do not deserve.’




  To the doctor he was a constant source of wonder, letting fall surprising items of news mysteriously acquired.




  ‘Where he gets his information from, puzzles me, sir,’ he confessed to the governor. ‘The men who are guarding him—’




  ‘Are above suspicion,’ said the governor promptly.




  ‘He gets no newspapers?’




  ‘No, only the books he requires. He expressed a desire the other day for Three Months in Morocco, said he had half finished it when he was at Wandsworth, and wanted to read it again to “make sure” — so I got it.’




  Three days before the date fixed for the execution, the governor had informed Manfred that, despite the presentation of a petition, the Home Secretary saw no reason for advising the remission of the sentence.




  ‘I never expected a reprieve,’ he replied without emotion.




  He spent much of his time chatting with the two warders. Strict sense of duty forced them to reply in monosyllables, but he interested them keenly with his talk of the strange places of the world. As far as they could, they helped him pass the time, and he appreciated their restricted tightness.




  ‘You are named Perkins,’ he said one day.




  ‘Yes,’ said the warder.




  ‘And you’re Franklin,’ he said to the other, and the man replied in the affirmative. Manfred nodded.




  ‘When I am at liberty,’ he said, ‘I will make you some recompense for your exemplary patience.’




  At exercise on the Monday — Tuesday was the fatal day fixed by the High Sheriff — he saw a civilian walking in the yard and recognized him, and on his return to his cell he requested to see the governor.




  ‘I would like to meet Mr. Jessen,’ he said when the officer came, and the governor demurred.




  ‘Will you be good enough to refer my request to the Home Secretary by telegraph?’ asked Manfred, and the governor promised that he would.




  To his surprise, an immediate reply gave the necessary permission.




  Jessen stepped into the cell and nodded pleasantly to the man who sat on the edge of the couch.




  ‘I wanted to speak to you, Jessen,’ Manfred said, and motioned him to a seat. ‘I wanted to put the business of Starque right, once and for all.’ Jessen smiled.




  ‘That was all right — it was an order signed by the Czar and addressed personally to me — I could do no less than hang him,’ he said.




  ‘Yet you may think,’ Manfred went on, ‘that we took you for this work because—’




  ‘I know why I was taken,’ said the quiet Jessen. ‘Starque and Francois were within the law, condemned by the law, and you strike only at those the law has missed.’




  Then Manfred inquired after the Guild, and Jessen brightened.




  ‘The Guild is flourishing,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I am now converting the luggage thieves — you know, the men who haunt railway stations.’




  ‘Into — ?’ asked the other.




  ‘The real thing — the porters they sometimes impersonate,’ said the enthusiast, and added dolefully, ‘It’s terribly uphill business though, getting characters for the men who want to go straight and have only a ticket of leave to identify them.’ As he rose to go, Manfred shook hands.




  ‘Don’t lose heart,’ he said.




  ‘I shall see you again,’ said Jessen, and Manfred smiled.




  Again, if you grow weary of that repetition ‘Manfred smiled’, remember that the two words best describe his attitude in those dreadful days in Chelmsford.




  There was no trace of flippancy in his treatment of the oppressing situation. His demeanour on the occasions when he met the chaplain was one to which the most sensitive could take no exception, but the firmness was insuperable.




  ‘It is impossible to do anything with him,’ said the despairing minister. ‘I am the veriest child in his hands. He makes me feel like a lay preacher interviewing Socrates.’




  There was no precedent for the remarkable condition of affairs, and finally, at Manfred’s request, it was decided to omit the ceremony of the religious service altogether.




  In the afternoon, taking his exercise, he lifted his eyes skyward, and the warders, following his gaze, saw in the air a great yellow kite, bearing a banner that advertised some brand or other of motor tires.




  ‘Yellow kite, all right,’ he improvised, and hummed a tune as he marched round the stone circle.




  That night, after he had retired to rest, they took away his prison clothes and returned the suit in which he had been arrested. He thought he heard the measured tramping of feet as he dozed, and wondered if the Government had increased the guard of the prison. Under his window the step of the sentry sounded brisker and heavier.




  ‘Soldiers,’ he guessed, and fell asleep.




  He was accurate in his surmise. At the eleventh hour had arisen a fear of rescue, and half a battalion of guards had arrived by train in the night and held the prison.




  The chaplain made his last effort, and received an unexpected rebuff, unexpected because of the startling warmth with which it was delivered.




  ‘I refuse to see you,’ stormed Manfred. It was the first exhibition of impatience he had shown.




  ‘Have I not told you that I will not lend myself to the reduction of a sacred service to a farce? Can you not understand that I must have a very special reason for behaving as I do, or do you think I am a sullen boor rejecting your kindness out of pure perversity?’




  ‘I did not know what to think,’ said the chaplain sadly, and Manfred’s voice softened as he replied:




  ‘Reserve your judgement for a few hours — then you will know.’




  The published accounts of that memorable morning are to the effect that Manfred ate very little, but the truth is that he partook of a hearty breakfast, saying, ‘I have a long journey before me, and need my strength.’




  At five minutes to eight a knot of journalists and warders assembled outside the cell door, a double line of warders formed across the yard, and the extended line of soldiers that circled the prison building stood to attention. At a minute to eight came Jessen with the straps of office in his hand. Then with the clock striking the hour, the governor beckoning Jessen, entered the cell.




  Simultaneously and in a dozen different parts of the country, the telegraph wires which connect Chelmsford with the rest of the world were cut.




  It was a tragic procession, robbed a little of its horror by the absence of the priest, but sufficiently dreadful. Manfred, with strapped hands, followed the governor, a warder at each arm, and Jessen walking behind. They guided him to the little house without windows and stood him on a trap and drew back, leaving the rest to Jessen. Then, as Jessen put his hand to his pocket, Manfred spoke.




  ‘Stand away for a moment,’ he said; ‘before the rope is on my neck I have something to say,’ and Jessen stood back. ‘It is,’ said Manfred slowly, ‘farewell!’




  As he spoke he raised his voice, and Jessen stooped to pick up the coil of rope that dragged on the floor. Then without warning, before the rope was raised, or any man could touch him, the trap fell with a crash and Manfred shot out of sight.




  Out of sight indeed, for from the pit poured up a dense volume of black smoke, that sent the men at the edge reeling and coughing backwards to the open air.




  ‘What is it? What is it?’ a frantic official struggled through the press at the door and shouted an order.




  ‘Quick! the fire hose!’




  The clanging of a bell sent the men to their stations. ‘He is in the pit,’ somebody cried, but a man came with a smoke helmet and went down the side. He was a long time gone, and when he returned he told his story incoherently.




  ‘The bottom of the pit’s been dug out — there’s a passage below and a door — the smoke — I stopped that, it’s a smoke cartridge!’




  The chief warder whipped a revolver from his holster.




  ‘This way,’ he shouted, and went down the dangling rope hand over hand.




  It was dark, but he felt his way; he slipped down the sharp declivity where the tunnel dipped beneath the prison wall and the men behind him sprawled after him. Then without warning he ran into an obstacle and went down bruised and shaken.




  One of the last men down had brought a lamp, and the light of it came flickering along the uneven passage. The chief warder shouted for the man to hurry.




  By the light he saw that what confronted him was a massive door made of unpainted deal and clamped with iron. A paper attracted his attention. It was fastened to the door, and he lifted the lantern to read it:




  ‘The tunnel beyond this point is mined.’




  That was all it said.




  ‘Get back to the prison,’ ordered the warder sharply. Mine or no mine, he would have gone on, but he saw that the door was well nigh impregnable.




  He came back to the light stained with clay and sweating with his exertions.




  ‘Gone!’ he reported curtly; ‘if we can get the men out on the roads and surround the town—’




  ‘That has been done,’ said the governor, ‘but there’s a crowd in front of the prison, and we’ve lost three minutes getting through.’




  He had a grim sense of humour, this fierce silent old man, and he turned on the troubled chaplain.




  ‘I should imagine that you know why he didn’t want the service now?’




  ‘I know,’ said the minister simply, ‘and knowing, I am grateful.’




  Manfred felt himself caught in a net, deft hands loosened the straps at his wrists and lifted him to his feet. The place was filled with the pungent fumes of smoke.




  ‘This way.’




  Poiccart, going ahead, flashed the rays of his electric lamp over the floor. They took the slope with one flying leap, and stumbled forward as they landed; reaching the open door, they paused whilst Leon crashed it closed and slipped the steel bolts into their places.




  Poiccart’s lamp showed the smoothly cut sides of the tunnel, and at the other end they had to climb the debris of dismantled machinery.




  ‘Not bad,’ said Manfred, viewing the work critically. ‘The “Rational Faithers” were useful,’ he added. Leon nodded.




  ‘But for their band you could have heard the drills working in the prison,’ he said breathlessly.




  Up a ladder at the end they raced, into the earth strewn ‘diningroom’ through the passage, inches thick with trodden clay.




  Leon held the thick coat for him and he slipped into it. Poiccart started the motor.




  ‘Right!’ They were on the move thumping and jolting through a back lane that joined the main road five hundred yards below the prison.




  Leon, looking back, saw the specks of scarlet struggling through the black crowds at the gates. ‘Soldiers to hold the roads,’ he said; ‘we’re just in time — let her rip, Poiccart.’




  It was not until they struck the open country that Poiccart obeyed, and then the great racer leapt forward, and the rush of wind buffeted the men’s faces with great soft blows.




  Once in the loneliest part of the road they came upon telegraph wires that trailed in the hedge.




  Leon’s eyes danced at the sight of it.




  ‘If they’ve cut the others, the chase is over,’ he said; ‘they’ll have cars out in half an hour and be following us; we are pretty sure to attract attention, and they’ll be able to trace us.’




  Attract attention they certainly did, for leaving Colchester behind, they ran into a police trap, and a gesticulating constable signalled them to stop.




  They left him behind in a thick cloud of dust. Keeping to the Clacton road, they had a clear run till they reached a deserted strip where a farm wagon had broken down and blocked all progress.




  A grinning wagoner saw their embarrassment.




  ‘You cairn’t pass here, mister,’ he said gleefully, ‘and there ain’t another road for two miles back.’




  ‘Where are your horses?’ asked Leon quickly.




  ‘Back to farm,’ grinned the man.




  ‘Good,’ said Leon. He looked round, there was nobody in sight.




  ‘Go back there with the car,’ he said, and signalled Poiccart to reverse the engine.




  ‘What for?’




  Leon was out of the car, walking with quick steps to the lumbering wreck in the road.




  He stooped down, made a swift examination, and thrust something beneath the huge bulk. He lit a match, steadied the flame, and ran backward, clutching the slow-moving yokel and dragging him with him.




  ‘‘Ere, wot’s this?’ demanded the man, but before he could reply there was a deafening crash, like a clap of thunder, and the air was filled with wreckage.




  Leon made a second examination and called the car forward.




  As he sprang into his seat he turned to the dazed rustic.




  ‘Tell your master that I have taken the liberty of dynamiting his cart,’ he said; and then, as the man made a movement as if to clutch his arm, Leon gave him a push which sent him flying, and the car jolted over the remainder of the wagon.




  The car turned now in the direction of Walton, and after a short run, turned sharply toward the sea.




  Twenty minutes later two cars thundered along the same road, stopping here and there for the chief warder to ask the question of the chance-met pedestrian.




  They too swung round to the sea and followed the cliff road.




  ‘Look!’ said a man.




  Right ahead, drawn up by the side of the road, was a car. It was empty.




  They sprang out as they reached it — half a dozen warders from each car. They raced across the green turf till they came to the sheer edge of the cliff.




  There was no sign of the fugitive.




  The serene blue of sea was unbroken, save where, three miles away, a beautiful white steam yacht was putting out to sea.




  Attracted by the appearance of the warders, a little crowd came round them.




  ‘Yes,’ said a wondering fisherman, ‘I seed ‘em, three of ’em went out in one of they motor boats that go like lightenin’ — they’re out o’ sight by now.’




  ‘What ship is that?’ asked the chief warder quickly and pointed to the departing yacht.




  The fisherman removed his pipe and answered: ‘That’s the Royal Yacht.’




  ‘What Royal Yacht?’




  ‘The Prince of the Escorials,’ said the fisherman impressively.




  The chief warder groaned.




  ‘Well, they can’t be on her!’ he said.




  The End
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  The man who sat at the marble-topped table of the Cafe of the Great Captain — if I translate the sign aright — was a man of leisure. A tall man, with a trim beard and grave grey eyes that searched the street absently as though not quite certain of his quest. He sipped a coffee con leche and drummed a little tune on the table with his slender white hands.




  He was dressed in black, which is the conventional garb in Spain, and his black cloak was lined with velvet. His cravat was of black satin, and his well-fitting trousers were strapped under his pointed boots, in the manner affected by certain caballero.




  These features of his attire were the most striking, though he was dressed conventionally enough — for Cordova. He might have been a Spaniard, for grey eyes are a legacy of the Army of Occupation, and many were the unions between Wellington’s rollicking Irishmen and the susceptible ladies of the Estremadura.




  His speech was flawless. He spoke with the lisp of Andalusia, clipping his words as do the folk of the South. Also, there was evidence of his Southern origin in his response to the whining beggar that shuffled painfully to him, holding out crooked fingers for largess.




  “In the name of the Virgin, and the Saints, and the God who is above all, I beseech you, senor, to spare me ten centimes.”




  The bearded man brought his farseeing eyes to focus on the palm.




  “God will provide,” he said, in the slurred Arabic of Spanish Morocco.




  “Though I live a hundred years,” said the beggar monotonously, “I will never cease to pray for your lordship’s happiness.”




  He of the velvet-lined cloak looked at the beggar.




  The mendicant was a man of medium height, sharp-featured, unshaven, after the way of his kind, terribly bandaged across his head and one eye.




  Moreover, he was lame. His feet were shapeless masses of swathed bandages, and his discoloured hands clutched a stick fiercely.




  “Senor and Prince,” he whined, “there is between me and the damnable pangs of hunger ten centimes, and your worship would not sleep this night in comfort thinking of me tossing in famine.”




  “Go in peace,” said the other patiently.




  “Exalted,” moaned the beggar, “by the chico that lay on your mother’s knee” — he crossed himself— “by the gallery of the Saints and the blessed blood of martyrs, I beseech you not to leave me to die by the wayside, when ten centimes, which is as the paring of your nails, would lead me to a full stomach.”




  The man at the table sipped his coffee unmoved.




  “Go with God,” he said.




  Still the man lingered.




  He looked helplessly up and down the sunlit street. He peered into the cool dark recess of the cafe, where an apathetic waiter sat at a table reading the Heraldo.




  Then he leant forward, stretching out a slow hand to pick a crumb of cake from the next table.




  “Do you know Dr. Essley?” he asked in perfect English.




  The cavalier at the table looked thoughtful.




  “I do not know him. Why?” he asked in the same language.




  “You should know him,” said the beggar; “he is interesting.”




  He said no more, shuffling a painful progress along the street. The caballero watched him with some curiosity as he made his way slowly to the next cafe. Then he clapped his hands sharply, and the apathetic waiter, now nodding significantly over his Heraldo, came suddenly to life, collected the bill, and a tip which was in proportion to the size of the bill. Though the sky was cloudless and the sun threw blue shadows in the street, those same shadows were immensely cold, for these were the chilly days before the first heat of spring.




  The gentleman, standing up to his full height — he was well over the six-feet mark — shook his cloak and lightly threw one end across his shoulder; then he began to walk slowly in the direction taken by the beggar.




  The way led him through narrow streets, so narrow that in the walls on either side ran deep recesses to allow the boxes of cartwheels to pass. He overtook the man in the Calle Paraiso, passed him, threading the narrow streets that led to San Fernando. Down this he went, walking very leisurely, then turned to the street of Carrera de Puente, and so came to the shadows of the mosque-cathedral which is dedicated to God and to Allah with delightful impartiality. He stood irresolutely before the gates that opened on to the courtyards, seemed half in doubt, then turned again, going downhill to the Bridge of Calahorra. Straight as a die the bridge runs, with its sixteen arches that the ancient Moors built. The man with the cloak reached the centre of the bridge and leant over, watching with idle interest the swollen yellow waters of the Guadalquivir.




  Out of the corner of his eye he watched the beggar come slowly through the gate and walk in his direction. He had a long time to wait, for the man’s progress was slow. At last he came sidling up to him, hat in hand, palm outstretched. The attitude was that of a beggar, but the voice was that of an educated Englishman.




  “Manfred,” he said earnestly, “you must see this man Essley. I have a special reason for asking.”




  “What is he?”




  The beggar smiled.




  “I am dependent upon memory to a great extent,” he said, “the library at my humble lodgings being somewhat limited, but I have a dim idea that he is a doctor in a suburb of London, rather a clever surgeon.”




  “What is he doing here?”




  The redoubtable Gonsalez smiled again.




  “There is in Cordova a Dr. Cajalos. From the exalted atmosphere of the Paseo de Gran Capitan, wherein I understand you have your luxurious suite, no echo of the underworld of Cordova comes to you. Here “ — he pointed to the roofs and the untidy jumble of buildings at the farther end of the bridge— “in the Campo of the Verdad, where men live happily on two pesetas a week, we know Dr. Cajalos. He is a household word — a marvellous man, George, performing miracles undreamt of in your philosophy: making the blind to see, casting spells upon the guilty, and creating infallible love philtres for the innocent! He’ll charm a wart or arrest the ravages of sleeping sickness.”




  Manfred nodded. “Even in the Paseo de la Gran Capitan he is not without honour,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “I have seen him and consulted him.”




  The beggar was a little astonished. “You’re a wonderful man,” he said, with admiration in his voice. “When did you do it?”




  Manfred laughed softly.




  “There was a certain night, not many weeks ago, when a beggar stood outside the worthy doctor’s door, patiently waiting till a mysterious visitor, cloaked to his nose, had finished his business.”




  “I remember,” said the other, nodding. “He was a stranger from Ronda, and I was curious — did you see me following him?”




  “I saw you,” said Manfred gravely. “I saw you from the corner of my eye.”




  “It was not you?” asked Gonsalez, astonished.




  “It was I,” said the other. “I went out of Cordova to come into Cordova.”




  Gonsalez was silent for a moment.




  “I accept the humiliation,” he said. “Now, since you know the doctor, can you see any reason for the visit of a commonplace English doctor to Cordova? He has come all the way without a halt from England by the Algeciras Express. He leaves Cordova tomorrow morning at daybreak by the same urgent system, and he comes to consult Dr. Cajalos.”




  “Poiccart is here: he has an interest in this Essley — so great an interest that he comes blandly to our Cordova, Baedeker in hand, seeking information of the itinerant guide and submitting meekly to his inaccuracies.”




  Manfred stroked his little beard, with the same grave thoughtful expression in his wise eyes as when he had watched Gonsalez shuffling from the Cafe de la Gran Capitan. “Life would be dull without Poiccart,” he said.




  “Dull, indeed — ah, senor, my life shall be your praise, and it shall rise like the smoke of holy incense to the throne of Heaven.”




  He dropped suddenly into his whine, for a policeman of the town guard was approaching, with a suspicious eye for the beggar who stood with expectant hand outstretched.




  Manfred shook his head as the policeman strolled up.




  “Go in peace,” he said.




  “Dog,” said the policeman, his rough hand descending on the beggar’s shoulder, “thief of a thief, begone lest you offend the nostrils of this illustrious.”




  With arms akimbo, he watched the man limp away, then he turned to Manfred.




  “If I had seen this scum before, excellency,” he said fiercely, “I should have relieved your presence of his company.”




  “It is not important,” said Manfred conventionally.




  “As for me,” the policeman went on, releasing one hand from his hip to curl an insignificant moustache, “I have hard work in protecting rich and munificent caballeros from these swine. And God knows my pay is poor, and with three hungry mouths to fill, not counting my wife’s mother, who comes regularly on feast days and must be taken to the bull-fight, life is hard. More especially, senor, since she is one of those damned proud Andalusian women who must have a seat in the shade at two pesetas*. For myself, I have not tasted rioja since the feast of Santa Therese—”




  [*At a bull-fight the seats in the sun are the cheaper, those in the shade being double the price.]




  Manfred slipped a peseta into the hand of the uniformed beggar. The man walked by his side to the end of the bridge, retailing his domestic difficulties with the freedom and intimacy which is possible nowhere else in the world. They stood chattering near the principal entrance to the Cathedral.




  “Your excellency is not of Cordova?” asked the officer.




  “I am of Malaga,” said Manfred without hesitation.




  “I had a sister who married a fisherman of Malaga,” confided the policeman. “Her husband was drowned, and she now lives with a senor whose name I forget. She is a pious woman, but very selfish. Has your excellency been to Gibraltar?”




  Manfred nodded. He was interested in a party of tourists which was being shown the glories of the Puerta del Perdon.




  One of the tourists detached himself from his party and came towards them. He was a man of middle height and strongly built. There was a strange reserve in his air and a saturnine imperturbability in his face.




  “Can you direct me to the Passeo de la Gran Capitan?” he asked in bad Spanish.




  “I am going that way,” said Manfred courteously; “if the senor would condescend to accompany me—”




  “I shall be grateful,” said the other.




  They chatted a little on divers subjects — the weather, the delightful character of the mosque-cathedral.




  “You must come along and see Essley said the tourist suddenly. He spoke in perfect Spanish.




  “Tell me about him,” said Manfred. “Between you and Gonsalez, my dear Poiccart, you have piqued my curiosity.”




  “This is an important matter,” said the other earnestly. “Essley is a doctor in a suburb of London. I have had him under observation for some months. He has a small practice — quite a little one — and he attends a few cases. Apparently he does no serious work in his suburb, and his history is a strange one. He was a student at University College, London, and soon after getting his degree left with a youth named Henley for Australia. Henley had been a hopeless failure and had been badly ploughed in his exams., but the two were fast friends, which may account for their going away together to try their luck in a new country. Neither of them had a relation in the world, except Henley, who had a rich uncle settled somewhere in Canada, and whom he had never seen. Arrived in Melbourne, the two started off up country with some idea of making for the new gold diggings, which were in full swing at that time. I don’t know where the diggings were; at any rate, it was three months before Essley arrived — alone, his companion having died on the road!”




  “He does not seem to have started practising,” Poiccart went on, “for three or four years. We can trace his wanderings from mining camp to mining camp, where he dug a little, gambled a lot, and was generally known as Dr. S. — Probably an abbreviation of Essley. Not until he reached Western Australia did he attempt to establish himself as a doctor. He had some sort of a practice, not a very high-class one, it is true, but certainly lucrative. He disappeared from Coolgardie in 1900; he did not reappear in England until 1908.”




  They had reached the Passeo by now. The streets were better filled than they had been when Manfred had followed the beggar.




  “I’ve some rooms here,” he said. “Come in and we will have some tea.”




  He occupied a flat over a jeweller’s in the Calle Moreria. It was a well-furnished apartment, “and especially blessed in the matter of light,” explained Manfred as he inserted the key. He put a silver kettle on the electric stove.




  “The table is laid for two?” questioned Poiccart.




  “I have visitors,” said Manfred with a little smile. “Sometimes the begging profession becomes an intolerable burden to our Leon and he enters Cordova by rail, a most respectable member of society, full of a desire for the luxury of life — and stories. Go on with yours, Poiccart; I am interested.”




  The “tourist” seated himself in a deep armchair. “Where was I?” he asked. “Oh, yes. Dr. Essley disappeared from Coolgardie, and after an obliteration of eight years reappeared in London.”




  “In any exceptional circumstances?”




  “No, very ordinarily. He seems to have been taken up by the newest kind of Napoleon.”




  “A Colonel Black?” asked Manfred, raising his eyebrows.




  Poiccart nodded.




  “That same meteor,” he said. “At any rate, Essley, thanks to what practice he could steal from other practitioners in his own suburb — somewhere in the neighbourhood of Forest Hill — and what practice Napoleon’s recommendation gives him, seems to be fairly well off. He first attracted my attention—”




  There came a tap at the door, and Manfred raised his finger warningly. He crossed the room and opened the door. The concierge stood outside, cap in hand; behind him and a little way down the stairs was a stranger — obviously an Englishman.




  “A senor to see your excellency,” said the concierge.




  “My house is at your disposal,” said Manfred, addressing the stranger in Spanish.




  “I am afraid I do not speak good Spanish,” said the man on the stairs.




  “Will you come up?” asked Manfred, in English.




  The other mounted the stairs slowly.




  He was a man of fifty. His hair was grey and long. His eyebrows were shaggy, and his underjaw stuck out and gave his face an appearance which was slightly repulsive. He wore a black coat and carried a big, soft wideawake in his gloved hand.




  He peered round the room from one to the other.




  “My name,” he said, “is Essley.”




  He pronounced the word, lingering upon the double “ss” till it sounded like a long hiss.




  “Essley,” he repeated as though he derived some satisfaction from the repetition— “Dr. Essley.”




  Manfred motioned him to a chair, but he shook his head.




  “I’ll stand,” he said harshly. “When I have business, I stand.” He looked suspiciously at Poiccart. “I have private business,” he said pointedly.




  “My friend has my complete confidence,” said Manfred.




  He nodded grudgingly. “I understand,” he said, “that you are a scientist and a man of considerable knowledge of Spain.”




  Manfred shrugged his shoulders. In his present role he enjoyed some reputation as a quasi-scientific litterateur, and under the name of “de la Monte” had published a book on Modern Crime.




  “Knowing this,” said the man, “I came to Cordova, having other business also — but that will keep.”




  He looked round for a chair and Manfred offered one, into which he sat, keeping his back to the window.




  “Mr. de la Monte,” said the doctor, leaning forward with his hands on his knees and speaking very deliberately, “you have some knowledge of crime.”




  “I have written a book on the subject,” said Manfred, which is not necessarily the same thing.”




  “I had that fear,” said the other bluntly. “I was also afraid that you might not speak English. Now I want to ask you a plain question and I want a plain answer.”




  “So far as I can give you this, I shall be most willing,” said Manfred.




  The doctor twisted his face nervously, then— “Have you ever heard of the Four Just Men?” he asked.




  There was a little silence.




  “Yes,” said Manfred calmly, “I have heard of them.”




  “Are they in Spain?” The question was put sharply.




  “I have no exact knowledge,” said Manfred. “Why do you ask?”




  “Because—” The doctor hesitated. “Oh, well — I am interested. It is said that they unearth villainy that the law does not punish; they — they kill — eh?” His voice was sharper, his eyelids narrowed till he peered from one to the other through slits.




  “Such an organization is known to exist,” said Manfred, “and one knows that they do happen upon unpunished crime — and punish.”




  “Even to — to killing?”




  “They even kill,” said Manfred gravely.




  “And they go free!” — the doctor leapt to his feet with a snarl and flung out his hands in protest— “they go free! All the laws of all nations cannot trap them! A self-appointed tribunal — who are they to judge and condemn? Who gave them the right to sit in judgment? There is a law, if a man cheats it—”




  He checked himself suddenly, shook his shoulders and sank heavily into the chair again.




  “So far as I can secure information upon the subject,” he said roughly, “these men are no longer an active force — they are outlawed — there are warrants for them in every country.”




  Manfred nodded.




  “That is very true,” he said gently; “but whether they are an active force, time must reveal.”




  “There were three?” — the doctor looked up quickly— “and they usually find a fourth — an influential fourth.”




  Manfred nodded again. “So I understand.”




  Dr. Essley twisted uncomfortably in his chair. It was evident that the information or assurance he expected to receive from this expert in crime was not entirely satisfactory to him.




  “And they are in Spain?” he asked.




  “So it is said.”




  “They are not in France; they are not in Italy; they are not in Russia; nor in any of the German States,” said the doctor resentfully. “They must be in Spain.”




  He brooded awhile in silence.




  “Pardon me,” said Poiccart, who had been a silent listener, “but you seem very interested in these men. Would it be offensive to you if I asked you to satisfy my curiosity as to why you should be anxious to discover their whereabouts?”




  “Curiosity also,” said the other quickly; “in a sense I am a modest student of crime, as our friend de la Monte is.”




  “An enthusiastic student,” said Manfred quietly.




  “I hoped that you would be able to give me some help,” Essley went on, unmindful of the significant emphasis of the other’s tones; “beyond the fact that they may be in Spain, which, after all, is conjectural, I have learnt nothing.”




  “They may not even be in Spain,” said Manfred, as he accompanied his visitor to the door; “they may not even be in existence — your fears may be entirely groundless.”




  The doctor whipped round, white to the lips. “Fears?” he said, breathing quickly. “Did you say fears?”




  “I am sorry,” laughed Manfred easily; my English is perhaps not good.”




  “Why should I fear them?” demanded the doctor aggressively. “Why should I? Your words are chosen very unwisely, sir. I have nothing to fear from the Four Just Men — or from any other source.”




  He stood panting in the doorway like a man who is suddenly deprived of breath. With an effort he collected himself, hesitated a moment, and then with a stiff little bow left the room.




  He went down the stairs, out to the street, and turned into the Passeo. There was a beggar at the corner who raised a languid hand. “Por deos—” he whined.




  With an oath, Essley struck at the hand with his cane, only to miss it, for the beggar was singularly quick and, for all the discomforts he was prepared to face, Gonsalez had no desire to endure a hand seamed and wealed — those sensitive hands of his were assets to Gonsalez.




  The doctor pursued a savage way to his hotel. Reaching his room, he locked the door and threw himself into a chair to think. He cursed his own folly — it was madness to have lost his temper even before so insignificant a person as a Spanish dilettante in science. There was the first half of his mission finished — and it was a failure. He took from the pocket of his overcoat, hanging behind the door, a Spanish Baedeker. He turned the leaves till he came to a map of Cordova. Attached to this was a smaller plan, evidently made by somebody who knew the topography of the place better than he understood the rules of cartography.




  He had heard of Dr. Cajalos first from a Spanish anarchist he had met in some of his curious nocturnal prowlings in London. Under the influence of good wine this bold fellow had invested the wizard of Cordova with something approaching miraculous powers — he had also said things which had aroused the doctor’s interest to an extraordinary degree. A correspondence had followed: the visit was the result.




  Essley looked at his watch. It was nearly seven o’clock. He would dine, then go to his room and change. He made a hasty ablution in the growing darkness of the room — curiously enough he did not switch on the light; then he went to dinner. He had a table to himself and buried himself in an English magazine he had brought with him. Now and again as he read he would make notes in a little book which lay on the table by the side of his plate.




  They had no reference to the article he read; they had little association with medical science. On the whole, they dealt with certain financial aspects of a certain problem which came into his mind.




  He finished his dinner, taking his coffee at the table. Then he rose, put the little notebook in his pocket, the magazine under his arm, and made his way back to his room. He turned on the light, pulled down the blinds, and drew a light dressing-table beneath the lamp. He produced his notebook again and, with the aid of a number of closely-written sheets of paper taken from his valise, he compiled a little table. He was completely engrossed for a couple of hours. As if some invisible and unheard alarum clock warned him of his engagement, he closed the book, locked his memoranda in the valise, and struggled into his coat. With a soft felt hat pulled down over his eyes, he left the hotel and without hesitation took the path which led down to the Calahorra Bridge. The streets through which he passed were deserted, but he had no hesitation, knowing well the lawful character of these unprepossessing little Spanish suburbs.




  He plunged into a labyrinth of narrow streets — he had studied his plan to some purpose — and only hesitated when he reached a cul-de-sac which was more spacious than the street from which it opened. One oil lamp at the farther end added rather to the gloom. Tall, windowless houses rose on either side, and each was pierced by a door. On the left door the doctor, after a moment’s hesitation, knocked twice.




  Instantly it opened noiselessly. He hesitated.




  “Enter,” said a voice in Spanish; “the senor need not fear.”




  He stepped into the black void and the door closed behind him. “Come this way,” said the voice. In the pitch darkness he could make out the indistinct figure of a little man.




  The doctor stepped inside and surreptitiously wiped the sweat from his forehead. The old man lit a lamp, and Essley took stock of him. He was very little, scarcely more than four feet in height. He had a rough white beard and head as bald as an egg. His face and hands were alike grimy, and his whole appearance bore evidence of his aversion to water.




  A pair of black twinkling eyes were set deeply in his head, and the puckering lines about them revealed him as a man who found humour in life. This was Dr. Cajalos, a famous man in Spain, though he had no social standing.




  “Sit down,” said Cajalos; “we will talk quietly, for I have a senora of high quality to see me touching a matter of lost affection.”




  Essley took the chair offered to him and the doctor seated himself on a high stool by the table. A curious figure he made, with his dangling little legs, his old, old face and his shining bald pate.




  “I wrote to you on the subject of certain occult demonstrations,” began the doctor, but the old man stopped him with a quick jerk of the hand.




  “You came to see me, senor, because of a drug I have prepared,” he said, “a preparation of — *”




  [* In the story, as it appeared in serial form, the name of the poison occurred. It has been represented to the author (and he agrees) that it is wholly undesirable that the name of this drug should appear in a work of fiction. It is one well known to oculists and its action is faithfully described in these pages.]




  Essley sprang to his feet. “I — I did not tell you so,” he stammered.




  “The green devil told me,” said the other seriously. “I have many talks with the foot-draggers, and they speak very truly.”




  “I thought—”




  “Look!” said the old man. He leapt down from his high perch with agility. In the dark corner of one of the rooms were some boxes, to which he went. Essley heard a scuffling, and by and by the old man came back, holding by the ears a wriggling rabbit. With his disengaged hand he unstoppered a little green bottle on the table. He picked a feather from the table, dipped the point gingerly into the bottle. Then very carefully he lightly touched the nose of the rabbit with the end of the feather — so lightly, indeed, that the feather hardly brushed the muzzle of the animal.




  Instantly, with no struggle, the rabbit went limp, as though the life essence had been withdrawn from the body. Cajalos replaced the stopper and thrust the feather into a little charcoal fire that burnt dully in the centre of the room.




  “P — e,” he said briefly; “but my preparation.” He laid the dead animal on the floor at the feet of the other. “Senor,” he said proudly, “you shall take that animal and examine it; you shall submit it to tests beyond patience; yet you shall not discover the alkaloid that killed it.”




  “That is not so,” said Essley, “for there will be a contraction of the pupil which is an invariable sign.”




  “Search also for that,” said the old man triumphantly.




  Essley made the superficial tests. There was not even this invariable symptom.




  A dark figure, pressed close to the wall outside, listened. He was standing by the shuttered window. He held to his ear a little ebonite tube with a microphonic receiver, and the rubber which covered the bell-like end was pressed against the shutter.




  For half an hour he stood thus, almost motionless, then he withdrew silently and disappeared into the shadows of the orange grove that grew in the centre of the long garden.




  As he did so, the door of the house opened and, with lantern in hand, Cajalos showed his visitor into the street.




  “The devils are greener than ever,” chuckled the old man. “Hey! there will be happenings, my brother!”




  Essley said nothing. He wanted to be in the street again. He stood quivering with nervous impatience as the old man unfastened the heavy door, and when it swung open he almost leapt into the street outside.




  “Goodbye,” he said.




  “Go with God,” said the old man, and the door closed noiselessly.




  
Chapter II


  Colonel Black, Financier




  

    Table of Contents

  




  The firm of Black and Gram had something of a reputation in City circles. Gram might have been a man beyond reproach — a veritable Bayard of finance, a churchgoer, and a generous subscriber to charities. Indeed, Black complained with good-humoured irritation — if the combination can be visualized — that Gram would ruin him one of these fine days by his quixotic munificence.




  Gram allowed his heart to dictate to his head; he was too soft for business, too retiring. The City was very sceptical about Gram. It compared him with a certain Mrs. Harris, but Black did not fly into a temper; he smiled mysteriously at all the suspicion which the City entertained or expressed, and went on deploring the criminal rustiness of a man who apparently sought, by Black’s account, to made the firm reputable in spite of the rumours which centred about Colonel J. Black.




  In this way did Black describe himself, though the Army list was innocent of his name, and even a search through the voluminous rolls of the American honorary ranks failed to reveal any association.




  Black and Gram floated companies and dealt largely in stocks and shares. They recommended to their clients certain shares, and the clients bought or sold according to the advice given, and at the end of a certain period of time. Black and Gram wrote politely regretting that the cover deposited had been exhausted, and urgently requesting, with as little delay as possible, the discharge of those liabilities which in some extraordinary fashion the client had incurred. This, at any rate, was the humble beginnings of a firm which was destined to grow to important proportions. Gram went out of the business — was never in it, if the truth be told. One doubts if he ever breathed the breath of life — and Black grew in prosperity. His was a name to conjure with in certain circles. In others it was never mentioned. The financial lords of the City — the Farings, the Wertheiners, the Scott-Teasons — had no official knowledge of his existence. They went about their business calmly, loaning their millions at a ridiculously small percentage, issuing Government loans, discounting bills, buying bullion, and suchlike operations which filled the hours between eleven o’clock, when their electric broughams set them down in Threadneedle Street, and four o’clock, when their electric broughams picked them up again. They read of Colonel Black in their grave way, because there were days when he dominated the financial columns. They read of his mighty stock deals, of his Argentine electric deal, his rubber notations and his Canadian copper mines. They read about him, neither approving nor disapproving. They regarded him with that dispassionate interest which a railway engine has for a motorcar.




  When, on one never-to-be-forgotten occasion, he approached the financial lords with a promising proposition, they “regretted they were unable to entertain Colonel Black’s interesting suggestion.” A little baffled, a little annoyed, he approached the big American group, for it was necessary for the success of his scheme that there should be names on his prospectus. Shrewd fellows, these Americans, thought Colonel Black, and he set forth his proposals in terms which were at once immodest and alluring. In reply —




  “Dear friend,” (it was one of those American businesses that turn down a million dollars with five cents’ worth of friendship), “we have carefully considered your proposition, and whilst we are satisfied that you will make money by its fruition, we are not so certain that we shall.”




  Black came to the City of London one afternoon to attend a board of directors’ meeting. He had been out of town for a few days, recruiting in advance, as he informed the board with a touch of facetiousness, for the struggle that awaited him.




  He was a man of middle height, broad of shoulder. His face was thin and lank, his complexion sallow, with a curious uniform yellowness. If you saw Colonel Black once you would never forget him — not only because of that yellow face of his, that straight black bar of eyebrow and the thin-lipped mouth, but the very personality of the man impressed itself indelibly on the mind of the observer.




  His manner was quick, almost abrupt; his replies brusque. A sense of finality marked his decisions. If the financial lords knew him not, there were thousands that did. His name was a household word in England. There was hardly a middle-class family that did not hold his stock. The little “street punters” hung on his word, his issues were subscribed for twice over. And he had established himself in five years; almost unknown before, he had risen to the dizziest heights in that short space of time.




  Punctual to the minute, he entered the boardroom of the suite of offices he occupied in Moorgate Street.




  The meeting had threatened to be a stormy one. Again an amalgamation was in the air, and again the head of one group of ironmasters — it was an iron combine he was forming — had stood against the threats and blandishments of Black and his emissaries.




  “The others are weakening,” said Fanks, that big, hairless man; “you promised us that you would put him straight.”




  “I will keep my promise,” said Black shortly.




  “Widdison stood out, but he died,” continued Fanks. “We can’t expect Providence to help us all the time.”




  Black’s eyebrows lowered.




  “I do not like jests of that kind,” he said. “Sandford is an obstinate man, a proud man; he needs delicate handling. Leave him to me.”




  The meeting adjourned lamely enough, and Black was leaving the room when Fanks beckoned to him.




  “I met a man yesterday who knew your friend, Dr. Essley, in Australia,” he said.




  “Indeed.” Colonel Black’s face was expressionless.




  “Yes — he knew him in his very early days — he was asking me where he could find him.”




  The other shrugged his shoulders. “Essley is abroad, I think — you don’t like him?”




  Augustus Fanks shook his head. “I don’t like doctors who come to see me in the middle of the night, who are never to be found when they are wanted, and are always jaunting off to the Continent.”




  “He is a busy man,” excused Black. “By the way, where is your friend staying?”




  “He isn’t a friend, he’s a sort of prospector, name of Weld, who has come to London with a mining proposition. He is staying at Varlet’s Temperance Hotel in Bloomsbury.”




  “I will tell Essley when he returns,” said Black, nodding his head.




  He returned to his private office in a thoughtful mood. All was not well with Colonel Black. Reputedly a millionaire, he was in the position of many a financier who counted his wealth in paper. He had got so far climbing on the shadows. The substance was still beyond his reach. He had organized successful combinations, but the cost had been heavy. Millions had flowed through his hands, but precious little had stuck. He was that curious contradiction — a dishonest man with honest methods. His schemes were financially sound, yet it had needed almost superhuman efforts to get them through.




  He was in the midst of an unpleasant reverie when a tap on the door aroused him. It opened to admit Fanks. He frowned at the intruder, but the other pulled up a chair and sat down. “Look here, Black,” he said, “I want to say something to you.”




  “Say it quickly.”




  Fanks took a cigar from his pocket and lit it. “You’ve had a marvellous career,” he said. “I remember when you started with a little bucket-shop — well, we won’t call it a bucket-shop,” he said hastily as he saw the anger rising in the other’s face, “outside broker’s. You had a mug — I mean an inexperienced partner who found the money.”




  “Yes.”




  “Not the mysterious Gram, I think?”




  “His successor — there was nothing mysterious about Gram.”




  “A successor named Flint?”




  “Yes.”




  “He died unexpectedly, didn’t he?”




  “I believe he did,” said Black abruptly.




  “Providence again,” said Fanks slowly; “then you got the whole of the business. You took over the notation and a rubber company, and it panned out. Well, after that you floated a tin mine or something — there was a death there, wasn’t there?”




  “I believe there was — one of the directors; I forget his name.”




  Fanks nodded. “He could have stopped the flotation — he was threatening to resign and expose some methods of yours.”




  “He was a very headstrong man.”




  “And he died.”




  “Yes,” — a pause— “he died.”




  Fanks looked at the man who sat opposite to him.




  “Dr. Essley attended him.”




  “I believe he did.”




  “And he died.”




  Black leant over the desk. “What do you mean?” he asked. “What are you suggesting about my friend, Dr. Essley?”




  “Nothing, except that Providence has been of some assistance to you,” said Fanks. “The record of your success is a record of death — you sent Essley to see me once.”




  “You were ill.”




  “I was,” said Fanks grimly, “and I was also troubling you a little.” He flicked the ash from his cigar to the carpet. “Black, I’m going to resign all my directorships on your companies.”




  The other man laughed unpleasantly.




  “You can laugh, but it isn’t healthy, Black. I’ve no use for money that is bought at too heavy a price.”




  “My dear man, you can resign,” said Colonel Black, “but might I ask if your extraordinary suspicions are shared by anybody else?”




  Fanks shook his head.




  “Not at present,” he said.




  They looked at one another for the space of half a minute, which was a very long time.




  “I want to clear right out,” Fanks continued. “I reckon my holdings are worth £150,000 — you can buy them.”




  “You amaze me,” said Black harshly.




  He opened a drawer of his desk and took out a little green bottle and a feather. “Poor Essley,” he smiled, “wandering about Spain seeking the secrets of Moorish perfumery — he would go off his head if he knew what you thought of him.”




  “I’d sooner he went off his head than that I should go off the earth,” said Fanks stolidly. “What have you got there?”




  Black unstoppered the bottle and dipped in the feather. He withdrew it and held it close to his nose.




  “What is it?” asked Fanks curiously. For answer, Black held up the feather for the man to smell.




  “I can smell nothing,” said Fanks. Tilting the end quickly downwards. Black drew it across the lips of the other. “Here… “ cried Fanks, and went limply to the ground.




  “Constable Fellowe!”




  Frank Fellowe was leaving the charge-room when he heard the snappy tones of the desk-sergeant calling him.




  “Yes, sergeant?” he said, with a note of inquiry in his voice. He knew that there was something unpleasant coming. Sergeant Gurden seldom took any opportunity of speaking to him, except in admonishment. The sergeant was a wizen-faced man, with an ugly trick of showing his teeth when he was annoyed, and no greater contrast could be imagined than that which was afforded by the tall, straight-backed young man in the constable’s uniform, standing before the desk, and the shrunken figure that sat on the stool behind.




  Sergeant Gurden had a dead-white face, which a scrubby black moustache went to emphasize. In spite of the fact that he was a man of good physical development, his clothing hung upon him awkwardly, and indeed the station-sergeant was awkward in more ways than one. Now he looked at Fellowe, showing his teeth. “I have had another complaint about you,” he said, “and if this is repeated it will be a matter for the Commissioner.”




  The constable nodded his head respectfully. “I am very sorry, sergeant,” he said, “but what is the complaint?”




  “You know as well as I do,” snarled the other; “you have been annoying Colonel Black again.”




  A faint smile passed across Fellowe’s lips. He knew something of the solicitude in which the sergeant held the colonel.




  “What the devil are you smiling at?” snapped the sergeant. “I warn you,” he went on, “that you are getting very impertinent, and this may be a matter for the Commissioner.”




  “I had no intention of being disrespectful, sergeant,” said the young man. “I am as tired of these complaints as you are, but I have told you, as I will tell the Commissioner, that Colonel Black lives in a house in Serrington Gardens and is a source of some interest to me — that is my excuse.”




  “He complains that you are always watching the house,” said the sergeant, and Constable Fellowe smiled.




  “That is his conscience working,” he said. “Seriously, sergeant, I happen to know that the colonel is not too friendly disposed—”




  He stopped himself.




  “Well?” demanded the sergeant.




  “Well,” repeated Constable Fellowe, “it might be as well perhaps if I kept my thoughts to myself.”




  The sergeant nodded grimly.




  “If you get into trouble you will only have yourself to blame,” he warned. “Colonel Black is an influential man. He is a ratepayer. Don’t forget that, constable. The ratepayers pay your salary, find the coat for your back, feed you — you owe everything to the ratepayers.”




  “On the other hand,” said the young man, “Colonel Black is a ratepayer who owes me something.”




  Hitching his cape over his arm, he passed from the charge-room down the stone steps into the street without. The man on duty at the door bade him a cheery farewell.




  Fellowe was an annoying young man, more annoying by reason of the important fact that his antecedents were quite unknown to his most intimate friends. He was a man of more than ordinary education, quiet, restrained, his voice gently modulated; he had all the manners and attributes of a gentleman.




  He had a tiny little house in Somers Town where he lived alone, but no friend of his, calling casually, had ever the good fortune to find him at home when he was off duty. It was believed he had other interests.




  What those interests were could be guessed when, with exasperating unexpectedness, he appeared in the amateur boxing championship and carried off the police prize, for Fellowe was a magnificent boxer — hard-hitting, quick, reliable, scientific.




  The bad men of Somers Town were the first to discover this, and one, Grueler, who on one never-to-be-forgotten occasion had shown fight on the way to the station, testified before breathless audiences as to the skill and science of the young man.




  His breezy independence had won for him many friends, but it had made him enemies too, and as he walked thoughtfully along the street leading from the station, he realized that in the sergeant he had an enemy of more than average malignity.




  Why should this be? It puzzled him. After all, he was only doing his duty. That he was also exceeding his duty did not strike him as being sufficient justification for the resentment of his superior, for he had reached the enthusiastic age of life where only inaction was unpardonable. As to Black, Frank shrugged his shoulders. He could not understand it. He was not of a nature to suspect that the sergeant had any other motive than the perfectly natural desire which all blase superiors have, to check their too impulsive subordinates.




  Frank admitted to himself that he was indeed a most annoying person, and in many ways he understood the sergeant’s antagonism to himself. Dismissing the matter from his mind, he made his way to his tiny house in Croome Street and let himself into his small diningroom.




  The walls were distempered, and the few articles of furniture that were within were such as are not usually met with in houses of this quality. The old print above the mantelpiece must have been worth a working-man’s annual income. The small gate-legged table in the centre of the felt-covered floor was indubitably Jacobean, and the chairs were Sheraton, as also was the sideboard. Though the periods may not have harmonized, there is harmony enough in great age. A bright fire was burning in the grate, for the night was bitterly cold. Fellowe stopped before the mantelpiece to examine two letters which stood awaiting him, replaced them from where he had taken them, and passed through the folding doors of the room into a tiny bedroom.




  He had an accommodating landlord. Property owners in Somers Town, and especially the owners of small cottages standing on fairly valuable ground, do not as a rule make such renovations as Fellowe required. The average landlord, for instance, would not have built the spacious bathroom which the cottage boasted, but then Fellowe’s landlord was no ordinary man.




  The young man bathed, changed himself into civilian clothing, made himself a cup of tea, and, slipping into a long overcoat which reached to his heels, left the house half an hour after he had entered.




  Frank Fellowe made his way West. He found a taxicab at King’s Cross and gave an address in Piccadilly. Before he had reached that historic thoroughfare he tapped at the window-glass and ordered the cabman to drop him.




  At eleven o’clock that night Sergeant Gurden, relieved from his duty, left the stationhouse. Though outwardly taciturn and calm, he was boiling internally with wrath.




  His antipathy to Fellowe was a natural one, but it had become intensified during the past few weeks by the attitude which the young man had taken up towards the sergeant’s protege.




  Gurden was as much of a mystery to the men in his division as Fellowe, and even more so, because the secrecy which surrounded Gurden’s life had a more sinister import than the reservation of the younger man.




  Gurden was cursed with an ambition. He had hoped at the outset of his career to have secured distinction in the force, but a lack of education, coupled with an address which was apt to be uncouth and brusque, had militated against his enthusiasm.




  He had recognized the limitations placed upon his powers by the authorities over him. He had long since come to realize that hope of promotion, first to an inspectorship, and eventually to that bright star which lures every policeman onward, and which is equivalent to the baton popularly supposed to be in every soldier’s knapsack, a superintendentship, was not for him.




  Thwarted ambition had to find a new outlet, and he concentrated his attention upon acquiring money. It became a passion for him, an obsession. His parsimony, his meanness, and his insatiable greed were bywords throughout the Metropolitan police force.




  It had become a mania with him, this collecting of money, and his bitterest enmity was reserved for those who placed the slightest obstacle between the officer and the gratification of his ambitions.




  It must be said of Colonel Black that he had been most kind. Cupidity takes a lenient view of its benefactor’s morals, and though Sergeant Gurden was not the kind of man willingly to help the lawless, no person could say that an outside broker, undetected of fraud, was anything but a desirable member of society.




  Black had made an appointment with him. He was on his way now to keep it. The colonel lived in one of those onetime fashionable squares in Camden Town. He was obviously well off, ran a car of his own, and had furnished No. 60 Serrington Gardens, with something like lavish comfort.




  The sergeant had no time to change. There was no necessity, he told himself, for his relations with Black were of such a character that there was no need to stand on ceremony.




  The square was deserted at this time of night, and the sergeant made his way to the kitchen entrance in the basement and rang the bell. The door was opened almost instantly by a manservant.




  “Is that you, sergeant?” said a voice from the darkness, as Gurden made his way upstairs to the unlighted hall above. Colonel Black turned on the light. He held out a long muscular hand in welcome to the police officer. “I am so glad you have come,” he said.




  The sergeant took the hand and shook it warmly. “I have come to apologize to you. Colonel Black,” he said. “I have severely reprimanded Police-Constable Fellowe.”




  Black waved his hand deprecatingly. “I do not wish to get any member of your admirable force into trouble,” he said, “but really this man’s prying into my business is inexcusable and humiliating.”




  The sergeant nodded. “I can well understand your annoyance, sir,” he said, “but you will understand that these young constables are always a little overzealous, and when a man is that way he is inclined to overdo it a little.”




  He spoke almost pleadingly in his desire to remove any bad impression that might exist in Black’s mind as to his own part in Police-Constable Fellowe’s investigations.




  Black favoured him with a gracious bow.




  “Please do not think of it, I beg of you,” he said. “I am perfectly sure that the young constable did not intend willingly to hurt my amour-propre.” He led the way to a spacious diningroom situated at the back of the house. Whisky and cigars were on the table. “Help yourself, sergeant,” said Colonel Black. He pushed a big comfortable chair forward.




  With a murmured word of thanks, the sergeant sank into its luxurious depths. “I am due back at the station in half an hour,” he said, “if you will excuse me then.”




  Black nodded. “We shall be able to do our business in that time,” he said, “but before we go any further, let me thank you for what you have already done.”




  From the inside pocket of his coat he took a flat pocketbook, opened it and extracted two banknotes. He laid them on the table at the sergeant’s elbow. The sergeant protested feebly, but his eyes twinkled at the sight of the crinkling paper. “I don’t think I have done anything to deserve this,” he muttered.




  Colonel Black smiled, and his big cigar tilted happily. “I pay well for little services, sergeant,” he said. “I have many enemies — men who will misrepresent my motives — and it is essential that I should be forewarned.”




  He strode up and down the apartment thoughtfully, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets.




  “It is a hard country, England,” he said, “for men who have had the misfortune to dabble in finance.”




  Sergeant Gurden murmured sympathetically.




  “In our business, sergeant,” the aggrieved colonel went on, “it frequently happens that disappointed people — people who have not made the profits which they anticipated — bring extraordinary accusations against those responsible for the conduct of those concerns in which their money is invested. I had a letter to-day “ — he shrugged his shoulders— “accusing me — me! — of running a bucket-shop.”




  The sergeant nodded; he could well understand that aspect of speculation.




  “And one has friends,” Black went on, striding up and down the apartment, “one has people one wants to protect against similar annoyances — take my friend Dr. Essley — Essley, E double s ley,” he spelt the name carefully; “you have heard of him?”




  The sergeant had not heard of any such body, but was willing to admit that he had.




  “There is a man,” said the colonel, “a man absolutely at the head of his profession — I shouldn’t be surprised to learn that even he is no safer from the voice of slander.”




  The sergeant thought it very likely, and murmured to the effect.




  “There is always a possibility that malignity will attach itself to the famous,” the colonel continued, “and because I know that you would be one of the first to hear such slander, and that you would moreover afford me an opportunity — a private opportunity — of combating such slander, that I feel such security. God bless you, sergeant!” He patted the other’s shoulder, and Gurden was genuinely affected.




  “I can quite understand your position, sir,” he said, “and you may be sure that when it is possible to render you any assistance I shall be most happy and proud to render it.”




  Again Colonel Black favoured his visitor with a little pat.




  “Or to Dr. Essley,” he said; “remember the name. Now, sergeant,” he went on, “I sent for you tonight,” — he shrugged his shoulders— “when I say sent for you, that, of course, is an exaggeration. How can a humble citizen like myself command the services of an officer of the police?”




  Sergeant Gurden fingered his moustache self-consciously.




  “It is rather,” the colonel went on, “that I take advantage of your inestimable friendship to seek your advice.”




  He stopped in his walk, drew a chair opposite to where the sergeant was sitting, and seated himself.




  “Constable Fellowe, the man of whom I have complained, had the good fortune to render a service to the daughter of Mr. Theodore Sandford — I see you know the gentleman.”




  The sergeant nodded; he had heard of Mr. Theodore Sandford, as who had not? For Theodore Sandford was a millionaire ironmaster who had built a veritable palace at Hampstead, had purchased the Dennington “Velasquez,” and had presented it to the nation.




  “Your constable,” continued Colonel Black, “sprang upon a motorcar Miss Sandford was driving down a steep hill, the brakes of which had gone wrong, and at some risk to himself guided the car through the traffic when, not to put too fine a point on it. Miss Sandford had lost her head.”




  “Oh, it was him, was it?” said the sergeant disparagingly.




  “It was him,” agreed the colonel out of sheer politeness. “Now these young people have met unknown to the father of Miss Sandford, and — well, you understand.”




  The sergeant did not understand, but said nothing.




  “I do not suggest,” said the colonel, “that there is anything wrong — but a policeman, sergeant, not even an officer like yourself — a policeman!”




  Deplorable! said the sergeant’s head, eyes and hands.




  “For some extraordinary reason which I cannot fathom,” the colonel proceeded, “Mr. Sandford tolerates the visits of this young man; that, I fear, is a matter which we cannot go into, but I should like you — well, I should like you to use your influence with Fellowe.”




  Sergeant Gurden rose to depart. He had no influence, but some power. He understood a little of what the other man was driving at, the more so when —




  “If this young man gets into trouble, I should like to know,” said Colonel Black, holding out his firm hand; “I should like to know very much indeed.”




  “He is a rare pushful fellow, that Fellowe,” said the sergeant severely. “He gets to know the upper classes in some way that I can’t understand, and I dare say he has wormed himself into their confidence. I always say that the kitchen is the place for the policeman, and when I see a constable in the drawingroom I begin to suspect things. There is a great deal of corruption—” He stopped, suddenly realizing that he himself was in a drawingroom, and that corruption was an ugly and an incongruous word.




  Colonel Black accompanied him to the door.




  “You understand, sergeant,” he said, “that this man — Fellowe, did you call him? — may make a report over your head or behind your back. I want you to take great care that such a report, if it is made, shall come to me. I do not want to be taken by surprise. If there is any charge to answer I want to know all about it in advance. It will make the answering ever so much easier, as I am a busy man.”




  He shook hands with the sergeant and saw him out of the house.




  Sergeant Gurden went back to the station with a brisk step and a comforting knowledge that the evening had been well spent.
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  In the meantime our constable had reached a small tavern in the vicinity of Regent Street. He entered the bar and, ordering a drink, took a seat in the corner of the spacious saloon. There were two or three people about; there were two or three men drinking at the bar and talking — men in loud suits, who cast furtive glances at every new-corner. He knew them to be commonplace criminals of the first type. They did not engage his attention: he flew higher.




  He sat in the corner, apparently absorbed in an evening paper, with his whisky and soda before him scarcely touched, waiting. It was not the first time he had been here, nor would it be the first time he had waited without any result. But he was patient and dogged in the pursuit of his object.




  The clock pointed to a quarter after ten, when the swing-doors were pushed open and two men entered. For the greater part of half an hour the two were engaged in a low-voiced consultation. Over his paper Frank could see the face of Sparks. He was the jackal of the Black gang, the man-of-all-trades. To him were deputed the meanest of Black’s commissions, and worthily did he serve his master. The other was known to Frank as Jakobs, a common thief and a pensioner of the benevolent colonel.




  The conversation was punctuated either by glances at the clock above the bar or at Sparks’ watch, and at a quarter to eleven the two men rose and went out. Frank followed, leaving his drink almost untouched.




  The men turned into Regent Street, walked a little way up, and then hailed a taxi. Another cab was passing. Frank beckoned it. “Follow that yellow cab,” he said to the driver, “and keep a reasonable distance behind, and when it sets down, pass it and drop me farther along the street.”




  The man touched his cap. The two cabs moved on. They went in the direction of Victoria, passed the great station on the left, turned down Grosvenor Road on the right, and were soon in the labyrinth of streets that constitute Pimlico. The first cab pulled up at a big gaunt house in a street which had once been fashionable, but which now hovered indescribably between slums and shabby gentility. Frank saw the two men get out, and descended himself a few hundred yards farther along on the opposite side of the street. He had marked the house. There was no difficulty in distinguishing it; a brass plate was attached to the door announcing it to be an employment agency — as, indeed, it was.




  His quarry had entered before he strode across towards the house. He crossed the road and took a position from whence he could watch the door. The half-hour after twelve had chimed from a neighbouring church before anything happened. A policeman on his beat had passed Frank with a resentful sidelong glance, and the few pedestrians who were abroad at that hour viewed him with no less suspicion.




  The chime of the neighbouring church had hardly died away when a private car came swiftly along the road and pulled up with a jerk in front of the house. A man descended. From where he stood Frank had no difficulty in recognizing Black. That he was expected was evident from the fact that the door was immediately opened to him.




  Three minutes later another car came down the street and stopped a few doors short of the house, as though the driver was not quite certain as to which was his destination. The newcomer was a stranger to Frank. In the uncertain light cast by a street lamp he seemed to be fashionably dressed. As he turned to give instructions to his chauffeur, Fellowe caught a glimpse of a spotless white shirt-front beneath the long dark overcoat. He hesitated at the foot of the steps which led to the door, and ascended slowly and fumbled for a moment at the bell. Before he could touch it the door opened. There was a short parley as the new man entered.




  Frank, waiting patiently on the other side of the road, saw a light appear suddenly on the first floor.




  Did he but know, this gathering was in the nature of a board meeting, a board meeting of a company more heavily financed than some of the most respected houses in the City, having its branches in various parts of the world, its agents, its business system — its very books, if they could be found and the ciphered entries unravelled.




  Black sat at one end of the long table and the last arrival at the other. He was a florid young man of twenty-six, with a weak chin and a slight yellow moustache. His face would be familiar to all racing men, for this was the sporting baronet, Sir Isaac Tramber. There was something about Sir Isaac which kept him on the outside fringe of good society, in spite of the fact that he came of a stock which was indelibly associated with England’s story: the baronetcy had been created as far back as the seventeenth century. It was a proud name, and many of his ancestors had borne it proudly. None the less, his name was taboo, his invitations politely refused, and never reciprocated.




  There had been some unfathomable scandal associated with his name. Society is very lenient to its children. There are crimes and sins which it readily, or if not readily, at any rate eventually, forgives and condones, but there are some which are unpardonable, unforgivable. Once let a man commit those crimes, or sin those sins, and the doors of Mayfair are closed for ever against him. Around his head was a cloud of minor scandal, but that which brought down the bar of good society was the fact that he had ridden his own horse at one of the Midland meetings. It had started a hot favourite — five to two on.




  The circumstances of that race are inscribed in the annals of the Jockey Club. How an infuriated mob broke down the barriers and attempted to reach this amateur jockey was ably visualized by the sporting journalists who witnessed the extraordinary affair. Sir Isaac was brought before the local stewards and the case submitted to the stewards of the Jockey Club. The next issue of the Racing Calendar contained the ominous announcement that Sir Isaac Tramber had been “warned off” Newmarket Heath.




  Under this ban he sat for four years, till the withdrawal of the notice. He might again attend race-meetings and own horses, and he did both, but the ban of society, that unwritten “warning off” notice, had not been withdrawn. The doors of every decent house were closed to him. Only one friend he had in the fashionable world, and there were people who said that the Earl of Verlond, that old and crabbed and envenomed man, merely championed his unpromising protege out of sheer perversity, and there was ample justification for this contention of a man who was known to have the bitterest tongue in Europe.




  The descent to hell is proverbially easy, and Sir Isaac Tramber’s descent was facilitated by that streak of decadence which had made itself apparent even in his early youth. As he sat at one end of the board-table, both hands stuffed into his trousers pockets, his head on one side like a perky bird, he proved no mean man of business, as Black had discovered earlier in their acquaintanceship.




  “We are all here now, I think,” said Black, looking humorously at his companion. They had left Sparks and his friend in a room below. “I have asked you to come tonight,” he said, “to hear a report of this business. I am happy to tell you that we have made a bigger profit this year than we have ever made in the course of our existence.”




  He went on to give details of the work for which he had been responsible, and he did so with the air and in the manner of one who was addressing a crowded boardroom.




  “People would say,” said the colonel oracularly, “that the business of outside broker is inconsistent with my acknowledged position in the world of finance; therefore I deem it expedient to dissociate myself from our little firm. But the outside broker is a useful person — especially the outside broker who has a hundred thousand clients. There are stocks of mine which he can recommend with every evidence of disinterestedness, and just now I am particularly desirous that these stocks should be recommended.”




  “Do we lose anything by Fanks’ death?” asked the baronet carelessly. “Hard luck on him, wasn’t it? But he was awfully fat.”




  The colonel regarded the questioner with a calm stare. “Do not let us refer to Fanks,” he said evenly. “The death of Fanks has very much upset me — I do not wish to speak about it.”




  The baronet nodded. “I never trusted him, poor chap,” he said, “any more than I trusted the other chap who made such an awful scene here a year ago — February, wasn’t it?”




  “Yes’ said the colonel briefly.




  “It’s lucky for us he died too,” said the tactless aristocrat, “because—”




  “We’ll get on with the business.” Colonel Black almost snarled the words. But the baronet had something to say. He was troubled about his own security. It was when Black showed some sign of ending the business that Sir Isaac leant forward impatiently.




  “There is one thing we haven’t discussed, Black,” he said.




  Black knew what the thing was, and had carefully avoided mention of the subject. “What is it?” he asked innocently.




  “These fellows who are threatening us, or rather threatening you; they haven’t any idea who it is who is running the show, have they?” he asked, with some apprehension.




  Black shook his head smilingly. “I think not,” he said. “You are speaking, of course, of the Four Just Men.”




  Sir Isaac gave a short nod. “Yes,” Black went on, with an assumption of indifference, “I have had an anonymous letter from these gentlemen. As a matter of fact, my dear Sir Isaac, I haven’t the slightest doubt that the whole thing is a bluff.”




  “What do you mean by a bluff?” demanded the other.




  Black shrugged his shoulders. “I mean that there is no such organization as the Four Just Men. They are a myth. They have no existence. It is too melodramatic for words. Imagine four people gathered together to correct the laws of England. It savours more of the sensational novel than of real life.” He laughed with apparent ease. “These things,” he said, wagging his finger jocosely at the perturbed baronet, “do not happen in Pimlico. No, I suspect that our constable, the man I spoke to you about, is at the bottom of it. He is probably the whole Four of these desperate conspirators.” He laughed again.




  Sir Isaac fingered his moustache nervously. “It’s all rot to say they don’t exist; we know what they did six years ago, and I don’t like this other man a bit,” he grumbled.




  “Don’t like which other man?”




  “This interfering policeman,” he replied irritably. “Can’t he be squared?”




  “The constable?”




  “Yes; you can square constables, I suppose, if you can square sergeants.” Sir Isaac Tramber had the gift of heavy sarcasm.




  Black stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Curiously enough,” he said, “I have never thought of that. I think we can try.” He glanced at his watch. “Now I’ll ask you just to clear out,” he said. “I have an appointment at half-past one.”




  Sir Isaac smiled slowly. “Rather a curious hour for an appointment,” he said.




  “Ours is a curious business,” replied Colonel Black.




  They rose, and Sir Isaac turned to Black. “What is the appointment?” he asked.




  Black smiled mysteriously. “It is rather a peculiar case,” he began.




  He stopped suddenly. There were hurried footsteps on the stairs without. A second later the door was flung open and Sparks burst into the room. “Guv’nor,” he gasped, “they’re watching the house.”




  “Who is watching?”




  “There’s a busy on the other side of the road,” said the man, speaking graphically. “I spotted him, and the moment he saw I noticed him he moved off. He’s back again now. Me and Willie have been watching him.”




  The two followed the agitated Sparks downstairs, where from a lower window they might watch, unobserved, the man who dared spy on their actions.




  “If this is the police,” fumed Black, “that dog Gurden has failed me. He told me Scotland Yard were taking no action whatever.”




  Frank, from his place of observation, was well aware that he had caused some consternation. He had seen Sparks turn back hurriedly with Jakobs and reenter the house. He observed the light go out suddenly on the first floor, and now he had a pretty shrewd idea that they were watching him through the glass panel of the doorway.




  There was no more he could learn. So far his business had been a failure. It was no secret to him that Sir Isaac Tramber was an associate of Black’s, or that Jakobs and estimable Sparks were also partners in this concern. He did not know what he hoped to find, or what he had hoped to accomplish.




  He was turning away in the direction of Victoria when his attention was riveted on the figure of a young man which was coming slowly along on the opposite sidewalk, glancing from time to time at the numbers which were inscribed on the fanlights of the doors. He watched him curiously, then in a flash he realized his objective as he stopped in front of No. 63.




  In half a dozen steps he had crossed the road towards him. The boy — he was little more — turned round, a little frightened at the sudden appearance. Frank Fellowe walked up to him and recognized him. “You need not be scared,” he said, “I am a police officer. Are you going into that house?”




  The young man looked at him for a moment and made no reply. Then, in a voice that shook, he said “Yes.”




  “Are you going there to give Colonel Black certain information about your employer’s business?” The young man seemed hypnotized by fear. He nodded. “Is your employer aware of the fact?”




  Slowly he shook his head. “Did he send you?” he asked suddenly, and Frank observed a note of terror in his voice.




  “No,” he smiled, wondering internally who the “he” was. “I am here quite on my own, and my object is to warn you against trusting Colonel Black.”




  He jerked up his head, and Frank saw the flush that came to his face. “You are Constable Fellowe,” he said suddenly.




  To say that Frank was a little staggered is to express the position mildly. “Yes,” he repeated, “I am Constable Fellowe.”




  Whilst he was talking the door of the house had opened. From the position in which he stood Frank could not see this. Black merged stealthily and came down the steps towards him.




  The agent had no other desire than to discover the identity of the man who was shadowing him. He was near enough to hear what the young man said.




  “Fellowe,” he boomed, and came down the rest of the steps at a run. “So it’s you, is it?” he snarled. “It’s you interfering with my business again.”




  “Something like that,” said Frank coolly.




  He turned to the young man again.




  “I tell you,” he said in a tone of authority, “that if you go into this house, or have anything whatever to do with this man, you will regret it to the last day of your life.”




  “You shall pay for this!” fumed Black. “I’ll have your coat from your back, constable. I’ll give you in charge. I’ll — I’ll—”




  “You have an excellent opportunity,” said Frank. His quick eye had detected the figure of a constable on the other side of the road, walking slowly towards them. “There’s a policeman over there; call him now and give me in charge. There is no reason why you shouldn’t — no reason why you should want to avoid publicity of the act.”




  “Oh, no, no!” It was the youth who spoke. “Colonel Black, I must come another time.” He turned furiously on Frank. “As to you—” he began, gaining courage from Black’s presence.




  “As to you,” retorted Frank, “avoid bad company!”




  He hesitated, then turned and walked quickly away, leaving the two men alone on the pavement.




  The three watchers in the hall eyed the scene curiously, and two of them at least anticipated instructions from Black which would not be followed by pleasant results for Frank.




  With an effort, however, Black controlled his temper. He, too, had seen the shadow on the other side of the road.




  “Look here, Constable Fellowe,” he said, with forced geniality, “I know you’re wrong, and you think you’re right. Just come inside and let’s argue this matter out.”




  He waited, his nimble mind evolving a plan for dealing with this dangerous enemy. He did not imagine that Frank would accept the invitation, and he was genuinely astounded when, without another word, the constable turned and slowly ascended the steps to the door.
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  Frank heard a little scuffling in the hall, and knew that the men who had been watching him had gone to cover. He had little fear, though he carried no weapon. He was supremely confident in his own strength and science.




  Black, following him in, shut the door behind him. Frank heard the snick of a bolt being shot into its socket in the dark. Black switched on the light.




  “We’re playing fair, Constable Fellowe,” he said, with an amiable smile. “You see, we do not try any monkey tricks with you. Everything is straight and above-board.”




  He led the way up the thickly-carpeted stairs, and Frank followed. The young man noticed the house was luxuriously furnished. Rich engravings hung on the walls, the curtains that veiled the big stairway window were of silk, cabinets of Chinese porcelain filled the recesses.




  Black led the way to a room on the first floor. It was not the room in which the board meeting had been held, but a small one which led off from the boardroom. Here the luxury was less apparent. Two desks formed the sole furniture of the room; the carpet under foot was of the commonplace type to be found in the average office. A great panel of tapestry — the one touch of luxury — covered one wall, and a cluster of lights in the ceiling afforded light to the room. A little fire was burning in the grate. On a small table near one of the desks supper had been laid for two. Frank noticed this, and Black, inwardly cursing his own stupidity, smiled.




  “It looks as though I expected you,” he said easily, “though, as a matter of fact, I have some friends here tonight, and one of them is staying to supper.”




  Frank nodded. He knew the significance of that supper-table and the white paper pads ready for use.




  “Sit down,” said Black, and himself sat at one of the desks. Frank seated himself slowly at some distance from the other, half turning to face the man whom he had set himself to ruin.




  “Now, let us get to business,” said Black briskly. “There is no reason in the world why you and I should not have an understanding. I’m a business man, you’re a business man, and a smart young man too,” he said approvingly.




  Frank made no reply. He knew what was coming.




  “Now suppose,” Black continued reflectively, “suppose we make an arrangement like this. You imagine that I am engaged in a most obnoxious type of business. Oh, I know!” he went on deprecatingly, “I know! You’re under the impression that I’m making huge profits, that I’m robbing people by bucket-shop methods. I needn’t tell you, constable, that I am most grieved and indignant that you should have entertained so low an opinion of my character.”




  His voice was neither grieved nor indignant. Indeed, the tone he employed was a cheerful admission of fault.




  “Now, I am quite content you should investigate my affairs first hand. You know we receive a large number of accounts from all over the Continent and that we pay away enormous sums to clients who — well, shall we say — gamble on margins?”




  “You can say what you like,” said Frank.




  “Now,” said Black, “suppose you go to Paris, constable, you can easily get leave, or go into the provinces, to any of the big towns in Great Britain where our clients reside, and interview them for yourself as to our honesty. Question them — I’ll give you a list of them. I don’t want you to do this at your own expense “ — his big hands were outstretched in protest. “I don’t suppose you have plenty of money to waste on that variety of excursion. Now, I will hand you tonight, if you like, a couple of hundred pounds, and you shall use this just as you like to further your investigations. How does that strike you?”




  Frank smiled. “It strikes me as devilish ingenious,” he said. “I take the couple of hundred, and I can either use it for the purpose you mention or I can put it to my own account, and no questions will be asked. Do I understand aright?”




  Colonel Black smiled and nodded. His strong, yellow face puckered in internal amusement. “You are a singularly sharp young man,” he said.




  Frank rose. “There’s nothing doing,” he said.




  Colonel Black frowned. “You mean you refuse?” he said.




  Frank nodded. “I refuse,” he said, “absolutely. You can’t bribe me with two hundred pounds, or with two thousand pounds, Black. I am not to be bought. I believe you are one of the most dangerous people society knows. I believe that both here and in the City you are running on crooked lines; I shall not rest until I have you in prison.”




  Black rose slowly to his feet. “So that’s it, is it?” he said. There was menace and malignity in his tones. A look of implacable hatred met Fellowe’s steady gaze. “You will regret this,” he went on gratingly. “I have given you a chance that most young men would jump at. I could make that three hundred—”




  “If you were to make it thirty-three hundred, or thirty-three thousand,” said Frank impatiently, “there would be no business done. I know you too well, Black. I know more about you than you think I know.”




  He took up his hat and examined the interior thoughtfully.




  “There is a man wanted in France — an ingenious man who initiated Get-rich-quick banks all over the country, particularly in Lyons and the South — his name is Olloroff,” he said carefully. “There’s quite a big reward offered for him He had a partner who died suddenly—”




  Black’s face went white. The hand that rose to his lips shook a little. “You know too much, I think,” he said. He turned swiftly and left the room. Frank sprang back to the door. He suspected treachery, but before he could reach it the door closed with a click. He turned the handle and pulled, but it was fast.




  He looked round the room, and saw another door at the farther end. He was halfway towards this when all the lights in the room went out. He was in complete darkness. What he had thought to be a window at one end turned out to be a blank wall, so cunningly draped with curtains and ingeniously-shaped blinds as to delude the observer. The real window, which looked out on to the street below, was heavily shuttered.




  The absence of light was no inconvenience to him. He had a small electric lamp in his pocket, which he flashed round the room. It had been a tactical error on his part to put Black on his guard, but the temptation to give the big man a fright had been too great. He realized that he was in a position of considerable danger. Save the young man he had seen in the street, and who in such an extraordinary manner had recognized him, nobody knew of his presence in that house.




  He made a swift search of the room and listened intently at both doors, but he could hear nothing. On the landing outside the door through which he had entered there were a number of antique Eastern arms hung on the wall. He had a slight hope that this scheme of decoration might have been continued in the room, but before he began his search he knew his quest was hopeless. There would be no weapons here. He made a careful examination of the floor; he wanted to be on his guard against traps and pitfalls.




  There was no danger from this. He sat down on the edge of a desk and waited. He waited half an hour before the enemy gave a sign. Then, close to his ear, it seemed, a voice asked “Are you going to be sensible, constable?”




  Frank flashed the rays of his lamp in the direction from which the voice came. He saw what appeared to him to be a hanging Eastern lantern. He had already observed that the stem from which it hung was unusually thick; now he realized that the bell-shaped lamp was the end of a speaking-tube. He guessed, and probably correctly, that the device had been hung rather to allow Black to overhear than for the purpose of communicating with the occupants of the room.




  He made no reply. Again the question was repeated, and he raised his head and answered. “Come and see,” he challenged.




  All the time he had been waiting in the darkness his attention had been divided between the two doors. He was on the alert for the thin pencil of light which would show him the stealthy opening. In some extraordinary manner he omitted to take into consideration the possibility of the outside lights being extinguished.




  He was walking up and down the carpeted centre of the room, which was free of any impediment, when a slight noise behind him arrested his attention. He had half turned when a noose was slipped over his body, a pair of desperate arms encircled his legs, and he was thrown violently to the floor. He struggled, but it was against uneven odds. The lasso which had pinioned him prevented the free use of his arms. He found himself lying face downwards upon the carpet. A handkerchief was thrust into his mouth, something cold and hard encircled his wrists and pulled them together. He heard a click, and knew that he was handcuffed behind.




  “Pull him up,” said Black’s voice.




  At that moment the lights in the room went on. Frank staggered to his feet, assisted ungently by Jakobs. Black was there. Sparks was there, and a stranger Frank had seen enter the house was also there, but a silk handkerchief was fastened over the lower half of his face, and all that Frank could see was the upper half of a florid countenance and a pair of light blue eyes that twinkled shiftily.




  “Put him on that sofa,” said Black. “Now,” he said, when his prisoner had been placed according to instructions, “I think you are going to listen to reason.”




  It was impossible for Frank Fellowe to reply. The handkerchief in his mouth was an effective bar to any retort that might have risen in his mind, but his eyes, clear, unwavering, spoke in unmistakable language to the smiling man who faced him.




  “My proposition is very simple,” said Black: “you’re to hold your tongue, mind your own business, accept a couple of hundred on account, and you will not be further molested. Refuse, and I’m going to put you where I can think about you.” He smiled crookedly. “There are some five cellars in this house,” said Black; “if you are a student of history, as I am, Mr. Fellowe, you should read the History of the Rhine Barons. You would recognize then that I have an excellent substitute for the donjon keeps of old. You will be chained there by the legs, you will be fed according to the whims of a trusted custodian, who, I may tell you, is a very absentminded man, and there you will remain until you are either mad or glad — glad to accept our terms — or mad enough to be incarcerated in some convenient asylum, where nobody will take your accusations very seriously.”




  Black turned his head. “Take that gag out,” he said; “we will bring him into the other room. I do not think that his voice will be heard, however loudly he shouts, in there.”




  Jakobs pulled the handkerchief roughly from Frank’s mouth. He was half pushed, half led, to the door of the boardroom, which was in darkness. Black went ahead and fumbled for the switch, the others standing in the doorway. He found the light at last, and then he stepped back with a cry of horror.




  Well he might, for four strangers sat at the board — four masked men. The door leading into the boardroom was a wide one. The three men with their prisoner stood grouped in the centre, petrified into immobility. The four who sat at the table uttered no sound.




  Black was the first to recover his self-possession. He started forward, then stopped. His face worked, his mouth opened, but he could frame no words. “What — what?” he gasped.




  The masked man who sat at the head of the table turned his bright eyes upon the proprietor of the establishment. “You did not expect me, Mr. Olloroff?” he said bluntly.




  “My name is Black,” said the other violently. “What are you doing here?”




  “That you shall discover,” said the masked man. “There are seats.” Then Black saw that seats had been arranged at the farther end of the table.




  “First of all,” the masked man went on, “I will relieve you of your prisoner. You take those handcuffs off, Sparks.”




  The man fumbled in his pocket for the key, but not in his waistcoat pocket — his hand went farther down. “Keep your hand up,” said the man at the table, sharply. He made a little gesture with his hand, and Black’s servant saw the gleam of a pistol. “You need have no fear,” he went on, “our little business will have no tragic sequence tonight — tonight!” he repeated significantly. “You have had three warnings from us, and we have come to deliver the last in person.”




  Black was fast recovering his presence of mind. “Why not report to the police?” he scoffed.




  “That we shall do in good time,” was the polite reply, “but I warn you personally, Black, that you have almost reached the end of your tether.”




  In some ways Black was no coward. With an oath, he whipped out a revolver and sprang into the room. As he did so the room went dark, and Frank found himself seized by a pair of strong hands and wrenched from the loose grip of his captor. He was pushed forward, a door slammed behind him. He found himself tumbling down the carpeted stairs into the hall below. Quick hands removed the handcuffs from his wrists, the street door was opened by somebody who evidently knew the ways of the house, and he found himself, a little bewildered, in the open street, with two men in evening dress by his side.




  They still wore their masks. There was nothing to distinguish either of them from the ordinary man in the street. “This is your way, Mr. Fellowe,” said one, and he pointed up the street in the direction of Victoria.




  Frank hesitated. He was keen to see the end of this adventure. Where were the other two of this vigilant four? Why had they been left behind? What were they doing? His liberators must have guessed his thoughts, for one of them said, “Our friends are safe, do not trouble about them. You will oblige us, constable, by going very quickly.”




  With a word of thanks, Frank Fellowe turned and walked quickly up the street. He looked back once, but the two men had disappeared into the darkness.
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  Colonel Black was amused. He was annoyed, too, and the two expressions resulted in a renewed irritation.




  His present annoyance rose from another cause. A mysterious tribunal, which had examined his papers, had appeared from and disappeared to nowhere, had annoyed him — had frightened him, if the truth be told; but courage is largely a matter of light with certain temperaments, and strong in the security of the morning sunshine and with the satisfaction that there was nothing tangible for the four men to discover, he was bold enough.




  He was sitting in his dressing-gown at breakfast, and his companion was Sir Isaac Tramber. Colonel Black loved the good things of life, good food and the comforts of civilization. His breakfast was a very ample one. Sir Isaac’s diet was more simple: a brandy and water and an apple comprised the menu. “What’s up?” he growled. He had had a late night and was not in the best of tempers.




  Black tossed a letter across to him. “What do you think of that?” he asked. “Here’s a demand from Tangye’s, the brokers, for ten thousand pounds, and a hint that failing its arrival I shall be posted as a defaulter.”




  “Pay it,” suggested Sir Isaac languidly, and the other laughed.




  “Don’t talk rot,” he said, with offensive good humour. “Where am I going to get ten thousand pounds? I’m nearly broke; you know that, Tramber; we’re both in the same boat. I’ve got two millions on paper, but I don’t think we could raise a couple of hundred ready between us if we tried.”




  The baronet pushed back his plate. “I say,” he said abruptly, “you don’t mean what you said?”




  “About the money?”




  “About the money — yes. You nearly gave me an attack of heart disease. My dear chap, we should be pretty awkwardly fixed if money dried up just now.”




  Colonel Black smiled. “That’s just what has happened,” he said. “Fix or no fix, we’re in it. I’m overdrawn in the bank; I’ve got about a hundred pounds in the house, and I suppose you’ve got another hundred.”




  “I haven’t a hundred farthings,” said the other.




  “Expenses are very heavy,” Black went on; “you know how these things turn up. There are one or two in view, but beyond that we have nothing. If we could bring about the amalgamation of those Northern Foundries we might both sign cheques for a hundred thousand.”




  “What about the City?”




  The Colonel sliced off the top of his egg without replying. Tramber knew the position in the City as well as he did.




  “H’m,” said Sir Isaac, “we’ve got to get money from somewhere, Black.”




  “What about your friend?” asked Colonel Black. He spoke carelessly, but the question was a well-considered one.




  “Which friend?” asked Sir Isaac, with a hoarse laugh. “Not that I have so many that you need particularize any. Do you mean Verlond?” Black nodded. “Verlond, my dear chap,” said the baronet, “is the one man I must not go to in this world for money.”




  “He is a very rich man,” mused Black.




  “He is a very rich man,” said the other grimly, “and he may have to leave his money to me.”




  “Isn’t there an heir?” asked the colonel, interested.




  “There was,” said the baronet with a grin, “a high-spirited nephew, who ran away from home, and is believed to have been killed on a cattle-ranch in Texas. At any rate, Lord Verlond intends applying to the court to presume his death.”




  “That was a blow for the old man,” said Black.




  This statement seemed to amuse Sir Isaac. He leant back in his chair and laughed loud and long.




  “A blow!” he said. “My dear fellow, he hated the boy worse than poison. You see, the Verlond stock — he’s a member of the cadet branch of the family. The boy was a real Verlond. That’s why the old man hated him. I believe he made his life a little hell. He used to have him up for weekends to bully him, until at last the kid got desperate, collected all his pocket-money and ran away.




  “Some friends of the family traced him; the old man didn’t move a step to search for him. They found work for him for a few months in a printer’s shop in London. Then he went abroad — sailed to America on an emigrant’s ticket.




  “Some interested people took the trouble to follow his movements. He went out to Texas and got on to a pretty bad ranch. Later, a man after his description was shot in a street fight; it was one of those little ranching towns that you see so graphically portrayed in cinema palaces.”




  “Who is the heir?” asked Black.




  “To the title, nobody. To the money, the boy’s sister. She is quite a nice girl.” Black was looking at him through half-closed eyes. The baronet curled his moustache thoughtfully and repeated, as if to himself, “Quite a nice girl.”




  “Then you have — er — prospects?” asked Black slowly.




  “What the devil do you mean, Black?” asked Sir Isaac, sitting up stiffly.




  “Just what I say,” said the other. “The man who marries the lady gets a pretty large share of the swag. That’s the position, isn’t it?”




  “Something like that,” said Sir Isaac sullenly.




  The colonel got up and folded his napkin carefully. Colonel Black needed ready money so badly that it mattered very little what the City said. If Sandford objected that would be another matter, but Sandford was a good sportsman, though somewhat difficult to manage. He stood for a moment looking down on the baronet thoughtfully.




  “Ikey,” he said, “I have noticed in you of late a disposition to look upon our mutual interests as something of which a man might be ashamed — I have struck an unexpected streak of virtue in you, and I confess that I am a little distressed.”




  His keen eyes were fixed on the other steadily.




  “Oh, it’s nothing,” said the baronet uneasily, “but the fact is, I’ve got to keep my end up in society.”




  “You owe me a little,” began Black.




  “Four thousand,” said the other promptly, “and it is secured by a £50,000 policy on my life.”




  “The premiums of which I pay,” snarled the colonel grimly; “but I wasn’t thinking of money.”




  His absorbed gaze took in the baronet from head to foot.




  “Fifty thousand pounds!” he said facetiously. “My dear Ikey, you’re worth much more murdered than alive.”




  The baronet shivered. “Don’t make those rotten jokes,” he said, and finished his brandy at a gulp.




  The other nodded. “I’ll leave you to your letters,” he said.




  Colonel Black was a remarkably methodical and neat personage. Wrapped in his elaborate dressing-gown, he made his way through the flat and, reaching his study alone, he closed the door behind him and let it click.




  He was disturbed in his mind at this sudden assumption of virtue on the part of his confederate; it was more than disconcerting, it was alarming. Black had no illusions. He did not trust Sir Isaac Tramber any more than he did other men.




  It was Black’s money that had, to some extent, rehabilitated the baronet in society; it was Black’s money that had purchased racehorses and paid training bills. Here again, the man was actuated by no altruistic desire to serve one against whom the doors of society were shut and the hands of decent men were turned.




  An outcast, Sir Isaac Tramber was of no value to the colonel: he had even, on one occasion, summarized his relationship with the baronet in a memorable and epigrammatic sentence: “He was the most dilapidated property I have ever handled; but I refurnished him, redecorated him, and today, even if he is not beautiful, he is very letable.”




  And very serviceable Sir Isaac had proved — well worth the money spent on him, well worth the share he received from the proceeds of that business he professed to despise.




  Sir Isaac Tramber feared Black. That was half the secret of the power which the stronger man wielded over him. When at times he sought to escape from the tyranny his partner had established, there were sleepless nights. During the past few weeks something had happened which made it imperative that he should dissociate himself from the confederacy; that “something” had to do with the brightening of his prospects.




  Lady Mary Cassilirs was more of a reality now than she had ever been. With Lady Mary went that which Black in his vulgar way described as “swag.”




  The old earl had given him to understand that his addresses would not be unwelcome. Lady Mary was his ward, and perhaps it was because she refused to be terrorized by the wayward old man and his fits of savage moroseness, and because she treated his terrible storms of anger as though they did not exist and never had existed, that in the grim old man’s hard and apparently wicked heart there had kindled a flame of respect for her.




  Sir Isaac went back to his own chambers in a thoughtful frame of mind. He would have to cut Black, and his conscience had advanced so few demands on his actions that he felt justified in making an exception in this case.




  He felt almost virtuous as he emerged again, dressed for the park, and he was in his brightest mood when he met Lord Verlond and his beautiful ward.




  There were rude people who never referred to the Earl of Verlond and his niece except as “Beauty and the Beast.” She was a tall girl and typically English — straight of back, clear of skin, and bright of eye. A great mass of chestnut hair, two arched eyebrows, and a resolute little chin made up a face of special attractiveness. She stood almost head and shoulders above the old man at her side. Verlond had never been a beauty. Age had made his harsh lines still harsher; there was not a line in his face which did not seem as though it had been carved from solid granite, so fixed, so immovable and cold it was.




  His lower jaw protruded, his eyes were deep set. He gave you the uncanny impression when you first met him that you had been longer acquainted with his jaw than with his eyes.




  He snapped a greeting to Sir Isaac. “Sit down, Ikey,” he smiled. The girl had given the baronet the slightest of nods, and immediately turned her attention to the passing throng.




  “Not riding to-day?” asked Sir Isaac.




  “Yes,” said the peer, “I am at this moment mounted on a grey charger, leading a brigade of cavalry.”




  His humour took this one form, and supplied answers to unnecessary questions. Then suddenly his face went sour, and after a glance round to see whether the girl’s attention had been attracted elsewhere, he leant over towards Sir Isaac and, dropping his voice, said, “Ikey, you’re going to have some difficulty with her.”




  “I am used to difficulties,” said Sir Isaac airily.




  “Not difficulties like this,” said the earl. “Don’t be a fool, Ikey, don’t pretend you’re clever. I know — the difficulties — I have to live in the same house with her. She’s an obstinate devil — there’s no other word for it.”




  Sir Isaac looked round cautiously. “Is there anybody else?” he asked.




  He saw the earl’s brows tighten, his eyes were glaring past him, and, following their direction, Sir Isaac saw the figure of a young man coming towards them with a smile that illuminated the whole of his face.




  That smile was directed neither to the earl nor to his companion; it was unmistakably intended for the girl, who, with parted lips and a new light in her eyes, beckoned the new-corner forward.




  Sir Isaac scowled horribly. “The accursed cheek of the fellow,” he muttered angrily.




  “Good morning,” said Horace Gresham to the earl; “taking the air?”




  “No,” growled the old man, “I am bathing, I am deep-sea fishing, I am aeroplaning. Can’t you see what I am doing? I’m sitting here — at the mercy of every jackass that comes along to address his insane questions to me.”




  Horace laughed. He was genuinely amused. There was just this touch of perverse humour in the old man which saved him from being absolutely repulsive. Without further ceremony he turned to the girl. “I expected to find you here,” he said.




  “How is that great horse of yours?” she asked. He shot a smiling glance at Tramber.




  “Oh, he’ll be fit enough on the day of the race,” he said. “We shall make Timbolino gallop.”




  “Mine will beat yours, wherever they finish, for a thousand,” said Sir Isaac angrily.




  “I should not like to take your money,” said the young man. “I feel that it would be unfair to you, and unfair to — your friend.”




  The last words were said carelessly, but Sir Isaac Tramber recognized the undertone of hostility, and read in the little pause which preceded them the suggestion that this cheery young man knew much more about his affairs than he was prepared for the moment to divulge.




  “I am not concerned about my friend,” said the baronet angrily. “I merely made a fair and square sporting offer. Of course, if you do not like to accept it—” He shrugged his shoulders.




  “Oh, I would accept it all right,” said the other. He turned deliberately to the girl.




  “What’s Gresham getting at?” asked Verlond, with a grin at his friend’s discomfiture.




  “I didn’t know he was a friend of yours,” said Sir Isaac; “where did you pick him up?”




  Lord Verlond showed his yellow teeth in a grin. “Where one picks up most of one’s undesirable acquaintances,” he said, “in the members’ enclosure. But racing is getting so damned respectable, Ikey, that a real top-notch undesirable is hard to meet. The last race-meeting I went to, what do you think I found? The tearoom crammed, you couldn’t get in at the doors; the bar empty. Racing is going to the dogs, Ikey.”




  He was on his favourite hobby now, and Sir Isaac shifted uneasily, for the old man was difficult to divert when in the mood for reminiscent chatter.




  “You can’t bet nowadays like you used to bet,” the earl went on. “I once backed a horse for five thousand pounds at 20-1, without altering the price. Where could you do that nowadays?”




  “Let us walk about a little,” said the girl.




  Lord Verlond was so engrossed in his grievance against racing society that he did not observe the two young people rise and stroll away.




  Sir Isaac saw them, and would have interrupted the other’s garrulity, but for the wholesome fear he had of the old man’s savage temper.




  “I can’t understand,” said Horace, “how your uncle can stick that bounder.”




  The girl smiled. “Oh, he can ‘stick’ him all right,” she said dryly. “Uncle’s patience with unpleasant people is proverbial.”




  “He’s not very patient with me,” said Mr. Horace Gresham.




  She laughed. “That is because you are not sufficiently unpleasant,” she said. “You have to be hateful to everybody else in the world before uncle likes you.”




  “And I’m not that, am I?” he asked eagerly.




  She flushed a little. “No, I wouldn’t say you were that,” she said, glancing at him from under her eyelashes. “I am sure you are a very nice and amiable young man. You must have lots of friends. Ikey, on the other hand, has such queer friends. We saw him at the Blitz the other day, lunching with a perfectly impossible man — do you know him?” she asked.




  He shook his head. “I don’t know any perfectly impossible persons,” he said promptly.




  “A Colonel Black?” she suggested.




  He nodded. “I know of him,” he replied.




  “Who is this Black?” she asked.




  “He is a colonel.”




  “In the army?”




  “Not in our army,” said Horace with a smile. “He is what they call in America a ‘pipe colonel,’ and he’s — well, he’s a friend of Sir Isaac—” he began, and hesitated.




  “That doesn’t tell me very much, except that he can’t be very nice,” she said.




  He looked at her eagerly. “I’m so glad you said that,” he said. “I was afraid—” Again he stopped, and she threw a swift glance at him.




  “You were afraid?” she repeated.




  It was remarkable to see this self-possessed young man embarrassed, as he was now. “Well,” he went on, a little incoherently, “one hears things — rumours. I know what a scoundrel he is, and I know how sweet you are — the fact is, Mary, I love you better than anything in life.”




  She went white and her hand trembled. She had never anticipated such a declaration in a crowd. The unexpectedness of it left her speechless. She looked at his face: he, too, was pale.




  “You shouldn’t,” she murmured, “at this time in the morning.”




  
Chapter VI


  The Policeman and a Lady
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  Frank Fellowe was agitating a punch-ball in one of the upper rooms of his little cottage, and with good reason.




  He was “taking out” of the ball all the grievances he had against the petty irritants of life.




  Sergeant Gurden had bothered him with a dozen and one forms of petty annoyance. He had been given the least congenial of jobs; he had been put upon melancholy point work; and he seemed to be getting more than his share of extra duty. And, in addition, he had the extra worry of checking, at the same time, the work of Black’s organization. He might, had he wished, put away all the restrictions which hampered his movements, but that was not his way. The frustration of Black’s plans was one of Frank’s absorbing passions. If he had other passions which threatened to be equally absorbing, he had the sense to check them — for a while —




  The daughter of a millionaire, violently introduced, subsequently met with heart-flutterings on the one side and not a little perturbation on the other; her gratitude and admiration began on a wayward two-seater with defective brakes, and progressed by way of the Zoo, for which she sent him a Sunday ticket — for she was anxious to see just what he was like.




  She went in some fear of disillusionment, because an heroic constable in uniform, whose face is neatly arranged by helmet-peak and chin-strap, may be less heroic in clothes of his own choosing, to say nothing of cravats and shoes.




  But she braced herself for the humiliation of discovering that one who could save her life could also wear a ready-made tie. She was terribly self-conscious, kept to the unfrequented walks of the Zoo, and was found by a very goodlooking gentleman who was dressed irreproachably in something that suggested neither the butcher’s boy at a beanfeast nor a plumber at a funeral.




  She showed him the inmates of exactly two cages, then he took her in hand and told her things about wild beasts that she had never known before. He showed her the subtle distinction between five varieties of lynx, and gave her little anecdotes of the jungle fellowship that left her breathless with admiration. Moreover, he took her to the most unlikely places — to rooms where the sick and lame of the animal kingdom were nursed to health. It would appear that there was no need to have sent him the ticket, because he was a Fellow of the Society There was too much to be seen on one day.




  She went again and yet again; rode with him over Hampstead Heath in the early hours of the morning. She gathered that he jobbed his horse, yet it was not always the same animal he rode.




  “How many horses have you in your stable?” she asked banteringly one morning.




  “Six,” he said readily. “You see,” he added hastily, “I do a lot of hunting in the season—”




  He stopped, realizing that he was further in the mire.




  “But you are a constable — a policeman!” she stammered. “I mean — forgive me if I’m rude.”




  He turned in his saddle, and there was a twinkle in his eye.




  “I have a little money of my own,” he said. “You see, I have only been a constable for twelve months; previous to that I — I wasn’t a constable!”




  He was not very lucid: by this time he was apparently embarrassed, and she changed the subject, wondering and absurdly pleased.




  It was inconsistent of her to realize after the ride that these meetings were wrong. They were wrong before, surely? Was it worse to ride with a man who had revealed himself to be a member of one’s own class than with a policeman? Nevertheless, she knew it was wrong and met him — and that is where Constable Fellowe and Miss Sandford became “May” and “Frank” to one another. There had been nothing clandestine in their meetings.




  Theodore Sandford, a hard-headed man, was immensely democratic. He joked about May’s policeman, made ponderous references to stolen visits to his palatial kitchen in search of rabbit-pie, and then there arose from a jesting nothing the question of Frank’s remaining in the force. He had admitted that he had independent means. Why remain a ridiculous policeman? From jest it had passed into a very serious discussion and the presentation of an ultimatum, furiously written, furiously posted, and as furiously regretted.




  Theodore Sandford looked up from his writing-table with an amused smile.




  “So you’re really angry with your policeman, are you?” he asked.




  But it was no joke to the girl. Her pretty face was set determinedly.




  “Of course,” she shrugged her pretty shoulders, “Mr. Fellowe can do as he wishes — I have no authority over him” — this was not true— “but one is entitled to ask of one’s friends—”




  There were tears of mortification in her eyes, and Sandford dropped his banter. He looked at the girl searchingly, anxiously. Her mother had died when May was a child; he was ever on the lookout for some sign of the fell disease which carried off the woman who had been his all.




  “Dearest!” he said tenderly “you mustn’t be worried or bothered by your policeman; I’m sure he’d do anything in the world for you, if he is only half a human man. You aren’t looking well,” he said anxiously.




  She smiled. “I’m tired tonight, daddy,” she said, putting her arm about his neck.




  “You’re always tired nowadays,” he said. “Black thought so the other day when he saw you. He recommended a very clever doctor — I’ve got his address somewhere.”




  She shook her head with vigour. “I don’t want to see doctors,” she said decidedly.




  “But—”




  “Please — please!” she pleaded, laughing now. “You mustn’t!”




  There was a knock at the door and a footman came in. “Mr. Fellowe, madam,” he announced.




  The girl looked round quickly. “Where is he?” she asked. Her father saw the pink in her cheeks and shook his head doubtingly.




  “He is in the drawingroom,” said the man.




  “I’ll go down, daddy.” She turned to her father.




  He nodded. “I think you’ll find he’s fairly tractable — by the way, the man is a gentleman.”




  “A gentleman, daddy!” she answered with lofty scorn, “of course he’s a gentleman!”




  “I’m sorry I mentioned it,” said Mr. Theodore Sandford humbly.




  Frank was reading her letter — the letter which had brought him to her — when she came in. He took her hand and held it for a fraction of a second, then he came straight to the point. It was hard enough, for never had she so appealed to him as she did this night.




  There are some women whose charms are so elusive, whose beauty is so unordinary in character, as to baffle adequate description. May Sandford was one of these. No one feature goes to the making of a woman, unless, indeed, it be her mouth. There is something in the poise of the head, in the method of arranging the hair, in the clearness and peachlike bloom of the complexion, in the carriage of the shoulders, the suppleness of the body, the springy tread-each characteristic furnished something to the beautiful whole.




  May Sandford was a beautiful girl. She had been a beautiful child, and had undergone none of the transition from prettiness to plainness, from beauty to awkwardness. It was as though the years had each contributed their quota to the creation of the perfect woman.




  “Surely,” he said, “you do not mean this? That is not your view?” He held out her letter. She bent her head.




  “I think it would be best,” she said in a low tone. “I don’t think we shall agree very well on — on things. You’ve been rather horrid lately, Mr. Fellowe.”




  His face was very pale. “I don’t remember that I have been particularly horrid,” he said quietly.




  “It is impossible for you to remain a policeman,” she went on tremulously. She went up to him and laid her hands upon his shoulders. “Don’t you see — even papa jokes about it, and it’s horrid. I’m sure the servants talk — and I’m not a snob really—”




  Frank threw back his head and laughed.




  “Can’t you see, dearie, that I should not be a policeman if there was not excellent reason? I am doing this work because I have promised my superior that I would do it.”




  “But — but,” she said, bewildered, “if you left the force you would have no superior.”




  “I cannot give up my work,” he said simply. He thought a moment, then shook his head slowly. “You ask me to break my word,” he said. “You ask me to do greater mischief than that which I am going to undo. You wouldn’t you couldn’t, impose that demand upon me.”




  She drew back a little, her head raised, pouting ever so slightly. “I see,” she said, “you would not.” She held out her hand. “I shall never ask you to make another sacrifice.”




  He took her hand, held it tightly a moment, then let it drop. Without another word the girl left the room. Frank waited a moment, hoping against hope that she would repent. The door remained closed.




  He left the house with an overwhelming sense of depression.




  
Chapter VII


  Dr. Essley Meets A Man
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  Dr. Essley was in his study, making a very careful microscopic examination. The room was in darkness save for the light which came from a powerful electric lamp directed to the reflector of the instrument. What he found on the slide was evidently satisfactory, for by and by he removed the strip of glass, threw it into the fire and turned on the lights.




  He took up a newspaper cutting from the table and read it. It interested him, for it was an account of the sudden death of Mr. Augustus Fanks.




  “The deceased gentleman,” ran the account, “was engaged with Colonel Black, the famous financier, discussing the details of the new iron amalgamation, when he suddenly collapsed and, before medical assistance could be procured, expired, it is believed, of heart failure.”




  There had been no inquest, for Fanks had in truth a weak heart and had been under the care of a specialist, who, since his speciality was heart trouble, discovered symptoms of the disease on the slightest pretext.




  So that was the end of Fanks. The doctor nodded slowly. Yes, that was the end of him. And now? He took a letter from his pocket. It was addressed to him in the round sprawling calligraphy of Theodore Sandford.




  Essley had met him in the early days when Sandford was on friendly terms with Black. He had been recommended to the ironmaster by the financier, and had treated him for divers ills. “My suburban doctor,” Sandford had called him.




  “Though I am not seeing eye to eye with our friend Black,” he wrote, “and we are for the moment at daggers drawn, I trust that this will not affect our relationships, the more so since I wish you to see my daughter.”




  Essley remembered having seen her once: a tall girl, with eyes that danced with laughter and a complexion of milk and roses.




  He put the letter in his pocket, went into his little surgery and locked the door. When he came out he wore his long overcoat and carried a little satchel. He had just time to catch a train for the City, and at eleven o’clock he found himself in Sandford’s mansion.




  “You are a weird man, doctor,” said the ironmaster with a smile, as he greeted his visitor. “Do you visit most of your patients by night?”




  “My aristocratic patients,” said the other coolly.




  “A bad job about poor Fanks,” said the other. “He and I were only dining together a few weeks ago. Did he tell you that he met a man who knew you in Australia?”




  A shadow of annoyance passed over the other’s face. “Let us talk about your daughter,” he said brusquely. “What is the matter with her?”




  The ironmaster smiled sheepishly. “Nothing, I fear; yet you know, Essley, she is my only child, and I sometimes imagine that she is looking ill. My doctor in Newcastle tells me that there is nothing wrong with her.”




  “I see,” said Essley. “Where is she?”




  “She is at the theatre,” confessed the father. You must think I am an awful fool to bring you up to town to discuss the health of a girl who is at the theatre, but something upset her pretty badly last night, and I was to-day glad to see her take enough interest in life to visit a musical comedy.”




  “Most fathers are fools,” said the other. “I will wait till she comes in.” He strolled to the window and looked out. “Why have you quarrelled with Black?” he asked suddenly.




  The older man frowned. “Business,” he said shortly. He is pushing me into a corner. I helped him four years ago—”




  “He helped you, too,” interrupted the doctor.




  “But not so much as I helped him,” said the other obstinately. “I gave him his chance. He floated my company and I profited, but he profited more. The business has now grown to such vast proportions that it will not pay me to come in. Nothing will alter my determination.”




  “I see.” Essley whistled a little tune as he walked again to the window.




  Such men as this must be broken, he thought. Broken! And there was only one way: that daughter of his. He could do nothing tonight, that was evident — nothing.




  “I do not think I will wait for your daughter,” he said. “Perhaps I will call in tomorrow evening.”




  “I am so sorry—”




  But the doctor silenced him. “There is no need to be sorry,” he said with acerbity; “you will find my visit charged in my bill.”




  The ironmaster laughed as he saw him to the door. “You are almost as good a financier as your friend,” he said.




  “Almost,” said the doctor dryly.




  His waiting taxi dropped him at Charing Cross, and he went straight to the nearest call-office and rang up a Temperance Hotel at Bloomsbury. He had reasons for wishing to meet a Mr. Weld who knew him in Australia.




  He had no difficulty in getting the message through. Mr. Weld was in the hotel. He waited whilst the attendant found him. By and by a voice spoke:




  “I am Weld — do you want me?”




  “Yes; my name is Cole. I knew you in Australia. I have a message for you from a mutual friend. Can you see me tonight?”




  “Yes; where?”




  Dr. Essley had decided the place of meeting. “Outside the main entrance of the British Museum,” he said. “There are few people about at this time of night, and I am less likely to miss you.”




  There was a pause at the other end of the wire. “Very good,” said the voice; in a quarter of an hour?”




  “That will suit me admirably — goodbye.”




  He hung up the receiver. Leaving his satchel at the cloakroom at Charing Cross Station, he set out to walk to Great Russell Street. He would take no cab. There should be no evidence of that description. Black would not like it. He smiled at the thought. Great Russell Street was deserted, save for a constant stream of taxicabs passing and repassing and an occasional pedestrian. He found his man waiting; rather tall and slight, with an intellectual, refined face.




  “Dr. Essley?” he asked, coming forward as the other halted.




  “That is my—” Essley stopped. “My name is Cole,” he said harshly. “What made you think I was Essley?”




  “Your voice,” said the other calmly. “After all, it does not matter what you call yourself; I want to see you.”




  “And I you,” said Essley.




  They walked along side by side until they came to a side street.




  “What do you want of me?” asked the doctor.




  The other laughed.




  “I wanted to see you. You are not a bit like the Essley I knew. He was slighter and had not your colouring, and I was always under the impression that the Essley who went up into the bush died.”




  “It is possible,” said Essley in an absent way. He wanted to gain time. The street was empty. A little way down there was a gateway in which a man might lie unobserved until a policeman came.




  In his pocket he had an impregnated feather carefully wrapped up in lint and oiled silk. He drew it from his pocket furtively and with his hands behind him he stripped it of its covering.




  “… in fact, Dr. Essley,” the man was saying, “I am under the impression that you are an impostor.”




  Essley faced him. “You think too much,” he said in a low voice, “and after all, I do not recognize — turn your face to the light.”




  The young man obeyed. It was a moment. Quick as thought the doctor raised the feather…




  A hand of steel gripped his wrist. As if from the ground, two other men had appeared. Something soft was thrust into his face; a sickly aroma overpowered him. He struggled madly, but the odds were too many, and then a shrill police-whistle sounded and he dropped to the ground…




  He awoke to find a policeman bending over him. Instinctively he put his hand to his head.




  “Hurt, sir?” asked the man.




  “No.” He struggled to his feet and stood unsteadily. “Did you capture the men?”




  “No, sir, they got away. We just spotted them as they downed you, but, bless your heart, they seemed to be swallowed up by the earth.”




  He looked around for the feather: it had disappeared. With some reluctance he gave his name and address to the constable, who called a taxicab.




  “You’re sure you’ve lost nothing, sir?” asked the man.




  “Nothing,” said Essley testily. “Nothing — look here, constable, do not report this.” He slipped a pound into the man’s hand. “I do not wish this matter to get into the papers.”




  The constable handed the money back. “I’m sorry, sir,” he said, “I couldn’t take this even if I was willing.” He looked round quickly and lowered his voice. “I’ve got a gentleman from the Yard with me,” he said, “one of the assistant commissioners.”




  Essley followed the direction of the policeman’s eyes. In the shadow of the wall a man was standing.




  “He was the chap who saw you first,” said the policeman, young and criminally loquacious.




  Obeying some impulse he could not define, Essley walked towards the man in the shadow.




  “I owe you a debt of gratitude,” he said. “I can only hope that you will add to your kindness by letting the matter drop — I should hate to see the thing referred to in the newspapers.”




  “I suppose you would,” said the unknown. He was in evening dress, and the red glow of his cigar rather concealed than defined his face. “But this is a matter. Dr. Essley, where you must allow us full discretion.”




  “How do you know my name?” asked the doctor suspiciously. The other smiled in the darkness and turned away.




  “One moment!” Essley took a stride forward and peered into the other’s face. “I seem to recognize your voice,” he said.




  “That is possible,” said the other, and pushed him gently, but firmly, away. Essley gasped. He himself was no weakling, but this man had an arm like steel.




  “I think you had better go, sir,” said the police-constable anxiously. He desired neither to offend an obviously influential member of the public nor his superior — that mysterious commissioner who appeared and disappeared in the various divisions and who left behind him innumerable casualties amongst the different members of the force.




  “I’ll go,” said the doctor, “but I should like to know this gentleman’s name.”




  “That cannot possibly interest you,” said the stranger, and Essley shrugged his shoulders. With that he had to be content. He drove home to Forest Hill, thinking, thinking. Who were these three — what object had they? Who was the man who had stood in the shadows? Was it possible that his assailants were acting in collusion with the police?




  He was no nearer the solution when he reached his home. He unlocked the door and let himself in. There was nobody in the house but himself and the old woman upstairs. His comings and goings were so erratic that he had organized a system which allowed him the most perfect freedom of movement.




  There must be an end to Dr. Essley, he decided. Essley must disappear from London. He need not warn Black — Black would know. He would settle the business of the ironmaster and his daughter, and then — there would be a finish.




  He unlocked his study, entered and switched on the lights. There was a letter on his writing-table, a letter enclosed in a thin grey envelope. He picked it up and examined it. It had been delivered by hand, and bore his name written in a firm hand. He looked at the writing-table and started back. The letter had been written in the room and blotted on the pad!




  There was no doubt at all about it. The blotting-paper had been placed there fresh that day, and the reverse of the bold handwriting on the envelope was plain to see. He looked at the envelope again.




  It could not have been a patient: he never admitted patients — he had none worth mentioning. The practice was a blind. Besides, the door had been locked, and he alone had the key. He tore the envelope open and took out the contents. It was a half-sheet of notepaper. The three lines of writing ran —




  “You escaped tonight, and have only seven days to prepare yourself for the fate which awaits you. THE FOUR JUST MEN.”




  He sank into his chair, crushed by the knowledge. They were the Just Men — and he had escaped them. The Just Men! He buried his face in his hands and tried to think. Seven days they gave him. Much could be done in seven days. The terror of death was upon him, he who had without qualm or remorse sent so many on the long journey. But this was he — himself! He clutched at his throat and glared round the room. Essley the poisoner — the expert; a specialist in death — the man who had revived the lost art of the Medicis and had hoodwinked the law. Seven days! Well, he would settle the business of the ironmaster. That was necessary to Black.




  He began to make feverish preparations for the future. There were no papers to destroy. He went into the surgery and emptied three bottles down the sink. The fourth he would want. The fourth had been useful to Black: a little green bottle with a glass stopper. He slipped it into his pocket.




  He let the tap run to wash away all trace of the drug he had spilt. The bottles he smashed and threw into a waste-bin.




  He went upstairs to his room, but he could not sleep. He locked his door and put a chair against it. With a revolver in his hand, he searched the cupboard and beneath the bed. He placed the revolver under his pillow and tried to sleep.




  Next morning found him haggard and ill, but none the less he made his toilet with customary care. Punctually at noon he presented himself at Hampstead and was shown into the drawingroom. The girl was alone when he entered. He noted with approval that she was very beautiful.




  That May Sandford did not like him he knew by instinct. He saw the cloud come to her pretty face as he came into her presence, and was amused in his cold way.




  “My father is out,” she said.




  “That is good,” said Essley, “for now we can talk.” He seated himself without invitation.




  “I think it is only right to tell you. Dr. Essley, that my father’s fears regarding me are quite groundless.”




  At that moment the ironmaster came in and shook hands warmly with the doctor. “Well, how do you think she looks?” he asked.




  “Looks tell you nothing,” said the other. It was not the moment for the feather. He had other things to do, and the feather was not the way. He chatted for a while and then rose. “I will send you some medicine,” he said. She pulled a wry face. “You need not worry to take it,” he said, with the touch of rancour that was one of his characteristics.




  “Can you come to dinner on Tuesday?” asked Sandford.




  Essley considered. This was Saturday — three days out of seven, and anything might turn up in the meantime. “Yes,” he said, “I will come.”




  He took a cab to some chambers near the Thames Embankment. He had a most useful room there.




  
Chapter VIII


  Colonel Black Has A Shock
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  Mr. Sandford had an appointment with Colonel Black. It was the final interview before the break.




  The City was busy with rumours. A whisper had circulated; all was not well with the financier — the amalgamation on which so much depended had not gone through. Black sat at his desk that afternoon, idly twiddling a paperknife. He was more sallow than usual; the hand that held the knife twitched nervously. He looked at his watch. It was time Sandford came. He pushed a bell by the side of his desk and a clerk appeared.




  “Has Mr. Sandford arrived?” he asked.




  “He has just come, sir,” said the man.




  “Show him in.”




  The two men exchanged formal greetings, and Black pointed to a chair. “Sit down, Sandford,” he said curtly. “Now, exactly how do we stand?”




  “Where we did,” said the other uncompromisingly.




  “You will not come into my scheme?”




  “I will not,” said the other.




  Colonel Black tapped the desk with his knife, and Sandford looked at him. He seemed older than when he had last seen him. His yellow face was seamed and lined.




  “It means ruin for me,” he said suddenly. “I have more creditors than I can count. If the amalgamation went through I should be established. There are lots of people in with me too — Ikey Tramber — you know Sir Isaac? He’s a friend of — er — the Earl of Verlond.”




  But the elder man was not impressed. “It is your fault if you’re in a hole,” said he. “You have taken on too big a job — more than that, you have taken too much for granted.”




  The man at the desk looked up from under his straight brows. “It is all very well for you to sit there and tell me what I should do,” he said, and the shakiness of his voice told the other something of the passion he concealed. “I do not want advice or homily — I want money. Come into my scheme and amalgamate, or—”




  “Or—” repeated the ironmaster quietly.




  “I do not threaten you,” said Black sullenly; “I warn you. You are risking more than you know.”




  “I’ll take the risk,” said Sandford. He got up on to his feet. “Have you anything more to say?”




  “Nothing.”




  “Then I’ll bid you goodbye.”




  The door closed with a slam behind him, and Black did not move. He sat there until it was dark, doing no more than scribble aimlessly upon his blottingpad. It was nearly dark when he drove back to the flat he occupied in Victoria Street and let himself in.




  “There is a gentleman waiting to see you, sir,” said the man who came hurrying to help him out of his coat.




  “What sort of a man?”




  “I don’t know exactly, sir, but I have got a feeling that he is a detective.”




  “A detective?” He found his hands trembling, and cursed his folly. He stood uncertainly in the centre of the hall. In a minute he had mastered his fears and turned the handle of the door.




  A man rose to meet him. He had a feeling that he had met him before. It was one of those impressions that it is so difficult to explain. “You wanted to see me?” he asked.




  “Yes, sir,” said the man, a note of deference in his voice. “I have called to make a few inquiries.”




  It was on the tip of Black’s tongue to ask him whether he was a police officer, but somehow he had not the courage to frame the words. The effort was unnecessary, as it proved, for the next words of the man explained his errand.




  “I have been engaged,” he said, “by a firm of solicitors to discover the whereabouts of Dr. Essley.”




  Black looked hard at him. “There ought to be no difficulty,” he said, “in that. The doctor’s name is in the Directory.”




  “That is so,” said the man, “and yet I have had the greatest difficulty in running him to earth. As a matter of fact,” explained the man, “I was wrong when I said I wanted to discover his whereabouts. It is his identity I wish to establish.”




  “I do not follow you,” said the financier.




  “Well,” said the man, “I don’t know exactly how to put it. If you know Dr. Essley, you will recall the fact that he was for some years in Australia.”




  “That is true,” said Black. “He and I came back together.”




  “And you were there some years, sir?”




  “Yes, we were there for a number of years, though we were not together all the time.”




  “I see,” said the man. “You went out together, I believe?”




  “No,” replied the other sharply, “we went at different periods.”




  “Have you seen him recently?”




  “No, I have not seen him, although I have frequently written to him on various matters.” Black was trying hard not to lose his patience. It would not do for this man to see how much the questions were irritating him.




  The man jotted down something in his notebook, closed it and put it in his pocket. “Would you be surprised to learn,” he asked quietly, “that the real Dr. Essley who went out to Australia died there?”




  Black’s fingers caught the edge of the table and he steadied himself.




  “I did not know that,” he said. “Is that all you have to ask?” he said, as the man finished.




  “I think that will do, sir,” said the detective.




  “Can I ask you on whose behalf you are inquiring?” demanded the colonel.




  “That I am not at liberty to tell.”




  After he had gone, Black paced the apartment, deep in thought.




  He took down from the shelf a continental Baedeker and worked out with a pencil and paper a line of retirement. The refusal of Sandford to negotiate with him was the crowning calamity.




  He crossed the room to the safe which stood in the corner, and opened it. In the inside drawer were three flat packets of notes. He picked them out and laid them on the table. They were notes on the Bank of France, each for a thousand francs.




  It would be well to take no risks. He put them in the inside pocket of his coat. If all things failed, they were the way to freedom. As for Essley — he smiled. He must go any way. He left his flat and drove eastwards to the City. Two men followed him, though this he did not know.




  Black boasted that his corporation kept no books, maintained no record, and this fact was emphasized the night that the Four had visited him unbidden. Their systematic search for evidence, which they had intended to use against him at a recognized tribunal, had failed to disclose the slightest vestige of documentary evidence which might be employed. Yet, if the truth be told, Black kept a very complete set of books, only they were in a code of his own devising, the key of which he had never put on paper, and which he only could understand.




  He was engaged on the evening of the detective’s visit in placing even these ledgers beyond the reach of the Four. He had good reason for his uneasiness. The Four had been very active of late, and they had thought fit to issue another challenge to Colonel Black. He was busy from nine o’clock to eleven, tearing up apparently innocent letters and burning them. When that hour struck, he looked at his watch and confirmed the time. He had very important business that night.




  He wrote a note to Sir Isaac Tramber, asking him to meet him that night. He had need of every friend, every pull, and every bit of help that could come to him.




  
Chapter IX


  Lord Verlond Gives A Dinner
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  Lord Verlond was an afternoon visitor at the Sandford establishment. He had come for many reasons, not the least of which nobody expected. He was a large shareholder in the Sandford Foundries, and with rumours of amalgamation in the air there was excuse enough for his visit. Doubly so, it seemed, when the first person he met was a large, yellow-faced man, confoundedly genial (in the worst sense of the word) and too ready to fraternize for the old man’s liking.




  “I have heard of you, my lord,” said Colonel Black.




  “For the love of Heaven, don’t call me ‘my lord’!” snapped the earl. “Man’ alive, you are asking me to be rude to you!”




  But no man of Verlond’s standing could be rude to the colonel, with his mechanical smile and his beaming eye.




  “I know a friend of yours, I think,” he said, in that soothing tone which in a certain type of mind passes for deference.




  “You know Ikey Tramber, which is not the same thing,” said the earl.




  Colonel Black made a noise indicating his amusement. “He always—” he began.




  “He always speaks well of me and says what a fine fellow I am, and how the earth loses its savour if he passes a day without seeing me,” assisted Lord Verlond, his eyes alight with pleasant malice, “and he tells you what a good sportsman I am, and what a true and kindly heart beats behind my somewhat unprepossessing exterior, and how if people only knew me they would love me — he says all this, doesn’t he?”




  Colonel Black bowed.




  “I don’t think!” said Lord Verlond vulgarly. He looked at the other for a while. “You shall come to dinner with me tonight — you will meet a lot of people who will dislike you intensely.”




  “I shall be delighted,” murmured the colonel.




  He was hoping that in the conference which he guessed would be held between Sandford and his lordship he would be invited to participate. In this, however, he was disappointed. He might have taken his leave there and then, but he chose to stay and discuss art (which he imperfectly understood) with a young and distracted lady who was thinking about something else all the time.




  She badly wanted to bring the conversation round to the Metropolitan police force, in the hope that a rising young constable might be mentioned. She would have asked after him, but her pride prevented her. Colonel Black himself did not broach the subject.




  He was still discussing lost pictures when Lord Verlond emerged from the study with Sandford. “Let your daughter come” the earl was saying.




  Sandford was undecided. “I’m greatly obliged — I should not like her to go alone.”




  Something leapt inside Colonel Black’s bosom. A chance…!




  “If you are talking of the dinner tonight,” he said with an assumption of carelessness, “I shall be happy to call in my car for you.”




  Still Sandford was not easy in his mind. It was May who should make the decision.




  “I think I’d like to, daddy,” she said.




  She did not greatly enjoy the prospect of going anywhere with the colonel, but it would only be a short journey.




  “If I could stand in loco parentis to the young lady,” said Black, nearly jocular, “I should esteem it an honour.”




  He looked round and caught a curious glint in Lord Verlond’s eyes. The earl was watching him closely, eagerly, almost, and a sudden and unaccountable fear gripped the financier’s heart.




  “Excellent, excellent!” murmured the old man, still watching him through lowered lids. “It isn’t far to go, and I think you’ll stand the journey well.”




  The girl smiled, but the grim fixed look on the earl’s face did not relax.




  “As you are an invalid, young lady,” he went on, despite May’s laughing protest— “as you’re an invalid, young lady, I will have Sir James Bower and Sir Thomas Bigland to meet you — you know those eminent physicians, colonel? Your Dr. Essley will, at any rate — experts both on the action of vegetable alkaloids.”




  Great beads of sweat stood on Black’s face, but his features were under perfect control. Fear and rage glowed in his eyes, but he met the other’s gaze defiantly. He smiled even — a slow, laboured smile. “That puts an end to any objection,” he said almost gaily.




  The old man took his leave and was grinning to himself all the way back to town.




  The Earl of Verlond was a stickler for punctuality: a grim, bent old man, with a face that, so Society said, told eloquently the story of his life, his bitter tongue was sufficient to maintain for him the respect — or if not the respect, the fear that so ably substitutes respect — of his friends.




  “Friends” is a word which you would never ordinarily apply to any of the earl’s acquaintances. He had apparently no friends save Sir Isaac Tramber. “I have people to dine with me,” he had said cynically when this question of friendship was once discussed by one who knew him sufficiently well to deal with so intimate a subject.




  That night he was waiting in the big library of Carnarvon Place. The earl was one of those men who observed a rigid timetable every day of his life. He glanced at his watch; in two minutes he would be on his way to the drawingroom to receive his guests.




  Horace Gresham was coming. A curious invitation, Sir Isaac Tramber had thought, and had ventured to remark as much, presuming his friendship.




  “When I want your advice as to my invitation list, Ikey,” said the earl, “I will send you a prepaid telegram.”




  “I thought you hated him,” grumbled Sir Isaac.




  “Hate him! Of course I hate him. I hate everybody. I should hate you, but you are such an insignificant devil,” said the earl. “Have you made your peace with Mary?”




  “I don’t know what you mean by ‘making my peace’,” said Sir Isaac complainingly. “I tried to be amiable to her, and I only seemed to succeed in making a fool of myself.”




  “Ah!” said the nobleman with a little chuckle, “she would like you best natural.”




  Sir Isaac shot a scowling glance at his patron. “I suppose you know,” he said, “that I want to marry Mary.”




  “I know that you want some money without working for it,” said the earl. “You have told me about it twice. I am not likely to forget it. It is the sort of thing I think about at nights.”




  “I wish you wouldn’t pull my leg,” growled the baronet. “Are you waiting for any other guests?”




  “No,” snarled the earl, “I am sitting on the top of Mont Blanc eating rice pudding.” There was no retort to this. “I’ve invited quite an old friend of yours,” said the earl suddenly, “but it doesn’t look as if he was turning up.”




  Ikey frowned. “Old friend?”




  The other nodded. “Military gent,” he said laconically. “A colonel in the army, though nobody knows the army.”




  Sir Isaac’s jaw dropped. “Not Black?”




  Lord Verlond nodded. He nodded several times, like a gleeful child confessing a fault of which it was inordinately proud. “Black it is,” he said, but made no mention of the girl.




  He looked at his watch again and pulled a little face. “Stay here,” he commanded. “I’m going to telephone.”




  “Can I—”




  “You can’t!” snapped the earl. He was gone some time, and when he returned to the library there was a smile on his face. “Your pal’s not coming,” he said, and offered no explanation either for the inexplicable behaviour of the colonel or for his amusement.




  At dinner Horace Gresham found himself seated next to the most lovely woman in the world. She was also the kindest and the easiest to amuse. He was content to forget the world, and such of the world who were gathered about the earl, but Lord Verlond had other views.




  “Met a friend of yours to-day,” he said abruptly and addressing Horace.




  “Indeed, sir?” The young man was politely interested.




  “Sandford — that terribly prosperous gentleman from Newcastle.” Horace nodded cautiously. “Friend of yours too, ain’t he?” The old man turned swiftly to Sir Isaac. “I asked his daughter to come to dinner — father couldn’t come. She ain’t here.”




  He glared round the table for the absent girl.




  “In a sense Sandford is a friend of mine,” said Sir Isaac no less cautiously, since he must make a statement in public without exactly knowing how the elder man felt on the subject of the absent guests; “at least, he’s a friend of a friend.”




  “Black,” snarled Lord Verlond, “bucket-shop swindler — are you in it?”




  “I have practically severed my connection with him,” Sir Isaac hastened to say.




  Verlond grinned. “That means he’s broke,” he said, and turned to Horace. “Sandford’s full of praise for a policeman who’s mad keen on his girl — friend of yours?”




  Horace nodded. “He’s a great friend of mine,” he said quietly.




  “Who is he?”




  “Oh, he’s a policeman,” said Horace.




  “And I suppose he’s got two legs and a head and a pair of arms,” said the earl. “You’re too full of information — I know he’s a policeman. Everybody seems to be talking about him. Now, what does he do, where does he come from — what the devil does it all mean?”




  “I’m afraid I can’t give you any information,” said Horace. “The only thing that I am absolutely certain about in my own mind is that he is a gentleman.”




  “A gentleman and a policeman?” asked the earl incredulously. Horace nodded. “A new profession for the younger son, eh?” remarked Lord Verlond sardonically. “No more running away and joining the army; no more serving before the mast; no more cow-punching on the pampas—”




  A look of pain came into Lady Mary’s eyes. The old lord swung round on her.




  “Sorry” he growled. “I wasn’t thinking of that young fool. No more dashing away to the ends of the earth for the younger son; no dying picturesquely in the Cape Mounted Rifles, or turning up at an appropriate hour with a bag of bullion under each arm to save the family from ruin. Join the police force, that’s the game. You ought to write a novel about that: a man who can write letters to the sporting papers can write anything.”




  “By the way,” he added, “I am coming down to Lincoln on Tuesday to see that horse of yours lose.”




  “You will make your journey in vain,” said Horace. “I have arranged for him to win.”




  He waited later for an opportunity to say a word in private to the old man. It did not come till the end of the dinner, when he found himself alone with the earl. “By the way,” he said, with an assumption of carelessness, “I want to see you on urgent private business.”




  “Want money?” asked the earl, looking at him suspiciously from underneath his shaggy brows.




  Horace smiled. “No, I-don’t think I am likely to borrow money,” he said.




  “Want to marry my niece?” asked the old man with brutal directness.




  “That’s it,” said Horace coolly. He could adapt himself to the old man’s mood.




  “Well, you can’t,” said the earl. “You have arranged for your horse to win, I have arranged for her to marry Ikey. At least,” he corrected himself, “Ikey has arranged with me.”




  “Suppose she doesn’t care for this plan?” asked Horace.




  “I don’t suppose she does,” said the old man with a grin. “I can’t imagine anybody liking Ikey, can you? I think he’s a hateful devil. He doesn’t pay his debts, he has no sense of honour, very little sense of decency; his associates, including myself, are the worst men in London.” He shook his head suspiciously. “He’s being virtuous now,” he growled, “told me so confidentially; informed me that he was turning over a new leaf. What a rotten confession for a man of his calibre to make! I mistrust him in his penitent mood.” He looked up suddenly. “You go and cut him out,” he said, the tiny flame of malice, which gave his face such an extraordinary character, shining in his eyes. “Good idea, that! Go and cut him out; it struck me Mary was a little keen on you. Damn Ikey! Go along!”




  He pushed the astonished youth from him.




  Horace found the girl in the conservatory. He was bubbling over with joy. He had never expected to make so easy a conquest of the old man — so easy that he almost felt frightened. It was as if the Earl of Verlond, with that sardonic humour of his, was devising some method of humiliating him. Impulsively he told her all that had happened.




  “I can’t believe it,” he cried, “he was so ready, so willing. He was brutal, of course, but that was natural.”




  She looked at him with a little glint of amusement in her eyes. “I don’t think you know uncle,” she said quietly.




  “But — but—” he stammered.”




  “Yes, I know,” she went on, “everybody thinks they do. They think he’s the most horrid old man in the world. Sometimes,” she confessed, “I have shared their opinion. I can never understand why he sent poor Con away.”




  “That was your brother?” he asked.




  She nodded. Her eyes grew moist. “Poor boy,” she said softly, “he didn’t understand uncle. I didn’t then. I sometimes think uncle doesn’t understand himself very well,” she said with a sad little smile. “Think of the horrid things he says about people — think of the way he makes enemies—”




  “And yet, I am ready to believe he is a veritable Gabriel,” said Horace fervently. “He is a benefactor of the human race, a king among men, the distributor of great gifts—”




  “Don’t be silly,” she said, and laying her hand on his arm, she led him to the farther end of the big palm court.




  Whatever pleasure the old lord brought to Horace, it found no counterpart in his dealings with Sir Isaac. He alternately patted and kicked him, until the baronet was writhing with rage. The old man seemed to take a malicious pleasure in ruffling the other. That the views he expressed at ten o’clock that night were in absolute contradiction to those that he had put into words at eight o’clock on the same night did not distress him; he would have changed them a dozen times during the course of twentyfour hours if he could have derived any pleasure from so doing.




  Sir Isaac was in an evil frame of mind when a servant brought him a note. He looked round for a quiet place in which to read it. He half suspected its origin. But why had Black missed so splendid an opportunity of meeting Lord Verlond? The note would explain, perhaps.




  He crossed the room and strolled towards the conservatory, reading the letter carefully. He read it twice, then he folded it up and put it into his pocket; he had occasion to go to that pocket again almost immediately, for he pulled out his watch to see the time.




  When he had left the little retreat on his way to the hall, he left behind him a folded slip of paper on the floor.




  This an exalted Horace, deliriously happy, discovered on his way back to the card-room. He handed it to Lord Verlond who, having no scruples, read it — and, reading it in the seclusion of his study, grinned.




  
Chapter X


  A Policeman’s Business
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  There was living at Somers Town at that time a little man named Jakobs.




  He was a man of some character, albeit an unfortunate person with “something behind him.” The something behind him, however, had come short of a lagging. “Carpets” (three months’ hard labour) almost innumerable had fallen to his share, but a lagging had never come his way.




  A little wizened-faced man, with sharp black eyes, very alert in his manner, very neatly dressed, he conveyed the impression that he was enjoying a day off, but so far as honest work was concerned Jakobs’ day was an everlasting one.




  Mr. Jakobs had been a pensioner of Colonel Black’s for some years. During that period of time Willie Jakobs had lived the life of a gentleman. That is to say, he lived in the manner which he thought conformed more readily to the ideal than that which was generally accepted by the wealthier classes.




  There were moments when he lived like a lord — again he had his own standard — but these periods occurred at rare intervals, because Willie was naturally abstemious. But he certainly lived like a gentleman, as all Somers Town agreed, for he went to bed at whatsoever hour he chose, arose with such larks as were abroad at the moment, or stayed in bed reading his favourite journal.




  A fortunate man was he, never short of a copper for a half-pint of ale, thought no more of spending a shilling on a race than would you or I, was even suspected of taking his breakfast in bed, a veritable hallmark of luxury and affluence by all standards.




  To him every Saturday morning came postal orders to the value of two pounds sterling from a benefactor who asked no more than that the recipient should be happy and forget that he ever saw a respected dealer in stocks and shares in the act of rifling a dead man’s pockets.




  For this William Jakobs had seen.




  Willie was a thief, born so, and not without pride in his skilful-fingered ancestry. He had joined the firm of Black and Company less with the object of qualifying for a pension twenty years hence than on the off chance of obtaining an immediate dividend. He was guarded by the very principles which animated the head of his firm.




  There was an obnoxious member of the board — obnoxious to the genial Colonel Black — who had died suddenly. A subsequent inquisition came to the conclusion that he died from syncope: even Willie knew no better. He had stolen quietly into the managing director’s office one day in the ordinary course of business, for Master Jakobs stole quietly, but literally and figuratively. He was in search of unconsidered stamps and such loose coinage as might be found in the office of a man notoriously careless in the matter of small change. He had expected to find the room empty, and was momentarily paralysed to see the great Black himself bending over the recumbent figure of a man, busily searching the pockets of a dead man for a letter — for the silent man on the floor had come with his resignation in his pocket and had indiscreetly embodied in this letter his reasons for taking the step. Greatest indiscretion of all, he had revealed the existence of this very compromising document to Colonel Black.




  Willie Jakobs knew nothing about the letter — had no subtle explanation for the disordered pocketbook. To his primitive mind Colonel Black was making a search for money: it was, in fact, a stamp-hunt on a large scale, and in his agitation he blurted this belief.




  At the subsequent inquest Mr. Jakobs did not give evidence. Officially he knew nothing concerning the matter. Instead he retired to his home in Somers Town, a life pensioner subject to a continuation of his reticence. Two years later, one Christmas morning, Mr. Jakobs received a very beautiful box of chocolates by post, ‘with every good wish,’ from somebody who did not trouble to send his or her name. Mr. Jakobs, being no lover of chocolate drops, wondered what it had cost and wished the kindly donor had sent beer.




  “Hi, Spot, catch!” said Mr. Jakobs, and tossed a specimen of the confectioner’s art to his dog, who possessed a sweet tooth.




  The dog ate it, wagging his tail, then he stopped wagging his tail and lay down with a shiver — dead.




  It was some time before Willie Jakobs realized the connection between the stiff little dog and this bland and ornate Christmas gift.




  He tried a chocolate on his landlord’s dog, and it died. He experimented on a fellow-lodger’s canary, and it died too — he might have destroyed the whole of Somers Town’s domestic menagerie but for the timely intervention of his landlord, who gave him in charge for his initial murder. Then the truth came out. The chocolates were poisoned. Willie Jakobs found his photograph in the public Press as the hero of a poisoning mystery: an embarrassment for Willie, who was promptly recognized by a Canning Town tradesman he had once victimized, and was arrested for the second time in a week.




  Willie came out of gaol (it was a “carpet”) expecting to find an accumulation of one-pound postal orders awaiting him. Instead he found one five-pound note and a typewritten letter, on perfectly plain uncompromising paper, to the effect that the sender regretted that further supplies need not be expected.




  Willie wrote to Colonel Black, and received in reply a letter in which “Colonel Black could not grasp the contents of yours of the 4th. He has never sent money, and fails to understand why the writer should have expected,” etc., etc.




  Willie, furious and hurt at the base ingratitude and duplicity of his patron, carried the letter and a story to a solicitor, and the solicitor said one word— “Blackmail!” Here, then, was a disgruntled Willie Jakobs forced to work: to depend upon chance bookings and precarious liftings. Fortunately his right hand had not lost its cunning, nor, for the matter of that, had his left. He “clicked” to good stuff, fenced it with the new man in Eveswell Road (he was lagged eventually because he was only an amateur and gave too much for the stuff), and did well — so well, indeed, that he was inclined to take a mild view of Black’s offences.




  On the evening of Lord Verlond’s dinner party — though, to do him justice, it must be confessed that Jakobs knew nothing of his lordship’s plans — he sallied forth on business intent. He made his way through the tiny court and narrow streets which separated him from Stibbington Street, there turning southwards to the Euston Road, and taking matters leisurely, he made his way to Tottenham Court Road, en route to Oxford Street.




  Tottenham Court Road, on that particular night, was filled with interested people. They were interested in shop windows, interested in one another, interested in boarding and alighting from buses. It was an ideal crowd from Jakobs’ point of view. He liked people who concentrated, who fixed their minds on one thing and had no thought for any other. In a sense he was something of a psychologist, and he looked sound to find some opulent person whose powers of concentration might be of service to himself.




  Gathered round the steps of an omnibus, impatiently waiting for other passengers to disembark, was a little crowd of people, and Jakobs, with his quick, keen eye, spotted a likely client.




  He was a stout man of middle age. His hat was placed at such an angle on his head that the Somers Towner diagnosed him as “canned.” He may or may not have been right in his surmise. It is sufficient that he appeared comfortably off, and that not only was his coat of good material, but he had various indications of an ostentatious character testifying to his present affluence. Willie Jakobs had had no intention of taking a bus ride. I doubt very much whether he changed his plans even now, but certain it is that he began to elbow his way into the little throng which surrounded the bus, by this time surging forward to board it.




  He elbowed his way with good effect, for suddenly ceasing his efforts, as though he had remembered some very important engagement, he began to back out. He reached the outskirts of the little knot, then turned to walk briskly away.




  At that moment a firm hand dropped on his shoulder in quite a friendly way. He looked round quickly. A tall young man in civilian dress stood behind him.




  “Hullo!” said the young man, kindly enough, “aren’t you going on?”




  “No, Mr. Fellowe,” he said. “I was going down for a blow, but I remember I left the gas burning at home.”




  “Let’s go back and put it out,” said Constable Fellowe, who was on a very special duty that night.




  “On second thoughts,” said Jakobs reflectively, “I don’t think it’s worth while. After all, it’s one of those penny-in-the-slot machines and it can only burn itself out.”




  “Then come along and see if my gas is burning,” said Frank humorously.




  He held the other’s arm lightly, but when Jakobs attempted to disengage himself he found the pressure on his arm increased. “What’s the game?” he asked innocently.




  “The same old game,” said Frank, with a little smile. “Hullo. Willie, you’ve dropped something.”




  He stooped quickly, without releasing his hold, and picked up a pocketbook.




  The bus was on the point of moving off as Frank swung round and with a signal stopped the conductor. “I think some one who has just boarded your bus has lost a pocketbook. I think it is that stoutish gentleman who has just gone inside.”




  The stoutish gentleman hastily descended to make a public examination of his wardrobe. He discovered himself minus several articles which should, by all laws affecting the right of property, have been upon his person.




  Thereafter the matter became a fairly commonplace incident. “It’s a cop,” said Willie philosophically. I didn’t see you around, Mr. Fellowe.”




  “I don’t suppose you did, yet I’m big enough.”




  “And ugly enough,” added Willie impartially.




  Frank smiled. “You’re not much of an authority on beauty, Willie, are you?” he asked jocosely, as they threaded their way through the streets which separated them from the nearest police-station.




  “Oh, I don’t know,” said Willie, “‘andsome is as ‘andsome does. Say, Mr. Fellowe, why don’t the police go after a man like Olloroff? What are they worrying about a little hook like me for — getting my living at great inconvenience, in a manner of speaking. He is a fellow who makes his thousands, and has ruined his hundreds. Can you get him a lagging?”




  “In time I hope we shall,” said Frank.




  “There’s a feller!” said Willie. “He baits the poor little clerk — gets him to put up a fiver to buy a million pounds’ worth of gold mines. Clerk puts it — pinches the money from the till, not meanin’ to be dishonest, in a manner of speakin’, but expectin’ one day to walk into his boss, covered with fame and diamonds, and say, ‘Look at your long-lost Horace!’ See what I mean?”




  Frank nodded.




  “‘Look at your prodigal cashier’,” Jakobs continued, carried away by his imagination. “‘Put your lamps over my shiners, run your hooks over me Astrakhan collar. Master. it is I, thy servant!’”




  It was not curious that they should speak of Black. There had been a case in court that day in which a too-credulous client of Black’s, who had suffered as a result of that credulity, had sued the colonel for the return of his money, and the case had not been defended.




  “I used to work for him,” said Mr. Jakobs, reminiscently. “Messenger at twenty-nine shillings a week — like bein’ messenger at a mortuary.” He looked up at Frank. “Ever count up the number of Black’s friends who’ve died suddenly?” he asked. “Ever reckon that up? He’s a regular jujube tree, he is.”




  “‘Upas’ is the word you want, Willie,” said Frank gently.




  “You wait till the Four get him,” warned Mr. Jakobs cheerfully. “They won’t half put his light out.”




  He said no more for a while, then he turned suddenly to Frank.




  “Come to think of it, Fellowe,” he said, with the gross familiarity of the habitue in dealing with his captor, “this is the third time you’ve pinched me.”




  “Come to think of it,” admitted Frank cheerfully, “it is.”




  “Harf a mo’.” Mr. Jakobs halted and surveyed the other with a puzzled air. “He took me in the Tottenham Court Road, he took me in the Charin’ Cross Road, an’ he apperryhended me in Cheapside.”




  “You’ve a wonderful memory,” smiled the young man.




  “Never on his beat,” said Mr. Jakobs to himself, “always in plain clothes, an’ generally watchin’ me — now, why?”




  Frank thought a moment. “Come and have a cup of tea, Willie,” he said, “and I will tell you a fairy story.”




  “I think we shall be gettin’ at facts very soon,” said Willie, in his best judicial manner.




  “I am going to be perfectly frank with you, my friend,” said Fellowe, when they were seated in a neighbouring coffee-shop.




  “If you don’t mind,” begged Willie, “I’d rather call you by your surname — I don’t want it to get about that I’m a pal of yours.”




  Frank smiled again. Willie had ever been a source of amusement. “You have been taken by me three times,” he said, “and this is the first time you have mentioned our friend Black. I think I can say that if you had mentioned him before it might have made a lot of difference to you, Willie.”




  Mr. Jakobs addressed the ceiling. “Come to think of it,” he said, “he ‘inted at this once before.”




  “I ‘int at it once again,” said Frank. “Will you tell me why Black pays you two pounds a week?”




  “Because he don’t,” said Willie promptly. “Because he’s a sneakin’ hook an’ because he’s a twister, because he’s a liar—”




  “If there’s any reason you haven’t mentioned, give it a run,” said Constable Fellowe in the vernacular.




  Willie hesitated. “What’s the good of my tellin’ you?” he asked. “Sure as death you’ll tell me ‘I’m only lyin’.”




  “Try me,” said Frank, and for an hour they sat talking, policeman and thief.




  At the end of that time they went different ways — Frank to the police-station, where he found an irate owner of property awaiting him, and Mr. Jakobs, thankfully, yet apprehensively, to his Somers Town home.




  His business completed at the station, and a station sergeant alternately annoyed and mystified by the erratic behaviour of a plainclothes constable, who gave orders with the assurance of an Assistant-Commissioner, Frank found a taxi and drove first to the house of Black, and later (with instructions to the driver to break all the rules laid down for the regulation of traffic) to Hampstead.




  May Sandford was expecting the colonel. She stood by the drawingroom fire, buttoning her glove and endeavouring to disguise her pleasure that her sometime friend had called.




  “Where are you going?” was his first blunt greeting, and the girl stiffened.




  “You have no right to ask in that tone,” she said quietly, “but I will tell you. I am going to dinner.”




  “With whom?”




  The colour came to her face, for she was really annoyed. “With Colonel Black,” she said an effort to restrain her rising anger.




  He nodded. “I’m afraid I cannot allow you to go,” he said coolly.




  The girl stared. “Once and for all, Mr. Fellowe,” she said with quiet dignity, “you will understand that I am my own mistress. I shall do as I please. You have no right to dictate to me — you have no right whatever” — she stamped her foot angrily— “to say what I may do and what I may not do. I shall go where and with whom I choose.”




  “You will not go out tonight, at any rate,” said Frank grimly.




  An angry flush came to her cheeks. “If I chose to go tonight, I should go tonight,” she said.




  “Indeed, you will do nothing of the sort.” He was quite cool now — master of himself — completely under control.




  “I shall be outside this house,” he said, “for the rest of the night. If you go out with this man I shall arrest you.” She started and took a step back. “I shall arrest you,” he went on determinedly. “I don’t care what happens to me afterwards. I will trump up any charge against you. I will take you to the station, through the streets, and put you in the iron dock as though you were a common thief. I’ll do it because I love you,” he said passionately, “because you are the biggest thing in the world to me — because I love you better than life, better than you can love yourself, better than any man could love you. And do you know why I will take you to the police-station?” he went on earnestly. “Because you will be safe there, and the women who look after you will allow no dog like this fellow to have communication with you — because he dare not follow you there, whatever else he dare. As for him—”




  He turned savagely about as a resplendent Black entered the room. Black stopped at the sight of the other’s face and dropped his hand to his pocket.




  “You look out for me,” said Frank, and Black’s face blanched.




  The girl had recovered her speech. “How dare you — how dare you!” she whispered. “You tell me that you will arrest me. How dare you! And you say you love me!” she said scornfully.




  He nodded slowly. “Yes,” he said, quietly enough. “I love you. I love you enough to make you hate me. Can I love you any more than that?”




  His voice was bitter, and there was something of helplessness in it too, but the determination that underlay his words could not be mistaken. He did not leave her until Black had taken his leave, and in his pardonable perturbation he forgot that he intended searching the colonel for a certain green bottle with a glass stopper.




  Colonel Black returned to his flat that night to find unmistakable evidence that the apartment had been most systematically searched. There existed, however, no evidence as to how his visitors had gained admission. The doors had been opened, despite the fact that they were fastened by a key which had no duplicate, and with locks that were apparently unpickable. The windows were intact, and no attempt had been made to remove money and valuables from the desk which had been ransacked. The only proof of identity they had left behind was the seal which he found attached to the blottingpad on his desk.




  They had gone methodically to work, dropped a neat round splash of sealing-wax, and had as neatly pressed the seal of the organization upon it. There was no other communication, but in its very simplicity this plain “IV” was a little terrifying. It seemed that the members of the Four defied all his efforts at security, laughed to scorn his patent locks, knew more about his movements than his most intimate friends, and chose their own time for their visitations.




  This would have been disconcerting to a man of less character than Black; but Black was one who had lived through a score of years — each year punctuated, at regular intervals, with threats of the most terrible character. He had ever lived in the shadow of reprisal, yet he had never suffered punishment.




  It was his most fervent boast that he never lost his temper, that he never did anything in a flurry. Now, perhaps for the first time in his life, he was going to work actuated by a greater consideration than self-interest — a consideration of vengeance.




  It made him less careful than he was wont to be. He did not look for shadowers that evening, yet shadowers there had been — not one but many.




  
Chapter XI


  To Lincoln Races
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  Sir Isaac Tramber went to Lincoln in an evil frame of mind. He had reserved a compartment, and cursed his luck when he discovered that his reservation adjoined that of Horace Gresham.




  He paced the long platform at King’s Cross, waiting for his guests. The Earl of Verlond had promised to go down with him and to bring Lady Mary, and it was no joy to Sir Isaac to observe on the adjoining carriage the label, “Reserved for Mr. Horace Gresham and party.”




  Horace came along about five minutes before the train started. He was as cheerful as the noonday sun, in striking contrast to Sir Isaac, whose night had not been too wisely spent. He nodded carelessly to Sir Isaac’s almost imperceptible greeting.




  The baronet glanced at his watch and inwardly swore at the old earl and his caprices. It wanted three minutes to the hour at which the train left. His tongue was framing a bitter indictment of the old man when he caught a glimpse of his tall, angular figure striding along the platform.




  “Thought we weren’t coming. I suppose?” asked the earl, as he made his way to the compartment. “I say, you thought we weren’t coming?” he repeated, as Lady Mary entered the compartment, assisted with awkward solicitude by Sir Isaac.




  “Well, I didn’t expect you to be late.”




  “We are not late,” said the earl.




  He settled himself comfortably in a corner seat — the seat which Sir Isaac had specially arranged for the girl. Friends of his and of the old man who passed nodded. An indiscreet few came up to speak.




  “Going up to Lincoln, Lord Verlond?” asked one idle youth.




  “No,” said the earl sweetly, “I am going to bed with the mumps.” He snarled the last word, and the young seeker after information fled.




  “You can sit by me, Ikey — leave Mary alone,” said the old man sharply. “I want to know all about this horse. I have £150 on this thoroughbred of yours; it is far more important than those fatuous inquiries you intend making of my niece.”




  “Inquiries?” grumbled Sir Isaac resentfully.




  “Inquiries!” repeated the other. “You want to know whether she slept last night; whether she finds it too warm in this carriage; whether she would like a corner seat or a middle seat, her back to the engine or her face to the engine. Leave her alone, leave her alone, Ikey. She’ll decide all that. I know her better than you.”




  He glared, with that amusing glint in his eyes, across at the girl. “Young Gresham is in the next carriage. Go and tap at the window and bring him out. Go along!”




  “He’s got some friends there, I think, uncle,” said the girl.




  “Never mind about his friends,” said Verlond irritably. “What the devil does it matter about his friends? Aren’t you a friend? Go and tap at the door and bring him out.”




  Sir Isaac was fuming.




  “I don’t want him in here,” he said loudly. “You seem to forget, Verlond, that if you want to talk about horses, this is the very chap who should know nothing about Timbolino.”




  “Ach!” said the earl testily, “don’t you suppose he knows all there is to be known. What do you think sporting papers are for?”




  “Sporting papers can’t tell a man what the owner knows,” said Sir Isaac importantly.




  “They tell me more than he knows,” he said. “Your horse was favourite yesterday morning — it isn’t favourite any more, Ikey.”




  “I can’t control the investments of silly asses,” grumbled Sir Isaac.




  “Except one,” said the earl rudely. “But these silly asses you refer to do not throw their money away — remember that, Ikey. When you have had as much racing as I have had, and won as much money as I have won, you’ll take no notice of what owners think of their horses. You might as well ask a mother to give a candid opinion of her own daughter’s charms as to ask an owner for unbiased information about his own horse.”




  The train had slipped through the grimy purlieus of London and was now speeding through green fields to Hatfield. It was a glorious spring day, mellow with sunlight: such a day as a man at peace with the world might live with complete enjoyment.




  Sir Isaac was not in this happy position, nor was he in a mood to discuss either the probity of racing men or the general question of the sport itself. He observed with an inward curse the girl rise and walk, apparently carelessly, into the corridor. He could have sworn he heard a tap at the window of the next compartment, but in this, of course, he was wrong. She merely moved across the vision of the little coterie who sat laughing and talking, and in an instant Horace had come out.




  “It is not my fault this, really,” she greeted him, with a little flush in her cheeks. “It was uncle’s idea.”




  “Your uncle is an admirable old gentleman,” said Horace fervently. “I retract anything I may have said to his discredit.”




  “I will tell him,” she said, with mock gravity.




  “No, no,” cried Horace, “I don’t want you to do that exactly.”




  “I want to talk to you seriously,” said she suddenly. “Come into our compartment. Uncle and Sir Isaac are so busy discussing the merits of Timbolino—is that the right name?” He nodded, his lips twitching with amusement. “That they won’t notice anything we have to say,” she concluded.




  The old earl gave him a curt nod. Sir Isaac only vouchsafed a scowl. It was difficult to maintain anything like a confidential character in their conversation, but by manoeuvring so that they spoke only of the more important things when Sir Isaac and his truculent guest were at the most heated point of their argument, she was able to unburden the anxiety of her mind.




  “I am worried about uncle,” she said in a low tone.




  “Is he ill?” asked Horace.




  She shook her head. “No, it isn’t his illness — yet it may be. But he is so contradictory; I am so afraid that it might react to our disadvantage. You know how willing he was that you should… “ She hesitated, and his hand sought hers under the cover of an open newspaper.




  “It was marvellous,” he whispered, “wasn’t it? I never expected for one moment that the old dev — that your dear uncle,” he corrected himself, “would have been so amenable.”




  She nodded again. “You see,” she said, taking advantage of another heated passage between the old man and the irritated baronet, “what he does so impetuously he can undo just as easily. I am so afraid he will turn and rend you.”




  “Let him try,” said Horace. “I am not easily rent.”




  Their conversation was cut short abruptly by the intervention of the man they were discussing.




  “Look here, Gresham,” snapped the earl shortly, “you’re one of the cognoscenti, and I suppose you know everything. Who are the Four Just Men I hear people talking about?”




  Horace was conscious of the fact that the eyes of Sir Isaac Tramber were fixed on him curiously. He was a man who made no disguise of his suspicion.




  “I know no more than you,” said Horace. “They seem to me to be an admirable body of people who go about correcting social evils.”




  “Who are they to judge what is and what is not evil?” growled the earl, scowling from under his heavy eyebrows. “Infernal cheek! What do we pay judges and jurymen and coroners and policemen and people of that sort for, eh? What do we pay taxes for, and rent for, and police rates, and gas rates, and water rates, and every kind of dam’ rate that the devilish ingenuity of man can devise? Do we do it that these jackanapes can come along and interfere with the course of justice? It’s absurd! It’s ridiculous!” he stormed.




  Horace threw out a protesting hand. “Don’t blame me,” he said.




  “But you approve of them,” accused the earl. “Ikey says you do, and Ikey knows everything — don’t you, Ikey?”




  Sir Isaac shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I didn’t say Gresham knew anything about it,” he began lamely.




  “Why do you lie, Ikey; why do you lie?” asked the old man testily. “You just told me that you were perfectly sure that Gresham was one of the leading spirits of the gang.”




  Sir Isaac, inured as he was to the brutal indiscretions of his friends, went a dull red. “Oh, I didn’t mean that exactly,” he said awkwardly and a little angrily. “Dash it, Lord Verlond, don’t embarrass a fellow by rendering him liable to heavy damages an all that sort of thing.”




  Horace was unperturbed by the other’s confusion. “You needn’t bother yourself,” he said coolly. “I should never think of taking you to a court of justice.”




  He turned again to the girl, and the earl claimed the baronet’s attention. The old man had a trick of striking off at a tangent; from one subject to another he leapt like a will-o’-the-wisp. Before Horace had framed half a dozen words the old man was dragging his unwilling victim along a piscatorial road, and Sir Isaac was floundering out of his depths in a morass — if the metaphor be excused — of salmon-fishing, trout-poaching, pike-fishing — a sport on which Sir Isaac Tramber could by no means deem himself an authority.




  It was soon after lunch that the train pulled into Lincoln. Horace usually rented a house outside the town, but this year he had arranged to go and return to London on the same night. At the station he parted with the girl.




  “I shall see you on the course,” he said. “What are your arrangements? Do you go back to town tonight?”




  She nodded. “Is this a very important race for you to win?” she asked, a little anxiously.




  He shook his head. “Nobody really bothers overmuch about the Lincolnshire Handicap,” he said. “You see, it’s too early in the season for even the gamblers to put their money down with any assurance. One doesn’t know much, and it is almost impossible to tell what horses are in form. I verily believe that Nemesis will win but everything is against her.




  “You see, the Lincoln,” continued Horace doubtfully, “is a race which is not usually won by a filly, and then, too, she is a sprinter. I know sprinters have won the race before, and every year have been confidently expected to win it again; but the averages are all against a horse like Nemesis.”




  “But I thought,” she said in wonder, “that you were so confident about her.”




  He laughed a little. “Well, you know, one is awfully confident on Monday and full of doubts on Tuesday. That is part of the game; the form of horses is not half as inconsistent as the form of owners. I shall probably meet a man this morning who will tell me that some horse is an absolute certainty for the last race of the day. He will hold me by the buttonhole and he will drum into me the fact that this is the most extraordinarily easy method of picking up money that was ever invented since racing started. When I meet him after the last race he will coolly inform me that he did not back that horse, but had some tip at the last moment from an obscure individual who knew the owner’s aunt’s sister. You mustn’t expect one to be consistent.




  “I still think Nemesis will win,” he went on, “but I am not so confident as I was. The most cocksure of students gets a little glum in the face of the examiner.”




  The earl had joined them and was listening to the conversation with a certain amount of grim amusement. “Ikey is certain Timbolino will win,” he said, “even in the face of the examiner. Somebody has just told me that the examiner is rather soft under foot.”




  “You mean the course?” asked Horace, a little anxiously.




  The earl nodded. “It won’t suit yours, my friend,” he said. “A sprinter essaying the Lincolnshire wants good going. I can see myself taking £1,500 back to London to-day.”




  “Have you backed Timbolino?”




  “Don’t ask impertinent questions,” said the earl curtly. “And unnecessary questions,” he went on. “You know infernally well I’ve backed Timbolino. Don’t you believe me? I’ve backed it and I’m afraid I’m not going to win.”




  “Afraid?” Whatever faults the old man had, Horace knew him for a good loser.




  The earl nodded. He was not amused now. He had dropped like a cloak the assumption of that little unpleasant leering attitude. He was, Horace saw for the first time, a singularly goodlooking old man. The firm lines of the mouth were straight, and the pale face, in repose, looked a little sad.




  “Yes. I’m afraid,” he said. His voice was even and without the bitter quality of cynicism which was his everlasting pose. “This race makes a lot of difference to some people. It doesn’t affect me very much,” he said, and the corner of his mouth twitched a little. “But there are people,” he went on seriously, “to whom this race makes a difference between life and death.” There was a sudden return to his usual abrupt manner. “Eh? How does that strike you for good melodrama, Mr. Gresham?”




  Horace shook his head in bewilderment. “I’m afraid I don’t follow you at all. Lord Verlond.”




  “You may follow me in another way,” said the earl briskly. “Here is my car. Good morning.”




  Horace watched him out of sight and then made his way to the racecourse. The old man had puzzled him not a little. He bore, as Horace knew, a reputation which, if not unsavoury, was at least unpleasant. He was credited with having the most malicious tongue in London. But when Horace came to think, as he did, walking along the banks of the river on his way to the course, there was little that the old man had ever said which would injure or hurt innocent people. His cynicism was in the main directed against his own class, his savageness most manifested against notorious sinners. Men like Sir Isaac Tramber felt the lash of his tongue.




  His treatment of his heir was, of course, inexcusable. The earl himself never excused it; he persistently avoided the subject, and it would be a bold man who would dare to raise so unpleasant a topic against the earl’s wishes.




  He was known to be extraordinarily wealthy, and Horace Gresham had reason for congratulating himself that he had been specially blessed with this world’s goods. Otherwise his prospects would not have been of the brightest. That he was himself enormously rich precluded any suggestion (and the suggestion would have been inevitable) that he hunted Lady Mary’s fortune. It was a matter of supreme indifference to himself whether she inherited the Verlond millions or whether she came to him empty-handed.




  There were other people in Lincoln that day who did not take so philosophical a view of the situation.




  Sir Isaac had driven straight to the house on the hill leading to the Minster, which Black had engaged for two days. He was in a very bad temper when at last he reached his destination. Black was sitting at lunch. Black looked up as the other entered. “Hullo, Ikey,” he said, “come and sit down.”




  Sir Isaac looked at the menu with some disfavour. “Thanks,” he said shortly, “I’ve lunched on the train. I want to talk to you.”




  “Talk away,” said Black, helping himself to another cutlet. He was a good trencherman — a man who found exquisite enjoyment in his meals.




  “Look here. Black,” said Isaac, “things are pretty desperate. Unless that infernal horse of mine wins to-day I shall not know what to do for money.”




  “I know one thing you won’t be able to do,” said Black coolly, “and that is, come to me. I am in as great straits as you.” He pushed back his plate and took a cigar-case from his pocket. “What do we stand to win on this Timbolino of yours?”




  “About £25,000,” said Sir Isaac moodily. “I don’t know if the infernal thing will win. It would be just my luck if it doesn’t. I am afraid of this horse of Gresham’s.”




  Black laughed softly. “That’s a new fear of yours,” he said. “I don’t remember having heard it before.”




  “It’s no laughing matter,” said the other. “I had my trainer, Tubbs, down watching her work. She is immensely fast. The only thing is whether she can stay the distance.”




  “Can’t she be got at?” asked Black.




  “Got at!” said the other impatiently. “The race will be run in three hours’ time! Where do you get your idea of racing from?” he asked irritably. “You can’t poison horses at three hours’ notice. You can’t even poison them at three days’ notice, unless you’ve got the trainer in with you. And trainers of that kind only live in novels.”




  Black was carefully cutting the end of his cigar. “So if your horse loses we shall be in High Street, Hellboro’?” he reflected. “I have backed it to save my life.” He said this in grim earnest.




  He rang a bell. The servant came in. “Tell them to bring round the carriage,” he said. He looked at his watch. “I am not particularly keen on racing, but I think I shall enjoy this day in the open. It gives one a chance of thinking.”




  
Chapter XII


  The Race
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  The curious ring on the Carholme was crowded. Unusually interested in the Lincoln handicap was the sporting world, and this, together with the glorious weather, had drawn sportsmen from north and south to meet together on this great festival of English racing. Train and steamer had brought the Wanderers back to the fold. There were men with a tan of Egypt on their cheeks, men who had been to the south to avoid the vigorous and searching tests of an English winter; there were men who came from Monte Carlo, and lean, brown men who had spent the dark days of the year amongst the snows of the Alps.




  There were regular followers of the game who had known no holiday, and had followed the jumping season with religious attention. There were rich men and comparatively poor men; little tradesmen who found this the most delightful of their holidays; members of Parliament who had snatched a day from the dreariness of the Parliamentary debates; sharpers on the lookout for possible victims; these latter quiet, unobtrusive men whose eyes were constantly on the move for a likely subject. There was a sprinkling of journalists, cheery and sceptical, young men and old men, farmers in their gaiters — all drawn together in one great brotherhood by a love of the sport of kings.




  In the crowded paddock the horses engaged in the first race were walking round, led by diminutive stable-lads, the number of each horse strapped to the boy’s arm.




  “A rough lot of beggars,” said Gresham, looking them over. Most of them still had their winter coats; most of them were grossly fat and unfitted for racing. He was ticking the horses off on his card; some he immediately dismissed as of no account. He found Lady Mary wandering around the paddock by herself. She greeted him as a shipwrecked mariner greets a sail.




  “I’m so glad you’ve come,” she said. “I know nothing whatever about racing.” She looked round the paddock. “Won’t you tell me something. Are all these horses really fit?”




  “You evidently know something about horses,” he smiled. “No, they’re not.”




  “But surely they can’t win if they’re not fit,” she said in astonishment.




  “They can’t all win,” replied the young man, laughing. “They’re not all intended to win, either. You see, a trainer may not be satisfied his horse is top-hole. He sends him out to have a feeler, so to speak, at the opposition. The fittest horse will probably win this race. The trainer who is running against him with no hope of success will discover how near to fitness his own beast is!”




  “I want to find Timbolino,” she said, looking at her card. “That’s Sir Isaac’s, isn’t it?”




  He nodded. “I was looking for him myself,” he said. “Come along, and let’s see if we can find him.”




  In a corner of the paddock they discovered the horse — a tall, upstanding animal, well muscled, so far as Horace could judge, for the horse was still in his cloths.




  “A nice type of horse for the Lincoln,” he said thoughtfully. “I saw him at Ascot last year. I think this is the fellow we’ve got to beat.”




  “Does Sir Isaac own many horses?” she asked.




  “A few,” he said. “He is a remarkable man.”




  “Why do you say that?” she asked.




  He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, one knows… “ Then he realized that it wasn’t playing cricket to speak disparagingly of a possible rival, and she rightly interpreted his silence.




  “Where does Sir Isaac make his money?” she asked abruptly.




  He looked at her. “I don’t know,” he said. “He’s got some property somewhere, hasn’t he?”




  She shook her head. “No,” she said. “I am not asking,” she went on quickly, “because I have any possible interest in his wealth or his prospects. All my interest is centred — elsewhere.” She favoured him with a dazzling little smile.




  Although the paddock was crowded and the eyes of many people were upon him, the owner of the favourite had all his work to restrain himself from taking her hand.




  She changed the subject abruptly. “So now let’s come and see your great horse,” she said gaily.




  He led her over to one of the boxes where Nemesis was receiving the attention of an earnest groom.




  There was not much of her. She was of small build, clean of limb, with a beautiful head and a fine neck not usually seen in so small a thoroughbred. She had run a good fourth in the Cambridgeshire of the previous year, and had made steady improvement from her three-year-old to her four-year-old days.




  Horace looked her over critically. His practised eye could see no fault in her condition. She looked very cool, ideally fit for the task of the afternoon. He knew that her task was a difficult one; he knew, too, that he had in his heart really very little feat that she could fail to negotiate the easy mile of the Carholme. There were many horses in the race who were also sprinters, and they would make the pace a terrifically fast one. If stamina was a weak point, it would betray her.




  The previous day, on the opening of the racing season, his stable had run a horse in a selling plate, and it was encouraging that this animal, though carrying top weight, beat his field easily. It was this fact that had brought Nemesis to the position of short-priced favourite.




  Gresham himself had very little money upon her; he did not bet very heavily, though he was credited with making and losing fabulous sums each year. He gained nothing by contradicting these rumours. He was sufficiently indifferent to the opinions of his fellows not to suffer any inconvenience from their repetition.




  But the shortening of price on Nemesis was a serious matter for the connection of Timbolino. They could not cover their investments by “saving” on Nemesis without a considerable outlay.




  Horace was at lunch when the second race was run. He had found Lord Verlond wonderfully gracious; to the young man’s surprise his lordship had accepted his invitation with such matter-of-fact heartiness as to suggest he had expected it. “I suppose,” he said, with a little twinkle in his eye, “you haven’t invited Ikey?”




  Gresham shook his head smilingly. “No, I do not think Sir Isaac quite approves of me.”




  “I do not think he does,” agreed the other. “Anyway, he’s got a guest of his own, Colonel Black. I assure you it is through no act of mine. Ikey introduced him to me, somewhat unnecessarily, but Ikey is always doing unnecessary things.”




  “A very amiable person,” continued the earl, busy with his knife and fork; “he ‘lordshipped’ me and ‘my lorded’ me as though he were the newest kind of barrister and I was the oldest and wiliest of assize judges. He treated me with that respect which is only accorded to those who are expected to pay eventually for the privilege. Ikey was most anxious that he should create a good impression.”




  It may be said with truth that Black saw the net closing round him. He knew not what mysterious influences were at work, but day by day, in a hundred different ways, he found himself thwarted, new obstacles put in his way. He was out now for a final kill.




  He was recalled to a realization of the present by the strident voices of the bookmakers about him; the ring was in a turmoil. He heard a voice shout, “Seven to one, bar one! Seven to one Nemesis!” and he knew enough of racing to realize what had happened to the favourite. He came to a bookmaker he knew slightly. “What are you barring?” he asked.




  “Timbolino,” was the reply.




  He found Sir Isaac near the enclosure. The baronet was looking a muddy white, and was biting his fingernails with an air of perturbation.




  “What has made your horse so strong a favourite?”




  “I backed it again,” said Sir Isaac.




  “Backed it again?”




  “I’ve got to do something,” said the other savagely. “If I lose, well, I lose more than I can pay. I might as well add to my liabilities. I tell you I’m down and out if this thing doesn’t win,” he said, “unless you can do something for me. You can, can’t you, Black, old sport?” he asked entreatingly. “There’s no reason why you and I should have any secrets from one another.”




  Black looked at him steadily. If the horse lost he might be able to use this man to greater advantage.




  Sir Isaac’s next words suggested that in case of necessity help would be forthcoming. “It’s that beastly Verlond,” he said bitterly. “He put the girl quite against me — she treats me as though I were dirt — and I thought I was all right there. I’ve been backing on the strength of the money coming to me.”




  “What has happened recently?” asked Black.




  “I got her by myself just now,” said the baronet, “and put it to her plain; but it’s no go. Black, she gave me the frozen face — turned me down proper. It’s perfectly damnable,” he almost wailed.




  Black nodded. At that moment there was a sudden stir in the ring. Over the heads of the crowd from where they stood they saw the bright-coloured caps of the jockeys cantering down to the post.




  Unlike Sir Isaac, who had carefully avoided the paddock after a casual glance at his candidate, Horace was personally supervising the finishing touches to Nemesis. He saw the girths strapped and gave his last instructions to the jockey. Then, as the filly was led to the course, with one final backward and approving glance at her, he turned towards the ring.




  “One moment, Gresham!” Lord Verlond was behind him. “Do you think your horse,” said the old man, with a nod towards Nemesis, “is going to win?”




  Horace nodded. “I do now,” he said; “in fact, I am rather confident.”




  “Do you think,” the other asked slowly, “that if your horse doesn’t, Timbolino will?”




  Horace looked at him curiously. “Yes, Lord Verlond, I do,” he said quietly.




  Again there was a pause, the old man fingering his shaven chin absently. “Suppose, Gresham,” he said, without raising his voice, “suppose I asked you to pull your horse?”




  The face of the young man went suddenly red. “You’re joking, Lord Verlond,” he answered stiffly.




  “I’m not joking,” said the other. “I’m speaking to you as a man of honour, and I am trusting to your respecting my confidence. Suppose I asked you to pull Nemesis, would you do it?”




  “No, frankly, I would not,” said the other, “but I can’t—”




  “Never mind what you can’t understand,” said Lord Verlond, with a return of his usual sharpness. “If I asked you and offered you as a reward what you desired most, would you do it?”




  “I would not do it for anything in the world,” said Horace gravely.




  A bitter little smile came to the old man’s face. “I see,” he said.




  “I can’t understand why you ask me,” said Horace, who was still bewildered. “Surely you — you know—”




  “I only know that you think I want you to pull your horse because I have backed the other,” said the old earl, with just a ghost of a smile on his thin lips. “I would advise you not to be too puffed up with pride at your own rectitude,” he said unpleasantly, though the little smile still lingered, “because you may be very sorry one of these days that you did not do as I asked.”




  “If you would tell me,” began Horace, and paused. This sudden request from the earl, who was, with all his faults, a sportsman, left him almost speechless.




  “I will tell you nothing,” said the earl, “because I have nothing to tell you,” he added suavely.




  Horace led the way up the stairs to the county stand. To say that he was troubled by the extraordinary request of the old man would be to put it mildly. He knew the earl as an eccentric man; he knew him by reputation as an evil man, though he had no evidence as to this. But he never in his wildest and most uncharitable moments had imagined that this old rascal — so he called him — would ask him to pull a horse. It was unthinkable. He remembered that Lord Verlond was steward of one or two big meetings, and that he was a member of one of the most august sporting clubs in the world.




  He elbowed his way along the top of the stand to where the white osprey on Lady Mary’s hat showed.




  “You look troubled,” she said as he reached her side. “Has uncle been bothering you?”




  He shook his head. “No,” he replied, with unusual curtness.




  “Has your horse developed a headache?” she asked banteringly.




  “I was worried about something I remembered,” he said incoherently.




  The field was at the starting-post: “Your horse is drawn in the middle,” she said.




  He put up his glasses. He could see the chocolate and green plainly enough. Sir Isaac’s — grey vertical stripes on white, yellow cap — was also easy to see. He had drawn the inside right.




  The field was giving the starter all the trouble that twentyfour high-spirited thoroughbreds could give to any man. For ten minutes they backed and sidled and jumped and kicked and circled before the two long tapes. With exemplary patience the starter waited, directing, imploring almost, commanding and, it must be confessed, swearing, for he was a North-country starter who had no respect for the cracks of the jockey world.




  The wait gave Horace an opportunity for collecting his thoughts. He had been a little upset by the strange request of the man who was now speaking so calmly at his elbow.




  For Sir Isaac the period of waiting had increased the tension. His hands were shaking, his glasses went up and down, jerkily; he was in an agony of apprehension, when suddenly the white tape swung up, the field bunched into three sections, then spread again and, like a cavalry regiment, came thundering down the slight declivity on its homeward journey.




  “They’re off!”




  A roar of voices. Every glass was focused on the oncoming field. There was nothing in it for two furlongs; the start had been a splendid one. They came almost in a dead line. Then something on the rail shot out a little: it was Timbolino, going with splendid smoothness.




  “That looks like the winner,” said Horace philosophically. “Mine’s shut in.”




  In the middle of the course the jockey on Nemesis, seeking an opening, had dashed his mount to one which was impossible.




  He found himself boxed between two horses, the riders of which showed no disposition to open out for him. The field was halfway on its journey when the boy pulled the filly out of the trap and “came round his horses.”




  Timbolino had a two-length clear lead of Colette, which was a length clear of a bunch of five; Nemesis, when half the journey was done, was lying eighth or ninth.




  Horace, on the stand, had his stopwatch in his hand. He clicked it off as the field passed the four-furlong post and hastily examined the dial.




  “It’s a slow race,” he said, with a little thrill in his voice.




  At the distance, Nemesis, with a quick free stride, had shot out of the ruck and was third, three lengths behind Timbolino.




  The boy on Sir Isaac’s horse was running a confident race. He had the rails and had not moved on his horse. He looked round to see where the danger lay, and his experienced eye saw it in Nemesis, who was going smoothly and evenly.




  A hundred yards from the post the boy on Gresham’s filly shook her up, and in half a dozen strides she had drawn abreast of the leader.




  The rider of Timbolino saw the danger — he pushed his mount, working with hands and heels upon the willing animal under him.




  They were running now wide of each other, dead level. The advantage, it seemed, lay with the horse on the rails, but Horace, watching with an expert eye from the top of the stand, knew that the real advantage lay with the horse in the middle of the track.




  He had walked over the course that morning, and he knew that it was on the crown of the track that the going was best. Timbolino responded nobly to the efforts of his rider; once his head got in front, and the boy on Nemesis took up his whip, but he did not use it. He was watching the other. Then, with twenty yards to go, he drove Nemesis forward with all the power of his splendid hands.




  Timbolino made one more effort, and as they flew past the judge’s box there was none save the judge who might separate them.




  Horace turned to the girl at his side with a critical smile. “Oh, you’ve won,” she said. “You did win, didn’t you?” Her eyes were blazing with excitement.




  He shook his head smilingly. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that,” he said. “It was a very close thing.”




  He glanced at Sir Isaac. The baronet’s face was livid, the hand that he raised to his lips trembled like an aspen leaf. “There’s one man,” thought Horace, “who’s more worried about the result than I am.”




  Down below in the ring there was a Babel of excited talk. It rose up to them in a dull roar. They were betting fast and furiously on the result, for the numbers had not yet gone up.




  Both horses had their partisans. Then there was a din amounting to a bellow. The judge had hoisted two noughts in the frame. It was a dead-heat!




  “By Jove!” said Horace.




  It was the only comment he made.




  He crossed to the other side of the enclosure as quickly as he could, Sir Isaac following closely behind. As the baronet elbowed his way through the crowd somebody caught him by the arm. He looked round. It was Black.




  “Run it off,” said Black, in a hoarse whisper. “It was a fluke that horse got up. Your jockey was caught napping. Run it off.”




  Sir Isaac hesitated. “I shall get half the bets and half the stakes,” he said.




  “Have the lot,” said Black. “Go along, there is nothing to be afraid of. I know this game; run it off. There’s nothing to prevent you winning.”




  Sir Isaac hesitated, then walked slowly to the unsaddling enclosure. The steaming horses were being divested of their saddles.




  Gresham was there, looking cool and cheerful. He caught the baronet’s eye.




  “Well, Sir Isaac,” he said pleasantly, “what are you going to do?”




  “What do you want to do?” asked Sir Isaac suspiciously. It was part of his creed that all men were rogues. He thought it would be safest to do the opposite to what his rival desired. Like many another suspicious man, he made frequent errors in his diagnosis.




  “I think it would be advisable to divide,” said Horace. “The horses have had a very hard race, and I think mine was unlucky not to win.”




  That decided Sir Isaac. “We’ll run it off,” he said.




  “As you will,” said Horace coldly, “but I think it is only right to warn you that my horse was boxed in halfway up the course and but for that would have won very easily. He had to make up half a dozen—”




  “I know all about that,” interrupted the other rudely, “but none the less, I’m going to run it off.”




  Horace nodded. He turned to consult with his trainer. If the baronet decided to run the dead-heat off, there was nothing to prevent it, the laws of racing being that both owners must agree to divide.




  Sir Isaac announced his intention to the stewards, and it was arranged that the run-off would take place after the last race of the day.




  He was shaking with excitement when he rejoined Black. “I’m not so sure that you’re right,” he said dubiously. “This chap Gresham says his horse was boxed in. I didn’t see the beast in the race, so I can’t tell. Ask somebody.”




  “Don’t worry,” said Black, patting him on the back, “there is nothing to worry about; you’ll win this race just as easily as I shall walk from this ring to the paddock.”




  Sir Isaac was not satisfied. He waited till he saw a journalist whom he knew by sight returning from the telegraph office.




  “I say,” he said, “did you see the race?”




  The journalist nodded. “Yes, Sir Isaac,” he said with a smile. “I suppose Gresham insisted on running it off?”




  “No, he didn’t,” said Sir Isaac, “but I think I was unlucky to lose.”




  The journalist made a little grimace. “I’m sorry I can’t agree with you,” he said. “I thought that Mr. Gresham’s horse ought to have won easily, but that he was boxed in in the straight.”




  Sir Isaac reported this conversation to Black.




  “Take no notice of these racing journalists,” said Black contemptuously. “What do they know? Haven’t I got eyes as well as they?”




  But this did not satisfy Sir Isaac. “These chaps are jolly good judges,” he said. “I wish to heaven I had divided.”




  Black slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re losing your nerve, Ikey,” he said. “Why, you’ll be thanking me at dinner tonight for having saved you thousands of pounds. He didn’t want to run it off?”




  “Who?” asked Sir Isaac. “Gresham?”




  “Yes; did he?” asked Black.




  “No, he wasn’t very keen. He said it wasn’t fair to the horses.”




  Black laughed. “Rubbish!” he said scornfully. “Do you imagine a man like that cares whether his horse is hard raced or whether it isn’t? No! He saw the race as well as I did. He saw that your fool of a jockey had it won and was caught napping. Of course he didn’t want to risk a run-off. I tell you that Timbolino will win easily.”




  Somewhat reassured by his companion’s optimism. Sir Isaac awaited the conclusion of the run-off in better spirits. It added to his assurance that the ring took a similar view to that which Black held. They were asking for odds about Timbolino. You might have got two to one against Nemesis.




  But only for a little while. Gresham had gone into the tearoom with the girl, and was standing at the narrow entrance of the county stand, when the cry, “Two to one Nemesis!” caught his ear.




  “They’re not laying against my horse!” he exclaimed in astonishment. He beckoned a man who was passing. “Are they laying against Nemesis?” he asked. The man nodded. He was a commission agent, who did whatever work the young owner required. “Go in and back her for me. Put in as much money as you possibly can get. Back it down to evens,” said Gresham decidedly.




  He was not a gambling man. He was shrewd and businesslike in all his transactions, and he could read a race. He knew exactly what had happened. His money created some sensation in a market which was not over-strong. Timbolino went out, and Nemesis was a shade odds on.




  Then it was that money came in for Sir Isaac’s horse.




  Black did not bet to any extent, but he saw a chance of making easy money. The man honestly believed all he had said to Sir Isaac. He was confident in his mind that the jockey had ridden a “jolly race.” He had sufficient credit amongst the best men in the ring to invest fairly heavily.




  Again the market experienced an extraordinary change. Timbolino was favourite again. Nemesis went out — first six to four, then two to one, then five to two.




  But now the money began to come in from the country. The results of the race and its description had been published in the stop-press editions in hundreds of evening papers up and down England, Ireland and Scotland. Quick to make their decisions, the little punters of Great Britain were reinvesting — some to save their stakes, others to increase what they already regarded as their winnings.




  And here the money was for Nemesis. The reporters, unprejudiced, had no other interest but to secure for the public accurate news and to describe things as they saw them. And the race as they saw it was the race which Sir Isaac would not believe and at which Black openly scoffed.




  The last event was set for half-past four, and after the field had come past the post, and the winner was being led to the unsaddling enclosure, the two dead-heaters of the memorable Lincolnshire Handicap came prancing from the paddock on to the course.




  The question of the draw was immaterial. There was nothing to choose between the jockeys, two experienced horsemen, and there was little delay at the post. It does not follow that a race of two runners means an equable start, though it seemed that nothing was likely to interfere with the tiny field getting off together. When the tapes went up, however, Nemesis half-turned and lost a couple of lengths.




  “I’ll back Timbolino,” yelled somebody from the ring, and a quick staccato voice cried, “I’ll take three to one.”




  A chorus of acceptances met the offer.




  Sir Isaac was watching the race from the public stand. Black was at his side.




  “What did I tell you?” asked the latter exultantly. “The money is in your pocket, Ikey, my boy. Look, three lengths in front. You’ll win at a walk.”




  The boy on Nemesis had her well balanced. He did not drive her out. He seemed content to wait those three lengths in the rear. Gresham, watching them through his glasses, nodded his approval.




  “They’re going no pace,” he said to the man at his side. “She was farther behind at this point in the race itself.”




  Both horses were running smoothly. At the five-furlong post the lad on Nemesis let the filly out just a little. Without any apparent effort she improved her position. The jockey knew now exactly what were his resources and he was content to wait behind. The rest of the race needs very little description. It was a procession until they had reached the distance. Then the boy on Timbolino looked round.




  “He’s beaten,” said Gresham, half to himself. He knew that some jockeys looked round when they felt their mount failing under them.




  Two hundred yards from the post Nemesis, with scarcely an effort, drew level with the leader. Out came the other jockey’s whip. One, two, he landed his mount, and the horse went ahead till he was a neck in front. Then, coming up with one long run, Nemesis first drew up, then passed the fast-stopping Timbolino, and won with consummate ease by a length and a half.




  Sir Isaac could not believe his eyes. He gasped, dropped his glasses, and stared at the horses in amazement. It was obvious that he was beaten long before the winning-post was reached.




  “He’s pulling the horse,” he cried, beside himself with rage and chagrin. “Look at him! I’ll have him before the stewards. He is not riding the horse!”




  Black’s hand closed on his arm. “Drop it, you fool,” he muttered. “Are you going to give away the fact that you are broke to the world before all these people? You’re beaten fairly enough. I’ve lost as much as you have. Get out of this.”




  Sir Isaac Tramber went down the stairs of the grandstand in the midst of a throng of people, all talking at once in different keys. He was dazed. He was more like a man in a dream. He could not realize what it meant to him. He was stunned, bewildered. All that he knew was that Timbolino had lost. He had a vague idea at the back of his mind that he was a ruined man, and only a faint ray of hope that Black would in some mysterious way get him out of his trouble.




  “The horse was pulled,” he repeated dully. “He couldn’t have lost. Black, wasn’t it pulled?”




  “Shut up,” snarled the other. “You’re going to get yourself into pretty bad trouble unless you control that tongue of yours.” He got the shaking man away from the course and put a stiff glass of brandy and water in his hand. The baronet awoke to his tragic position.




  “I can’t pay. Black,” he wailed. “I can’t pay — what an awful business for me. What a fool I was to take your advice — what a fool! Curse you, you were standing in with Gresham. Why did you advise me? What did you make out of it?”




  “Dry up,” said Black shortly. “You’re like a babe, Ikey. What are you worrying about? I’ve told you I’ve lost as much money as you. Now we’ve got to sit down and think out a plan for making money. What have you lost?”




  Sir Isaac shook his head weakly. “I don’t know,” he said listlessly. “Six or seven thousand pounds. I haven’t got six or seven thousand pence,” he added plaintively. “It’s a pretty bad business for me, Black. A man in my position — I shall have to sell off my horses—”




  “Your position!” Black laughed harshly. “My dear good chap, I shouldn’t let that worry you. Your reputation,” he went on. “You’re living in a fool’s paradise, my man,” he said with savage banter. “Why, you’ve no more reputation than I have. Who cares whether you pay your debts of honour or whether you don’t? It would surprise people more if you paid than if you defaulted. Get all that nonsense out of your head and think sensibly. You will make all you’ve lost and much more. You’ve got to marry — and quick, and then she’s got to inherit my lord’s money, almost as quickly.”




  Ikey looked at him in despairing amazement. “Even if she married me,” he said pettishly, “I should have to wait years for the money.” Colonel Black smiled.




  They were moving off the course when they were overtaken by a man, who touched the baronet on the arm.




  “Excuse me. Sir Isaac,” he said, and handed him an envelope.




  “For me?” asked Ikey wonderingly, and opened the envelope. There was no letter — only a slip of paper and four banknotes for a thousand pounds each. Sir Isaac gasped and read:




  “Pay your debts and live cleanly; avoid Black like the devil and work for your living.”




  The writing was disguised, but the language was obviously Lord Verlond’s.
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  Lord Verlond sat at breakfast behind an open copy of The Times. Breakfast was ever an unsociable meal at Verlond House. Lady Mary, in her neat morning dress, was content to read her letters and her papers without expecting conversation from the old man.




  He looked across at her. His face was thoughtful. In repose she had always thought it rather fine, and now his grave eyes were watching her with an expression she did not remember having seen before.




  “Mary,” he asked abruptly, “are you prepared for a shock?”




  She smiled, though somewhat uneasily. These shocks were often literal facts. “I think I can survive it,” she said.




  There was a long pause, during which his eyes did not leave her face. “Would you be startled to know that that young demon of a brother of yours is still alive?”




  “Alive!” she exclaimed, starting to her feet. There was no need for the old man to ask exactly how she viewed the news. Her face was flushed with pleasure — joy shone in her eyes. “Oh, is it really true?” she cried.




  “It’s true enough,” said the old man moodily. “Very curious how things turn out. I thought the young beggar was dead, didn’t you?”




  “Oh, don’t talk like that, uncle, you don’t mean it.”




  “I mean it all right,” snapped the earl. “Why shouldn’t I? He was infernally rude to me. Do you know what he called me before he left?”




  “But that was sixteen years ago,” said the girl.




  “Sixteen grandmothers,” said the old man. “It doesn’t make any difference to me if it was sixteen hundred years — he still said it. He called me a tiresome old bore — what do you think of that?” She laughed, and a responsive gleam came to the old man’s face. “It’s all very well for you to laugh,” he said, “but it’s rather a serious business for a member of the House of Lords to be called a tiresome old bore by a youthful Etonian. Naturally, remembering his parting words and the fact that he had gone to America, added to the very important fact that I am a Churchman and a regular subscriber to Church institutions, I thought he was dead. After all, one expects some reward from an All-wise Providence.”




  “Where is he?” she asked.




  “I don’t know,” said the earl. “I traced him to Texas — apparently he was on a farm there until he was twenty-one. After that his movements seem to have been somewhat difficult to trace.”




  “Why,” she said suddenly, pointing an accusing finger at him, “you’ve been trying to trace him.”




  For a fraction of a second the old man looked confused. “I’ve done nothing of the sort,” he snarled. Do you think I’d spend my money to trace a rascal who—”




  “Oh, you have,” she went on. “I know you have. Why do you pretend to be such an awful old man?”




  “Anyway, I think he’s found out,” he complained. “It takes away a great deal of the fortune which would have come to you. I don’t suppose Gresham will want you now.” She smiled. He rose from the table and went to the door. “Tell that infernal villain—”




  “Which one?”




  “James,” he replied, “that I’m not to be disturbed. I’m going to my study. I’m not to be disturbed by anyone for any reason; do you understand?”




  If it was a busy morning for his lordship, it was no less so for Black and his friend, for it was Monday, and settling day, and in numerous clubs in London expectant bookmakers, in whose volumes the names of Black and Sir Isaac were freely inscribed, examined their watches with feelings that bordered upon apprehension.




  But, to the surprise of everybody who knew the men, the settlements were made. An accession of wealth had come to the “firm.”




  Sir Isaac Tramber spent that afternoon pleasantly. He was raised from the depths of despair to the heights of exaltation. His debts of honour were paid; he felt it was possible for him to look the world in the face. As a taxi drove him swiftly to Black’s office, he was whistling gaily, and smiling at the politely veiled surprise of one of his suspicious bookmakers.




  The big man was not at his office, and Sir Isaac, who had taken the precaution of instructing his driver to wait, redirected him to the Chelsea flat. Black was dressing for dinner when Sir Isaac arrived.




  “Hullo!” he said, motioning him to a seat. “You’re the man I want. I’ve got a piece of information that will please you. You are the sort of chap who is scared by these Four Just Men. Well, you needn’t be any more. I’ve found out all about them. It’s cost me £200 to make the discovery, but it’s worth every penny.” He looked at a sheet of paper lying before him. “Here is the list of their names. A curious collection, eh? You wouldn’t suspect a Wesleyan of taking such steps as these chaps have taken. A bank manager in South London — Mr. Charles Grimburd — you’ve heard of him: he’s the art connoisseur, an unexpected person, eh? And Wilkinson Despard — he’s the fellow I suspected most of all. I’ve been watching the papers very carefully. The Post Herald, the journal he writes for, has always been very well informed upon these outrages of the Four. They seem to know more about it than any other paper, and then, in addition, this man Despard has been writing pretty vigorously on social problems. He’s got a place in Jermyn Street. I put a man on to straighten his servant, who had been betting. He had lost money. My man has been at him for a couple of weeks. There they are.” He tossed the sheet across. “Less awe-inspiring than when they stick to their masks and their funny titles.”




  Sir Isaac studied the list with interest.




  “But there are only three here,” he said. “Who is the fourth?”




  “The fourth is the leader: can’t you guess who it is? Gresham, of course.”




  “Gresham?”




  “I haven’t any proof,” said Black; “it’s only surmise. But I would stake all I have in the world that I’m right. He is the very type of man to be in this — to organize it, to arrange the details.”




  “Are you sure the fourth is Gresham?” asked Sir Isaac again.




  “Pretty sure,” said Black. He had finished his dressing and was brushing his dress-coat carefully with a whisk brush.




  “Where are you going?” asked Sir Isaac.




  “I have a little business tonight,” replied the other. “I don’t think it would interest you very much.” He stopped his brushing. For a moment he seemed deep in thought. “On consideration,” he said slowly, “perhaps it will interest you. Come along to the office with me. Have you dined?”




  “No, not yet.”




  “I’m sorry I can’t dine you,” said Black. “I have an important engagement after this which is taking all my attention at present. You’re not dressed,” he continued. “That’s good. We’re going to a place where people do not as a rule dress for dinner”




  Over his own evening suit he drew a long overcoat, which he buttoned to the neck. He selected a soft felt hat from the wardrobe in the room and put it on before the looking-glass. “Now, come along,” he said.




  It was dusk, and the wind which howled through the deserted street justified the wrapping he had provided. He did not immediately call a cab, but walked until they came to Vauxhall Bridge Road. By this time Sir Isaac’s patience and powers of pedestrianism were almost exhausted.




  “Oh, Lord!” he said irritably, “this is not the kind of job I like particularly.”




  “Have a little patience,” said Black. “You don’t expect me to call cabs in Chelsea and give my directions for half a dozen people to hear. You don’t seem to realize, Ikey, that you and I are being very closely watched.”




  “Well, they could be watching us now,” said Sir Isaac with truth.




  “They may be, but the chances are that nobody will be near enough when we give directions to the driver as to our exact destination.”




  Even Sir Isaac did not catch it, so low was the voice of Black instructing the driver. Through the little pane at the back of the cab Black scrutinized the vehicles following their route. “I don’t think there is anybody after us at present,” he said. “It isn’t a very important matter, but if the information came to the Four that their plans were being checkmated it might make it rather awkward for us.”




  The cab passed down the winding road which leads from the Oval to Kennington Green. It threaded a way through the traffic and struck the Camberwell Road. Halfway down, Black put out his head, and the cab turned sharply to the left. Then he tapped at the window and it stopped. He got out, followed by Sir Isaac. “Just wait for me at the end of the street,” he said to the driver.




  He handed the man some money as a guarantee of his bona fides, and the two moved off. The street was one of very poor artisan houses, and Black had recourse to an electric lamp which he carried in his pocket to discover the number he wanted. At last he came to a small house with a tiny patch of garden in front and knocked. A little girl opened the door. “Is Mr. Farmer in?” said Black.




  “Yes, sir,” said the little girl, “will you go up?”




  She led the way up the carpeted stairs and knocked at a small door on the left. A voice bade them come in. The two men entered. Seated by the table in a poorly-furnished room, lit only by the fire, was a man. He rose as they entered.




  “I must explain,” said Black, “that Mr. Farmer has rented this room for a couple of weeks. He only comes here occasionally to meet his friends. This,” he went on, motioning to Sir Isaac, “is a great friend of mine.”




  He closed the door, and waited till the little girl’s footsteps on the stairs had died away.




  “The advantage of meeting in this kind of house,” said the man called Farmer, “is that the slightest movement shakes the edifice from roof to basement.”




  He spoke with what might be described as a “mock-culture” voice. It was the voice of a common man who had been much in the company of gentlemen, and who endeavoured to imitate their intonation without attempting to acquire their vocabulary.




  “You can speak freely, Mr. Farmer,” said Black. “This gentleman is in my confidence. We are both interested in this ridiculous organization. I understand you have now left Mr. Wilkinson Despard’s employment?”




  The man nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said, with a little embarrassed cough. “I left him yesterday.”




  “Now, have you found out who the fourth is?”




  The man hesitated. “I am not sure, sir. It is only fair to tell you that I am not absolutely certain. But I think you could gamble on the fact that the fourth gentleman is Mr. Horace Gresham.”




  “You didn’t say that,” said Black, “until I suggested the name myself.”




  The man did not flinch at the suspicion involved in the comment. His voice was even as he replied: “That I admit, sir. But the other three gentlemen I knew. I had nothing to do with the fourth. He used to come to Mr. Despard’s late at night, and I admitted him. I never saw his face and never heard his voice. He went straight to Mr. Despard’s study, and if you knew how the house was portioned out you would realize that it was next to impossible to hear anything!”




  “How did you come to know that these men were the Four?” asked Black.




  “Well, sir,” said the other, obviously ill at ease, “by the way servants generally find things out — I listened.”




  “And yet you never found out who the leader was?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Have you discovered anything else of which I am not aware?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the man eagerly. I discovered before I left Mr. Despard’s employ that they’ve got you set. That’s an old army term which means that they’ve marked you down for punishment.”




  “Oh, they have, have they?” said Black.




  “I overheard that last night. You see, the meeting generally consisted of four. The fourth very seldom turned up unless there was something to do. But he was always the leading spirit. It was he who found the money when money was necessary. It was he who directed the Four to their various occupations. And it was he who invariably chose the people who had to be punished. He has chosen you, I know, sir. They had a meeting, the night before last. They were discussing various people, and I heard your name.”




  “How could you hear?”




  “I was in the next room, sir. There’s a dressing-room leading out of Mr. Despard’s room, where these conferences were held. I had a duplicate key.”




  Black rose as if to go.




  “It almost seems a pity you have left that Johnnie. Did they ever speak about me?” asked Sir Isaac, who had been an attentive listener.




  “I don’t know your name, sir,” said the servant deferentially.




  “No, and you jolly well won’t,” answered the baronet promptly.




  “I hope, gentlemen,” said the man, “that now I have lost my employment you’ll do whatever you can to find me another place. If either of you gentlemen want a reliable manservant—”




  He looked inquiringly at Sir Isaac, as being the more likely of the two.




  “Not me,” said the other brutally. “I find all my work cut out to keep my own secrets, without having any dam’ eavesdropping man on the premises to spy on me.”




  The man against whom this was directed did not seem particularly hurt by the bluntness of the other. He merely bowed his head and made no reply.




  Black took a flat case from his inside pocket, opened it and extracted two notes.




  “Here are twenty pounds,” he said, “which makes £220 you have had from me. Now, if you can find out anything else worth knowing I don’t mind making it up to £300 — but it has got to be something good. Keep in with the servants. You know the rest of them. Is there any reason why you shouldn’t go back to the flat?”




  “No, sir,” said the man. “I was merely discharged for carelessness.”




  “Very good,” said Black. “You know my address and where to find me. If anything turns up let me know.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “By the way,” said Black, as he made a move to go, “do the Four contemplate taking any action in the immediate future?”




  “No, sir,” said the man eagerly. “I am particularly sure of that. I heard them discussing the advisability of parting. One gentleman wanted to go to the Continent for a month, and another wanted to go to America to see about his mining property. By the way, they all agreed there was no necessity to meet for a month. I gathered that for the time being they were doing nothing.”




  “Excellent!” said Black. He shook hands with the servant and departed.




  “Pretty beastly sort of man to have about the house,” said Sir Isaac as they walked back to the cab.




  “Yes,” said Black, good-humouredly, “but it isn’t my house, and I feel no scruples in the matter. I do not,” he added virtuously, “approve of tapping servants for information about their masters and mistresses, but there are occasions when this line of conduct is Perfectly justified.”
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  Left alone, the man whom they had called Farmer waited a few minutes. Then he took down his coat, which hung behind the door, put on his hat and gloves deliberately and thoughtfully, and left the house. He walked in the direction which Black and Sir Isaac had taken, but their taxicab was flying northward long before he reached the spot where it had waited.




  He pursued his way into the Camberwell Road and boarded a tramcar. The street lamps and the lights in the shop windows revealed him to be a goodlooking man, a little above the average height, with a pale refined face. He was dressed quietly, but well.




  He alighted near the Elephant and Castle and strode rapidly along the New Kent Road, turning into one of the poorer streets which lead to a labyrinth of smaller and more poverty-stricken thoroughfares in that district which is bounded on the west by East Street and on the east by the New Kent Road. A little way along, some of the old houses had been pulled down and new buildings in yellow brick had been erected. A big red lamp outside a broad entrance notified the neighbourhood that this was the free dispensary, though none who lived within a radius of five miles needed any information as to the existence of this institution.




  In the hallway was a board containing the names of three doctors, and against them a little sliding panel, which enabled them to inform their visitors whether they were in or out. He paused before the board.




  The little indicator against the first name said “Out.”




  Farmer put up his hand and slid the panel along to show the word “In.” Then he passed through the door, through the large waiting-room into a small room, which bore the name “Dr. Wilson Graille.”




  He closed the door behind him and slipped a catch. He took off his hat and coat and hung them up. Then he touched a bell, and a servant appeared.




  “Is Dr. O’Hara in?” he asked.




  “Yes, doctor,” replied the man.




  “Ask him to come along to me, will you, please?”




  In a few minutes a man of middle height, but powerfully built, came in and closed the door behind him.




  “Well, how did you get on,” he inquired, and, uninvited, drew up a chair to the table.




  “They jumped at the bait,” said Gonsalez with a little laugh. “I think they have got something on. They were most anxious to know whether we were moving at all. You had better notify Manfred. We’ll have a meeting tonight. What about Despard? Do you think he would object to having his name used?”




  His voice lacked the mock culture which had so deceived Black.




  “Not a bit. I chose him purposely because I knew he was going abroad tonight.”




  “And the others?”




  “With the exception of the art man, they are non-existent.”




  “Suppose he investigates?”




  “Not he. He will be satisfied to take the most prominent of the four — Despard, and the other chap whose name I have forgotten. Despard leaves tonight, and the other on Wednesday for America. You see, that fits in with what I told Black.”




  He took from his pocket the two ten-pound notes and laid them on the table. “Twenty pounds,” he said, and handed them to the other man. “You ought to be able to do something with that.”




  The other stuffed them into his waistcoat pocket.




  “I shall send those two Brady children to the seaside,” he said. “It probably won’t save their lives, but it will give the little devils some conception of what joy life holds — for a month or so.” The same thought seemed to occur to both, and they laughed.




  “Black would not like to know to what base use his good money is being put,” said Graille, or Farmer, or Gonsalez — call him what you will — with a twinkle in his blue eyes.




  “Were they anxious to know who was the fourth man?” asked Poiccart.




  “Most keen on it,” he said. “But I wondered if they would have believed me if I had confessed myself to be one of the four, and had I at the same time confessed that I was as much in the dark as to the identity of the fourth as they themselves.”




  Poiccart rose and stood irresolutely, with his hands stuffed into his trousers pockets, looking into the fire.




  “I often wonder,” he said, “who it is. Don’t you?”




  “I’ve got over those sensations of curiosity,” said Gonsalez. “Whoever he is, I am of course satisfied that he is a large-hearted man, working with a singleness of purpose.”




  The other nodded in agreement.




  “I am sure,” said Graille enthusiastically, “that he has done great work, justifiable work, and honourable work.”




  Poiccart nodded gravely.




  “By the way,” said the other, “I went to old Lord Verlond — you remember, No. 4 suggested our trying him. He’s a pretty bitter sort of person with a sharp tongue.”




  Poiccart smiled. “What did he do? Tell you to go to the devil?”




  “Something of the sort,” said Dr. Gonsalez. “I only got a grudging half-guinea from him, and he regaled me all the time with more than half a guinea’s worth of amusement.”




  “But it wasn’t for this work,” said the other.




  Gonsalez shook his head. “No, for another department,” he said with a smile.




  They had little more time for conversation. Patients began to come in, and within a quarter of an hour the two men were as busy as men could be attending to the injuries, the diseases and the complaints of the people of this overcrowded neighbourhood.




  This great dispensary owed its erection and its continuance to the munificence of three doctors who appeared from nowhere. Who the man was who had contributed £5,000 to the upkeep, and who had afterwards appeared in person, masked and cloaked, and had propounded to three earnest workers for humanity his desire to be included in the organization, nobody knew, unless it was Manfred. It was Manfred the wise who accepted not only the offer, but the bona fides of the stranger — Manfred who accepted him as a co-partner.




  Casual observers described the three earnest medicos not only as cranks, but fanatics. They were attached to no organization; they gave no sign to the world that they could be in any way associated with any of the religious organizations engaged in medical work. It is an indisputable fact that they possessed the qualifications to practise, and that one — Leon Gonsalez — was in addition a brilliant chemist.




  No man ever remembered their going to church, or urging attendance at any place of worship. The religious bodies that laboured in the neighbourhood were themselves astonished. One by one they had nibbled at the sectarian question. Some had asked directly to what religious organization these men were attached. No answer was offered satisfactory to the inquirers.




  It was nearly eleven o’clock that night when the work of the two dispensers had finished. The last patient had been dismissed, the last fretful whimper of an ailing child had died away; the door had been locked, the sweepers were engaged in cleaning up the big waiting-room.




  The two men sat in the office — tired, but cheerful. The room was well furnished; it was the common room of the three. A bright fire burnt in the fireplace, big roomy armchairs and settees were in evidence. The floor was carpeted thickly, and two or three rare prints hung on the distempered walls.




  They were sitting discussing the events of the evening — comparing notes, retailing particulars of interest in cases which had come under their notice. Manfred had gone out earlier in the evening and had not returned. Then a bell rang shrilly. Leon looked up at the indicator. “That is the dispensary door,” he said in Spanish. I suppose we’d better see who it is.”




  “It will be a small girl,” said Poiccart. “Please will you come to father; he’s either dead or drunk.’” There was a little laugh at this reminiscence of an incident which had actually happened.




  Poiccart opened the door. A man stood in the entrance. “There’s a bad accident just round the corner,” he said. “Can I bring him in here, doctor?”




  “What sort of an accident?” said Poiccart.




  “A man has been knifed.”




  “Bring him in,” said Poiccart. He went quickly to the common room. “It’s a stabbing case,” he said. “Will you have him in your surgery, Leon?”




  The young man rose swiftly. “Yes,” he said; “I’ll get the table ready.”




  In a few minutes half a dozen men bore in the unconscious form of the victim. It was a face familiar to the two. They laid him tenderly upon the surgical table, and with deft hands ripped away the clothing from the wound, whilst the policeman who had accompanied the party pushed back the crowd from the surgery door.




  The two men were alone with the unconscious man. They exchanged glances.




  “Unless I am mistaken” said carefully, “this is the late Mr. Willie Jakobs.”




  That evening May Sandford sat alone in her room reading. Her father, when he had come in to say goodbye to May before going to a directors’ dinner, had left her ostensibly studying an improving book, but the volume now lay unheeded at her side.




  That afternoon she had received an urgent note from Black, asking her to meet him “on a matter of the greatest importance.” It concerned her father, and it was very secret. She was alarmed, and not a little puzzled. The urgency and the secrecy of the note distressed her unaccountably. For the twentieth time she began to read the improving plays of Monsieur Moliere, when a knock at the door made her hastily conceal the paper.




  “There is a man who wishes to see you,” said the girl who had entered in response to her “Come in.”




  “What sort of man?”




  “A common-looking man,” said the maid.




  She hesitated. The butler was in the house, otherwise she would not have seen the visitor.




  “Show him into father’s study,” she said. “Tell Thomas this man is here and ask him to be handy in case I ring for him.”




  She had never seen the man whom she found waiting. Instinctively she distrusted his face, though there was something about him which compelled her sympathy. He was white and haggard, black shadows encircled his eyes, and his hands, by no means clean, shook.




  “I am sorry to bother you, miss,” he said, “but this is important.”




  “It is rather a late hour,” she said. “What is it you want?”




  He fumbled with his hat and looked at the waiting girl. At a nod from May she left the room.




  “This is rather important to you, miss,” said the man again. “Black treated me pretty badly.”




  For a moment an unworthy suspicion flashed through her mind. Had Frank sent his man to her to shake her faith in Black? A feeling of resentment arose against her visitor and the man she thought was his employer.




  “You may save your breath,” she said coolly, “and you can go back to the gentleman who sent you and tell him—”




  “Nobody sent me, miss,” he said eagerly. “I come on my own. I tell you they’ve done me a bad turn. I’ve kept my mouth shut for Black for years, and now he’s turned me down. I’m ill, miss, you can see that for yourself,” he said, throwing out his arms in despair. “I’ve been almost starving and they haven’t given me a bean. I went to Black’s house to-day and he wouldn’t see me.” He almost whimpered in his helpless anger. “He’s done me a bad turn and I’m going to do him one,” he said fiercely. “You know what his game is?”




  “I do not want to know,” she said again, the old suspicion obscuring her vision. “You will gain nothing by speaking against Colonel Black.”




  “Don’t be foolish, miss,” he pleaded, “don’t think I’ve come for money. I don’t expect money — I don’t want it. I dare say I can get help from Mr. Fellowe.”




  “Ah!” she said, “so you know Mr. Fellowe: it was he who sent you. I will not hear another word,” she went on hotly. “I know now where you come from — I’ve heard all this before.”




  She walked determinedly across the room and rang the bell. The butler came in. “Show this man out,” said May.




  The man looked at her sorrowfully.




  “You’ve had your chance, miss,” he said ominously. “Black’s Essley, that’s all!”




  With this parting shot he shuffled through the hall, down the steps into the night.




  Left alone, the girl shrank into her chair. She was shaking from head to foot with indignation and bewilderment. It must have been Frank who sent this man. How mean, how inexpressibly mean!




  “How dare he? How dare he?” she asked.




  It was the policeman in Frank which made him so horrid, she thought. He always believed horrid things of everybody. It was only natural. He had lived his life amongst criminals; he had thought of nothing but breaches of the law. She looked at the dock: it was a quarter to ten. He had wasted her evening, this visitor. She did not know exactly what to do. She could not read; it was too early to go to bed. She would have liked to have gone for a little walk, but there was nobody to take her. It was absurd asking the butler to walk behind her; she smiled at the thought.




  Then she started. She had heard the distant ring of the front-door bell. Who could it be?




  She had not long to wait in doubt. A few minutes afterwards the girl had announced Colonel Black. He was in evening dress and very cheerful.




  “Forgive this visit,” he said, with that heartiness of voice which carried conviction of his sincerity. “I happened to be passing and I thought I’d drop in.”




  This was not exactly true. Black had carefully planned this call. He knew her father was out; knew also, so bitter had been a discussion of that afternoon, that he would not have sanctioned the visit. May gave him her hand, and he grasped it warmly.




  She came straight to the point. “I’m so glad you’ve come,” she said. “I’ve been awfully bothered.” He nodded sympathetically, though a little at sea. “And now this man has come?”




  “This man — which man?” he asked sharply.




  “I forget his name — he came this evening. In fact, he’s only been gone a little time. And he looked awfully ill. You know him, I think?”




  “Not Jakobs?” he breathed.




  She nodded. “I think that is the name,” she said.




  “Jakobs?” he repeated, and his face went a little white. “What did he say?” he asked quickly.




  She repeated the conversation as nearly as she could remember it. When she had finished he rose. “You’re not going?” she said in astonishment.




  “I’m afraid I must,” he said. “I’ve a rather important engagement and — er — I only called in passing. Which way did this man go? Did he give you any idea as to his destination?”




  She shook her head. “No. All that he said was that there were people who would be glad of the information he could give about you.”




  “He did, did he?” said Black, with an heroic attempt at a smile. “I never thought Jakobs was that kind of man. Of course, there is nothing that I should mind everybody knowing, but one has business secrets, you know. Miss Sandford. He is a discharged employe of mine who has stolen some contracts. You need not worry about the matter.”




  He smiled confidently at her as he left the room.




  He drove straight from the house to his city office. The place was in darkness, but he knew his way without the necessity of lighting up. He ran upstairs into the boardroom.




  There was a little door in one corner of the room, concealed from view by a hanging curtain.




  He closed the shutters and pulled down the blinds before he switched on the light. He pushed the curtain aside and examined the face of the door. There was no sign that it had been forced. Jakobs knew of the existence of this little retiring-room, and had, in his indiscretion, mentioned its existence in one of his letters of demand.




  Black drew from his pocket a small bunch of keys attached to a silver chain. The door of the room opened easily. There was a smaller room disclosed — no larger than a big cupboard. A single incandescent electric burner slung from the ceiling supplied all the light necessary. There was a dressing-table, a chair, a big looking-glass, and a number of hooks from which were suspended a dozen articles of attire. Air was admitted through two ventilators let into the wall and communicating with the main ventilating shaft of the building.




  He opened the door of the dressing-table and drew out a number of wigs. They were wigs such as only Fasieur can supply — perfectly modelled and all of one shade of hair, though differently arranged.




  He tossed them on to the table impatiently, groping for something which he knew should be there, and was there unless a thief skilled in the use of skeleton keys, and having, moreover, some knowledge of the office, had taken it. He stopped his search suddenly and examined a pad of paper which lay on the table. It was a pad which he kept handy for note — taking — to jot down memoranda. On the white face of the paper was a large brown thumbmark, and though Colonel Black knew little of the science of anthropology, he was sufficiently well acquainted with the sign to know that it was the mark of a thumb which ought never to have been in this secret office of his.




  Then it was Willie! Willie Jakobs, the befriended, the pensioned, and the scorned, who had removed a certain green bottle, the duplicate of which was in his pocket at that moment.




  Black did not lose his nerve. He went to a drawer in the desk of his outer office and took out a Browning pistol. It was loaded. He balanced it in his right hand, looked at it reflectively, then put it back again. He hated firearms; they made a great deal of unnecessary noise, and they left behind them too sure an indication of the identity of their user. Men have been traced by bullets.




  There were other ways. He lifted from the drawer a long thin knife. It was an Italian stiletto of the sixteenth century — the sort of toy a man might use in these prosaic days for opening his letters. And indeed this was the ostensible reason why Black kept the weapon at hand.




  He drew it from its ornate leather sheath and tested its temper, felt its edge and gingerly fingered its point; then he put the stiletto in its case in his overcoat pocket, switched out the light and went out. This was not a case which demanded the employment of the little bottle. There was too little of the precious stuff left, and he had need of it for other purposes.




  There were two or three places where he might find the man. A little public-house off Regent Street was one. He drove there, stopping the cab a few paces from the spot. He strode into the bar, where men of Jakobs’ kind were to be found, but it was empty. The man he sought was not there.




  He made a tour of other likely places with no better success. Willie would be at home. He had moved to lodgings on the south side of the Thomas.




  It was coming from a little public-house off the New Kent Road that Black found his man. Willie had been spending the evening brooding over his grievance, and was on his way home to prepare for his big adventure when Black clapped him on the shoulder.




  “Hullo, Willie,” he said.




  The man turned round with a start. “Keep your hands off me,” he said hastily, stumbling against the wall.




  “Now, don’t be silly,” said Black. “Let’s talk this matter out reasonably. You’re a reasonable man, aren’t you? I’ve got a cab waiting round the corner.”




  “You don’t get me into no cabs,” said Jakobs. “I’ve had enough of you, Black. You’ve turned round on me. You cast me out like a dog. Is that the way to treat a pal?”




  “You’ve made a mistake, my friend,” said Black smoothly. “We’re all liable to make mistakes. I’ve made many, and I dare say you’ve made a few. Now, let’s talk business.”




  Willie said nothing. He was still suspicious. Once he thought he saw the other’s hand steal to his breast-pocket. He guessed the motive of the action. This, then, was where the bottle was.




  Black was an adept in the art of cajolery. He knew the weak places of all the men who had been associated with him. Very slowly he led the other aimlessly, so it seemed, from one street to another until they reached a little cul-de-sac. Stables occupied one side of the tiny street and artisan houses the other. One street-lamp halfway down showed a dim light.




  Willie hesitated. “There’s no thoroughfare,” he said.




  “Oh yes, there is,” said Black confidently. “I know this neighbourhood rather well. Now, there’s one thing I want to ask you, Willie. I’m sure you are feeling more friendly towards me now, aren’t you?”




  His hand rested almost affectionately on the other’s shoulder.




  “You didn’t play the game,” persisted the other.




  “Let bygones be bygones,” said Black. “What I want to know is, Willie, why did you take the bottle?” He asked the question in a matter-of-fact tone. He did not raise his voice or give the query unusual emphasis.




  The other man was taken off his guard. “Well, I felt sore,” he said.




  “And I suppose,” said Black, with gentle reproach, “you’re waiting to hand that bottle to our friend Fellowe?”




  “I haven’t handed it to anybody yet,” said Willie, “but to tell you the truth—”




  He said no more. The big man’s hand suddenly closed round his throat with a grip like steel. Willie struggled, but he was like a child in the grasp of the other.




  “You dog,” breathed Black.




  He shook the helpless man violently. Then with his disengaged hand he whipped the telltale phial from the other’s pocket and pushed him against the wall. “And I’ll teach you that that’s nothing to what you’ll get if you ever come across me again.”




  Jakobs dropped, white and ghastly, against the wall. “You’ve got the bottle, Black,” he said, “but I know everything that you’ve done with it.”




  “You do, do you?”




  “Yes, everything,” said the other desperately. “You’re not going to cast me off, do you hear? You’ve got to pension me, same as you’ve done other people. I know enough to send you for a lagging without—”




  “I thought you did,” said Black.




  Something glittered in the light of the lamp, and without a cry Jakobs went down in a huddled heap to the ground.




  Black looked round. He wiped the blade of the stiletto carefully on the coat of the stricken man, carefully replaced the weapon in its leather case, and examined his own hands with considerable care for any signs of blood. But these Italian weapons make small wounds.




  He turned and, pulling on his gloves, made his way back to where the cab was still waiting.
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  Under the bright light of a bronze lamp, all that was mortal of Jakobs lay extended upon the operating-table. About the body moved swiftly the shirtsleeved figures of the doctors.




  “I don’t think there is much we can do for him,” said Gonsalez. “He’s had an arterial perforation. It seems to me that he’s bleeding internally.”




  They had made a superficial examination of the wound, and Poiccart had taken so serious a view of the man’s condition that he had dispatched a messenger for a magistrate. Willie was conscious during the examination, but he was too weak and too exhausted to give any account of what had happened.




  “There’s just a chance,” said Gonsalez, if we could get a J.P. up in time, that we could give him sufficient strychnine to enable him to tell us who had done this.”




  “It’s murder, I think,” said Gonsalez, “the cut’s a clean one. Look, there’s hardly half an inch of wound. The man who did this used a stiletto, I should say, and used it pretty scientifically. It’s a wonder he wasn’t killed on the spot.”




  The hastily-summoned justice of the peace appeared on the scene much sooner than they had anticipated. Gonsalez explained the condition of the man.




  “He tried to tell me, after we had got him on the table, who had done it,” he said, “but I couldn’t catch the name.”




  “Do you know him?” asked the J.P.




  “I know him,” he said, “and I’ve rather an idea as to who has done it, but I can’t give any reasons for my suspicions.”




  Jakobs was unconscious, and Gonsalez seized the first opportunity that presented itself of consulting with his colleague.




  “I believe this is Black’s work,” he said hurriedly. “Why not send for him? We know Jakobs has been in his employ and was pensioned by him, and that’s sufficient excuse. Possibly, if we can get him down before this poor chap dies, we shall learn something.”




  “I’ll get on the telephone,” said the other.




  He drew from his pocket a memorandum book and consulted its pages. Black’s movements and his resorts were fairly well tabulated, but the telephone failed to connect the man they wanted.




  At a quarter to two in the morning Jakobs died, without having regained consciousness, and it looked as though yet another mystery had been added to a list which was already appallingly large.




  The news came to May Sandford that afternoon. The tragedy had occurred too late that night to secure descriptions in the morning papers; but from the earlier editions of the afternoon journals she read with a shock of the man’s terrible fate.




  It was only by accident that she learnt of it from this source, for she was still reading of his death in the paper when Black, ostentatiously agitated, called upon her. “Isn’t it dreadful. Miss Sandford?” he said.




  He was quite beside himself with grief, the girl thought. “I shall give evidence, of course, but I shall take great care to keep your name out of it. I think the poor man had very bad associates indeed,” he said frankly. “I had to discharge him for that reason. Nobody need know he ever came here,” he suggested. “It wouldn’t be pleasant for you to be dragged into a sordid case like this.”




  “Oh, no, no,” she said. “I don’t want to be mixed up in it at all. I’m awfully sorry, but I can’t see how my evidence would help.”




  “Of course,” agreed Black. It had only occurred to him that morning how damning might be the evidence that this girl was in a position to give, and he had come to her in a panic lest she had already volunteered it. She thought he looked ill and worded, as indeed he was, for Black had slept very little that night. He knew that he was safe from detection. None had seen him meet the man, and although he had visited the resorts which the man frequented, he had not inquired after him.




  Yet Black was obsessed by the knowledge that a net was drawing round him. Who were the hunters he could not guess. There came to him at odd moments a strange feeling of terror. Nothing was going exactly right with him. Sir Isaac had showed signs of revolt.




  Before the day was out he found that he had quite enough to bother him without the terrors which the unknown held. The police had made most strenuous inquiries regarding his whereabouts on the night of the murder. They had even come to him and questioned him with such persistence that he suspected a directing force behind them. He had not bothered overmuch with the Four Just Men. He had accepted the word of his informant that the Four had separated for the time being, and the fact that Wilkinson Despard had left for America confirmed all that the man had told him.




  He was getting short of money again. The settlement of his bets had left him short. Sandford must be “persuaded.” Every day it was getting more and more of a necessity. One morning Sir Isaac had telephoned him asking him to meet him in the park.




  “Why not come here?” asked Black.




  “No,” said the baronet’s voice. “I’d rather meet you in the park.”




  He named the spot, and at the hour Black met him, a little annoyed that his day’s programme should be interrupted by this eccentricity on the part of Sir Isaac Tramber. The baronet himself did not at once come to the point. He talked around, hummed and hawed, and at last blurted out the truth. “Look here, Black,” he said, “you and I have been good pals — we’ve been together in some queer adventures, but now I am going to — I want—” He stammered and spluttered.




  “What do you want?” asked Black with a frown.




  “Well, to tell the truth,” said Sir Isaac, with a pathetic attempt to be firm, “I think it is about time that you and I dissolved partnership.”




  “What do you mean?” asked Black.




  “Well, you know, I’m getting talked about,” said the other disjointedly. “People are spreading lies about me, and one or two chaps recently have asked me what business you and I are engaged in, and — it’s worrying me. Black,” he said with the sudden exasperation of a weak man. “I believe I have lost my chance with Verlond because of my association with you.”




  “I see,” said Black. It was a favourite expression of his. It meant much; it meant more than usual now. “I understand,” he said, “that you think the ship is sinking, and, rat-like, you imagine it is time to swim to the shore.”




  “Don’t be silly, dear old fellow,” protested the other, “and don’t be unreasonable. You see how it is. When I joined you, you were goin’ to do big things — big amalgamations, big trusts, stuffin’ an’ all that sort of thing. Of course,” he admitted apologetically, “I knew all about the bucket-shop, but that was a sideline.”




  Black smiled grimly. “A pretty profitable sideline for you,” he said dryly.




  “I know, I know,” said Ikey, patient to an offensive degree, “but it wasn’t a matter of millions an’ all that, now was it?”




  Black was thoughtful, biting his nails and looking down at the grass at his feet.




  “People are talkin’, dear old fellow,” Tramber went on, “sayin’ the most awful rotten things. You’ve been promisin’ this combination with Sandford’s foundries, you’ve practically issued shares in Amalgamated Foundries of Europe without havin’ the goods.”




  “Sandford won’t come in,” said Black, without looking up, “unless I pay him a quarter of a million cash — he’ll take the rest in shares. I want him to take his price in shares.”




  “He’s no mug,” said the baronet coarsely. “Old Sandford isn’t a mug — and I’ll bet he’s got Verlond behind him. He’s no mug either.” There was a long and awkward silence — awkward for Sir Isaac, who had an unaccountable desire to bolt.




  “So you want to sneak out of it, do you?” said Black, meeting his eyes with a cold smile.




  “Now, my dear old chap,” said Sir Isaac hastily, “don’t take that uncharitable view.. Partnerships are always being dissolved, it’s what they’re for,” he said with an attempt at humour. “And I must confess I don’t like some of your schemes.”




  “You don’t like!” Black turned round on him with a savage oath. “Do you like the money you’ve got for it? The money paid in advance for touting new clients? The money given to you to settle your debts at the club? You’ve got to go through with it, Ikey, and if you don’t, I’ll tell the whole truth to Verlond and to every pal you’ve got.”




  “They wouldn’t believe you,” said Sir Isaac calmly. “You see, my dear chap, you’ve got such an awful reputation, and the worst of having a bad reputation is that no one believes you. If it came to a question of believing you or believing me, who do you think Society would believe — a man of some position, one in the baronetage of Great Britain, or a man — well, not to put too fine a point on it — like you?”




  Black looked at him long and steadily. “Whatever view you take,” he said slowly, “you’ve got to stand your corner. If, as a result of any of the business we are now engaged in, I am arrested, I shall give information to the police concerning you. We are both in the same boat — we sink or swim together.”




  He noticed the slow-spreading alarm on Sir Isaac’s face. “Look here,” he said, “I’ll arrange to pay you back that money I’ve got. I’ll give you bills—”




  Black laughed. “You’re an amusing devil,” he said. “You and your bills! I can write bills myself, can’t I? I’d as soon take a crossing-sweeper’s bills as yours. Why, there’s enough of your paper in London to feed Sandford’s furnaces for a week.” The words suggested a thought. “Let’s say no more about this matter till after the amalgamation. It’s coming off next week. It may make all the difference in our fortune, Ikey,” he said in gentler tones. “Just drop the idea of ratting.”




  “I’m not ratting,” protested the other. “I’m merely—”




  “I know,” said Black. “You’re merely taking precautions — well, that’s all the rats do. You’re in this up to your neck — don’t deceive yourself. You can’t get out of it until I say ‘Go.’”




  “It will be awkward for me if the game is exposed,” said Sir Isaac, biting his nails. “It will be jolly unpleasant if it is discovered I am standing in with you.”




  “It will be more awkward for you,” answered Black ominously, “if, at the psychological moment, you are not standing in with me.”




  Theodore Sandford, a busy man, thrust his untidy grey head into the door of his daughter’s sittingroom. “May,” said he, “don’t forget that I am giving a dinner tonight in your honour — for unless my memory is at fault and the cheque you found on your breakfast-tray was missupplied, you are twenty-two to-day.”




  She blew him a kiss. “Who is coming?” she asked. “I ought really to have invited everybody myself.”




  “Can’t stop to tell you” said her father with a smile. “I’m sorry you quarrelled with young Fellowe. I should like to have asked him.”




  She smiled gaily. “I shall have to get another policeman,” she said.




  He looked at her for a long time. “Fellowe isn’t an ordinary policeman,” he said quietly. “Do you know that I saw him dining with the Home Secretary the other day?”




  Her eyebrows rose. “In uniform?” she asked.




  He laughed. “No, you goose,” he chuckled, “in his dressing-gown.”




  She followed him down the corridor. “You’ve learnt that from Lord Verlond,” she said reproachfully. She waited till the car had carried her father from view, then walked back to her room, happy with the happiness which anticipates happiness.




  The night before had been a miserable one till, acting on an impulse, she had humbled herself, and found strange joy in the humiliation. The knowledge that this young man was still her ideal, all she would have him to be, had so absorbed her that for the time being she was oblivious of all else. She recalled with a little start the occasion of their last meeting, and how they had parted. The recollection made her supremely miserable again, and, jumping up from her stool, she had opened her little writing-bureau and scribbled a hurried, penitent, autocratic little note, ordering and imploring him to come to her the instant he received it.




  Frank came promptly. The maid announced his arrival within ten minutes of Mr. Sandford’s departure.




  May ran lightly downstairs and was seized with a sudden fit of shyness as she reached the library door. She would have paused, but the maid, who was following her, regarded her with so much sympathetic interest that she was obliged to assume a nonchalance that she was far from feeling and enter the room.




  Frank was standing with his back to the door, but he turned quickly on hearing the light rustle of her gown. May closed the door, but she made no effort to move away from it. “How do you do?” she began. The effort she was making to still the wild beating of her heart made her voice sound cold and formal.




  “I am very well, thank you.” Frank’s tone reflected her own.




  “I — I wanted to see you,” she continued, with an effort to appear natural.




  “So I gathered from your note,” he replied.




  “It was good of you to come,” she went on conventionally. “I hope it has not inconvenienced you at all.”




  “Not at all.” Again Frank’s voice was an expressive echo. “I was just on the point of going out, so came at once.”




  “Oh, I am sorry — won’t you keep your other appointment first? Any time will suit me; it — it is nothing important.”




  “Well, I hadn’t an appointment exactly.” It was the young man’s turn to hesitate. “To tell the truth, I was coming here.”




  “Oh, Frank! Were you really?”




  “Yes, really and truly, little girl.” May did not answer, but something Frank saw in her face spoke more plainly than words could do.




  Mr. Sandford returned that afternoon to find two happy people sitting in the half-darkness of the drawingroom; and ten members of the Criminal Investigation Department waited at Scotland Yard, alternately swearing and wringing their hands.
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  Dr. Essley’s house at Forest Hill stood untenanted. The red lamp before the door was unlit, and though the meagre furnishings had not been removed, the house, with its drawn blinds and grimy steps, had the desolate appearance of emptiness.




  The whisper of a rumour had agitated the domestic circles of that respectable suburb — a startling rumour which, if it were true, might well cause Forest Hill to gasp in righteous indignation. “Dr.” Essley was an unauthorized practitioner, a fraud of the worst description, for he had taken the name and the style of a dead man.




  “All I know,” explained Colonel Black, whom a reporter discovered at his office, “is that I met Dr. Essley in Australia, and that I was impressed by his skill. I might say,” he added in a burst of frankness, “that I am in a sense responsible for his position in England, for I not only advanced him money to buy his practice, but I recommended him to all my friends, and naturally I am upset by the revelation.”




  No, he had no idea as to the “doctor’s” present location. He had last seen him a month before, when the “doctor” spoke of going to the Continent.




  Colonel Black had as much to tell — and no more — to the detectives who came from Scotland Yard. They came with annoying persistence and never seemed tired of coming. They waited for him on the doorstep and in his office. They waited for him in the vestibules of the theatres, at the entrance doors of banks. They came as frequently as emissaries of houses to whom Colonel Black was under monetary obligation.




  A week after the events chronicled in the last chapter. Colonel Black sat alone in his flat with a light heart. He had collected together a very considerable amount of money. That it was money to which he had no legal right did not disturb the smooth current of his thoughts. It was sufficient that it was money, and that a motorcar which might carry him swiftly to Folkestone was within telephone-call day and night. Moreover, he was alive.




  The vengeance of an organization vowed against Dr. Essley had passed over the head of Colonel Black — he might be excused if he thought that the matter of a grey wig and a pair of shaggy eyebrows, added to some knowledge of medicine, had deceived the astute men who had come to England to track him down.




  This infernal man Fellowe, who appeared and disappeared as if by magic, puzzled him — almost alarmed him. Fellowe was not one of the Four Just Men — instinct told him that much. Fellowe was an official.




  A Sergeant Gurden who had been extremely useful to Black had been suddenly transferred to a remote division, and nobody knew why. With him had disappeared from his familiar beats a young police-constable who had been seen dining with Cabinet Ministers. It was very evident that there was cause for perturbation — yet, singularity enough, Colonel Black was cheerful; but there was a malignant quality to his cheerfulness. He busied himself with the destruction of such of his papers — and they were few — which he had kept by him.




  He turned out an old pocketbook and frowned when he saw its contents. It was a wagon-lit coupon for the journey from Paris to Madrid, and was made out in the name of Dr. Essley — a mad slip which might have led to serious consequences, he told himself. He burnt the incriminating sheet and crumbled the ashes before he threw them into the fireplace.




  It was dark before he had finished his preparations, but he made no attempt to light the room. His dress-suit was laid out in an adjoining room, his trunks stood packed. He looked at his watch. In half an hour he would be on his way to the Sandfords. Here was another risk which none but a madman would take — so he told himself, but he contemplated the outcome of his visit with equanimity.




  He went into his bedroom and began his preparations, then remembered that he had left a bundle of notes on his writing-table, and went back. He found the notes and was returning when there was a click, and the room was flooded with light.




  He whipped round with an oath, dropping his hand to his hip-pocket.




  “Don’t move, please,” quietly.




  “You!” gasped Black.




  The tall man with the little pointed beard nodded. “Keep your hand away from your pocket, colonel’ he said; there is no immediate danger.”




  He was unarmed. The thin cigar between his white teeth testified his serenity. “De la Monte!” stammered Black.




  Again the bearded man nodded. “The last time we met was in Cordova,” he said, “but you have changed since then.”




  Black forced a smile.




  “You are confusing me with Dr. Essley,” he said.




  “I am confusing you with Dr. Essley,” agreed the other. “Yet I think I am justified in my confusion.”




  He did not remove his cigar, seemed perfectly at ease, even going so far as to cast an eye upon a chair, inviting invitation. “Essley or Black,” he said steadily, “your day is already dusk, and the night is very near.”




  A cold wave of terror swept over the colonel. He tried to speak, but his throat and his mouth were dry, and he could only make inarticulate noises. “Tonight — now?” he croaked — his shaking hands went up to his mouth. Yet he was armed and the man before him bore no weapon. A quick movement of his hand and he would lay the spectre which had at one time terrorized Europe. He did not doubt that he was face to face with one of the dreaded Four, and he found himself endeavouring to memorize the face of the man before him for future use. Yet he did not touch the pistol which lay snug in his hip-pocket. He was hypnotized, paralysed by the cool confidence of the other. All that he knew was that he wanted the relief which could only come if this calm man were to go. He felt horribly trapped, saw no way of escape in the presence of this force.




  The other divined what was going on in Black’s mind.




  “I have only one piece of advice to offer you,” he said, “and that is this — keep away from the Sandfords’ dinner.”




  “Why — why?” stammered Black.




  The other walked to the fireplace and flicked the ash of his cigar into the grate.




  “Because,” he said, without turning round, “at the Sandford dinner you come within the jurisdiction of the Four Just Men — who, as you may know, are a protecting force. Elsewhere—”




  “Yes — elsewhere?”




  “You come within the jurisdiction of the law. Colonel Black, for at this present moment an energetic young Assistant-Commissioner of Police is applying for a warrant for your arrest on the charge of murder.” With a little nod, Manfred turned his back and walked leisurely towards the door.




  “Stop!” The words were hissed. Black, revolver in hand, was livid with rage and fear.




  Manfred laughed quietly. He did not check his walk, but looked backward over his shoulder. “Let the cobbler stick to his last,” he quoted. “Poison, my dear colonel, is your last — or the knife in the case of Jakobs. An explosion, even of a Webley revolver, would shatter your nerves.”




  He opened the door and walked out, closing it carefully behind him. Black sank into the nearest chair, his mouth working, the perspiration streaming down his face. This was the end. He was a spent force. He crossed the room to the telephone and gave a number. After a little while he got an answer.




  Yes, the car was in readiness; there had been no inquiries. He hung up the telephone and called up six depots where cars could be hired. To each he gave the same instructions. Two cars were to be waiting — he changed the locality with each order. Two fast cars, each able to cover the eighty miles to Dover without fear of a breakdown.




  “I shall take one,” he said, “the other must follow immediately behind — yes, empty. I am going to Dover to meet a party of people.” He would take no risk of a breakdown. The second car must be close at hand in case he had an accident with the first.




  He was something of an organizer. In the short space of time he was at the telephone, he arranged the cars so that whatever avenue of escape he was forced to take he would find the vehicles waiting. This done, he completed his dressing. The reaction from the fear had come. He was filled with black hate for the men who had put a period to his career of villainy. Most of all he hated Sandford, the man who could have saved him. He would take the risk of the Four — take his chance with the police. Curiously, he feared the police least of all. One final blow he would strike and break the man whose obstinacy had broken him.




  He was mad with anger — he saw nothing but the fulfilment of his plan of revenge. He went into his room, unlocked a cupboard and took out the green bottle. There was no need for the feather, he would do the job thoroughly.




  He finished his dressing, pocketed his banknotes, and slipped the little green bottle into his waistcoat pocket. One last look round he gave, then, with a sense of the old exhilaration which had been his before the arrival of Manfred, he put on his hat, threw an overcoat over his arm and went out.




  It was a gay little party that assembled at the Great South Central Hotel. May Sandford had invited a girl friend, and Mr. Sandford had brought back the junior partner of one of the City houses he did business with. Black was late and did not arrive till a quarter of an hour after the time settled for dinner. Sandford had given orders for the meal to be served when the colonel came in.




  “Sit down, Black,” said Sandford. There was a chair between the ironmaster and his daughter, and into this he dropped. His hand shook as he took up the spoon to his soup. He put the spoon down again and unfolded his serviette. A letter dropped out. He knew those grey envelopes now, and crushed the letter into his pocket without attempting to read it.




  “Busy man, Black, eh?” smiled Sandford. He was a florid, hearty man with a wisp of white whisker on either side of his rubicund face, and in his pleasant moments he was a very lovable man. “You ought to be grateful I did not agree to the amalgamations — you would have been worked to death.”




  “Yes,” said the colonel shortly. He stuck out his jaw — a trick he had when he was perturbed.




  “In a way,” bantered the elder man, “you’re an admirable chap. If you were a little more reasonable you would be more successful.”




  “Wouldn’t you call me successful?”




  Sandford pouted thoughtfully. “Yes and no,” he said. “You are not altogether successful. You see, you have achieved what you would call success too easily.”




  Colonel Black did not pursue the subject, nor did he encourage the other to go any further. He needed opportunity. For a time he had to sit patiently, joining in, with such scraps of speech as he could muster, the conversation that rippled about him.




  At his left hand were the girl’s wineglasses. She refused the lighter wines and drew forth a laughing protest from her father.




  “Dearie, on your birthday — you must sip some champagne!”




  “Champagne, then!” she said gaily. She was happy for many reasons, but principally because — well, just because.




  That was the opportunity. Absentmindedly he drew her glass nearer, then he found the bottle in his pocket. With one hand he removed the cork and spilt half the contents of the phial on to his serviette. He re-corked the bottle and slipped it into his pocket. He took the glass on to his lap. Twice he wiped the edge of it with the damp napkin. He replaced the glass unnoticed.




  Now it was done he felt better. He leant back in his chair, his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets. It was an inelegant attitude, but he derived a sense of comfort.




  “Black, wake up, my dear fellow!” Sandford was talking to him, and he roused himself with a start. My friend here was rude enough to comment on your hair.”




  “Eh?” Black put up his hand to his head.




  “Oh, it’s all right and it isn’t disarranged — but how long has it been white?”




  “White?” He had heard of such things and was mildly interested. “White? Oh — er — quite a time.”




  He did not further the discussion. The waiters were filling the glasses. He looked across to Sandford. How happy, how self-sufficient he was. He intercepted the tender little looks that passed between father and daughter. There was perfect sympathy between the two. It was a pity that in a minute or so one should be dead and the other broken. She so full of life, so splendid of shape, so fresh and lovely. He turned his head and looked at her. Curious, very curious, how frail a thing is life, that a milligram of a colourless fluid should be sufficient to snap the cord that binds soul to body. The waiter filled the glasses — first the girl’s, then his.




  He raised his own with unconcern and drank it off.




  The girl did not touch hers. She was talking to the man on her left. Black could see only the rounded cheek and one white shoulder. He waited impatiently.




  Sandford tried to bring him into the conversation, but he refused to be drawn. He was content to listen, he said. To listen, to watch and to wait. He saw the slim white fingers close round the stem of the glass, saw her half raise it, still looking towards her partner. Black pushed his chair a little to one side as the glass reached her lips. She drank, not much, but enough. The colonel held his breath. She replaced the glass, still talking with the man on her left.




  Black counted the slow seconds. He counted sixty — a hundred, oblivious to the fact that Sandford was talking to him. The drug had failed!




  “Are you ill, colonel?”




  Everybody was staring at him.




  “Ill?” he repeated hoarsely. “No, I am not ill — why should I be ill?”




  “Open one of those windows, waiter.”




  A blast of cold air struck him and he shivered. He left the table hurriedly and went blundering blindly from the room. There was an end to it all. In the corridor of the hotel he came in his haste into collision with a man. It was the man who had called upon him some time before.




  “Excuse me,” said the man, catching his arm. “Colonel Black, I believe.”




  “Stand out of my way.”




  Black spat out the words savagely.




  “I am Detective-Sergeant Kay from Scotland Yard, and shall take you into custody.”




  At the first hint of danger the colonel drew back. Suddenly his fist shot out and caught the officer under the jaw. It was a terrific blow and the detective was unprepared. He went down like a log.




  The corridor was empty. Leaving the man upon the floor, the fugitive sped into the lobby. He was hatless, but he shaded his face and passed through the throng in the vestibule into the open air. He signalled a taxi. “Waterloo, and I will give you a pound if you catch my train.”




  He was speeding down the Strand in less than a minute. He changed his instructions before the station was reached.




  “I have lost the train — drop me at the corner of Eaton Square.”




  At Eaton Square he paid the cabman and dismissed him. With little difficulty he found two closed cars that waited.




  “I am Colonel Black,” he said, and the first chauffeur touched his cap. “Take the straightest road to Southampton and let the second man follow behind.” The car had not gone far before he changed his mind. “Go first to the Junior Turf Club in Pall Mall,” he said.




  Arrived at the club, he beckoned the porter. “Tell Sir Isaac Tramber that he is wanted at once,” he directed.




  Ikey was in the club — it was a chance shot of the colonel’s, but it bagged his man.




  “Get your coat and hat,” said Black hurriedly to the flustered baronet.




  “But—”




  “No buts,” snarled the other savagely. “Get your coat and hat, unless you want to be hauled out of your club to the nearest police-station.”




  Reluctantly Ikey went back to the club and returned in a few seconds struggling into his greatcoat. “Now what the devil is this all about?” he demanded peevishly; then, as the light of a street lamp caught the colonel’s uncovered head, he gasped: “Good Lord! Your hair has gone white! You look just like that fellow Essley!”




  


  The Last. Justice




  “Where are we going?” asked Sir Isaac faintly.




  “We are going to Southampton,” growled Black in his ear. “We shall find some friends there.” He grinned in the darkness. Then, leaning forward, he gave instructions in a low tone to the chauffeur.




  The car jerked forward and in a few minutes it had crossed Hammersmith Broadway and was speeding towards Barnes.




  Scarcely had it cleared the traffic when a long grey racing car cut perilously across the crowded space, dodging with extraordinary agility a number of vehicles, and, unheeding the caustic comments of the drivers, it went on in the same direction as Black’s car had taken.




  He had cleared Kingston and was on the Sandown road when he heard the loud purring of a car behind. He turned and looked, expecting to find his second car, but a punctured tyre held Black’s reserve on Putney Heath. Black was a little uneasy, though it was no unusual thing for cars to travel the main Portsmouth road at that hour of the night. He knew, too, that he could not hope to keep ahead of his pursuer. He caught the unmistakable sound which accompanies the racing car in motion. “We’ll wait till the road gets a little broader,” he said, “and then we’ll let that chap pass us.”




  He conveyed the gist of this intention to the chauffeur. The car behind showed no disposition to go ahead until Sandown and Cobham had been left behind and the lights of Guildford were almost in sight. Then, on a lonely stretch of road, two miles from the town, the car, without any perceptible effort, shot level with them and then drew ahead on the off side. Then it slowed, and the touring car had perforce to follow its example.




  Black watched the manoeuvre with some misgiving. Slower and slower went the racing car till it stopped crossways in the road; it stopped, too, in a position which made it impossible for the touring car to pass. Black’s man drew up with a jerk.




  They saw, by the light of their lamps, two men get out of the motor ahead and make what seemed to be a cursory examination of a wheel. Then one walked back, slowly and casually, till he came to where Black and his companion sat.




  “Excuse me,” said the stranger. “I think I know you.”




  Of a sudden an electric lamp flashed in Black’s face. More to the point, in the spreading rays of the light, clear to be seen was the nickel-plated barrel of a revolver, and it was pointed straight at Black. “You will alight, Mr. Black — you and your companion,” said the unknown calmly.




  In the bright light that flooded him, Black could make no move. Without a word he stepped down on to the roadway, his companion following him. “Go ahead,” said the man with the revolver.




  The two obeyed. Another flood of light met them. The driver of the first car was standing up, electric torch in one hand, revolver in the other. He directed them curtly to enter the tonneau. The first of their captors turned to give directions to the chauffeur of the grey touring car, then he sprang into the body in which they sat and took a seat opposite them.




  “Put your hands on your knees,” he commanded, as his little lamp played over them.




  Black brought his gloved hands forward reluctantly. Sir Isaac, half dead with fright, followed his example.




  They struck off from the main road and took a narrow country lane which was unfamiliar to Black, and for ten minutes they twisted and turned in what seemed the heart of the country. Then they stopped. “Get down!” ordered the man with the lamp. Neither Black nor his friend had spoken one word up till now.




  “What is the game?” asked Black.




  “Get down!” commanded the other. With a curse, the big man descended. There were two other men waiting for them.




  “I suppose this is the Four Just Men farce,” said Black with a sneer.




  “That you shall learn,” said one of those who were waiting.




  They were conducted by a long, rough path through a field, through a little copse, until ahead of them in the night loomed a small building. It was in darkness. It gave Black the impression of being a chapel. He had little time to take any note of its construction. He heard Sir Isaac’s quick breathing behind him and the snick of a lock. The hand that held his arm now relaxed.




  “Stay where you are,” said a voice. Black waited. There was growing in his heart a sickly fear of what all this signified. “Step forward,” said a voice. Black moved two steps forward and suddenly the big room in which he stood blazed with light. He raised his hand to cu his eyes from the dazzling glow.




  The sight he saw was a remarkable one. He was in a chapel; he saw the stained-glass windows, but in place of the altar there was a low platform which ran along one end of the building. It was draped with black and set with three desks. It reminded him of nothing so much as a judge’s desk, save that the hangings were of purple, the desks of black oak, and the carpet that covered the dais of the same sombre hue.




  Three men sat at the desks. They were masked, and a diamond pin in the cravat of one glittered in the light of the huge electrolier which hung from the vaulted roof. Gonsalez had a weakness for jewels.




  The remaining member of the Four was to the right of the prisoners.




  With the stained-glass windows, the raftered roof, and the solemn character of the architecture, the illusion of the chapel ended. There was no other furniture on the floor; it was tiled and bare of chair or pew.




  Black took all this in quickly. He noted a door behind the three, through which they came and apparently made their exit. He could see no means of escape save by the way he had come.




  The central figure of the three at the desk spoke in a voice which was harsh and stern and uncompromising. “Morris Black,” he said solemnly, “what of Fanks?”




  Black shrugged his shoulders and looked round as though weary of a question which he found it impossible to answer.




  “What of Jakobs, of Coleman, of a dozen men who have stood in your way and have died?” asked the voice.




  Still Black was silent. His eye took in the situation. Behind him were two doors, and he observed that the key was in the lock. He could see that he was in an old Norman chapel which private enterprise had restored for a purpose.




  The door was modern and of the usual “churchy” type.




  “Isaac Tramber,” said Number One, “what part have you played?”




  “I don’t know,” stammered Sir Isaac. “I am as much in the dark as you are. I think the bucket-shop idea is perfectly beastly. Now look here, is there anything else I can tell you, because I am most anxious to get out of this affair with clean hands?”




  He made a step forward and Black reached out a hand to restrain him, but was pulled back by the man at his side.




  “Come here,” said Number One. His knees shaking under him, Sir Isaac walked quickly up the aisle floor.




  “I’ll do anything I can,” he said eagerly, as he stood like a penitent boy before the master’s figure. “Any information I can give you I shall be most happy to give.”




  “Stop!” roared Black. His face was livid with rage. “Stop,” he said hoarsely, “you don’t know what you’re doing, Ikey. Keep your mouth shut and stand by me and you’ll not suffer.”




  “There is only one thing I know,” Sir Isaac went on, “and that is that Black had a bit of a row with Fanks—”




  The words were scarcely out of his mouth when three shots rang out in rapid succession. The Four had not attempted to disarm Black. With lightning-like rapidity he had whipped out his Browning pistol and had fired at the traitor.




  In a second he was at the door. An instant later the key was turned and he was through.




  “Shoot — shoot, Manfred,” said a voice from the dais. But they were too late — Black had vanished into the darkness. As the two men sprang after him, they stood for a moment silhouetted against the light from the chapel within. “Crack! crack!” A nickel bullet struck the stone supports of the doorway and covered them with fine dust and splinters of stone.




  “Put the lights out and follow,” said Manfred quickly.




  He was too late, for Black had a start, and the fear and hatred in him lent him unsuspected speed. The brute instinct in him led him across the field unerringly. He reached the tiny road, fumed to the left, and found the grey racing car waiting, unattended.




  He sprang to the crank and turned it. He was in the driver’s seat in an instant. He had to take risks — there might be ditches on either side of the road, but he turned the wheel over till it almost locked and brought his foot down over the pedal. The car jumped forward, lurched to the side, recovered itself, and went bumping and crashing along the road.




  “It’s no good,” said Manfred. He saw the tail-lights of the car disappearing. “Let’s get back.” He had slipped off his mask.




  They raced back to the chapel. The lights were on again. Sir Isaac Tramber lay stone-dead on the floor. The bullet had struck him in the left shoulder and had passed through this heart. But it was not to him they looked. Number One lay still and motionless on the floor in a pool of blood.




  “Look to the injury,” he said, “and unless it is fatal do not unmask me.”




  Poiccart and Gonsalez made a brief examination of the wound. “It’s pretty serious.”




  In this terse sentence they summarized their judgment. “I thought it was,” said the wounded man quietly. “You had better get on to Southampton. He’ll probably pick up Fellowe” — he smiled through his mask— “I suppose I ought to call him Lord Francis Ledborough now. He’s a nephew of mine and a sort of a police-commissioner himself. I wired him to follow me. You might pick up his car and go on together. Manfred can stay with me. Take this mask off.”




  Gonsalez stooped down and gently removed the silk half-mask. Then he started back.




  “Lord Verlond!” he exclaimed with surprise, and Manfred, who knew, nodded.




  The road was clear of traffic at this hour of the night. It was dark and none too wide in places for a man who had not touched the steering-wheel of a car for some years, but Black, bareheaded, sat and drove the big machine ahead without fear of consequences. Once he went rocking through a little town at racing speed.




  A policeman who attempted to hold him up narrowly escaped with his life. Black reached open road again with no injury save a shattered mudguard that had caught a lamppost on a sharp turn. He went through Winchester at top speed—again there was an attempt to stop him. Two big wagons had been drawn up in the main street, but he saw them in time and took a side turning, and cleared town again more by good luck than otherwise. He knew now that his flight was known to the police. He must change his plans. He admitted to himself that he had few plans to change: he had arranged to leave England by one of two ports, Dover or Southampton. He had hoped to reach the Havre boat without attracting attention, but that was now out of the question. The boats would be watched, and he had no disguise which would help him.




  Eight miles south of Winchester he overtook another car and passed it before he realized that this must be the second car he had hired. With the realization came two reports — the front tyres of his car had punctured. His foot pressed on the brake and he slowed the car to a standstill. Here was luck! To come to grief at the very spot where his relief was at hand!




  He jumped out of the car and stood revealed in the glare of the lamps of the oncoming car, his arms outstretched. The car drew up within a few feet of him. “Take me on to Southampton; I have broken down,” he said, and the chauffeur said something unintelligible.




  Black opened the door of the car and stepped in. The door slammed behind him before he was aware that there were other occupants. “Who — ?” he began. Then two hands seized him, something cold and hard snapped on his wrists, and a familiar voice said: “I am Lord Francis Ledborough, an assistant-commissioner of police, and I shall take you into custody on a charge of wilful murder.”




  “Ledborough?” repeated Black dully.




  “You know me best as Constable Fellowe,” said the voice.




  Black was hanged at Pentonville gaol on the 27th of March, 19 — , and Lord Francis Ledborough, sitting by the side of an invalid uncle’s bed, read such meagre descriptions as were given to the press.




  “Did you know him, sir?” he asked.




  The old earl turned fretfully.




  “Know him?” he snarled. “Of course I knew him; he is the only friend of mine that has ever been hanged.”




  “Where did you meet him?” persisted a sceptical A.C. of Police.




  “I never met him,” said the old man grimly, “he met me.”




  And he made a little grimace, for the wound in his shoulder was still painful.




  The End
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  “The jury cannot accept the unsupported suggestion — unsupported even by the prisoner’s testimony since he has not gone into the box — that Mr. Noah Stedland is a blackmailer and that he obtained a large sum of money from the prisoner by this practice. That is a defence which is rather suggested by the cross-examination than by the production of evidence. The defence does not even tell us the nature of the threat which Stedland employed…”




  The remainder of the summing up was creditable to the best traditions of the Bar, and the jury, without retiring, returned a verdict of “Guilty”.




  There was a rustle of movement in the court and a thin babble of whispered talk as the Judge fixed his pince-nez and began to write.




  The man in the big oaken pen looked down at the pale drawn face of a girl turned to him from the well of the court and smiled encouragingly. For his part, he did not blanch and his grave eyes went back to the figure on the Bench — the puce-gowned, white-headed figure that was writing so industriously. What did a Judge write on these occasions, he wondered? Surely not a precis of the crime. He was impatient now to have done with it all; this airy court, these blurred rows of pink faces in the gloom of the public gallery, the indifferent counsel and particularly with the two men who had sat near the lawyer’s pews watching him intently.




  He wondered who they were, what interest they had in the proceedings. Perhaps they were foreign authors, securing first-hand impressions. They had the appearance of foreigners. One was very tall (he had seen him rise to his feet once), the other was slight and gave an impression of boyishness, though his hair was grey. They were both cleanshaven and both were dressed in black and balanced on their knees broad-brimmed hats of soft black felt.




  A cough from the Judge brought his attention back to the Bench.




  “Jeffrey Storr,” said his lordship, “I entirely agree with the verdict of the jury. Your defence that Stedland robbed you of your savings and that you broke into his house for the purpose of taking the law into your own hands and securing the money and a document, the character of which you do not specify but which you allege proved his guilt, could not be considered seriously by any Court of Justice. Your story sounds as though you had read of that famous, or infamous, association called the Four Just Men, which existed some years ago, but which is now happily dispersed. Those men set themselves to punish where the law failed. It is a monstrous assumption that the law ever fails! You have committed a very serious offence, and the fact that you were at the moment of your arrest and capture in possession of a loaded revolver, serves very gravely to aggravate your crime. You will be kept in penal servitude for seven years.”




  Jeffrey Storr bowed and without so much as a glance at the girl in the court, turned and descended the steps leading to the cells.




  The two foreign-looking men who had excited the prisoner’s interest and resentment were the first to leave the court.




  Once in the street the taller of the two stopped. But “I think we will wait for the girl,” he said.




  “Is she the wife?” asked the slight man.




  “Married the week he made his unfortunate investment,” replied the tall man, then, “It was a curious coincidence, that reference of the Judge’s to the Four Just Men.”




  The other smiled.




  “It was in that very court that you were sentenced to death, Manfred,” he said, and the man called Manfred nodded.




  “I wondered whether the old usher would remember me,” he answered, “he has a reputation for never forgetting a face. Apparently the loss of my beard has worked a miracle, for I actually spoke to him. Here she is.”




  Fortunately the girl was alone. A beautiful face, thought Gonsalez, the younger of the two men. She held her chin high and there was no sign of tears. As she walked quickly toward Newgate Street they followed her. She crossed the road into Hatton Garden and then it was that Manfred spoke.




  “Pardon me, Mrs. Storr,” he said, and she turned and stared at the foreign-looking man suspiciously.




  “If you are a reporter—” she began.




  “I’m not,” smiled Manfred, “nor am I a friend of your husband’s, though I thought of lying to you in that respect in order to find an excuse for talking to you.”




  His frankness procured her interest.




  “I do not wish to talk about poor Jeffrey’s terrible trouble,” she said, “I just want to be alone.”




  Manfred nodded.




  “I understand that,” he said sympathetically, “but I wish to be a friend of your husband’s and perhaps I can help him. The story he told in the box was true — you thought that too, Leon?”




  Gonsalez nodded.




  “Obviously true,” he said, “I particularly noticed his eyelids. When a man lies he blinks at every repetition of the lie. Have you observed, my dear George, that men cannot tell lies when their hands are clenched and that when women lie they clasp their hands together?”




  She looked at Gonsalez in bewilderment. She was in no mood for a lecture on the physiology of expression and even had she known that Leon Gonsalez was the author of three large books which ranked with the best that Lombroso or Mantegazza had given to the world, she would have been no more willing to listen.




  “The truth is, Mrs. Storr,” said Manfred, interpreting her new distress, “we think that we can free your husband and prove his innocence. But we want as many facts about the case as we can get.”




  She hesitated only a moment.




  “I have some furnished lodgings in Gray’s Inn Road,” she said, “perhaps you will be good enough to come with me.




  “My lawyer does not think there is any use in appealing against the sentence,” she went on as they fell in a one on either side of her. Manfred shook his head.




  “The Appeal Court would uphold the sentence,” he said quietly, “with the evidence you have there is no possibility of your husband being released.”




  She looked round at him in dismay and now he saw that she was very near to tears.




  “I thought… you said… ?” she began a little shakily.




  Manfred nodded.




  “We know Stedland,” he said, “and—”




  “The curious thing about blackmailers, is that the occiput is hardly observable,” interrupted Gonsalez thoughtfully. “I examined sixty-two heads in the Spanish prisons and in every case the occipital protuberance was little more than a bony ridge. Now in homicidal heads the occiput sticks out like a pigeon’s egg.”




  “My friend is rather an authority upon the structure of the head,” smiled Manfred. “Yes, we know Stedland. His operations have been reported to us from time to time. You remember the Wellingford case, Leon?”




  Gonsalez nodded.




  “Then you are detectives?” asked the girl.




  Manfred laughed softly.




  “No, we are not detectives — we are interested in crime. I think we have the best and most thorough record of the unconvicted criminal class of any in the world.”




  They walked on in silence for some time.




  “Stedland is a bad man,” nodded Gonsalez as though the conviction had suddenly dawned upon him. “Did you observe his ears? They are unusually long and the outer margins are pointed — the Darwinian tubercle, Manfred. And did you remark, my dear friend, that the root of the helix divides the concha into two distinct cavities and that the lobule was adherent? A truly criminal ear. The man has committed murder. It is impossible to possess such an ear and not to murder.”




  The flat to which she admitted them was small and wretchedly furnished. Glancing round the tiny diningroom, Manfred noted the essential appointments which accompany a “furnished” flat.




  The girl, who had disappeared into her room to take off her coat, now returned, and sat by the table at which, at her invitation, they had seated themselves.




  “I realise that I am being indiscreet,” she said with the faintest of smiles; “but I feel that you really want to help me, and I have the curious sense that you can! The police have not been unkind or unfair to me and poor Jeff. On the contrary, they have been most helpful. I fancy that they suspected Mr. Stedland of being a blackmailer, and they were hoping that we could supply some evidence. When that evidence failed, there was nothing for them to do but to press forward the charge. Now, what can I tell you?”




  “The story which was not told in court,” replied Manfred.




  She was silent for a time. “I will tell you,” she said at last. “Only my husband’s lawyer knows, and I have an idea that he was sceptical as to the truth of what I am now telling you. And if he is sceptical,” she said in despair, “how can I expect to convince you?”




  The eager eyes of Gonsalez were fixed on hers, and it was he who answered.




  “We are already convinced, Mrs. Storr,” and Manfred nodded.




  Again there was a pause. She was evidently reluctant to begin a narrative which, Manfred guessed, might not be creditable to her; and this proved to be the case.




  “When I was a girl,” she began simply, “I was at school in Sussex — a big girls’ school; I think there were over two hundred pupils. I am not going to excuse anything I did,” she went on quickly. “I fell in love with a boy — well, he was a butcher’s boy! That sounds dreadful, doesn’t it? But you understand I was a child, a very impressionable child — oh, it sounds horrible, I know; but I used to meet him in the garden leading out from the prep. room after prayers; he climbed over the wall to those meetings, and we talked and talked, sometimes for an hour. There was no more in it than a boy and girl love affair, and I can’t explain just why I committed such a folly.”




  “Mantegazza explains the matter very comfortably in his Study of Attraction,” murmured Leon Gonsalez. “But forgive me, I interrupted you.”




  “As I say, it was a boy and girl friendship, a kind of hero worship on my part, for I thought he was wonderful. He must have been the nicest of butcher boys,” she smiled again, “because he never offended me by so much as a word. The friendship burnt itself out in a month or two, and there the matter might have ended, but for the fact that I had been foolish enough to write letters. They were very ordinary, stupid love-letters, and perfectly innocent — or at least they seemed so to me at the time. To-day, when I read them in the light of a greater knowledge they take my breath away.”




  “You have them, then?” said Manfred.




  She shook her head.




  “When I said ‘them’ I meant one, and I only have a copy of that, supplied me by Mr. Stedland. The one letter that was not destroyed fell into the hands of the boy’s mother, who took it to the headmistress, and there was an awful row. She threatened to write to my parents who were in India, but on my solemn promise that the acquaintance should be dropped, the affair was allowed to blow over. How the letter came into Stedland’s hands I do not know; in fact, I had never heard of the man until a week before my marriage with Jeff. Jeff had saved about two thousand pounds, and we were looking forward to our marriage day when this blow fell. A letter from a perfectly unknown man, asking me to see him at his office, gave me my first introduction to this villain. I had to take the letter with me, and I went in some curiosity, wondering why I had been sent for. I was not to wonder very long. He had a little office off Regent Street, and after he had very carefully taken away the letter he had sent me, he explained, fully and frankly, just what his summons had meant.”




  Manfred nodded.




  “He wanted to sell you the letter,” he said, “for how much?”




  “For two thousand pounds. That was the diabolical wickedness of it,” said the girl vehemently. “He knew almost to a penny how much Jeff had saved.”




  “Did he show you the letter?”




  She shook her head.




  “No, he showed me a photographic reproduction and as I read it and recalled what construction might be put upon this perfectly innocent note, my blood went cold. There was nothing to do but to tell Jeff, because the man had threatened to send facsimiles to all our friends and to Jeffrey’s uncle, who had made Jeffrey his sole heir. I had already told Jeffery about what happened at school, thank heaven, and so I had no need to fear his suspicion. Jeffrey called on Mr. Stedland, and I believe there was a stormy scene; but Stedland is a big, powerful man in spite of his age, and in the struggle which ensued poor Jeffrey got a little the worst of it. The upshot of the matter was, Jeffrey agreed to buy the letter for two thousand pounds, on condition that Stedland signed a receipt, written on a blank page of the letter itself. It meant the losing of his life savings; it meant the possible postponement of our wedding; but Jeffrey would not take any other course. Mr. Stedland lives in a big house near Clapham Common—”




  “184 Park View West,” interrupted Manfred.




  “You know?” she said in surprise. “Well, it was at this house Jeffrey had to call to complete the bargain. Mr. Stedland lives alone except for a manservant, and opening the door himself, he conducted Jeffrey up to the first floor, where he had his study. My husband, realising the futility of argument, paid over the money, as he had been directed by Stedland, in American bills—”




  “Which are more difficult to trace, of course,” said Manfred.




  “When he had paid him, Stedland produced the letter, wrote the receipt on the blank page, blotted it and placed it in an envelope, which he gave to my husband. When Jeffrey returned home and opened the envelope, he found it contained nothing more than a blank sheet of paper.”




  “He had rung the changes,” said Manfred.




  “That was the expression that Jeffrey used,” said the girl. “Then it was that Jeffrey decided to commit this mad act. You have heard of the Four Just Men?”




  “I have heard of them,” replied Manfred gravely.




  “My husband is a great believer in their methods, and a great admirer of them too,” she said. “I think he read everything that has ever been written about them. One night, two days after we were married — I had insisted upon marrying him at once when I discovered the situation — he came to me.




  “‘Grace,’ he said, ‘I am going to apply the methods of the Four to this devil Stedland.’




  “He outlined his plans. He had apparently been watching the house, and knew that except for the servant the man slept in the house alone, and he had formed a plan for getting in. Poor dear, he was an indifferent burglar; but you heard today how he succeeded in reaching Stedland’s room. I think he hoped to frighten the man with his revolver.”




  Manfred shook his head.




  “Stedland graduated as a gunfighter in South Africa,” he said quietly. “He is the quickest man on the draw I know, and a deadly shot. Of course, he had your husband covered before he could as much as reach his pocket.”




  She nodded.




  “That is the story,” she said quietly. “If you can help Jeff, I shall pray for you all my life.”




  Manfred rose slowly.




  “It was a mad attempt,” he said. “In the first place Stedland would not keep a compromising document like that in his house, which he leaves for six hours a day. It might even have been destroyed, though that is unlikely. He would keep the letter for future use. Blackmailers are keen students of humanity, and he knows that money may still be made, from that letter of yours. But if it is in existence—”




  “If it is in existence,” she repeated — and now the reaction had come and her lips were trembling —




  “I will place it in your hands within a week,” said Manfred, and with this promise left her.




  Mr. Noah Stedland had left the Courts of Justice that afternoon with no particular sense of satisfaction save that he was leaving it by the public entrance. He was not a man who was easily scared, but he was sensitive to impressions; and it seemed to him that the Judge’s carefully chosen words had implied, less in their substance than in their tone, a veiled rebuke to himself. Beyond registering this fact, his sensitiveness did not go. He was a man of comfortable fortune, and that fortune had been got together in scraps — sometimes the scraps were unusually large — by the exercise of qualities which were not handicapped by such imponderable factors as conscience or remorse. Life to this tall, broad-shouldered, grey-faced man was a game, and Jeffrey Storr, against whom he harboured no resentment, was a loser.




  He could think dispassionately of Storr in his convict clothes, wearing out the years of agony in a convict prison, and at the mental picture could experience no other emotion than that of the successful gambler who can watch his rival’s ruin with equanimity.




  He let himself into his narrow-fronted house, closed and double-locked the door behind him, and went up the shabbily carpeted stairs to his study. The ghosts of the lives he had wrecked should have crowded the room; but Mr. Stedland did not believe in ghosts. He rubbed his finger along a mahogany table and noted that it was dusty, and the ghost of a well-paid charlady took shape from that moment.




  As he sprawled back in his chair, a big cigar between his gold-spotted teeth, he tried to analyse the queer sensation he had experienced in court. It was not the Judge, it was not the attitude of the defending counsel, it was not even the possibility that the world might censure him, which was responsible for his mental perturbation. It was certainly not the prisoner and his possible fate, or the white-faced wife. And yet there had been a something or a somebody which had set him glancing uneasily over his shoulder.




  He sat smoking for half an hour, and then a bell clanged and he went down the stairs and opened the front door. The man who was waiting with an apologetic smile on his face, a jackal of his, was butler and tout and general errand-boy to the hardfaced man.




  “Come in, Jope,” he said, closing the door behind the visitor. “Go down to the cellar and get me a bottle of whisky?”




  “How was my evidence, guv’nor?” asked the sycophant, smirking expectantly.




  “Rotten,” growled Stedland. “What did you mean by saying you heard me call for help?”




  “Well, guv’nor, I thought I’d make it a little worse for him,” said Jope humbly.




  “Help!” sneered Mr. Stedland. “Do you think I’d call on a guy like you for help? A damned lot of use you would be in a rough house! Get that whisky!”




  When the man came up with a bottle and a syphon, Mr. Stedland was gazing moodily out of the window which looked upon a short, untidy garden terminating in a high wall. Behind that was a space on which a building had been in course of erection when the armistice put an end to Government work. It was designed as a small factory for the making of fuses, and was an eyesore to Mr. Stedland, since he owned the ground on which it was built.




  “Jope,” he said, turning suddenly, “was there anybody in court we know?”




  “No, Mr. Stedland,” said the man, pausing in surprise. “Not that I know, except Inspector—”




  “Never mind about the Inspector,” answered Mr. Stedland impatiently. “I know all the splits who were there. Was there anybody else — anybody who has a grudge against us?”




  “No, Mr. Stedland. What does it matter if there was?” asked the valorous Jope. “I think we’re a match for any of ‘em.”




  “How long have we been in partnership?” asked Stedland unpleasantly, as he poured himself out a tot of whisky.




  The man’s face twisted in an ingratiating smile.




  “Well, we’ve been together some time now, Mr. Stedland,” he said.




  Stedland smacked his lips and looked out of the window again.




  “Yes,” he said after-a while, “we’ve been together a long time now. In fact, you would almost have finished your sentence, if I had told the police what I knew about you seven years ago—”




  The man winced, and changed the subject. He might have realised, had he thought, that the sentence of seven years had been commuted by Stedland to a sentence of life servitude, but Mr. Jope was no thinker.




  “Anything for the Bank today, sir?” he asked.




  “Don’t be a fool,” said Stedland. “The Bank closed at three. Now, Jope,” he turned on the other, “in future you sleep in the kitchen.”




  “In the kitchen, sir?” said the astonished servant, and Stedland nodded.




  “I’m taking no more risks of a night visitor,” he said. “That fellow was on me before I knew where I was, and if I hadn’t had a gun handy he would have beaten me. The kitchen is the only way you can break into this house from the outside, and I’ve got a feeling at the back of my mind that something might happen.”




  “But he’s gone to gaol.”




  “I’m not talking about him,” snarled Stedland. “Do you understand, take your bed to the kitchen.”




  “It’s a bit draughty—” began Jope.




  “Take your bed to the kitchen,” roared Stedland, glaring at the man.




  “Certainly, sir,” said Jope with alacrity.




  When his servant had gone, Stedland took off his coat and put on one of stained alpaca, unlocked the safe, and took out a book. It was a passbook from his bank, and its study was very gratifying. Mr. Stedland dreamed dreams of a South American ranch and a life of ease and quiet. Twelve years’ strenuous work in London had made him a comparatively rich man. He had worked cautiously and patiently and had pursued the business of blackmail in a businesslike manner. His cash balance was with one of the beat known of the private bankers. Sir William Molbury & Co., Ltd. Molbury’s Bank had a reputation in the City for the privacy and even mystery which enveloped the business of its clients — a circumstance which suited Mr. Stedland admirably. It was, too, one of those old-fashioned banks which maintain a huge reserve of money in its vaults; and this was also a recommendation to Mr. Stedland, who might wish to gather in his fluid assets in the shortest possible space of time.




  The evening and the night passed without any untoward incident, except as was revealed when Mr. Jope brought his master’s tea in the morning, and told, somewhat hoarsely, of a cold and unpleasant night. “Get more bedclothes,” said Stedland curtly. He went off to his city office after breakfast, and left Mr. Jope to superintend the operations of the charwoman and to impress upon her a number of facts, including the high rate at which she was paid, the glut of good charwomen on the market and the consequences which would overtake her if she left Mr. Stedland’s study undusted.




  At eleven o’clock that morning came a respectable and somewhat elderly looking gentleman in a silk hat, and him Mr. Jope interviewed on the doormat.




  “I’ve come from the Safe Deposit,” said the visitor.




  “What Safe Deposit?” asked the suspicious Mr. Jope.




  “The Fetter Lane Deposit,” replied the other. “We want to know if you left your keys behind the last time you came?”




  Jope shook his head. “We haven’t any Safe Deposit,” he said with assurance, “and the governor’s hardly likely to leave his keys behind.”




  “Then evidently I’ve come to the wrong house,” smiled the gentleman. “This is Mr. Smithson’s?”




  “No, it ain’t,” said the ungracious Jope, and shut the door in the caller’s face.




  The visitor walked down the steps into the street and joined another man who was standing at a corner.




  “They know nothing of Safe Deposits, Manfred,” he said.




  “I hardly thought it would be at a Safe Deposit,” said the taller of the two. “In fact, I was pretty certain that he would keep all his papers at the bank. You saw the man Jope, I suppose?”




  “Yes,” said Gonsalez dreamily. “An interesting face. The chin weak, but the ears quite normal. The frontal bones slope irregularly backward, and the head, so far as I can see, is distinctly oxycephalic.”




  “Poor Jope!” said Manfred without a smile. “And now, Leon, you and I will devote our attention to the weather. There is an anticyclone coming up from the Bay of Biscay, and its beneficent effects are already felt in Eastbourne. If it extends northwards to London in the next three days we shall have good news for Mrs. Storr.”




  “I suppose,” said Gonsalez, as they were travelling back to their rooms in Jermyn Street, “I suppose there is no possibility of rushing this fellow.”




  Manfred shook his head.




  “I do not wish to die,” he said, “and die I certainly should, for Noah Stedland is unpleasantly quick to shoot.”




  Manfred’s prophecy was fulfilled two days later, when the influence of the anticyclone spread to London and a thin yellow mist descended on the city. It lifted in the afternoon, Manfred saw to his satisfaction, but gave no evidence of dispersing before nightfall.




  Mr. Stedland’s office in Regent Street was small but comfortably furnished. On the glass door beneath his name was inscribed the magic word: “Financier,” and it is true that Stedland was registered as a moneylender and found it a profitable business; for what Stedland the moneylender discovered, Stedland the blackmailer exploited, and it was not an unusual circumstance for Mr. Stedland to lend at heavy interest money which was destined for his own pocket. In this way he could obtain a double grip upon his victim.




  At half past two that afternoon his clerk announced a caller.




  “Man or woman?”




  “A man, sir,” said the clerk, “I think he’s from Molbury’s Bank.”




  “Do you know him?” asked Stedland.




  “No, sir, but he came yesterday when you were out, and asked if you’d received the Bank’s balance sheet.” Mr. Stedland took a cigar from a box on the table and lit it.




  “Show him in,” he said, anticipating nothing more exciting than a dishonoured cheque from one of his clients.




  The man who came in was obviously in a state of agitation. He closed the door behind him and stood nervously fingering his hat.




  “Sit down,” said Stedland. “Have a cigar, Mr.—”




  “Curtis, sir,” said the other huskily. “Thank you, sir, I don’t smoke.”




  “Well, what do you want?” asked Stedland.




  “I want a few minutes’ conversation with you, sir, of a private character.” He glanced apprehensively at the glass partition which separated Mr. Stedland’s office from the little den in which his clerks worked.




  “Don’t worry,” said Stedland humorously. “I can guarantee that screen is soundproof. What’s your trouble?”




  He scented a temporary embarrassment, and a bank clerk temporarily embarrassed might make a very useful tool for future use.




  “I hardly know how to begin, Mr. Stedland,” said the man, seating himself on the edge of a chair, his face twitching nervously. “It’s terrible story, a terrible story.”




  Stedland had heard about these terrible stories before, and sometimes they meant no more than that the visitor was threatened with bailiffs and was anxious to keep the news from the ears of his employers. Sometimes the confession was more serious — money lost in gambling, and a desperate eleventh-hour attempt to make good a financial deficiency.




  “Go on,” he said. “You won’t shock me.” The boast was a little premature, however.




  “It’s not about myself, but about my brother, John Curtis, who’s been cashier for twenty years, sir,” said the man nervously. “I hadn’t the slightest idea that he was in difficulties, but he was gambling on the Stock Exchange, and only today he has told me the news. I am in terrible distress about him, sir. I fear suicide. He is a nervous wreck.”




  “What has he done?” asked Stedland impatiently.




  “He has robbed the Bank. sir,” said the man in a hushed voice. “It wouldn’t matter if it had happened two years ago, but now, when things have been going so badly and we’ve had to stretch a point to make our balance sheet plausible, I shudder to think what the results will be.”.




  “Of how much has he robbed the Bank?” asked Stedland quickly.




  “A hundred and fifty thousand pounds,” was the staggering reply, and Stedland jumped to his feet.




  “A hundred and fifty thousand?” he said incredulously.




  “Yes, sir. I was wondering whether you could speak for him; you are one of the most highly respected clients of the Bank!”




  “Speak for him!” shouted Stedland, and then of a sudden he became cool. His quick brain went over the situation, reviewing every possibility. He looked up at the clock. It was a quarter to three.




  “Does anybody in the Bank know?”




  “Not yet, sir, but I feel it is my duty to the general manager to tell him the tragic story. After the Bank closes this afternoon I am asking him to see me privately and—”




  “Are you going back to the Bank now?” asked Stedland.




  “Yes, sir,” said the man in surprise.




  “Listen to me, my friend.” Stedland’s grey face was set and tense. He took a case from his pocket, opened it and extracted two notes. “Here are two notes for fifty,” he said. “Take those and go home.”




  “But I’ve got to go to the Bank, sir. They will wonder—”




  “Never mind what they wonder,” said Stedland. “You’ll have a very good explanation when the truth comes out. Will you do this?”




  The man took up the money reluctantly.




  “I don’t quite know what you—”




  “Never mind what I want to do,” snapped Stedland. “That is to keep your mouth shut and go home. Do you understand plain English?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the shaking Curtis.




  Five minutes later Mr. Stedland passed through the glass doors of Molbury’s Bank and walked straight to the counter. An air of calm pervaded the establishment and the cashier, who knew Stedland, came forward with a smile.




  “‘Unconscious of their awful doom, The little victims play;’” quoted Stedland to himself. It was a favourite quotation of his, and he had used it on many appropriate occasions.




  He passed, a slip of paper across the counter, and the cashier looked at it and raised his eyebrows.




  “Why, this is almost your balance, Mr. Stedland,” he said.




  Stedland nodded.




  “Yes, I am going abroad in a hurry,” he said. “I shall not be back for two years, but I am leaving just enough to keep the account running.”




  It was a boast of Molbury’s that they never argued on such occasions as these.




  “Then you will want your box?” said the cashier politely.




  “If you please,” said Mr. Noah Stedland. If the Bank passed into the hands of the Receiver, he had no wish for prying strangers to be unlocking and examining the contents of the tin box he had deposited with the Bank, and to the contents of which he made additions from time to time.




  Ten minutes later, with close on a hundred thousand pounds in his pockets, a tin box in one hand, the other resting on his hip pocket — for he took no chances — Mr. Stedland went out again on the street and into the waiting taxicab. The fog was cleared, and the sun was shining at Clapham when he arrived.




  He went straight up to his study, fastened the door and unlocked the little safe. Into this he pushed the small box and two thick bundles of notes, locking the safe door behind him. Then he rang for the faithful Jope, unfastening the door to admit him.




  “Have we another camp bed in the house?” he asked.




  “Yes, sir,” said Jope.




  “Well, bring it up here. I am going to sleep in my study tonight.”




  “Anything wrong, sir?”




  “Don’t ask jackass questions. Do as you’re told!”




  Tomorrow, he thought, he would seek out a safer repository for his treasures. He spent that evening in his study and lay down to rest, but not to sleep, with a revolver on a chair by the side of his camp bed. Mr. Stedland was a cautious man. Despite his intention to dispense with sleep for one night, he was dozing when a sound in the street outside roused him.




  It was a familiar sound — the clang of fire bells — and apparently fire engines were in the street, for he heard the whine of motors and the sound of voices. He sniffed; there was a strong smell of burning, and looking up he saw a flicker of light reflected on the ceiling. He sprang out of bed to discover the cause. It was immediately discernible, for the fuse factory was burning merrily, and he caught a glimpse of firemen at work and a momentary vision of a hose in action. Mr. Stedland permitted himself to smile. That fire would be worth money to him, and there was no danger to himself.




  And then he heard a sound in the hall below; a deep voice boomed an order, and he caught the chatter of Jope, and unlocked the door. The lights were burning in the hall and on the stairway. Looking over the banisters he saw the shivering Jope, with an overcoat over his pyjamas, expostulating with a helmeted fireman.




  “I can’t help it,” the latter was saying, “I’ve got to get a hose through one of these houses, and it might as well be yours.”




  Mr. Stedland had no desire to have a hose through his house, and thought he knew an argument which might pass the inconvenience on to his neighbour.




  “Just come up here a moment,” he said. “I want to speak to one of those firemen.”




  The fireman came clumping up the stairs in his heavy boots, a fine figure of a man in his glittering brass.




  “Sorry,” he said, “but I must get the hose—”




  “Wait a moment, my friend,” said Mr. Stedland with a smile. “I think you will understand me after a while. There are plenty of houses in this road, and a tenner goes a long way, eh? Come in.”




  He walked back into his room and the fireman followed and stood watching as he unlocked the safe. Then:




  “I didn’t think it would be so easy,” he said.




  Stedland swung round.




  “Put up your hands,” said the fireman, “and don’t make trouble, or you’re going out, Noah. I’d just as soon kill you as talk to you.”




  Then Noah Stedland saw that beneath the shade of the helmet the man’s face was covered with a black mask.




  “Who — who are you?” he asked hoarsely.




  “I’m one of the Four Just Men — greatly reviled and prematurely mourned. Death is my favourite panacea for all ills…”




  At nine o’clock in the morning Mr. Noah Stedland still sat biting his nails, a cold uneaten breakfast spread on a table before him.




  To him came Mr. Jope wailing tidings of disaster, interrupted by Chief Inspector Holloway and a hefty subordinate who followed the servant into the room.




  “Coming for a little walk with me, Stedland?” asked the cheery inspector, and Stedland rose heavily.




  “What’s the charge?” he asked heavily.




  “Blackmail,” replied the officer. “We’ve got evidence enough to hang you — delivered by special messenger. You fixed that case against Storr too — naughty, naughty!”




  As Mr. Stedland put on his coat the inspector asked:




  “Who gave you away?”




  Mr. Stedland made no reply. Manfred’s last words before he vanished into the foggy street had been emphatic.




  “If he wanted to kill you, the man called Curtis would have killed you this afternoon when we played on your cunning; we could have killed you as easily as we set fire to the factory. And if you talk to the police of the Four Just Men, we will kill you, even though you be in Pentonville with a regiment of soldiers round you.”




  And somehow Mr. Stedland knew that his enemy spoke the truth. So he said nothing, neither there nor in the dock at the Old Bailey, and went to penal servitude without speaking.
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  “Murder, my dear Manfred is the most accidental of crimes,” said Leon Gonsalez, removing his big shell-rimmed glasses and looking across the breakfast-table with that whimsical earnestness which was ever a delight to the handsome genius who directed the operations of the Four Just Men.




  “Poiccart used to say that murder was a tangible expression of hysteria,” he smiled, “but why this grisly breakfast-table topic?”




  Gonsalez put on his glasses again and returned, apparently, to his study of the morning newspaper. He did not wilfully ignore the question, but his mind, as George Manfred knew, was so completely occupied by his reflections that he neither heard the query nor, for the matter of that, was he reading the newspaper. Presently he spoke again.




  “Eighty per cent of the men who are charged with murder are making their appearance in a criminal court for the first time,” he said-”therefore, murderers as a class are not criminals — I speak, of course, for the Anglo-Saxon murderer. Latin and Teutonic criminal classes supply sixty per cent of the murderers in France, Italy and the Germanic States. They are fascinating people, George, fascinating!”




  His face lighted up with enthusiasm, and George Manfred surveyed him with amusement.




  “I have never been able to take so detached a view of those gentlemen,” he said, “To me they are completely horrible — for is not murder the apotheosis of injustice?” he asked.




  “I suppose so,” said Gonsalez vacantly.




  “What started this line of thought?” asked Manfred, rolling his serviette.




  “I met a true murderer type last night,” answered the other calmly. “He asked me for a match and smiled when I gave it to him. A perfect set of teeth, my dear George, perfect — except—”




  “Except?”




  “The canine teeth were unusually large and long, the eyes deep set and amazingly level, the face anamorphic — which latter fact is not necessarily criminal.”




  “Sounds rather an ogre to me,” said Manfred.




  “On the contrary,” Gonsalez hastened to correct the impression, “he was quite goodlooking. None but a student would have noticed the irregularity of the face. Oh no, he was most presentable.”




  He explained the circumstances of the meeting. He had been to a concert the night before — not that he loved music, but because he wished to study the effect of music upon certain types of people. He had returned with hieroglyphics scribbled all over his programme, and had sat up half the night elaborating his notes.




  “He is the son of Professor Tableman. He is not on good terms with his father, who apparently disapproves of his choice of fiancee, and he loathes his cousin,” added Gonsalez simply.




  Manfred laughed aloud.




  “You amusing person! And did he tell you all this of his own free will, or did you hypnotise him and extract the information? You haven’t asked me what I did last night.”




  Gonsalez was lighting a cigarette slowly and thoughtfully.




  “He is nearly two metres — to be exact, six feet two inches — in height, powerfully built, with shoulders like that!” He held the cigarette in one hand and the burning match in the other to indicate the breadth of the young man. “He has big, strong hands and plays football for the United Hospitals. I beg your pardon, Manfred; where were you last night?”




  “At Scotland Yard,” said Manfred; but if he expected to produce a sensation he was to be disappointed. Probably knowing his Leon, he anticipated no such result.




  “An interesting building,” said Gonsalez. “The architect should have turned the western facade southward — though its furtive entrances are in keeping with its character. You had no difficulty in making friends?”




  “None. My work in connection with the Spanish Criminal Code and my monograph on Dactyology secured me admission to the chief.”




  Manfred was known in London as “Senor Fuentes,” an eminent writer on criminology, and in their roles of Spanish scientists both men bore the most compelling of credentials from the Spanish Minister of Justice. Manfred had made his home in Spain for many years. Gonsalez was a native of that country, and the third of the famous four — there had not been a fourth for twenty years — Poiccart, the stout and gentle, seldom left his big garden in Cordova.




  To him Leon Gonsalez referred when he spoke.




  “You must write and tell our dear friend Poiccart,” he said. “He will be interested. I had a letter from him this morning. Two new litters of little pigs have come to bless his establishment, and his orange trees are in blossom.”




  He chuckled to himself, and then suddenly became serious.




  “They took you to their bosom, these policemen?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “They were very kind and charming. We are lunching with one of the Assistant Commissioners, Mr. Reginald Fare, tomorrow. British police methods have improved tremendously since we were in London before, Leon. The fingerprint department is a model of efficiency, and their new men are remarkably clever.”




  “They will hang us yet,” said the cheerful Leon.




  “I think not!” replied his companion.




  The lunch at the Ritz-Carlton was, for Gonsalez especially, a most pleasant function. Mr. Fare, the middle-aged Commissioner, was, in addition to being a charming gentleman, a very able scientist. The views and observations of Marro, Lombroso, Fere, Mantegazza and Ellis flew from one side of the table to the other.




  “To the habitual criminal the world is an immense prison, alternating with an immense jag,” said Fare. “That isn’t my description but one a hundred years old. The habitual criminal is an easy man to deal with. It is when you come to the non-criminal classes, the murderers, the accidental embezzlers—”




  “Exactly!” said Gonsalez. “Now my contention is—”




  He was not to express his view, for a footman had brought an envelope to the Commissioner, and he interrupted Gonsalez with an apology to open and read its contents.




  “H’m!” he said. “That is a curious coincidence…”




  He looked at Manfred thoughtfully.




  “You were saying the other night that you would like to watch Scotland Yard at work close at hand, and I promised you that I would give you the first opportunity which presented — your chance has come!”




  He had beckoned the waiter and paid his bill before he spoke again.




  “I shall not disdain to draw upon your ripe experience,” he said, “for it is possible we may need all the assistance we can get in this case.”




  “What is it?” asked Manfred. as the Commissioner’s car threaded the traffic at Hyde Park Corner.




  “A man has been found dead in extraordinary circumstances,” said the Commissioner. “He holds rather a prominent position in the scientific world — a Professor Tableman — you probably know the name.”




  “Tableman?” said Gonsalez, his eyes opening wide. “Well, that is extraordinary! You were talking of coincidences, Mr. Fare. Now I will tell you of another.”




  He related his meeting with the son of the Professor on the previous night.




  “Personally,” Gonsalez went on, “I look upon all coincidences as part of normal intercourse. It is a coincidence that, if you receive a bill requiring payment, you receive two or more during the day, and that if you receive a cheque by the first post, be sure you will receive a cheque by your second or third post. Some day I shall devote my mind to the investigation of that phenomenon.”




  “Professor Tableman lives in Chelsea. Some years ago he purchased his house from an artist, and had the roomy studio converted into a laboratory. He was a lecturer in physics and chemistry at the Bloomsbury University,” explained Fare, though he need not have done so, for Manfred recalled the name; “and he was also a man of considerable means.”




  “I knew the Professor and dined with him about a month ago,” said Fare. “He had had some trouble with his son. Tableman was an arbitrary, unyielding old man, one of those types of Christians who worship the historical figures of the Old Testament but never seem to get to the second book.”




  They arrived at the house, a handsome modern structure in one of the streets abutting upon King’s Road, and apparently the news of the tragedy had not leaked out, for the usual crowd of morbid loungers had not gathered. A detective was waiting for them, and conducted the Commissioner along a covered passageway running by the side of the house, and up a flight of steps directly into the studio. There was nothing unusual about the room save that it was very light, for one of the walls was a huge window and the sloping roof was also of glass. Broad benches ran the length of two walls, and a big table occupied the centre of the room, all these being covered with scientific apparatus, whilst two long shelves above the benches were filled with bottles and jars, apparently containing chemicals.




  A sad-faced, goodlooking young man rose from a chair as they entered.




  “I am John Munsey,” he said, “the Professor’s nephew. You remember me, Mr. Fare? I used to assist my uncle in his experiments.”




  Fare nodded. His eyes were occupied with the figure that lay upon the ground, between table and bench.




  “I have not moved the Professor,” said the young man in a low voice. “The detectives who came moved him slightly to assist the doctor in making his examination, but he has been left practically where he fell.”




  The body was that of an old man, tall and spare, and on the grey face was an unmistakable look of agony and terror.




  “It looks like a case of strangling,” said Fare. “Has any rope or cord been found?”




  “No, sir,” replied the young man. “That was the view which the detectives reached, and we made a very thorough search of the laboratory.”




  Gonsalez was kneeling by the body, looking with dispassionate interest at the lean neck. About the throat was a band of blue about four inches deep, and he thought at first that it was a material bandage of some diaphanous stuff, but on close inspection he saw that it was merely the discoloration of the skin. Then his keen eye rose to the table, near where the Professor fell.




  “What is that?” he asked. He pointed to a small green bottle by the side of which was an empty glass.




  “It is a bottle of creme de menthe,” said the youth; “my uncle took a glass usually before retiring.”




  “May I?” asked Leon, and Fare nodded.




  Gonsalez picked up the glass and smelt it, then held it to the light.




  “This glass was not used for liqueur last night, so he was killed before he drank,” the Commissioner said. “I’d like to hear the whole story from you, Mr. Munsey. You sleep on the premises, I presume?”




  After giving a few instructions to the detectives, the Commissioner followed the young man into a room which was evidently the late Professor’s library.




  “I have been my uncle’s assistant and secretary for three years,” he said, “and we have always been on the most affectionate terms. It was my uncle’s practice to spend the morning in his library, the whole of the afternoon either in his laboratory or at his office at the University, and he invariably spent the hours between dinner and bedtime working at his experiments.”




  “Did he dine at home?” asked Fare.




  “Invariably,” replied Mr. Munsey, “unless he had an evening lecture or there was a meeting of one of the societies with which he was connected, and in that case he dined at the Royal Society’s Club in St. James’s Street.




  “My uncle, as you probably know, Mr. Fare, has had a serious disagreement with his son, Stephen Tableman, and my cousin and very good friend. I have done my best to reconcile them, and when, twelve months ago, my uncle sent for me in this very room and told me that he had altered his will and left the whole of his property to me and had cut his son entirely from his inheritance, I was greatly distressed. I went immediately to Stephen and begged him to lose no time in reconciling himself with the old man. Stephen just laughed and said he didn’t care about the Professor’s money, and that, sooner than give up Miss Faber — it was about his engagement that the quarrel occurred — he would cheerfully live on the small sum of money which his mother left him. I came back and saw the Professor and begged him to restore Stephen to his will. I admit,” he half smiled, “that I expected and would appreciate a small legacy. I am following the same scientific course as the Professor followed in his early days, and I have ambitions to carry on his work. But the Professor would have none of my suggestion. He raved and stormed at me, and I thought it would be discreet to drop the subject, which I did. Nevertheless, I lost no opportunity of putting in a word for Stephen, and last week, when the Professor was in an unusually amiable frame of mind, I raised the whole question again and he agreed to see Stephen. They met in the laboratory; I was not present, but I believe that there was a terrible row. When I came in, Stephen had gone, and Mr. Tableman was livid with rage. Apparently, he had again insisted upon Stephen giving up his fiancee, and Stephen had refused point-blank.”




  “How did Stephen arrive at the laboratory?” asked Gonsalez. “May I ask that question, Mr. Fare?”




  The Commissioner nodded.




  “He entered by the side passage. Very few people who come to the house on purely scientific business enter the house.”




  “Then access to the laboratory is possible at all hours?”




  “Until the very last thing at night, when the gate is locked,” said the young man. “You see, uncle used to take a little constitutional before going to bed, and he preferred using that entrance.”




  “Was the gate locked last night?”




  John Munsey shook his head.




  “No,” he said quietly. “That was one of the first things I investigated. The gate was unfastened and ajar. It is not so much of a gate as an iron grille, as you probably observed”




  “Go on,” nodded Mr. Fare.




  “Well, the Professor gradually cooled down, and for two or three days he was very thoughtful, and I thought a little sad. On Monday — what is today? Thursday? — yes, it was on Monday, he said to me: ‘John, let’s have a little talk about Steve. Do you think I have treated him very badly?’-’I think you were lather unreasonable, Uncle,’ I said. ‘Perhaps I was,’ he replied. ‘She must be a very fine girl for Stephen to risk poverty for her sake.’ That was the opportunity I had been praying for, and I think I urged Stephen’s case with an eloquence which he would have commended. The upshot of it was that the old man weakened and sent a wire to Stephen, asking him to see him last night. It must have been a struggle for the Professor to have got over his objection to Miss Faber; he was a fanatic on the question of heredity—”




  “Heredity?” interrupted Manfred quickly. “What was-wrong with Miss Faber?”




  “I don’t know,” shrugged the other, “but the Professor had heard rumours that her father had died in an inebriates’ home. I believe those rumours were baseless.”




  “What happened last night?” asked Fare.




  “I understand that Stephen came,” said Munsey. “I kept carefully out of the way; in fact, I spent my time in my room, writing off some arrears of correspondence. I came downstairs about half past eleven, but the Professor had not returned. Looking from this window you can see the wall of the laboratory, and as the lights were still on, I thought the Professor’s conversation had been protracted, and, hoping that the best results might come from this interview, I went to bed. It was earlier than I go as a rule, but it was quite usual for me to go to bed even without saying good night to the Professor.




  “I was awakened at eight in the morning by the housekeeper, who told me that the Professor was not in his room. Here again, this was not an unusual circumstance. Sometimes the Professor would work very late in the laboratory and then throw himself into an armchair and go off to sleep. It was a habit of which I had remonstrated as plainly as I dared; but he was not a man who bore criticism with equanimity.




  “I got into my dressing-gown and my slippers, and went along to the laboratory, which is reached, as you know, by the way we came here. It was then that I discovered him on the floor, and he was quite dead.”




  “Was the door of the laboratory open?” asked Gonsalez.




  “It was ajar.”




  “And the gate also was ajar?”




  Munsey nodded.




  “You heard no sound of quarrelling?”




  “None.”




  There was a knock, and Munsey walked to the door.




  “It is Stephen,” he said, and a second later Stephen Tableman, escorted by two detectives, came into the room. His big face was pale, and when he greeted his cousin with a little smile, Manfred saw the extraordinary canines, big and cruel looking. The other teeth were of normal size, but these pointed fangs were notably abnormal.




  Stephen Tableman was a young giant, and, observing those great hands of his, Manfred bit his lip thoughtfully.




  “You have heard the sad news, Mr. Tableman?”




  “Yes, sir,” said Stephen in a shaking voice. “Can I see my father?”




  “In a little time,” said Fare, and his voice was hard. “I want you to tell me when you saw your father last.”




  “I saw him alive last night,” said Stephen Tableman quickly. “I came by appointment to the laboratory, and we had a long talk.”




  “How long were you there with him?”




  “About two hours, as near as I can guess.”




  “Was the conversation of a friendly character?”




  “Very,” said Stephen emphatically. “For the first time since over a year ago” — he hesitated— “we discussed a certain subject rationally.”




  “The subject being your fiancee, Miss Faber?”




  Stephen looked at the interrogator steadily.




  “That was the subject, Mr. Fare,” he replied quietly.




  “Did you discuss any other mailers?”




  Stephen hesitated.




  “We discussed money,” he said. “My father cut off his allowance, and I have been rather short; in fact, I have been overdrawn at my bank, and he promised to make that right, and also spoke about — the future.”




  “About his will?”




  “Yes, sir, he spoke about altering his will.” He looked across at Munsey, and again he smiled. “My cousin has been a most persistent advocate, and I can’t thank him half enough for his loyalty to me in those dark times,” he said.




  “When you left the laboratory, did you go out by the side entrance?”




  Stephen nodded.




  “And did you close the door behind you?”




  “My father closed the door,” he said. “I distinctly remember hearing the click of the lock as I was going up the alley.”




  “Can the door be opened from outside?”




  “Yes,” said Stephen, “there is a lock which has only one key, and that is in my father’s possession — I think I am right, John?”




  John Munsey nodded.




  “So that, if he closed the door behind you, it could only be opened again by somebody in the laboratory — himself, for example?”




  Stephen looked puzzled.




  “I don’t quite understand the meaning of this enquiry,” he said. “The detective told me that my father had been found dead. What was the cause?”




  “I think he was strangled,” said Fare quietly, and the young man took a step back.




  “Strangled!” he whispered. “But he hadn’t an enemy in the world.”




  “That we shall discover.” Fare’s voice was dry and businesslike. “You can go now, Mr. Tableman.”




  After a moment’s hesitation the big fellow swung across the room through a door in the direction of the laboratory. He came back after an absence of a quarter of an hour, and his face was deathly white.




  “Horrible, horrible!” he muttered. “My poor father!”




  “You are on the way to being a doctor, Mr. Tableman? I believe you are at the Middlesex Hospital,” said Fare. “Do you agree with me that your father was strangled?”




  The other nodded.




  “It looks that way,” he said, speaking with difficulty. “I couldn’t conduct an examination as if he had been — somebody else, but it looks that way.”




  The two men walked back to their lodgings. Manfred thought best when his muscles were most active. Their walk was in silence, each being busy with his own thoughts.




  “You observed the canines?” asked Leon with quiet triumph after a while.




  “I observed too his obvious distress,” said Manfred, and Leon chuckled.




  “It is evident that you have not read friend Mantegazza’s admirable monograph on the ‘Physiology of Pain,’” he said smugly — Leon was delightfully smug at times— “nor examined his most admirable tables on the ‘Synonyms of Expression,’ or otherwise you would be aware that the expression of sorrow is indistinguishable from the expression of remorse.”




  Manfred looked down at his friend with that quiet smile of his.




  “Anybody who did not know you, Leon, would say that you were convinced that Professor Tableman was strangled by his son.”




  “After a heated quarrel,” said Gonsalez complacently.




  “When young Tableman had gone, you inspected the laboratory. Did you discover anything?”




  “Nothing more than I expected to find,” said Gonsalez. “There were the usual air apparatus, the inevitable liquid-air still, the ever-to-be-expected electric crucibles. The inspection was superfluous, I admit, for I knew exactly how the murder was committed — for murder it was — the moment I came into the laboratory and saw the thermos flask and the pad of cotton wool.”




  Suddenly he frowned and stopped dead.




  “Santa Miranda!” he ejaculated. Gonsalez always swore by this non-existent saint. “I had forgotten!”




  He looked up and down the street.




  “There is a place from whence we can telephone,” he said. “Will you come with me, or shall I leave you here?”




  “I am consumed with curiosity,” said Manfred.




  They went into the shop and Gonsalez gave a number. Manfred did not ask him how he knew it, because he too had read the number which was written on the telephone disc that stood on the late Professor’s table.




  “Is that you, Mr. Munsey?” asked Gonsalez. “It is I. You remember I have just come from you? Yes, I thought you would recognise my voice. I want to ask you where are the Professor’s spectacles.”




  There was a moment’s silence.




  “The Professor’s spectacles?” said Munsey’s voice. “Why, they’re with him, aren’t they?”




  “They were not on the body or near it,” said Gonsalez. “Will you see if they are in his room? I’ll hold the line.”




  He waited, humming a little aria from El Perro Chico, a light opera which had its day in Madrid fifteen years before; and presently he directed his attention again to the instrument.




  “In his bedroom, were they? Thank you very much.”




  He hung up the receiver. He did not explain the conversation to Manfred, nor did Manfred expect him to, for Leon Gonsalez dearly loved a mystery. All he permitted himself to say was;




  “Canine teeth!”




  And this seemed to amuse him very much.




  When Gonsalez came to breakfast the next morning, the waiter informed him that Manfred had gone out early. George came in about ten minutes after the other had commenced breakfast, and Leon Gonsalez looked up.




  “You puzzle me when your face is so mask-like, George,” he said. “I don’t know whether you’re particularly amused or particularly depressed.”




  “A little of the one and a little of the other,” said Manfred, sitting down to breakfast. “I have been to Fleet Street to examine the files of the sporting press.”




  “The sporting press?” repeated Gonsalez, staring at him, and Manfred nodded.




  “Incidentally, I met Fare. No trace of poison has been found in the body, and no other sign of violence. They are arresting Stephen Tableman today.”




  “I was afraid of that,” said Gonsalez gravely. “But why the sporting press, George?”




  Manfred did not answer the question, but went on:




  “Fare is quite certain that the murder was committed by Stephen Tableman. His theory is that there was a quarrel and that the young man lost his temper and choked his father. Apparently, the examination of the body proved that extraordinary violence must have been used. Every blood-vessel in the neck is congested. Fare also told me that at first the doctor suspected poison, but there is no sign of any drug to be discovered, and the doctors say that the drug that would cause that death with such symptoms is unknown. It makes it worse for Stephen Tableman because for the past few months he has been concentrating his studies upon obscure poisons.”




  Gonsalez stretched back in his chair, his hands in his pockets.




  “Well, whether he committed that murder or not,” he said after a while, “he is certain to commit a murder sooner or later. I remember once a doctor in Barcelona who had such teeth. He was a devout Christian, a popular man, a bachelor, and had plenty of money, and there seemed no reason in the world why he should murder anybody, and yet he did. He murdered another doctor who threatened to expose some error he made in an operation. I tell you, George, with teeth like that—” He paused and frowned thoughtfully. “My dear George,” he said, “I am going to ask Fare if he will allow me the privilege of spending a few hours alone in Professor Tableman’s laboratory.”




  “Why on earth—” began Manfred, and checked himself. “Why, of course, you have a reason, Leon. As a rule I find no difficulty in solving such masteries as these. But in this case I am puzzled, though I have confidence that you have already unravelled what mystery there is. There are certain features about the business which are particularly baffling. Why should the old man be wearing thick gloves—”




  Gonsalez sprang to his feet, his eyes blazing.




  “What a fool! What a fool!” he almost shouted. “I didn’t see those. Are you sure, George?” he asked eagerly. “He had thick gloves? Are you certain?”




  Manfred nodded, smiling his surprise at the other’s perturbation.




  “That’s it!” Gonsalez snapped his fingers. “I knew there was some error in my calculations! Thick woollen gloves, weren’t they?” He became suddenly thoughtful. “Now, I wonder how the devil he induced the old man to put ’em on?” he said half to himself.




  The request to Mr. Fare was granted, and the two men went together to the laboratory. John Munsey was waiting for them.




  “I discovered those spectacles by my uncle’s bedside,” he said as soon as he saw them.




  “Oh, the spectacles?” said Leon absently. “May I see them?” He took them in his hand. “Your uncle was very shortsighted. How did they come to leave his possession, I wonder?”




  “I think he went up to his bedroom to change; he usually did after dinner,” explained Mr. Munsey. “And he must have left them there. He usually kept an emergency pair in the laboratory, but for some reason or other he doesn’t seem to have put them on. Do you wish to be alone in the laboratory?” he asked.




  “I would rather,” said Leon. “Perhaps you would entertain my friend whilst I look round?”




  Left alone, he locked the door that communicated between the laboratory and the house, and his first search was for the spectacles that the old man usually wore when he was working.




  Characteristically enough, he went straight to the place where they were — a big galvanised ash-pan by the side of the steps leading up to the laboratory. He found them in fragments, the horn rims broken in two places, and he collected what he could and returned to the laboratory, and, laying them on the bench, he took up the telephone.




  The laboratory had a direct connection with the exchange, and after five minutes waiting, Gonsalez found himself in communication with Stephen Tableman.




  “Yes, sir,” was the surprised reply. “My father wore his glasses throughout the interview.”




  “Thank you, that is all,” said Gonsalez and hung up the ‘phone.




  Then he went to one of the apparatus in a corner of the laboratory and worked steadily for an hour and a half. At the end of that time he went to the telephone again. Another half hour passed, and then he pulled from his pocket a pair of thick woollen gloves, and unlocking the door leading to the house, called Manfred.




  “Ask Mr. Munsey to come,” he said.




  “Your friend is interested in science,” said Mr. Munsey as he accompanied Manfred along the passage.




  “I think he is one of the cleverest in his own particular line,” said Manfred.




  He came into the laboratory ahead of Munsey, and to his surprise, Gonsalez was standing near the table, holding in his hand a small liqueur glass filled with an almost colourless liquid. Almost colourless, but there was a blue tinge to it, and to Manfred’s amazement a faint mist was rising from its surface.




  Manfred stared at him, and then he saw that the hands of Leon Gonsalez were enclosed in thick woollen gloves.




  “Have you finished?” smiled Mr. Munsey as he came from behind Manfred; and then he saw Leon and smiled no more. His face went drawn and haggard, his eyes narrowed, and Manfred heard his laboured breathing.




  “Have a drink, my friend?” said Leon pleasantly. “A beautiful drink. You’d mistake it for creme de menthe or any old liqueur — especially if you were a shortsighted, absentminded old man and somebody had purloined your spectacles.”




  “What do you mean?” asked Munsey hoarsely. “I — I don’t understand you.”




  “I promise you that this drink is innocuous, that it contains no poison whatever, that it is as pure as the air you breathe,” Gonsalez went on.




  “Damn you!” yelled Munsey, but before he could leap at his tormentor, Manfred had caught him and slung him to the ground.




  “I have telephoned for the excellent Mr. Fare, and he will be here soon, and also Mr. Stephen Tableman. Ah, here they are.”




  There was a tap at the door.




  “Will you open, please, my dear George? I do not think our young friend will move. If he does, I will throw the contents of this glass in his face.”




  Fare came in, followed by Stephen, and with them an officer from Scotland Yard.




  “There is your prisoner, Mr. Fare,” said Gonsalez. “And here is the means by which Mr. John Munsey encompassed the death of his uncle — decided thereto, I guess, by the fact that his uncle had been reconciled with Stephen Tableman, and that the will which he had so carefully manoeuvred was to be altered in Stephen Tableman’s favour.”




  “That’s a lie!” gasped John Munsey. “I worked for you — you know I did, Stephen. I did my best for you—”




  “All part of the general scheme of deception — again I am guessing,” said Gonsalez. “If I am wrong, drink this. It is the liquid your uncle drank on the night of his death.”




  “What is it?” demanded Fare quickly.




  “Ask him,” smiled Gonsalez, nodding to the man.




  John Munsey turned on his heels and walked to the door, and the police officer who had accompanied Fare followed him.




  “And now I will tell you what it is,” said Gonsalez. “It is liquid air!”




  “Liquid air!” said the Commissioner. “Why, what do you mean? How can a man be poisoned with liquid air?”




  “Professor Tableman was not poisoned. Liquid air is a fluid obtained by reducing the temperature of air to two hundred and seventy degrees below zero. Scientists use the liquid for experiments, and it is usually kept in a thermos flask, the mouth of which is stopped with cotton wool, because, as you know, there would be danger of a blow up if the air was confined.”




  “Good God?” gasped Tableman in horror. “Then that blue mark about my father’s throat—”




  “He was frozen to death. At least his throat was frozen solid the second that liquid was taken. Your father was in the habit of drinking a liqueur before he went to bed, and there is no doubt that, after you had left, Munsey gave the Professor a glassful of liquid air and by some means induced him to put on gloves.”




  “Why did he do that? Oh, of course, the cold,” said Manfred.




  Gonsalez nodded.




  “Without gloves he would have detected immediately the stuff he was handling. What artifice Munsey used we may never know. It is certain he himself must have been wearing gloves at the time. After your father’s death he then began to prepare evidence to incriminate somebody else. The Professor had probably put away his glasses preparatory to going to bed, and the murderer, like myself, overlooked the fact that the body was still wearing gloves.




  “My own theory,” said Gonsalez later, “is that Munsey has been working for years to oust his cousin from his father’s affections. He probably invented the story of the dipsomaniac father of Miss Faber.”




  Young Tableman had come to their lodgings, and now Gonsalez had a shock. Something he said had surprised a laugh from Stephen, and Gonsalez stared at him.




  “Your — your teeth!” he stammered.




  Stephen flushed.




  “My teeth?” he repeated, puzzled.




  “You had two enormous canines when I saw you last,” said Gonsalez. “You remember, Manfred?” he said, and he was really agitated. “I told you—”




  He was interrupted by a burst of laughter from the young student.




  “Oh, they were false,” he said awkwardly. “They were knocked out at a rugger match, and Benson, who’s a fellow in our dental department and is an awfully good chap, though a pretty poor dentist, undertook to make me two to fill the deficiency. They looked terrible, didn’t they? I don’t wonder your noticing them. I got two new ones put in by another dentist.”




  “It happened on the thirteenth of September last year. I read about it in the sporting press,” said Manfred, and Gonzales fixed him with a reproachful glance.




  “You see, my dear Leon—” Manfred laid his hand on the other’s shoulder— “I knew they were false, just as you knew they were canines.”




  When they were alone, Manfred said:




  “Talking about canines—”




  “Let us talk about something else,” snapped Leon.




  
Chapter 3


  The Man Who Hated Earthworms
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  “The death has occurred at Staines of Mr. Falmouth, late Superintendent of the Criminal Investigation Department. Mr. Falmouth will best be remembered as the Officer who arrested George Manfred, the leader of the Four Just Men gang. The sensational escape of this notorious man is perhaps the most remarkable chapter in criminal history. The ‘Four Just Men’ was an organisation which set itself to right acts of injustice which the law left unpunished. It is believed that the members were exceedingly rich men who devoted their lives and fortunes to this quixotic but wholly unlawful purpose. The gang has not been heard of for many years.”




  Manfred read the paragraph from the Morning Telegram and Leon Gonsalez frowned.




  “I have an absurd objection to being called a ‘gang,’” he said, and Manfred smiled quietly.




  “Poor old Falmouth,” he reflected, “well, he knows! He was a nice fellow.”




  “I liked Falmouth,” agreed Gonsalez. “He was a perfectly normal man except for a slight progenism—”




  Manfred laughed.




  “Forgive me it I appear dense, but I have never been able to keep up with you in this particular branch of science,” he said, “what is a ‘progenism’?”




  “The unscientific call it an ‘underhung jaw,’” explained Leon, “and it is mistaken for strength. It is only normal in Piedmont where the brachycephalic skull is so common. With such a skull, progenism is almost a natural condition.”




  “Progenism or not, he was a good fellow,” insisted Manfred and Leon nodded. “With well-developed wisdom teeth,” he added slyly, and Gonsalez went red, for teeth formed a delicate subject with him. Nevertheless he grinned.




  “It will interest you to know, my dear George,” he said triumphantly, “that when the famous Dr. Carrara examined the teeth of four hundred criminals and a like number of non-criminals — you will find his detailed narrative in the monograph ‘Sullo Sviluppo Del Terzo Dente Morale Net Criminali’ — he found the wisdom tooth more frequently present in normal people.”




  “I grant you the wisdom tooth,” said Manfred hastily. “Look at the bay! Did you ever see anything more perfect?”




  They were sitting on a little green lawn overlooking Babbacombe Beach. The sun was going down and a perfect day was drawing to its close. High above the blue sea towered the crimson cliffs and green fields of Devon.




  Manfred looked at his watch.




  “Are we dressing for dinner?” he asked, “or has your professional friend Bohemian tastes?”




  “He is of the new school,” said Leon, “rather superior, rather immaculate, very Balliol. I am anxious that you should meet him, his hands are rather fascinating.”




  Manfred in his wisdom did not ask why.




  “I met him at golf,” Gonsalez went on, “and certain things happened which interested me. For example, every time he saw an earthworm he stopped to kill it and displayed such an extraordinary fury in the assassination that I was astounded. Prejudice has no place in the scientific mind. He is exceptionally wealthy. People at the club told me that his uncle left him close on a million, and the estate of his aunt or cousin who died last year was valued at another million and he was the sole legatee. Naturally a good catch. Whether Miss Moleneux thinks the same I have had no opportunity of gauging,” he added after a pause.




  “Good lord!” cried Manfred in consternation as he jumped up from his chair. “She is coming to dinner too, isn’t she?”




  “And her mamma,” said Leon solemnly. “Her mamma has learnt Spanish by correspondence lessons, and insists upon greeting me with ‘habla usted Espanol?’.”




  The two men had rented Cliff House for the spring. Manfred loved Devonshire in April when the slopes of the hills were yellow with primroses and daffodils made a golden path across the Devon lawns. “Senor Fuentes” had taken the house after one inspection and found the calm and the peace which only nature’s treasury of colour and fragrance could bring to his active mind.




  Manfred had dressed and was sitting by the wood fire in the drawingroom when the purr of a motorcar coming cautiously down the cliff road brought him to his feet and through the open French window.




  Leon Gonsalez had joined him before the big limousine had come to a halt before the porch.




  The first to alight was a man and George observed him closely. He was tall and thin. He was not bad looking, though the face was lined and the eyes deep set and level. He greeted Gonsalez with just a tiny hint of patronage in his tone.




  “I hope we haven’t kept you waiting, but my experiments detained me. Nothing went right in the laboratory today. You know Miss Moleneux and Mrs. Moleneux?”




  Manfred was introduced and found himself shaking hands with a grave-eyed girl of singular beauty.




  Manfred was unusually sensitive to “atmosphere” and there was something about this girl which momentarily chilled him. Her frequent smile, sweet as it was and undoubtedly sincere, was as undoubtedly mechanical. Leon, who judged people by reason rather than instinct, reached his conclusion more surely and gave shape and definite description to what in Manfred’s mind was merely a distressful impression. The girl was afraid! Of what? wondered Leon. Not of that stout, complacent little woman whom she called mother, and surely not of this thin-faced academic gentleman in pince-nez.




  Gonsalez had introduced Dr. Viglow and whilst the ladies were taking off their cloaks in Manfred’s room above, he had leisure to form a judgment. There was no need for him to entertain his guest. Dr. Viglow spoke fluently, entertainingly and all the time.




  “Our friend here plays a good game of golf,” he said, indicating Gonsalez, “a good game of golf indeed for a foreigner. You two are Spanish?”




  Manfred nodded. He was more thoroughly English than the doctor, did that gentleman but know, but it was as a Spaniard and armed, moreover, with a Spanish passport that he was a visitor to Britain.




  “I understood you to say that your investigations have taken rather a sensational turn. Doctor,” said Leon and a light came into Dr. Viglow’s eyes.




  “Yes,” he said complacently, and then quickly, “who told you that?”




  “You told me yourself at the club this morning.”




  The doctor frowned.




  “Did I?” he said and passed his hand across his forehead. “I can’t recollect that. When was this?”




  “This morning,” said Leon, “but your mind was probably occupied with much more important matters.”




  The young professor bit his lip and frowned thoughtfully.




  “I ought not to have forgotten what happened this morning,” he said in a troubled tone.




  He gave the impression to Manfred that one half of him was struggling desperately to overcome a something in the other half. Suddenly he laughed.




  “A sensational turn!” he said. “Yes indeed, and I rather think that within a few months I shall not be without fame, even in my own country! It is, of course, terribly expensive. I was only reckoning up today that my typists’ wages come to nearly £60 a week.”




  Manfred opened his eyes at this.




  “Your typists’ wages?” he repeated slowly. “Are you preparing a book?”




  “Here are the ladies,” said Dr. Felix.




  His manner was abrupt to rudeness and later when they sat round the table in the little diningroom Manfred had further cause to wonder at the boorishness of this young scientist. He was seated next to Miss Moleneux and the meal was approaching its end when most unexpectedly he turned to the girl and in a loud voice said:




  “You haven’t kissed me today, Margaret.”




  The girl went red and white and the fingers that fidgeted with the tableware before her were trembling when she faltered:




  “Haven’t — haven’t I, Felix?”




  The bright eyes of Gonsalez never left the doctor. The man’s face had gone purple with rage.




  “By God! This is a nice thing!” he almost shouted. “I’m engaged to you. I’ve left you everything in my will and I’m allowing your mother a thousand a year and you haven’t kissed me today!”




  “Doctor!” It was the mild but insistent voice of Gonsalez that broke the tension. “I wonder whether you would tell me what chemical is represented by the formula Cl2O5.”




  The doctor had turned his head slowly at the sound of Leon’s voice and now was staring at him. Slowly the strange look passed from his face and it became normal.




  “Cl2O5 is Oxide of Chlorine,” he said in an even voice, and from thenceforward the conversation passed by way of acid reactions into a scientific channel.




  The only person at the table who had not been perturbed by Viglow’s outburst had been the dumpy complacent lady on Manfred’s right. She had tittered audibly at the reference to her allowance, and when the hum of conversation became general she lowered her voice and leant toward Manfred.




  “Dear Felix is so eccentric,” she said, “but he is quite the nicest, kindest soul. One must look after one’s girls, don’t you agree, senor?”




  She asked this latter question in very bad Spanish and Manfred nodded. He shot a glance at the girl. She was still deathly pale.




  “And I am perfectly certain she will be happy, much happier than she would have been with that impossible person.”




  She did not specify who the “impossible person” was, but Manfred sensed a whole world of tragedy. He was not romantic, but one look at the girl had convinced him that there was something wrong in this engagement. Now it was that he came to a conclusion which Leon had reached an hour before, that the emotion which dominated the girl was fear. And he pretty well knew of whom she was afraid.




  Half an hour later when the tail light of Dr. Viglow’s limousine had disappeared round a corner of the drive the two men went back to the drawingroom and Manfred threw a handful of kindling to bring the fire to a blaze.




  “Well, what do you think?” said Gonsalez, rubbing his hands together with evidence of some enjoyment.




  “I think it’s rather horrible,” replied Manfred, settling himself in his chair. “I thought the days when wicked mothers forced their daughters into unwholesome marriages were passed and done with. One hears so much about the modern girl.”




  “Human nature isn’t modern,” said Gonsalez briskly, “and most mothers are fools where their daughters are concerned. I know you won’t agree but I speak with authority. Mantegazza collected statistics of 843 families—”




  Manfred chuckled.




  “You and your Mantegazza!” he laughed. “Did that infernal man know everything?”




  “Almost everything,” said Leon. “As to the girl,” he became suddenly grave. “She will not marry him of course.”




  “What is the matter with him?” asked Manfred. “He seems to have an ungovernable temper.”




  “He is mad,” replied Leon calmly and Manfred looked at him.




  “Mad?” he repeated incredulously. “Do you mean to say that he is a lunatic?”




  “I never use the word in a spectacular or even in a vulgar sense,” said Gonsalez, lighting a cigarette carefully. “The man is undoubtedly mad. I thought so a few days ago and I am certain of it now. The most ominous test is the test of memory. People who are on the verge of madness or entering its early stages do not remember what happened a short time before. Did you notice how worried he was when I told him of the conversation we had this morning?”




  “That struck me as peculiar,” agreed Manfred.




  “He was fighting,” said Leon, “the sane half of his brain against the insane half. The doctor against the irresponsible animal. The doctor told him that if he had suddenly lost his memory for incidents which had occurred only a few hours before, he was on the high way to lunacy. The crazy half of the brain told him that he was such a wonderful fellow that the rules applying to ordinary human beings did not apply to him. We will call upon him tomorrow to see his laboratory and discover why he is paying £60 a week for typists,” he said. “And now, my dear George, you can go to bed. I am going to read the excellent but often misguided Lombroso on the male delinquent.”




  Dr. Viglow’s laboratory was a new red building on the edge of Dartmoor. To be exact, it consisted of two buildings, one of which was a large army hut which had been recently elected for the accommodation of the doctor’s clerical staff.




  “I haven’t met a professor for two or three years,” said Manfred as they were driving across the moor, en route to pay their call, “nor have I been in a laboratory for five. And yet within the space of a few weeks I have met two extraordinary professors, one of whom I admit was dead. Also I have visited two laboratories.”




  Leon nodded.




  “Some day I will make a very complete examination of the phenomena of coincidence,” he said.




  When they reached the laboratory they found a post-office van, backed up against the main entrance, and three assistants in white overalls were carrying post bags and depositing them in the van.




  “He must have a pretty large correspondence,” said Manfred in wonder.




  The doctor, in a long white overall, was standing at the door as they alighted from their car, and greeted them warmly.




  “Come into my office,” he said, and led the way to a large airy room which was singularly free from the paraphernalia which Gonsalez usually associated with such workrooms.




  “You have a heavy post,” said Leon and the doctor laughed quietly.




  “They are merely going to the Torquay post office,” he said. “I have arranged for them to be despatched when—” he hesitated, “when I am sure. You see,” he said, speaking with great earnestness, “a scientist has to be so careful. Every minute after he has announced a discovery he is tortured with the fear that he has forgotten something, some essential, or has reached a too hasty conclusion. But I think I’m right,” he said, speaking half to himself. “I’m sure I’m right, but I must be even more sure!”




  He showed them round the large room, but there was little which Manfred had not seen in the laboratory of the late Professor Tableman. Viglow had greeted them genially, indeed expansively, and yet within five minutes of their arrival he was taciturn, almost silent, and did not volunteer information about any of the instruments in which Leon showed so much interest, unless he was asked.




  They came back to his room and again his mood changed and he became almost gay.




  “I’ll tell you,” he said, “by Jove, I’ll tell you! And no living soul knows this except myself, or realises or understands the extraordinary work I have been doing.”




  His face lit up, his eyes sparkled and it seemed to Manfred that he grew taller in this moment of exaltation. Pulling open a drawer of a table which stood against the wall he brought out a long porcelain plate and laid it down. From a wire-netted cupboard on the wall he took two tin boxes and with an expression of disgust which he could not disguise, turned the contents upon the slab. It was apparently a box full of common garden mould and then Leon saw to his amazement a wriggling little red shape twisting and twining in its acute discomfort. The little red fellow sought to hide himself and burrowed sinuously into the mould.




  “Curse you! Curse yo!” The doctor’s voice rose until it was a howl. His face was twisted and puckered in his mad rage. “How I hate you!”




  If ever a man’s eyes held hate and terror, they were the eyes of Dr. Felix Viglow.




  Manfred drew a long breath and stepped back a pace the better to observe him. Then the man calmed himself and peered down at Leon.




  “When I was a child,” he said in a voice that shook, “I hated them and we had a nurse named Martha, a beastly woman, a wicked woman, who dropped one down my neck. Imagine the horror of it!”




  Leon said nothing. To him the earthworm was a genus of chaetopod in the section oligochaeta and bore the somewhat, pretentious name of lumbncus terrestris. And in that wav, Dr. Viglow, eminent naturalist and scientist, should have regarded this beneficent little fellow.




  “I have a theory,” said the doctor. He was calmer now and was wiping the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief, “that in cycles every type of living thing on the earth becomes in turn the dominant creature. In a million years’ time man may dwindle to the size of an ant and the earthworm, by its super-intelligence, its cunning and its ferocity, may be pre-eminent in the world! I have always thought that,” he went on when neither Leon nor Manfred offered any comment. “It is still my thought by day and my dream by night. I have devoted my life to the destruction of this menace.”




  Now the earthworm is neither cunning nor intelligent and is moreover notoriously devoid of ambition.




  The doctor again went to the cupboard and took out a wide-necked bottle filled with a greyish powder He brought it back and held it within a few inches of Leon’s face.




  “This is the work of twelve years,” he said simply. “There is no difficulty in finding a substance which will kill these pests, but this does more.”




  He took a scalpel and tilting the bottle brought out a few grains of the powder on the edge of it. This he dissolved in a twenty-ounce measure which he filled with water. He stirred the colourless fluid with a glass rod, then lifting the rod he allowed three drops to fall upon the mould wherein the little creature was hidden. A few seconds passed, there was a heaving of the earth where the victim was concealed.




  “He is dead,” said the doctor triumphantly and scraped aw ay the earth to prove the truth of his words. “And he is not only dead, but that handful of earth is death to any other earthworm that touches it.”




  He rang a bell and one of his attendants came in.




  “Clear away that,” he said with a shudder and walked gloomily to his desk.




  Leon did not speak all the way back to the house. He sat curled up in the corner of the car, his arms lightly folded, his chin on his breast. That night without a word of explanation he left the house, declining Manfred’s suggestion that he should walk with him and volunteering no information as to where he was going.




  Gonsalez walked by the cliff road, across Babbacombe Downs and came to the doctor’s house at nine o’clock that night. The doctor had a large house and maintained a big staff of servants, but amongst his other eccentricities was the choice of a gardener’s cottage away horn the house as his sleeping place at night.




  It was only lately that the doctor had chosen this lonely lodging. He had been happy enough in the big old house which had been his father’s, until he had heard voices whispering to him at night and the creak of boards and had seen shapes vanishing along the dark corridors, and then in his madness he had conceived the idea that his servants were conspiring against him and that he might any night be murdered in his bed. So he had the gardener turned out of his cottage, had refurnished the little house, and there, behind locked doors, he read and thought and slept the nights away. Gonsalez had heard of this peculiarity and approached the cottage with some caution, for a frightened man is more dangerous than a wicked man. He rapped at the door and heard a step across the flagged floor.




  “Who is that?” asked a voice.




  “It is I,” said Gonsalez and gave the name by which he was known.




  After hesitation the lock turned and the door opened.




  “Come in, come in,” said Viglow testily and locked the door behind him. “You have come to congratulate me, I am sure. You must come to my wedding too, my friend. It will be a wonderful wedding, for there I shall make a speech and tell the story of my discovery. Will you have a drink? I have nothing here, but I can get it from the house. I have a telephone in my bedroom.”




  Leon shook his head.




  “I have been rather puzzling out your plan. Doctor,” he said, accepting the proffered cigarette, “and I have been trying to connect those postal bags which I saw being loaded at the door of your laboratory with the discovery which you revealed this afternoon.”




  Dr. Viglow’s narrow eyes were gleaming with merriment and he leant back in his chair and crossed his legs, like one preparing for a pleasant recital.




  “I will tell you,” he said. “For months I have been in correspondence with farming associations, both here and on the Continent. I have something of a European reputation,” he said, with that extraordinary immodesty which Leon had noticed before. “In fact, I think that my treatment for phylloxera did more to remove the scourge from the vineyards of Europe than any other preparation.”




  Leon nodded. He knew this to be the truth.




  “So you see, my word is accepted in matters dealing with agriculture. But I found after one or two talks with our own stupid farmers that there is an unusual prejudice against destroying” — he did not mention the dreaded name but shivered— “and that of course I had to get round. Now that I am satisfied that my preparation is exact, I can release the packets in the post office. In fact, I was just about to telephone to the postmaster telling him that they could go off — they are all stamped and addressed — when you knocked at the door.”




  “To whom are they addressed?” asked Leon steadily.




  “To various farmers — some fourteen thousand in all in various parts of the country and Europe, and each packet has printed instructions in English, French, German and Spanish. I had to tell them that it was a new kind of fertiliser or they may not have been as enthusiastic in the furtherance of my experiment as I am.”




  “And what are they going to do with these packets when they get them?” asked Leon quietly.




  “They will dissolve them and spray a certain area of their land — I suggested ploughed land. They need only treat a limited area of earth,” he explained. “I think these wretched beasts will carry infection quickly enough. I believe,” he leant forward and spoke impressively, “that in six months there will not be one living in Europe or Asia.”




  “They do not know that the poison is intended to kill — earthworms?” asked Leon.




  “No, I’ve told you,” snapped the other. “Wait, I will telephone the postmaster.”




  He rose quickly to his feet, but Leon was quicker and gripped him arm.




  “My dear friend,” he said, “you must not do this.”




  Dr. Viglow tried to withdraw his arm.




  “Let me go,” he snarled. “Are you one of those devils who are trying to torment me?”




  In ordinary circumstances, Leon would have been strong enough to hold the man, but Viglow’s strength was extraordinary and Gonsalez found himself thrust back into the chair. Before he could spring up, the man had passed through the door and slammed and locked it behind him.




  The cottage was on one floor and was divided into two rooms by a wooden partition which Viglow had erected. Over the door was a fanlight, and pulling the table forward Leon sprang on to the top and with his elbow smashed the flimsy frame.




  “Don’t touch that telephone,” he said sternly. “Do you hear?”




  The doctor looked round with a grin. “You are a friend of those devils!” he said, and his hand was on the receiver when Leon shot him dead.




  Manfred came back the next morning from his walk and found Gonsalez pacing the lawn, smoking an extra long cigar.




  “My dear Leon,” said Manfred as he slipped his arm in the other’s. “You did not tell me.”




  “I thought it best to wait,” said Leon.




  “I heard quite by accident,” Manfred went on. “The story is that a burglar broke into the cottage and shot the doctor when he was telephoning for assistance. All the silverware in the outer room has been stolen. The doctor’s watch and pocketbook have disappeared.”




  “They are at this moment at the bottom of Babbacombe Bay,” said Leon. “I went fishing very early this morning before you were awake.”




  They paced the lawn in silence for a while and then:




  “Was it necessary?” asked Manfred.




  “Very necessary,” said Leon gravely. “You have to realise first of all that although this man was mad, he had discovered not only a poison but an infection.”




  “But, my dear fellow,” smiled Manfred, “was an earthworm worth it?”




  “Worth more than his death,” said Leon. “There isn’t a scientist in the world who does not agree that if the earthworm was destroyed the world would become sterile and the people of this world would be starving in seven years.”




  Manfred stopped in his walk and stared down at his companion.




  “Do you really mean that?”




  Leon nodded.




  “He is the one necessary creature in God’s world,” he said soberly. “It fertilises the land and covers the bare rocks with earth. It is the surest friend of mankind that we know, and now I am going down to the post office with a story which I think will be sufficiently plausible to recover those worm poisoners.”




  Manfred mused a while, then he said:




  “I’m glad in many ways — in every way,” he corrected. “I rather liked that girl, and I’m sure that impossible person isn’t so impossible.”




  
Chapter 4


  The Man Who Died Twice
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  The interval between Acts II and III was an unusually long one, and the three men who sat in the stage box were in such harmony of mind that none of them felt the necessity for making conversation. The piece was a conventional crook play and each of the three had solved the “mystery” of the murder before the drop fell on the first act. They had reached the same solution (and the right one) without any great mental effort.




  Fare, the Police Commissioner, had dined with George Manfred and Leon Gonsalez (he addressed them respectively as “Senor Fuentes” and “Senor Mandrelino” and did not doubt that they were natives of Spain, despite their faultless English) and the party had come on to the theatre.




  Mr. Fare frowned as at some unpleasant memory and heard a soft laugh. Looking up, he met the dancing eyes of Leon.




  “Why do you laugh?” he asked, half smiling in sympathy.




  “At your thoughts,” replied the calm Gonsalez.




  “At my thoughts!” repeated the other, startled,




  “Yes,” Leon nodded, “you were thinking of the Four Just Men.”




  “Extraordinary!” exclaimed Fare. “It is perfectly true. What is it, telepathy?”




  Gonsalez shook his head. As to Manfred, he was gazing abstractedly into the stalls.




  “No, it was not telepathy,” said Leon, “it was your facial expression.”




  “But I haven’t mentioned those rascals, how—”




  “Facial expression,” said Leon, revelling in his pet topic, “especially an expression of the emotions, comes into the category of primitive instincts — they arc not ‘willed’. For example, when a billiard player strikes a ball he throws and twists his body after the ball — you must have seen the contortions of a player who has missed his shot by a narrow margin? A man using scissors works his jaw, a rower moves his lips with every stroke of the oar. These are what we call ‘automatisms’. Animals have these characteristics. A hungry dog approaching meat pricks his ears in the direction of his meal—”




  “Is there a particular act of automatism produced by the thought of the Four Just Men?” asked the Commissioner, smiling.




  Leon nodded.




  “It would take long to describe, but I will not deceive you. I less read than guessed your thoughts by following them. The last line in the last act we saw was uttered by a ridiculous stage parson who says: ‘Justice! There is a justice beyond the law!’ And I saw you frown. And then you looked across the stalls and nodded to the editor of the Megaphone. And I remembered that you had written an article on the Four Just Men for that journal—”




  “A little biography on poor Falmouth who died the other day,” corrected Fare. “Yes, yes, I see. You were right, of course. I was thinking of them and their pretensions to act as judges and executioners when the law fails to punish the guilty, or rather the guilty succeed in avoiding conviction.”




  Manfred turned suddenly.




  “Leon,” he spoke in Spanish, in which language the three had been conversing off and on during the evening. “View the cavalier with the diamond in his shirt — what do you make of him?” The question was in English.




  Leon raised his powerful opera glasses and surveyed the man whom his friend had indicated.




  “I should like to hear him speak,” he said after a while. “See how delicate his face is and how powerful are his jaws — almost prognathic, for the upper maxilla is distinctly arrested. Regard him, senor, and tell me if you do not agree that his eyes are unusually bright?”




  Manfred took the glasses and looked at the unconscious man.




  “They are swollen — yes, I see they are bright.”




  “What else do you see?”




  “The lips are large and a little swollen too, I think,” said Manfred.




  Leon took the glasses and turned to the Commissioner.




  “I do not bet, but if I did I would wager a thousand pesetas that this man speaks with a harsh cracked voice.”




  Fare looked from his companion to the object of their scrutiny and then back to Leon.




  “You are perfectly right,” he said quietly. “His name is Ballam and his voice is extraordinarily rough and harsh. What is he?”




  “Vicious,” replied Gonsalez. “My dear friend, that man is vicious, a bad man. Beware of the bright eyes and the cracked voice, senor! They stand for evil!”




  Fare rubbed his nose irritably, a trick of his.




  “If you were anybody else I should be very rude and say that you knew him or had met him,” he said, “but after your extraordinary demonstration the other day I realise there must be something in physiognomy.”




  He referred to a visit which Leon Gonsalez and Manfred had paid to the record department of Scotland Yard. There, with forty photographs of criminals spread upon the table before him Gonsalez, taking them in order, had enumerated the crimes with which their names were associated. He only made four errors and even they were very excusable.




  “Yes, Gregory Ballam is a pretty bad lot,” said the Commissioner thoughtfully. “He has never been through our hands, but that is the luck of the game. He’s as shrewd as the devil and it hurts me to see him with a nice girl like Genee Maggiore.”




  “The girl who is sitting with him?” asked Manfred, interested.




  “An actress,” murmured Gonsalez. “You observe, my dear George, how she turns her head first to the left and then to the right at intervals, though there is no attraction in either direction. She has the habit of being seen — it is not vanity, it is merely a peculiar symptom of her profession.”




  “What is his favourite vanity?” asked Manfred and the Commissioner smiled. “You know our Dickens, eh?” he asked, for he thought of Manfred as a Spaniard. “Well, it would be difficult to tell you what Gregory Ballam does to earn his respectable income,” he said more seriously. “I think he is connected with a moneylender’s business and runs a few profitable sidelines.”




  “Such as—” suggested Manfred.




  Mr. Fare was not, apparently, anxious to commit himself. “I’ll tell you in the strictest confidence,” he said. “We believe, and have good cause to believe, that he has a hop joint which is frequented by wealthy people. Did you read last week about the man, John Bidworth, who shot a nursemaid in Kensington Gardens and then shot himself?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “He was quite a well-connected person, wasn’t he?” he asked.




  “He was very well connected,” replied Fare emphatically. “So well connected that we did not want to bring his people into the case at all. He died the next day in hospital and the surgeons tell us that he was undoubtedly under the influence of some Indian drug and that in his few moments of consciousness he as much as told the surgeon in charge of the case that he had been on a jag the night before and had finished up in what he called an opium house, and remembered nothing further till he woke up in the hospital. He died without knowing that he had committed this atrocious crime. There is no doubt that under the maddening influence of the drug he shot the first person he saw.”




  “Was it Mr. Ballam’s opium house?” asked Gonsalez, interested.




  The curtain rose at that moment and conversation went on in a whisper.




  “We don’t know — in his delirium he mentioned Ballam’s name. We have tried our best to find out. He has been watched. Places at which he has stayed any length of time have been visited, but we have found nothing to incriminate him.”




  Leon Gonsalez had a favourite hour and a favourite meal at which he was at his brightest. That hour was at nine o’clock in the morning and the meal was breakfast. He put down his paper the next morning and asked:




  “What is crime?”




  “Professor,” said Manfred solemnly, “I will tell you. It is the departure from the set rules which govern human society.”




  “You are conventional,” said Gonsalez. “My dear George, you are always conventional at nine o’clock in the morning! Now, had I asked you at midnight you would have told me that it is any act which wilfully offends and discomforts your neighbour. If I desired to give it a narrow and what they call in this country a legal interpretation I would add, ‘contrary to the law’. There must be ten thousand crimes committed for every one detected. People associated crime only with those offences which are committed by a certain type of illiterate or semi-illiterate lunatic or half-lunatic, glibly dubbed a ‘criminal’. Now, here is a villainous crime, a monumental crime. He is a man who is destroying the souls of youth and breaking hearts ruthlessly! Here is one who is dragging down men and women from the upward road and debasing them in their own eyes, slaying ambition and all beauty of soul and mind in order that he should live in a certain comfort, wearing a clean dress shirt every evening of his life and drinking expensive and unnecessary wines with his expensive and indigestible dinner.”




  “Where is this man?” asked Manfred.




  “He lives at 993 Jermyn Street, in fact he is a neighbour,” said Leon.




  “You’re speaking of Mr. Ballam?”




  “I’m speaking of Mr. Ballam,” said Gonsalez gravely. “Tonight I am going to be a foreign artist with large rolls of money in my pockets and an irresistible desire to be amused. I do not doubt that sooner or later Mr. Ballam and I will gravitate together. Do I look like a detective, George?” he asked abruptly.




  “You look more like a successful pianist,” said George and Gonsalez sniffed.




  “You can even be offensive at nine o’clock in the morning,” he said.




  There are two risks which criminals face (with due respect to the opinions of Leon Gonsalez, this word criminal is employed by the narrator) in the pursuit of easy wealth. There is the risk of detection and punishment which applies to the big as well as to the little delinquent. There is the risk of losing large sums of money invested for the purpose of securing even larger sums. The criminal who puts money in his business runs the least risk of detection. That is why only the poor and foolish come stumbling up the stairs which lead to the dock at the Old Bailey, and that is why the big men, who would be indignant at the very suggestion that they were in the category of lawbreakers, seldom or never make their little bow to the Judge.




  Mr. Gregory Ballam stood for and represented certain moneyed interests which had purchased at auction three houses in Montague Street, Portland Place. They were three houses which occupied an island site. The first of these was let out in offices, the ground floor being occupied by a lawyer, the first floor by a wine and spirit merchant, the second being a very plain suite, dedicated to the business hours of Mr. Gregory Ballam. This gentleman also rented the cellar, which by the aid of limewash and distemper had been converted into, if not a pleasant, at any rate a neat and cleanly storage place. Through this cellar you could reach (amongst other places) a brand-new garage, which had been built for one of Mr. Ballam’s partners, but in which Mr. Ballam was not interested at all.




  None but the workmen who had been employed in renovation knew that it was possible also to walk from one house to the other, either through the door in the cellar which had existed when the houses were purchased, or through a new door in Mr. Ballam’s office.




  The third house, that at the end of the island site, was occupied by the International Artists’ Club, and the police had never followed Mr. Ballam there because Mr. Ballam had never gone there, at least not by the front door. The Artists’ Club had a “rest room” and there were times when Mr. Ballam had appeared, as if by magic, in that room, had met a select little party and conducted them through a well-concealed pass-door to the ground floor of the middle house. The middle house was the most respectable looking of the three. It had neat muslin curtains at all its windows and was occupied by a venerable gentleman and his wife.




  The venerable gentleman made a practice of going out to business every morning at ten o’clock, his shiny silk hat set jauntily on the side of his head, a furled umbrella under his arm and a buttonhole in his coat. The police knew him by sight and local constables touched their helmets to him. In the days gone by when Mr. Raymond, as he called himself, had a luxurious white beard and earned an elegant income by writing begging letters and interviewing credulous and sympathetic females, he did not have that name or the reputation which he enjoyed in Montague Street. But now he was cleanshaven and had the appearance of a retired admiral and he received £4 a week for going out of the house every morning at ten o’clock, with his silk hat set at a rakish angle, and his furled umbrella and his neat little boutonniere. He spent most of the day in the Guildhall reading-room and came back at five o’clock in the evening as jaunty as ever.




  And his day’s work being ended, he and his hardfaced wife went to their little attic room and played cribbage and their language was certainly jaunty but was not venerable.




  On the first floor, behind triple black velvet curtains, men and women smoked day and night. It was a large room, being two rooms which had been converted into one and it had been decorated under Mr. Ballam’s eye. In this room nothing but opium was smoked. If you had a fancy for hasheesh you indulged yourself in a basement apartment. Sometimes Mr. Ballam himself came to take a whiff of the dream-herb, but he usually reserved these visits for such occasions as the introduction of a new and profitable client. The pipe had no ill-effect upon Mr. Ballam. That was his boast. He boasted now to a new client, a rich Spanish artist who had been picked up by one of his jackals and piloted to the International Artists’ Club.




  “Nor on me,” said the newcomer, waving away a yellow-faced Chinaman who ministered to the needs of the smokers. “I always bring my own smoke.”




  Ballam leant forward curiously as the man took a silver box from his pocket and produced therefrom a green and sticky-looking pill.




  “What is that?” asked Ballam curiously.




  “It is a mixture of my own, cannabis indica, opium and a little Turkish tobacco mixed. It is even milder than opium and the result infinitely more wonderful.”




  “You can’t smoke it here,” said Ballam, shaking his head. “Try the pipe, old man.”




  But the “old man” — he was really young in spite of his grey hair — was emphatic.




  “It doesn’t matter,” he said, “I can smoke at home. I only came out of curiosity,” and he rose to go.




  “Don’t be in a hurry,” said Ballam hastily. “See here, we’ve got a basement downstairs where the hemp pipes go — the smokers up here don’t like the smell — I’ll come down and try one with you. Bring your coffee.”




  The basement was empty and selecting a comfortable divan Mr. Ballam and his guest sat down.




  “You can light this with a match, you don’t want a spirit stove,” said the stranger.




  Ballam, sipping his coffee, looked dubiously at the pipe which Gonsalez offered.




  “There was a question I was going to ask you,” said Leon. “Does running a show like this keep you awake at nights?”




  “Don’t be silly,” said Mr. Ballam, lighting his pipe slowly and puffing with evident enjoyment. “This isn’t bad stuff at all. Keep me awake at nights? Why should it?”




  “Well,” answered Leon. “Lots of people go queer here, don’t they? I mean it ruins people smoking this kind of stuff.”




  “That’s their look out,” said Mr. Ballam comfortably. “They get a lot of fun. There’s only one life and you’ve got to die once.”




  “Some men die twice,” said Leon soberly. “Some men who under the influence of a noxious drug go fantee and wake to find themselves murderers. There’s a drug in the East which the natives call ‘bal’. It turns men into raving lunatics.”




  “Well, that doesn’t interest me,” said Ballam impatiently. “We must hurry up with this smoke. I’ve a lady coming to see me. Must keep an appointment, old man,” he laughed.




  “On the contrary, the introduction of this drug into a pipe interests you very much,” said Leon, “and in spite of Miss Maggiore’s appointment—”




  The other started.




  “What the hell are you talking about?” he asked crossly.




  “In spite of that appointment I must break the news to you that the drug which turns men into senseless beasts is more potent than any you serve in this den.”




  “What’s it to do with me?” snarled Ballam.




  “It interests you a great deal,” said Leon coolly, “because you are at this moment smoking a double dose!”




  With a howl of rage Ballam sprang to his feet and what happened after that he could not remember. Only something seemed to split in his head, and a blinding light flashed before his eyes and then a whole century of time went past, a hundred years of moving time and an eternity of flashing lights, of thunderous noises, of whispering voices, of ceaseless troubled movement. Sometimes he knew he was talking and listened eagerly to hear what he himself had to say. Sometimes people spoke to him and mocked him and he had a consciousness that he was being chased by somebody.




  How long this went on he could not judge. In his half-bemused condition he tried to reckon time but found he had no standard of measurement. It seemed years after that he opened his eyes with a groan, and put his hand to his aching head. He was lying in bed. It was a hard bed and the pillow was even harder. He stared up at the whitewashed ceiling and looked round at the plain distempered walls. Then he peered over the side of the bed and saw that the floor as of concrete. Two lights were burning, one above a table and one in a corner of the room where a man was sitting reading a newspaper. He was a curious-looking man and Ballam blinked at him.




  “I am dreaming,” he said aloud and the man looked up.




  “Hello! Do you want to get up?”




  Ballam did not reply. He was still staring, his mouth agape. The man was in uniform, in a dark, tight-fitting uniform. He wore a cap on his head and a badge. Round his waist was a shiny black belt and then Ballam read the letters on the shoulder-strap of the tunic.




  “A.W.,” he repeated, dazed. “A.W.”




  What did “A.W,” stand for? And then the truth flashed on him.




  Assistant Warder! He glared round the room. There was one window, heavily barred and covered with thick glass. On the wall was pasted a sheet of printed paper. He staggered out of bed and read, still openmouthed:




  “Regulations for His Majesty’s Prisons.”




  He looked down at himself. He had evidently gone to bed with his breeches and stockings on and his breeches were of coarse yellow material and branded with faded black arrows. He was in prison! How long had he been there?




  “Are you going to behave today?” asked the warder curtly. “We don’t want any more of those scenes you gave us yesterday!”




  “How long have I been here?” croaked Ballam.




  “You know how long you’ve been here. You’ve been here three weeks, yesterday.”




  “Three weeks!” gasped Ballam. “What is the charge?”




  “Now don’t come that game with me, Ballam,” said the warder, not unkindly. “You know I’m not allowed to have conversations with you. Go back and sleep. Sometimes I think you are as mad as you profess to be.”




  “Have I been — bad?” asked Ballam.




  “Bad?” The warder jerked up his head. “I wasn’t in the court with you, but they say you behaved in the dock like a man demented, and when the Judge was passing sentence of death—”




  “My God!” shrieked Ballam and fell back on the bed, white and haggard. “Sentenced to death!” He could hardly form the words. “What have I done?”




  “You killed a young lady, you know that,” said the warder. “I’m surprised at you, trying to come it over me after the good friend I’ve been to you, Ballam. Why don’t you buck up and take your punishment like a man?”




  There was a calendar above the place where the warder had been sitting.




  “Twelfth of April,” read Ballam and could have shrieked again, for it was the first day of March that he met that mysterious stranger. He remembered it all now. Bal! The drug that drove men mad.




  He sprang to his feet.




  “I want to see the Governor! I want to tell them the truth! I’ve been drugged!”




  “Now you’ve told us all that story before,” said the warder with an air of resignation. “When you killed the young lady—”




  “What young lady?” shrieked Ballam. “Not Maggiore! Don’t tell me—”




  “You know you killed her right enough,” said the warder. “What’s the good of making all this fuss? Now go back to bed, Ballam. You can’t do any good by kicking up a shindy this night of all nights in the world.”




  “I want to see the Governor! Can I write to him?”




  “You can write to him if you like,” and the warder indicated the table.




  Ballam staggered up to the table and sat down shakily in a chair. There was half a dozen sheets of blue notepaper headed in black: “H.M. Prison, Wandsworth, S.W.1.”




  He was in Wandsworth prison! He looked round the cell. It did not look like a cell and yet it did. It was so horribly bare and the door was heavy looking. He had never been in a cell before and of course it was different to what he had expected.




  A thought struck him.




  “When — when am I to be punished?” he said chokingly.




  “Tomorrow!”




  The word fell like a sentence of doom and the man fell forward, his head upon his arms and wept hysterically. Then of a sudden he began to write with feverish haste, his face red with weeping.




  His letter was incoherent. It was about a man who had come to the club and had given him a drug and then he had spent a whole eternity in darkness seeing lights and being chased by people and hearing whispering voices. And he was not guilty. He loved Genee Maggiore. He would not have hurt a hair of her head.




  He stopped here to weep again. Perhaps he was dreaming? Perhaps he was under the influence of this drug. He dashed his knuckles against the wall and the shock made him wince.




  “Here, none of that,” said the warder sternly. “You get back to bed.”




  Ballam looked at his bleeding knuckles. It was true! It was no dream! It was true, true!




  He lay on the bed and lost consciousness again and when he awoke the warder was still sitting in his place reading. He seemed to doze again for an hour, although in reality it was only for a few minutes, and every time he woke something within him said: “This morning you die!”




  Once he sprang shrieking from the bed and had to be thrown back.




  “If you give me any more trouble I’ll get another officer in and we’ll tie you down. Why don’t you take it like a man? It’s no worse for you than it was for her,” said the warder savagely.




  After that he lay still and he was falling into what seemed a longer sleep when the warder touched him. When he awoke he found his own clothes laid neatly by the side of the bed upon a chair and he dressed himself hurriedly.




  He looked around for something.




  “Where’s the collar?” he asked trembling.




  “You don’t need a collar,” the warder’s voice had a certain quality of sardonic humour.




  “Pull yourself together,” said the man roughly. “Other people have gone through this. From what I’ve heard you ran an opium den. A good many of your clients gave us a visit. They had to go through with it, and so must you.”




  He waited, sitting on the edge of the bed, his face in his hands and then the door opened and a man came in. He was a slight man with a red beard and a mop of red hair.




  The warder swung the prisoner round.




  “Put your hands behind you,” he said and Ballam sweated as he felt the strap grip his wrists.




  Then light was extinguished. A cap was drawn over his face and he thought he heard voices behind him. He wasn’t fit to die, he knew that. There always was a parson in a case like this. Someone grasped his arm on either side and he walked slowly forward through the door across a yard and through another door. It was a long way and once his knees gave under him but he stood erect. Presently they stopped.




  “Stand where you are,” said a voice and he found a noose slipped round his neck and waited, waited in agony, minutes, hours it seemed. He took no account of time and could not judge it. Then he heard a heavy step and somebody caught him by the arm.




  “What are you doing here, governor?” said a voice.




  The bag was pulled from his head. He was in the street. It was night and he stood under the light of a street-lamp. The man regarding him curiously was a policeman.




  “Got a bit of rope round your neck, too, somebody tied your hands. What is it — a hold-up case?” said the policeman as he loosened the straps. “Or is it a lark?” demanded the representative of the law. “I’m surprised at you, an old gentleman like you with white hair!”




  Gregory Ballam’s hair had been black less than seven hours before when Leon Gonsalez had drugged his coffee and had brought him through the basement exit into the big yard at the back of the club.




  For here was a nice new garage as Leon had discovered when he prospected the place, and here they were left uninterrupted to play the comedy of the condemned cell with blue sheets of prison notepaper put there tor the occasion and a copy of Prison Regulations which was donated quite unwittingly by Mr. Fare, Commissioner of Police.
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  There was a letter that came to Leon Gonsalez, and the stamp bore the image and superscription of Alphonse XIII. It was from a placid man who had written his letter in the hour of siesta, when Cordova slept, and he had scribbled all the things which had come into his head as he sat in an orange bower overlooking the lordly Guadalquivir, now in yellow spate.




  “It is from Poiccart,” said Leon.




  “Yes?” replied George Manfred, half asleep in a big armchair before the fire.




  That and a green-shaded reading lamp supplied the illumination to their comfortable Jermyn Street flat at the moment.




  “And what,” said George, stretching himself, “what does our excellent friend Poiccart have to say?”




  “A blight has come upon his onions,” said Leon solemnly and Manfred chuckled and then was suddenly grave.




  There was a time when the name of these three, with one who now lay in the Bordeaux cemetery, had stricken terror to the hearts of evildoers. In those days the Four Just Men were a menace to the sleep of many cunning men who had evaded the law, yet had not evaded this ubiquitous organisation, which slew ruthlessly in the name of Justice.




  Poiccart was growing onions! He sighed and repeated the words aloud.




  “And why not?” demanded Leon. “Have you read of the Three Musketeers?”




  “Surely,” said Manfred, with a smile at the fire.




  “In what book, may I ask?” demanded Leon. “Why, in ‘The Three Musketeers’, of course,” replied Manfred in surprise.




  “Then you did wrong,” said Leon Gonsalez promptly. “To love the Three Musketeers, you must read of them in ‘The Iron Mask’. When one of them has grown fat and is devoting himself to his raiment, and one is a mere courtier of the King of France, and the other is old and full of sorrow for his lovesick child. Then they become human, my dear Manfred, just as Poiccart becomes human when he grows onions. Shall I read you bits?”




  “Please,” said Manfred, properly abashed.




  “H’m,” read Gonsalez, “I told you about the onions, George. I have some gorgeous roses. Manfred would love them… do not take too much heed of this new blood test, by which the American doctor professes that he can detect degrees of relationship… the new little pigs are doing exceedingly well. There is one that is exceptionally intelligent and contemplative. I have named him George.’”




  George Manfred by the fire squirmed in his chair and chuckled.




  “‘This will be a very good year for wine, I am told,’” Leon read on, “‘but the oranges are not as plentiful as they were last year… do you know that the fingerprints of twins are identical? Curiously enough the fingerprints of twins of the anthropoid ape are dissimilar. I wish you would get information on this subject… ‘“




  He read on, little scraps of domestic news, fleeting excursions into scientific side-issues, tiny scraps of gossip — they filled ten closely written pages.




  Leon folded the letter and put it in his pocket. “Of course he’s not right about the fingerprints of twins being identical. That was one of the Illusions of the excellent Lombroso. Anyway the fingerprint system is unsatisfactory.”




  “I never heard it called into question,” said George in surprise. “Why isn’t it satisfactory?”




  Leon rolled a cigarette with deft fingers, licked down the paper and lit the ragged end before he replied.




  “At Scotland Yard, they have, let us say, one hundred thousand fingerprints. In Britain there are fifty million inhabitants. One hundred thousand is exactly one five-hundredth of fifty millions. Suppose you were a police officer and you were called to the Albert Hall where five hundred people were assembled and told that one of these had in his possession stolen property and you received permission to search them. Would you be content with searching one and giving a clean bill to the rest?”




  “Of course not,” said Manfred, “but I don’t see what you mean.”




  “I mean that until the whole of the country and every country in Europe adopts a system by which every citizen registers his fingerprints and until all the countries have an opportunity of exchanging those fingerprints and comparing them with their own, it is ridiculous to say that no two prints are alike.”




  “That settles the fingerprint system,” said Manfred, sotto voce.




  “Logically it does,” said the complacent Leon, “but actually it will not, of course.”




  There was a long silence after this and then Manfred reached to a case by the side of the fireplace and took down a book.




  Presently he heard the creak of a chair as Gonsalez rose and the soft “pad” of a closing door. Manfred looked up at the clock and, as he knew, it was half past eight.




  In five minutes Leon was back again. He had changed his clothing and, as Manfred had once said before, his disguise was perfect. It was not a disguise in the accepted understanding of the word, for he had not in any way touched his face, or changed the colour of his hair.




  Only by his artistry he contrived to appear just as he wished to appear, an extremely poor man. His collar was clean, but frayed. His boots were beautifully polished, but they were old and patched. He did not permit the crudity of a heel worn down, but had fixed two circular rubber heels just a little too large for their foundations.




  “You are an old clerk battling with poverty, and striving to the end to be genteel,” said Manfred.




  Gonsalez shook his head.




  “I am a solicitor who, twenty years ago, was struck off the rolls and ruined because I helped a man to escape the processes of the law. An ever so much more sympathetic role, George. Moreover, it brings people to me for advice. One of these nights you must come down to the public bar of the ‘Cow and Compasses’ and hear me discourse upon the Married Woman’s Property Act.”




  “I never asked you what you were before,” said George. “Good hunting, Leon, and my respectful salutations to Amelia Jones!”




  Gonsalez was biting his lips thoughtfully and looking into the fire and now he nodded.




  “Poor Amelia Jones?” he said softly.




  “You’re a wonderful fellow,” smiled Manfred, “only you could invest a charwoman of middle age with the glamour of romance.”




  Leon was helping himself into a threadbare overcoat.




  “There was an English poet once — it was Pope, I think — who said that everybody was romantic who admired a fine thing, or did one. I rather think Amelia Jones has done both.”




  The “Cow and Compasses” is a small public-house in Treet Road, Deptford. The gloomy thoroughfare was wellnigh empty, for it was a grey cold night when Leon turned into the bar. The uninviting weather may have been responsible for the paucity of clients that evening, for there were scarcely half a dozen people on the sanded floor when he made his way to the bar and ordered a claret and soda.




  One who had been watching for him started up from the deal form on which she had been sitting and subsided again when he walked toward her with glass in hand.




  “Well, Mrs. Jones,” he greeted her, “and how are you this evening?”




  She was a stout woman with a white worn face and hands that trembled spasmodically.




  “I am glad you’ve come, sir,” she said.




  She held a little glass of port in her hand, but it was barely touched. It was on one desperate night when in an agony of terror and fear this woman had fled from her lonely home to the light and comfort of the public-house that Leon had met her. He was at the time pursuing with the greatest caution a fascinating skull which he had seen on the broad shoulders of a Covent Garden porter. He had tracked the owner to his home and to his place of recreation and was beginning to work up to his objective, which was to secure the history and the measurements of this unimaginative bearer of fruit, when the stout charwoman had drifted into his orbit. Tonight she evidently had something on her mind of unusual importance, for she made three lame beginnings before she plunged into the matter which was agitating her.




  “Mr. Lucas” (this was the name Gonsalez had given to the habitues of the “Cow and Compasses”), “I want to ask you a great favour. You’ve been very kind to me, giving me advice about my husband, and all that. But this is a big favour and you’re a very busy gentleman, too.”




  She looked at him appealingly, almost pleadingly.




  “I have plenty of time just now,” said Gonsalez.




  “Would you come with me into the country tomorrow?” she asked. “I want you to — to — to see somebody.”




  “Why surely, Mrs. Jones,” said Gonsalez.




  “Would you be at Paddington Station at nine o’clock in the morning? I would pay your fare,” she went on fervently. “Of course, I shouldn’t allow you to go to any expense — I’ve got a bit of money put by.”




  “As to that,” said Leon, “I’ve made a little money myself today, so don’t trouble about the fare. Have you heard from your husband?”




  “Not from him,” she shook her head, “but from another man who has just come out of prison.”




  Her lips trembled and tears were in her eyes.




  “He’ll do it, I know he’ll do it,” she said, with a catch in her voice, “but it’s not me that I’m thinking of.”




  Leon opened his eyes.




  “Not you?” he repeated.




  He had suspected the third factor, yet he had never been able to fit it in the scheme of this commonplace woman.




  “No, sir, not me,” she said miserably. “You know he hates me and you know he’s going to do me in the moment he gets out, but I haven’t told you why.”




  “Where is he now?” asked Leon.




  “Devizes Gaol, he’s gone there for his discharge. He’ll be out in two months.”




  “And then he’ll come straight to you, you think?”




  She shook her head.




  “Not he,” she said bitterly. “That ain’t his way. You don’t know him, Mr. Lucas. But nobody does know him like I do. If he’d come straight to me it’d be all right, but he’s not that kind. He’s going to kill me, I tell you, and I don’t care how soon it comes. He wasn’t called Bash Jones for nothing. I’ll get it all right!” she nodded grimly. “He’ll just walk into the room and bash me without a word and that’ll be the end of Amelia Jones. But I don’t mind, I don’t mind,” she repeated. “It’s the other that’s breaking my heart and has been all the time.”




  He knew it was useless to try to persuade her to tell her troubles, and at closing time they left the bar together.




  “I’d ask you home only that might make it worse, and I don’t want to get you into any kind of bother, Mr. Lucas,” she said.




  He offered his hand. It was the first time he had done so, and she took it in her big limp palm and shook it feebly.




  “Very few people have shaken hands with Amelia Jones,” thought Gonsalez, and he went back to the flat in Jermyn Street to find Manfred asleep before the fire.




  He was waiting at Paddington Station the next morning in a suit a little less shabby, and to his surprise Mrs. Jones appeared dressed in better taste than he could have imagined was possible. Her clothes were plain but they effectively disguised the class to which she belonged. She took the tickets for Swindon and there was little conversation on the journey. Obviously she did not intend to unburden her mind as yet.




  The train was held up at Newbury whilst a slow up-train shunted to allow a school special to pass. It was crowded with boys and girls who waved a cheery and promiscuous greeting as they passed.




  “Of course!” nodded Leon. “It is the beginning of the Easter holidays. I had forgotten.”




  At Swindon they alighted and then for the first time the woman gave some indication as to the object of their journey.




  “We’ve got to stay on this platform,” she said nervously. “I’m expecting to see somebody, and I’d like you to see her, too, Mr. Lucas.”




  Presently another special ran into the station and the majority of the passengers in this train also were children. Several alighted at the junction, apparently to change for some other destination than London, and Leon was talking to the woman, who he knew was not listening, when he saw her face light up. She left him with a little gasp and walked quickly along the platform to greet a tall, pretty girl wearing the crimson and white hat-ribbon of a famous West: of England school.




  “Why, Mrs. Jones, it is so kind of you to come down to see me. I wish you wouldn’t take so much trouble. I should be only too happy to come to London,” she laughed. “Is this a friend of yours?”




  She shook hands with Leon, her eyes smiling her friendliness.




  “It’s all right. Miss Grace,” said Mrs. Jones, agitated. “I just thought I’d pop down and have a look at you. How are you getting on at school, miss?”




  “Oh, splendidly,” said the girl. “I’ve won a scholarship.”




  “Isn’t that lovely!” said Mrs. Jones in an awestricken voice. “You always was wonderful, my dear.”




  The girl turned to Leon.




  “Mrs. Jones was my nurse, you know, years and years ago, weren’t you, Mrs. Jones?”




  Amelia Jones nodded.




  “How is your husband? Is he still unpleasant?”




  “Oh, he ain’t so bad, miss,” said Mrs. Jones bravely. “He’s a little trying at times.”




  “Do you know, I should like to meet him.”




  “Oh no, you wouldn’t, miss,” gasped Amelia. “That’s only your kind heart. Where are you spending your holidays, miss?” she asked.




  “With some friends of mine at Clifton, Molly Walker, Sir George Walker’s daughter.”




  The eyes of Amelia Jones devoured the girl and Leon knew that all the love in her barren life was lavished upon this child she had nursed. They walked up and down the platform together and when her train came in Mrs. Jones stood at the carriage door until it drew out from the station and then waited motionless looking after the express until it melted in the distance.




  “I’ll never see her again!” she muttered brokenly. “I’ll never see her again! Oh, my God!”




  Her face was drawn and ghastly in its pallor and Leon took her arm.




  “You must come and have some refreshment, Mrs. Jones. You are very fond of that young lady?”




  “Fond of her?” She turned upon him. “Fond of her? She — she is my daughter!”




  They had a carriage to themselves going back to Town and Mrs. Jones told her story.




  “Grace was three years old when her father got into trouble,” she said. “He had always been a brute and I think he’d been under the eyes of the police since he was a bit of a kid. I didn’t know this when I married him. I was nursemaid in a house that he’d burgled and I was discharged because I’d left the kitchen door ajar for him, not knowing that he was a thief. He did one long lagging and when he came out he swore he wouldn’t go back to prison again, and the next time if there was any danger of an alarm being raised, he would make it a case of murder. He and another man got into touch with a rich bookmaker on Blackheath. Bash used to do his dirty work for him, but they quarrelled and Bash and his pal burgled the house and got away with nearly nine thousand pounds.




  “It was a big race day and Bash knew there’d be a lot of money in notes that had been taken on the racecourse and that couldn’t be traced. I thought he’d killed this man at first. It wasn’t his fault that he hadn’t. He walked into the room and bashed him as he lay in bed — that was Bash’s way — that’s how he got his name. He thought there’d be a lot of enquiries and gave me the money to look after. I had to put the notes into an old beer jar half full of sand, ram in the cork and cover the cork and the neck with candle-wax so that the water couldn’t g et through, and then put it in the cistern which he could reach from one of the upstairs rooms at the back of the house. I was nearly mad with fear because I thought the gentleman had been killed, but I did as I was told and sunk the jar in the cistern. That night Bash and his mate were getting away to the north of England when they were arrested at Euston Station. Bash’s friend was killed, for he ran across the line in front of an engine, but they caught Bash and the house was searched from end to end. He got fifteen years’ penal servitude and he would have been out two years ago if he hadn’t been a bad character in prison.




  “When he was in gaol I had to sit down and think, Mr. Lucas, and my first thought was of my child. I saw the kind of life that she was going to grow up to, the surroundings, the horrible slums, the fear of the police, for I knew that Bash would spend a million if he had it in a few weeks. I knew I was free of Bash for at least twelve years and I thought and I thought and at last I made up my mind.




  “It was twelve months after he was in gaol that I dared get the money, for the police were still keeping their eye on me as the money had not been found. I won’t tell you how I bought grand clothes so that nobody would suspect I was a working woman or how I changed the money.




  “I put it all into shares. I’m not well educated, but I read the newspapers for months, the columns about money. At first I was puzzled and I could make no end to it, but after a while I got to understand and it was in an Argentine company that I invested the money, and I got a lawyer in Bermondsey to make a trust of it. She gets the interest every quarter and pays her own bills — I’ve never touched a penny of it. The next thing was to get my little girl out of the neighbourhood, and I sent her away to a home for small children — it broke my heart to part with her — until she was old enough to go into a school. I used to see her regularly and when, after my first visit, I found she had almost forgotten who I was, I pretended that I’d been her nurse — and that’s the story.”




  Gonsalez was silent.




  “Does your husband know?”




  “He knows I spent the money,” said the woman staring blankly out of the window. “He knows that the girl is at a good school. He’ll find out,” she spoke almost in a whisper. “He’ll find out!”




  So that was the tragedy! Leon was struck dumb by the beauty of this woman’s sacrifice. When he found his voice again, he asked:




  “Why do you think he will kill you? These kind of people threaten.”




  “Bash doesn’t threaten as a rule,” she interrupted him. “It’s the questions he’s been asking people who know me. People from Deptford who he’s met in prison. Asking what I do at nights, what time I go to bed, what I do in the daytime. That’s Bash’s way.”




  “I see,” said Leon. “Has anybody given him the necessary particulars?” he asked.




  She shook her head.




  “They’ve done their best for me,” she said. “They are bad characters and they commit crimes, but there’s some good hearts amongst them. They have told him nothing.”




  “Are you sure?”




  “I’m certain. If they had he wouldn’t be still asking. Why, Toby Brown came up from Devizes a month ago and told me Bash was there and was still asking questions about me. He’d told Toby that he’d never do another lagging and that he reckoned he’d be alive up to Midsummer Day if they caught him.”




  Leon went up to his flat that night exalted.




  “What have you been doing with yourself?” asked Manfred. “I for my part have been lunching with the excellent Mr. Fare.”




  “And I have been moving in a golden haze of glory! Not my own, no, not my own, Manfred,” he shook his head, “but the glory of Amelia Jones. A wonderful woman, George. For her sake I am going to take a month’s holiday, during which time you can go back to Spain and see our beloved Poiccart and hear all about the onions.”




  “I would like to go back to Madrid for a few days,” said Manfred thoughtfully. “I find London particularly attractive, but if you really are going to take a holiday — where are you spending it, by the way?”




  “In Devizes Gaol,” replied Gonsalez cheerfully, and Manfred had such faith in his friend that he offered no comment.




  Leon Gonsalez left for Devizes the next afternoon. He arrived in the town at dusk and staggered unsteadily up the rise toward the marketplace. At ten o’clock that night a police constable found him leaning against a wall at the back of the Bear Hotel, singing foolish songs, and ordered him to move away. Whereupon Leon addressed him in language for which he was at the time (since he was perfectly sober) heartily ashamed. Therefore he did appear before a bench of magistrates the next morning, charged with being drunk, using abusive language and obstructing the police in the execution of their duty.




  “This is hardly a case which can be met by imposing a fine,” said the staid chairman of the Bench. “Here is a stranger from London who comes into this town and behaves in a most disgusting manner. Is anything known against the man?”




  “Nothing, sir,” said the gaoler regretfully.




  “You will pay a fine of twenty shillings or go to prison for twenty-one days.”




  “I would much rather go to prison than pay,” said Leon truthfully.




  So they committed him to the local gaol as he had expected. Twenty-one days later, looking very brown and fit, he burst into the flat and Manfred turned with outstretched hands.




  “I heard you were back,” said Leon joyously. “I’ve had a great time! They rather upset my calculations by giving me three weeks instead of a month, and I was afraid that I’d get back before you.”




  “I came back yesterday,” said George and his eyes strayed to the sideboard.




  Six large Spanish onions stood in a row and Leon Gonsalez doubled up with mirth. It was not until he had changed into more presentable garments that he told of his experience.




  “Bash Jones had undoubtedly homicidal plans,” he said. “The most extraordinary case of facial anamorphosis I have seen. I worked with him in the tailor’s shop. He is coming out next Monday.”




  “He welcomed you, I presume, when he discovered you were from Deptford?” said Manfred dryly.




  Leon nodded.




  “He intends to kill his wife on the third of the month, which is the day after he is released,” he said.




  “Why so precise?” asked Manfred in surprise.




  “Because that is the only night she sleeps in the house alone. There are usually two young men lodgers who are railwaymen and these do duty until three in the morning on the third of every month.”




  “Is this the truth or are you making it up?” asked Manfred.




  “I did make it up,” admitted Gonsalez. “But this is the story I told and he swallowed it eagerly. The young men have no key, so they come in by the kitchen door which is left unlocked. The kitchen door is reached by a narrow passage which runs the length of Little Mill Street and parallel with the houses. Oh yes, he was frightfully anxious to secure information, and he told me that he would never come back to gaol again except for a short visit. An interesting fellow. I think he had better die,” said Leon, with some gravity. “Think of the possibilities for misery, George. This unfortunate girl, happy in her friends, wellbred—”




  “Would you say that,” smiled Manfred, “with Bash for a father?”




  “Wellbred, I repeat,” said Gonsalez firmly. “Breeding is merely a quality acquired through lifelong association with gentlefolk. Put the son of a duke in the slums and he’ll grow up a peculiar kind of slum child, but a slum child nevertheless. Think of the horror of it. Dragging this child back to the kennels of Deptford, for that will be the meaning of it, supposing this Mr. Bash Jones docs not kill his wife. If he kills her then the grisly truth is out. No, I think we had better settle this Mr. Bash Jones.”




  “I agree,” said Manfred, puffing thoughtfully at his cigar, and Leon Gonsalez sat down at the table with Browning’s poems open before him and read, pausing now and again to look thoughtfully into space as he elaborated the method by which Bash Jones should die.




  On the afternoon of the third, Mrs. Amelia Jones was called away by telegram. She met Leon Gonsalez at Paddington Station.




  “You have brought your key with you, Mrs. Jones?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the woman in surprise, then, “Do you know that my husband is out of prison?”




  “I know, I know,” said Gonsalez, “and because he is free I want you to go away for a couple of nights. I have some friends in Plymouth. They will probably meet you at the station and if they do not meet you, you must go to this address.”




  He gave her an address of a boardinghouse that he had secured from a Plymouth newspaper.




  “Here is some money. I insist upon your taking it. My friends are very anxious to help you.”




  She was in tears when he left her.




  “You are sure you have locked up your house?” said Leon at parting.




  “I’ve got the key here, sir.”




  She opened her bag and he noticed that now her hands trembled all the time.




  “Let me see,” said Leon taking the bag in his hand and peering at the interior in his shortsighted way. “Yes, there it is.”




  He put in his hand, brought it out apparently empty and closed the bag again.




  “Goodbye, Mrs. Jones,” he said, “and don’t lose courage.”




  When dark fell Leon Gonsalez arrived in Little Mill Street carrying a bulky something in a black cloth bag. He entered the house unobserved, for the night was wet and gusty and Little Mill Street crouched over its scanty fires.




  He closed the door behind him and with the aid of his pocket lamp found his way to the one poor bedroom in the tiny house. He turned down the cover, humming to himself, then very carefully he removed the contents of the bag, the most important of which was a large glass globe.




  Over this he carefully arranged a black wig and searched the room for articles of clothing which might be rolled into a bundle. When he had finished his work, he stepped back and regarded it with admiration. Then he went downstairs, unlocked the kitchen door, and to make absolutely certain crossed the little yard and examined the fastening of the gate which led from the lane. The lock apparently was permanently out of order and he went back satisfied.




  In one corner of the room was a clothes hanger, screened from view by a length of cheap cretonne. He had cleared this corner of its clothing to make up the bundle on the bed. Then he sat down in a chair and waited with the patience which is the peculiar attribute of the scientist.




  The church bells had struck two when he heard the back gate creak, and rising noiselessly took something from his pocket and stepped behind the cretonne curtain. It was not a house in which one could move without sound, for the floorboards were old and creaky and every stair produced a creak. But the man who was creeping from step to step was an artist and Leon heard no other sound until the door slowly opened and a figure came in.




  It moved with stealthy steps across the room and stood for a few seconds by the side of the bulky figure in the bed. Apparently he listened and was satisfied. Then Leon saw a stick rise and fall.




  Bash Jones did not say a word until he heard the crash of the broken glass. Then he uttered an oath and Leon heard him fumble in his pocket for his matches. The delay was fatal. The chlorine gas, compressed at a pressure of many atmospheres, surged up around him. He choked, turned to run and fell, and the yellow gas rolled over him in a thick and turgid cloud.




  Leon Gonsalez stepped from his place of concealment and the dying man staring up saw two enormous glass eyes and the snout-like nozzle of the respirator and went bewildered to his death.




  Leon collected the broken glass and carefully wrapped the pieces in his bag. He replaced the clothes with the most extraordinary care and put away the wig and tidied the room before he opened the window and the door. Then he went to the front of the house and opened those windows too. A southwester was blowing and by the morning the house would be free from gas.




  Not until he was in the back yard did he remove the gas mask he wore and place that too in the bag.




  An hour later he was in his own bed in a deep, untroubled sleep.




  Mrs. Jones slept well that night, and in a dainty cubicle somewhere in the west of England a slim girlish figure in pyjamas snuggled into her pillow and sighed happily.




  But Bash Jones slept soundest of all.
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  On a pleasant evening in early summer, Leon Gonsalez descended from the top of a motor-omnibus at Piccadilly Circus and walking briskly down the Haymarket, turned into Jermyn Street apparently oblivious of the fact that somebody was following on his heels.




  Manfred looked up from his writing as his friend came in, and nodded smilingly as Leon took off his light overcoat and made his way to the window overlooking the street.




  “What are you searching for so anxiously, Leon?” he asked.




  “Jean Prothero, of 75 Barside Buildings, Lambeth,” said Leon, not taking his eyes from the street below. “Ah, there he is, the industrious fellow!”




  “Who is Jean Prothero?”




  Gonsalez chuckled.




  “A very daring man,” evaded Leon, “to wander about the West End at this hour.” He looked at his watch. “Oh no, not so daring,” he said, “everybody who is anybody is dressing for dinner just now.”




  “A ladder larcenist?” suggested Manfred, and Leon chuckled again.




  “Nothing so vulgar,” he said. “By ladder larcenist I presume you mean the type of petty thief who puts a ladder against a bedroom window whilst the family are busy at dinner downstairs, and makes off with the odd scraps of jewellery he can find?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “That is the official description of this type of criminal,” he agreed.




  Leon shook his head.




  “No, Mr. Prothero is interesting,” he said. “Interesting for quite another reason. In the first place, he is a baldheaded criminal, or potential criminal, and as you know, my dear George, criminals are rarely bald. They are coarse-haired, and they are thin-haired: they have such personal eccentricities as parting their hair on the wrong side, but they are seldom bald. The dome of Mr. Prothero’s head is wholly innocent of hair of any kind. He is the second mate of a tramp steamer engaged in the fruit trade between the Canary Islands and Southampton. He has a very pretty girl for a wife and, curiously enough, a ladder larcenist for a brotherin-law, and I have excited his suspicion quite unwittingly. Incidentally,” he added as though it were a careless afterthought, “he knows that I am one of the Four Just Men.”




  Manfred was silent. Then:




  “How does he know that?” he asked quietly.




  Leon had taken off his coat and had slipped his arms into a faded alpaca jacket; he did not reply until he had rolled and lit an untidy Spanish cigarette.




  “Years ago, when there was a hue and cry after that pernicious organisation, whose name I have mentioned, an organisation which, in its humble way, endeavoured to right the injustice of the world and to mete out to evildoers the punishment which the ponderous machinery of the Law could not inflict, you were arrested, my dear George, and consigned to Chelmsford Gaol. From there you made a miraculous escape, and on reaching the coast you and I and Poiccart were taken aboard the yacht of our excellent friend the Prince of the Asturias, who honoured us by acting as the fourth of our combination.”




  Manfred nodded.




  “On that ship was Mr. Jean Prothero,” said Leon. “How he came to be on the yacht of His Serene Highness I will explain at a later stage, but assuredly he was there. I never forget faces, George, but unfortunately I am not singular in this respect, Mr. Prothero remembered me, and seeing me in Barside Buildings—”




  “What were you doing in Barside Buildings?” asked Manfred with a faint smile.




  “In Barside Buildings,” replied Leon impressively, “are two men unknown to one another, both criminals, and both colour-blind!”




  Manfred put down his pen and turned, prepared for a lecture on criminal statistics, for he had noticed the enthusiasm in Gonsalez’s voice.




  “By means of these two men,” said Leon joyously, “I am able to refute the perfectly absurd theories which both Mantegazza and Scheml have expounded, namely, that criminals are never colour-blind. The truth is, my dear George, both these men have been engaged in crime since their early youth. Both have served terms of imprisonment, and what is more important, their fathers were colour-blind and criminals!”




  “Well, what about Mr. Prothero?” said Manfred, tactfully interrupting what promised to be an exhaustive disquisition upon optical defects in relation to congenital lawlessness.




  “One of my subjects is Prothero’s brotherin-law, or rather, half-brother to Mrs. Prothero, her own father having been a blameless carpenter, and lives in the flat overhead. These flats are just tiny dwelling places consisting of two rooms and a kitchen. The builders of Lambeth tenements do not allow for the luxury of a bathroom. In this way I came to meet Mrs. Prothero whilst overcoming the reluctance of her brother to talk about himself.”




  “And you met Prothero, too, I presume,” said Manfred patiently.




  “No, I didn’t meet him, except by accident. He passed on the stairs and I saw him give me a swift glance. His face was in the shadow and I did not recognise him until our second meeting, which was today. He followed me home. As a matter of fact,” he added, “I have an idea that he followed me yesterday, and only came today to confirm my place of residence.”




  “You’re a rum fellow,” said Manfred.




  “Maybe I’ll be rummer,” smiled Leon. “Everything depends now,” he said thoughtfully, “upon whether Prothero thinks that I recognised him. If he does—”




  Leon shrugged his shoulders.




  “Not for the first time have I fenced with death and overcome him,” he said lightly.




  Manfred was not deceived by the flippancy of his friend’s tone.




  “As bad as that, eh?” he said, “and more dangerous for him, I think,” he added quietly. “I do not like the idea of killing a man because he has recognised us — that course does not seem to fit in with my conception of justice.”




  “Exactly,” said Leon briskly, “and there will be no need, I think. Unless, of course—” he paused.




  “Unless what?” asked Manfred.




  “Unless Prothero really does love his wife, in which case it may be a very serious business.”




  The next morning he strolled into Manfred’s bedroom carrying the cup of tea which the servant usually brought, and George stared up at him in amazement.




  “What is the matter with you, Leon, haven’t you been to bed?”




  Leon Gonsalez was dressed in what he called his “pyjama outfit” — a grey flannel coat and trousers, belted at the waist, a silk shirt open at the neck and a pair of light slippers constituted his attire, and Manfred, who associated this costume with all-night studies, was not astonished when Leon shook his head.




  “I have been sitting in the diningroom, smoking the pipe of peace,” he said.




  “All night?” said Manfred in surprise. “I woke up in the middle of the night and I saw no light.”




  “I sat in the dark,” admitted Leon. “I wanted to hear things.”




  Manfred stirred his tea thoughtfully. “Is it as bad as that? Did you expect—”




  Leon smiled. “I didn’t expect what I got,” he said. “Will you do me a favour, my dear George?”




  “What is your favour?”




  “I want you not to speak of Mr. Prothero for the rest of the day. Rather, I wish you to discuss purely scientific and agricultural matters, as becomes an honest Andalusian farmer, and moreover to speak in Spanish.”




  Manfred frowned.




  “Why?” and then: “I’m sorry, I can’t get out of the habit of being mystified, you know, Leon. Spanish and agriculture it shall be, and no reference whatever to Prothero.”




  Leon was very earnest and Manfred nodded and swung out of bed.




  “May I talk of taking a bath?” he asked sardonically.




  Nothing particularly interesting happened that day. Once Manfred was on the point of referring to Leon’s experience, and divining the drift of his thought, Leon raised a warning finger.




  Gonsalez could talk about crime, and did. He talked of its more scientific aspects and laid particular stress upon his discovery of the colour-blind criminal. But of Mr. Prothero he said no word.




  After they had dined that night, Leon went out of the flat and presently returned.




  “Thank heaven we can now talk without thinking,” he said.




  He pulled a chair to the wall and mounted it nimbly. Above his head was a tiny ventilator fastened to the wall with screws. Humming a little tune he turned a screwdriver deftly and lifted the little grille from its socket, Manfred watching him gravely.




  “Here it is,” said Leon. “Pull up a chair, George.”




  “It” proved to be a small fiat brown box four inches by four in the centre of which was a black vulcanite depression.




  “Do you recognise him?” said Leon. “He is the detectaphone — in other words a telephone receiver fitted with a microphonic attachment.”




  “Has somebody been listening to all we’ve been saying?”




  Leon nodded.




  “The gentleman upstairs has had a dull and dreary day. Admitting that he speaks Spanish, and that I have said nothing which has not illuminated that branch of science which is my particular hobby,” he added modestly, “he must have been terribly bored.”




  “But—” began Manfred.




  “He is out now,” said Gonsalez. “But to make perfectly sure—”




  With deft fingers he detached one of the wires by which the box was suspended in the ventilator shaft.




  “Mr. Prothero came last night,” he explained. “He took the room upstairs, and particularly asked for it. This I learnt from the head waiter — he adores me because I give him exactly three times the tip which he gets from other residents in these service flats, and because I tip him three times as often. I didn’t exactly know what Prothero’s game was, until I heard the tap-tap of the microphone coming down the shaft.”




  He was busy refixing the grille of the ventilator — presently he jumped down.




  “Would you like to come to Lambeth today? I do not think there is much chance of our meeting Mr. Prothero. On the other hand, we shall see Mrs. Prothero shopping at eleven o’clock in the London Road, for she is a methodical lady.”




  “Why do you want me to see her?” asked Manfred.




  He was not usually allowed to see the workings of any of Leon’s schemes until the dramatic denouement, which was meat and drink to him, was near at hand.




  “I want you, with your wide knowledge of human nature, to tell me whether she is the type of woman for whom a baldheaded man would commit murder,” he said simply, and Manfred stared at him in amazement.




  “The victim being — ?”




  “Me!” replied Gonsalez, and doubled up with silent laughter at the blank look on Manfred’s face.




  It was four minutes to eleven exactly when Manfred saw Mrs. Prothero. He felt the pressure of Leon’s hand on his arm and looked.




  “There she is,” said Leon.




  A girl was crossing the road. She was neatly, even well-dressed for one of her class. She carried a market bag in one gloved hand, a purse in the other.




  “She’s pretty enough,” said Manfred.




  The girl had paused to look in a jeweller’s window and Manfred had time to observe her. Her face was sweet and womanly, the eyes big and dark, the little chin firm and rounded.




  “What do you think of her?” said Leon.




  “I think she’s rather a perfect specimen of young womanhood,” said Manfred.




  “Come along and meet her,” said the other, and took his arm.




  The girl looked round at first in surprise, and then with a smile. Manfred had an impression of flashing white teeth and scarlet lips parted in amusement. Her voice was not the voice of a lady, but it was quiet and musical.




  “Good morning. Doctor,” she said to Leon. “What are you doing in this part of the world so early in the morning.”




  “Doctor,” noted Manfred.




  The adaptable Gonsalez assumed many professions for the purpose of securing his information.




  “We have just come from Guy’s Hospital. This is Dr. Selbert,” he introduced Manfred. “You are shopping, I suppose?”




  She nodded.




  “Really, there was no need for me to come out, Mr. Prothero being away at the Docks for three days,” she replied.




  “Have you seen your brother this morning?” asked Leon.




  A shadow fell over the girl’s face.




  “No,” she said shortly.




  Evidently, thought Manfred, she was not particularly proud of her relationship. Possibly she suspected his illicit profession, but at any rate she had no desire to discuss him, for she changed the subject quickly.




  They talked for a little while, and then with an apology she left them and they saw her vanish through the wide door of a grocer’s store.




  “Well, what do you think of her?”




  “She is a very beautiful girl,” said Manfred quietly.




  “The kind of girl that would make a baldheaded criminal commit a murder?” asked Leon, and Manfred laughed.




  “It is not unlikely,” he said, “but why should he murder you?”




  “Nous verrons,” replied Leon.




  When they returned to their flat in the afternoon the mail had been and there were half a dozen letters. One bearing a heavy crest upon the envelope attracted Manfred’s attention.




  “Lord Pertham,” he said, looking at the signature. “Who is Lord Pertham?”




  “I haven’t a Who’s Who handy, but I seem to know the name,” said Leon. “What does Lord Pertham want?”




  “I’ll read you the note,” said Manfred. “‘Dear Sir,’” it read.




  “‘Our mutual friend Mr. Fare of Scotland Yard is dining with us tonight at Connaught Gardens, and I wonder whether you would come along? Mr. Fare tells me that you are one of the cleverest criminologists of the century, and as it is a study which I have made particularly my own, I shall be glad to make your acquaintance.’”




  It was signed “Pertham” and there was a postscript running —




  “Of course, this invitation also includes your friend.”




  Manfred rubbed his chin.




  “I really do not want to dine fashionably tonight,” he said.




  “But I do,” said Leon promptly. “I have developed a taste for English cooking, and I seem to remember that Lord Pertham is an epicurean.”




  Promptly at the hour of eight they presented themselves at the big house standing at the corner of Con naught Gardens and were admitted by a footman who took their hats and coats and showed them into a large and gloomy drawingroom.




  A man was standing with his back to the fire — a tall man of fifty with a mane of grey hair, that gave him an almost leonine appearance.




  He came quickly to meet them.




  “Which is Mr. Fuentes?” he asked, speaking in English.




  “I am Signer Fuentes,” replied Manfred, with a smile, “but it is my friend who is the criminologist.”




  “Delighted to meet you both — but I have an apology to make to you;” he said, speaking hurriedly. “By some mischance — the stupidity of one of my men — the letter addressed to Fare was not posted. I only discovered it half an hour ago. I hope you don’t mind.”




  Manfred murmured something conventional and then the door opened to admit a lady.




  “I want to present you to her ladyship,” said Lord Pertham.




  The woman who came in was thin and vinegary, a pair of pale eyes, a light-lipped mouth and a trick of frowning deprived her of whatever charm Nature had given to her.




  Leon Gonsalez, who analysed faces automatically and mechanically, thought, “Spite — suspicion — uncharity — vanity.”




  The frown deepened as she offered a limp hand.




  “Dinner is ready, Pertham,” she said, and made no attempt to be agreeable to her guests.




  It was an awkward meal. Lord Pertham was nervous and his nervousness might have communicated itself to the two men if they had been anything but what they were. This big man seemed to be in terror of his wife — was deferential, even humble in her presence, and when at last she swept her sour face from the room he made no attempt to hide his sigh of relief.




  “I am afraid we haven’t given you a very good dinner,” he said. “Her ladyship has had a little — er — disagreement with my cook.”




  Apparently her ladyship was in the habit of having little disagreements with her cook, for in the course of the conversation which followed he casually mentioned certain servants in his household who were no longer in his employ. He spoke mostly of their facial characteristics, and it seemed to Manfred, who was listening as intently as his companion, that his lordship was not a great authority upon the subject. He spoke haltingly, made several obvious slips, but Leon did not correct him. He mentioned casually that he had an additional interest in criminals because his own life had been threatened.




  “Let us go up and join my lady,” he said after a long and blundering exposition of some phase of criminology which Manfred could have sworn he had read up for the occasion.




  They went up the broad stairs into a little drawingroom on the first floor. It was empty. His lordship was evidently surprised.




  “I wonder—” he began, when the door opened and Lady Pertham ran in. Her face was white and her thin lips were trembling.




  “Pertham,” she said rapidly, “I’m sure there’s a man in my dressing-room.”




  “In your dressing-room?” said Lord Pertham, and ran out quickly.




  The two men would have followed him, but he stopped halfway up the stairs and waved them back.




  “You had better wait with her ladyship,” he said. “Ring for Thomas, my love,” he said.




  Standing at the foot of the stairs they heard him moving about. Presently they heard a cry and the sound of a struggle. Manfred was halfway up the stairs when a door slammed above. Then came the sound of voices and a shot, followed by a heavy fall.




  Manfred flung himself against the door from whence the sound came.




  “It’s all right,” said Lord Pertham’s voice.




  A second later he unlocked the door and opened it.




  “I’m afraid I’ve killed this fellow.”




  The smoking revolver was still in his hand. In the middle of the floor lay a poorly dressed man and his blood stained the pearl-grey carpet.




  Gonsalez walked quickly to the body and turned it over. At the first sight he knew that the man was dead. He looked long and earnestly in his face, and Lord Pertham said:




  “Do you know him?”




  “I think so,” said Gonsalez quietly. “He is my colour blind criminal,” for he had recognised the brother of Mrs. Prothero.




  They walked home to their lodgings that night leaving Lord Pertham closeted with a detective-inspector, and Lady Pertham in hysterics.




  Neither man spoke until they reached their flat, then Leon, with a sigh of content, curled up in the big armchair and pulled lovingly at an evilsmelling cigar.




  “Leon!”




  He took no notice.




  “Leon!”




  Leon shifted his head round and met George’s eye.




  “Did anything about that shooting tonight strike you as peculiar?”




  “Several things,” said Leon.




  “Such as?”




  “Such as the oddness of the fate that took Slippery Bill — that was the name of my burglar — to Lord Pertham’s house. It was not odd that he should commit the burglary, because he was a ladder larcenist, as you call him. By the way, did you look at the dead man’s hand?” he asked, twisting round and peering across the table at Manfred.




  “No, I didn’t,” said the other in surprise.




  “What a pity — you would have thought it still more peculiar. What are the things you were thinking of?”




  “I was wondering why Lord Pertham carried a revolver. He must have had it in his pocket at dinner.”




  “That is easily explained,” said Gonsalez. “Don’t you remember his telling us that his life had been threatened in anonymous letters?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “I had forgotten that,” he said. “But who locked the door?”




  “The burglar, of course,” said Leon and smiled. And by that smile Manfred knew that he was prevaricating. “And talking of locked doors—”




  and rose.




  He went into his room and returned with two little instruments that looked like the gongs of electric bells, except that there was a prong sticking up from each.




  He locked the sittingroom door and placed one of these articles on the floor, sticking the spike into the bottom of the door so that it was impossible to open without exercising pressure upon the bell. He tried it and there was a shrill peal.




  “That’s all right,” he said, and turned to examine the windows.




  “Are you expecting burglars?”




  “I am rather,” said Leon, “and really I cannot afford to lose my sleep.”




  Not satisfied with the fastening of the window he pushed in a little wedge, and performed the same office to the second of the windows looking upon the street.




  Another door, leading to Manfred’s room from the passage without, he treated as he had served the first.




  In the middle of the night there was a frantic ring from one of the bells. Manfred leapt out of bed and switched on the light. His own door was fast and he raced into the sittingroom, but Gonsalez was there before him examining the little sentinel by the door. The door had been unlocked. He kicked away the alarm with his slippered foot.




  “Come in, Lord Pertham,” he said. “Let’s talk this matter over.”




  There was a momentary silence, then the sound of a slippered foot, and a man came in. He was fully dressed and hatless, and Manfred, seeing the bald head, gasped.




  “Sit down and make yourself at home, and let me relieve you of that lethal weapon you have in your pocket, because this matter can be arranged very amicably,” said Leon.




  It was undoubtedly Lord Pertham, though the great mop of hair had vanished, and Manfred could only stare as Leon’s left hand slipped into the pocket of the midnight visitor and drew forth a revolver which he placed carefully on the mantelshelf.




  Lord Pertham sank into a chair and covered his face with his hands. For a while the silence was unbroken.




  “You may remember the Honourable George Fearnside,” began Leon, and Manfred started.




  “Fearnside? Why, he was on the Prince’s yacht—”




  “He was on the Prince’s yacht,” agreed Gonsalez, “and we thoroughly believed that he did not associate us with escaping malefactors, but apparently he knew us for the Four Just Men. You came into your title about six years ago, didn’t you, Pertham?”




  The bowed figure nodded. Presently he sat up — his face was white and there were black circles about his eyes.




  “Well, gentlemen,” he said, “it seems that instead of getting you, you have got me. Now what are you going to do?”




  Gonsalez laughed softly.




  “For myself,” he said, “I am certainly not going in the witnessbox to testify that Lord Pertham is a bigamist and for many years has been leading a double life. Because that would mean I should also have to admit certain uncomfortable things about myself.”




  The man licked his lips and then:




  “I came to kill you,” he said thickly.




  “So we gather,” said Manfred. “What is this story, Leon?”




  “Perhaps his lordship will tell us,” said Gonsalez.




  Lord Pertham looked round for something.




  “I want a glass of water,” he said, and it was Leon who brought it.




  “It is perfectly true,” said Lord Pertham after a while. “I recognised you fellows as two of the Four Just Men. I used to be a great friend of His Highness, and it was by accident that I was on board the yacht when you were taken off. His Highness told me a yarn about some escapade, but when I got to Spain and read the newspaper account of the escape I was pretty certain that I knew who you were. You probably know something about my early life, how I wert before the mast as a common sailor and travelled all over the world. It was the kind of life which satisfied me more than any, other, for I got to know people and places and to know them from an angle which I should never have understood in any other way. If you ever want to see the world, travel in the fo’c’sle,” he said with a half-smile.




  “I met Martha Grey one night in the East End of London at a theatre. When I was a seaman I acted like a seaman. My father and I were not on the best of terms and I never wanted to go home. She sat by my side in the pit of the theatre and ridiculous as it may seem to you I fell in love with her.”




  “You were then married?” said Leon, but the man shook his head.




  “No,” he said quickly. “Like a fool I was persuaded to marry her ladyship about three months later, after I had got sick of the sea and had come back to my own people. She was an heiress and it was a good match for me. That was before my father had inherited his cousin’s money. My life with her ladyship was a hell upon earth. You saw her tonight and you can guess the kind of woman she is. I have too great a respect for women and live too much in awe of them to exercise any control over her viperish temper and it was the miserable life I lived with her which drove me to seek out Martha.




  “Martha is a good girl,” he said, and there was a glitter in his eye as he challenged denial. “The purest, the dearest, the sweetest woman that ever lived. It was when I met her again that I realised how deeply in love I was, and as with a girl of her character there was no other way — I married her.




  “I had fever when I was on a voyage to Australia and lost all my hair. That was long before I met Martha. I suppose it was vanity on my part, but when I went back to my own life and my own people, as I did for a time after that, I had a wig made which served the double purpose of concealing my infirmity and preventing my being recognised by my former shipmates.




  “As the little hair I had had gone grey I had the wig greyed too, had it made large and poetical—” he smiled sadly, “to make my disguise more complete. Martha didn’t mind my bald head. God bless her!” he said softly, “and my life with her has been a complete and unbroken period of happiness. I have to leave her at times to manage my own affairs and in those times I pretend to be at sea, just as I used to pretend to her ladyship that business affairs called me to America to explain my absence from her.”




  “The man you shot was Martha’s half-brother, of course,” said Gonsalez, and Lord Pertham nodded.




  “It was just ill luck which brought him to my house,” he said, “sheer bad luck. In the struggle my wig came off, he recognised me and I shot him,” he said simply. “I shot him deliberately and in cold blood, not only because he threatened to wreck my happiness, but because for years he has terrorised his sister and has been living on her poor earnings.”




  Gonsalez nodded.




  “I saw grey hair in his hands and I guessed what had happened,” he said.




  “Now what are you going to do?” asked the Earl of Pertham.




  Leon was smoking now.




  “What are you going to do?” he asked in retort. “Perhaps you would like me to tell you?”




  “I should,” said the man earnestly.




  “You are going to take your bigamous wife abroad just as soon as this inquest is over, and you are going to wait a reasonable time and then persuade your wife to get a divorce. After which you will marry your Mrs. Prothero in your own name,” said Gonsalez.




  “Leon,” said Manfred after Fearnside had gone back to the room above, the room he had taken in the hope of discovering how much Gonsalez knew, “I think you are a thoroughly unmoral person. Suppose Lady Pertham does not divorce his lordship?”




  Leon laughed.




  “There is really no need for her to divorce Lord Pertham,” he said, “for his lordship told us a little lie. He married his Martha first, deserted her and went back to her. I happen to know this because I have already examined both registers, and I know there was a Mrs. Prothero before there was a Lady Pertham.”




  “You’re a wonderful fellow, Leon,” said Manfred admiringly.




  “I am,” admitted Leon Gonsalez.




  
Chapter 7


  The Man Who Loved Music
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  The most striking characteristics of Mr Homer Lynne were his deep and wide sympathies, and his love of Tschaikovsky’s “1812.” He loved music generally, but his neighbours in Pennerthon Road, Hampstead, could testify with vehemence and asperity to his preference for that great battle piece. It had led from certain local unpleasantness to a police-court application, having as its object the suppression of Mr. Homer Lynne as a public nuisance, and finally to the exchange of lawyers’ letters and the threat of an action in the High Court.




  That so sympathetic and kindly a gentleman should utterly disregard the feelings and desires of his neighbours, that he should have in his bedroom the largest gramophone that Hampstead had ever known, and a gramophone, moreover, fitted with an automatic arm, so that no sooner was the record finished than the needle was switched to the outer edge of the disc and began all over again, and that he should choose the midnight hour for his indulgence, were facts as strange as they were deplorable.




  Mr. Lynne had urged at the police court that the only method he had discovered for so soothing his nerves that he could ensure himself a night’s sleep, was to hear that thunderous piece.




  That Mr. Lynne was sympathetic at least three distressed parents could testify. He was a theatrical agent with large interests in South America; he specialised in the collection of “turns” for some twenty halls large and small, and the great artists who had travelled through the Argentine and Mexico, Chile and Brazil, had nothing but praise for the excellent treatment they had received at the hands of those Mr. Lynne represented. It was believed, and was in truth, a fact, that he was financially interested in quite a number of these places of amusement, which may have accounted for the courtesy and attention which the great performers received on their tour.




  He also sent out a number of small artists — microscopically small artists whose names had never figured on the play bills of Britain. They were chosen for their beauty, their sprightliness and their absence of ties.




  “It’s a beautiful country,” Mr. Homer Lynne would say.




  He was a grave, smooth man, cleanshaven, save for a sign of grey sidewhiskers, and people who did not know him would imagine that he was a successful lawyer, with an ecclesiastical practice.




  “It’s a beautiful country,” he would say, “but I don’t know whether I like sending a young girl out there. Of course, you’ll have a good salary, and live well — have you any relations?”




  If the girl produced a brother or a father, or even a mother, or an intimate maiden aunt, Mr. Lynne would nod and promise to write on the morrow, a promise which he fulfilled, regretting that he did not think the applicant would quite suit his purpose — which was true. But if she were isolated from these connections, if there were no relations to whom she would write, or friends who were likely to pester him with enquiries, her first-class passage was forthcoming — but not for the tour which the great artists followed, nor for the bigger halls where they would be likely to meet. They were destined for smaller halls, which were not so much theatre as cabaret.




  Now and again, on three separate occasions to be exact, the applicant for an engagement would basely deceive him. She would say she had no relations, and lo! there would appear an inquisitive brother, or, as in the present case, a father.




  On a bright morning in June, Mr. Lynne sat in his comfortable chair, his hands folded, regarding gravely a nervous little man who sat on the other side of the big mahogany desk balancing his bowler hat on his knees.




  “Rosie Goldstein,” said Mr. Lynne thoughtfully, “I seem to remember the name.”




  He rang a bell and a dark young man answered.




  “Bring me my engagement book, Mr. Mandez,” said Mr. Lynne.




  “You see how it is, Mr. Lynne,” said the caller anxiously — he was unmistakably Hebraic and very nervous. “I hadn’t any idea that Rosie had gone abroad until a friend of hers told me that she had come here and got an engagement.”




  “I see,” said Mr. Lynne. “She did not tell you she was going.”




  “No, sir.”




  The dark young man returned with the book and Mr. Lynne turned the pages leisurely, running his finger down a list of names.




  “Here we are,” he said. “Rosie Goldstein. Yes, I remember the girl now, but she told me she was an orphan.”




  Goldstein nodded.




  “I suppose she thought I’d stop her,” he said with a sigh of relief. “But as long as I know where she is, I’m not so worried. Have you her present address?”




  Lynne closed the book carefully and beamed at the visitor.




  “I haven’t her present address,” he said cheerfully, “but if you will write her a letter and address it to me, I will see that it goes forward to our agents in Buenos Aires: they, of course, will be able to find her. You see, there are a large number of halls in connection with the circuit, and it is extremely likely that she may be performing up-country. It is quite impossible to keep track of every artist.”




  “I understand that, sir,” said the grateful little Jew.




  “She ought to have told you,” said the sympathetic Lynne shaking his head.




  He really meant that she ought to have told him.




  “However, we’ll see what can be done.”




  He offered his plump hand to the visitor, and the dark young man showed him to the door.




  Three minutes later Mr. Lynne was interviewing a pretty girl who had the advantage of stage experience — she had been a member of a beauty chorus in a travelling revue. And when the eager girl had answered questions relating to her stage experiences, which were few, Mr. Lynne came to the real crux of the interview.




  “Now what do your father and mother say about this idea of your accepting this engagement to go abroad?” he asked with his most benevolent smile.




  “I have no father or mother,” said the girl, and Mr. Lynne guessed from the momentary quiver of the lips that she had lost one of these recently.




  “You have brothers, perhaps?”




  “I have no brothers,” she answered, shaking her head. “I haven’t any relations in the world, Mr. Lynne. You will let me go, won’t you?” she pleaded.




  Mr. Lynne would let her go. If the truth be told, the minor “artists” he sent to the South American continent were infinitely more profitable than the great performers whose names were household words in London.




  “I will write you tomorrow,” he said conventionally.




  “You will let me go?”




  He smiled.




  “You are certain to go Miss Hacker. You need have no fear on the subject. I will send you on the contract — no, you had better come here and sign it.”




  The girl ran down the stairs into Leicester Square, her heart singing. An engagement at three times bigger than the biggest salary she had ever received! She wanted to tell everybody about it, though she did not dream that in a few seconds she would babble her happiness to a man who at that moment was a perfect stranger.




  He was a foreign-looking gentleman, well dressed and goodlooking. He had the kind of face that appeals to children — an appeal that no psychologist has ever yet analysed.




  She met him literally by accident. He was standing at the bottom of the stairs as she came down, and missing her footing she fell forward into his arms.




  “I am ever so sorry,” she said with a smile.




  “You don’t look very sorry,” smiled the man. “You look more like a person who had just got a very nice engagement to go abroad.”




  She stared at him.




  “However did you know that?”




  “I know it because — well, I know,” he laughed, and apparently abandoning his intention of going upstairs, he turned and walked with her into the street.




  “Yes, I am,” she nodded. “I’ve had a wonderful opportunity. Are you in the profession?”




  “No, I’m not in the profession,” said Leon Gonsalez, “if you mean the theatrical profession, but I know the countries you’re going to rather well. Would you like to hear something about the Argentine?”




  She looked at him dubiously.




  “I should very much,” she hesitated, “but I—”




  “I’m going to have a cup of tea, come along,” said Leon good-humouredly.




  Though she had no desire either for tea or even for the interview (though she was dying to tell somebody) the magnetic personality of the man held her, and she fell in by his side. And at that very moment Mr. Lynne was saying to the dark-skinned man:




  “Fonsio! She’s a beaut!” and that staid man kissed the bunched tips of his fingers ecstatically.




  This was the thud time Leon Gonsalez had visited the elegant offices of Mr. Homer Lynne in Panton Street.




  Once there was an organisation which was called the Four Just Men, and these had banded themselves together to execute justice upon those whom the law had missed, or passed by, and had earned for themselves a reputation which was world-wide. One had died, and of the three who were left, Poiccart (who had been called the brains of the four) was living quietly in Seville. To him had come a letter from a compatriot in Rio, a compatriot who did not identify him with the organisation of the Four Just Men, but had written vehemently of certain abominations. There had been an exchange of letters, and Poiccart had discovered that most of these fresh English girls who had appeared in the dance halls of obscure towns had been imported through the agency of the respectable Mr. Lynne, and Poiccart had written to his friends in London.




  “Yes, it’s a beautiful country,” said Leon Gonsalez, stirring his tea thoughtfully. “I suppose you’re awfully pleased with yourself.”




  “Oh, it’s wonderful,” said the girl. “Fancy, I’m going to receive £12 a week and my board and lodging. Why, I shall be able to save almost all of it.”




  “Have you any idea where you will perform?”




  The girl smiled.




  “I don’t know the country,” she said, “and it’s dreadfully ignorant of me, but I don’t know one single town in the Argentine.”




  “There aren’t many people who do,” smiled Leon, “but you’ve heard of Brazil, I suppose?”




  “Yes, it’s a little country in South America,” she nodded, “I know that.”




  “Where the nuts come from,” laughed Leon. “No, it’s not a little country in South America: it’s a country as wide as from here to the centre of Persia, and as long as from Brighton to the equator. Does that give you any idea?”




  She stared at him.




  And then he went on, but confined himself to the physical features of the sub-continent. Not once did he refer to her contract — that was not his object. That object was disclosed, though not to her, when he said:




  “I must send you a book. Miss Hacker: it will interest you if you are going to the Argentine. It is full of very accurate information.”




  “Oh, thank you,” she said gratefully. “Shall I give you my address?”




  That was exactly what Leon had been fishing for. He put the scrap of paper she had written on into his pocketbook, and left her.




  George Manfred, who had acquired a two-seater car, picked him up outside the National Gallery, and drove him to Kensington Gardens, the refreshment buffet of which, at this hour of the day, was idle. At one of the deserted tables Leon disclosed the result of his visit.




  “It was singularly fortunate that I should have met one of the lambs.”




  “Did you see Lynne himself?”




  Leon nodded.




  “After I left the girl I went up and made a call. It was rather difficult to get past the Mexican gentleman — Mandez I think his name is — into the sanctum but eventually Lynne saw me.”




  He chuckled softly:




  “I do not play on the banjo; I declare this to you, my dear George, in all earnestness. The banjo to me is a terrible instrument—”




  “Which, means,” said Manfred with a smile, “that you described yourself as a banjo soloist who wanted a job in South America.”




  “Exactly,” said Leon, “and I need hardly tell you that I was not engaged. The man is interesting, George.”




  “All men are interesting to you, Leon,” laughed Manfred, putting aside the coffee he had ordered, and lighting a long, thin cigar.




  “I should have loved to tell him that his true vocation was arson. He has the face of the true incendiary, and I tell you George, that Lombroso was never more accurate than when he described that type. A fair, dear, delicate skin, a plump, babylike face, hair extraordinarily fine: you can pick them out anywhere.”




  He caressed his chin and frowned.




  “Callous destruction of human happiness also for profit. I suppose the same type of mind would commit both crimes. It is an interesting parallel. I should like to consult our dear friend Poiccart on that subject.”




  “Can he be touched by the law?” asked Manfred. “Is there no way of betraying him?”




  “Absolutely none,” said Leon shortly. “The man is a genuine agent. He has the names of some of the best people on his books and they all speak loudly in his praise. The lie that is half a lie is easier to detect than the criminal who is half honest. If the chief cashier of the Bank of England turned forger, he would be the most successful forger in the world. This man has covered himself at every point. I had a talk with a Jewish gentleman — a pathetic old soul named Goldstein, whose daughter went abroad some seven or eight months ago. He has not heard from her, and he told me that Lynne was very much surprised to discover that she had any relations at all. The unrelated girl is his best investment.”




  “Did Lynne give the old man her address?”




  Leon shrugged his shoulders.




  “There are a million square miles in the Argentine — where is she? Cordoba, Tucuman, Mendoza, San Louis, Santa Fe, Rio Cuario, those are a few towns. And there are hundreds of towns where this girl may be dancing, towns which have no British or American Consul. It’s rather horrible, George.”




  Manfred looked thoughtfully across the green spaces in the park.




  “If we could be sure,” said Gonsalez softly. “It will take exactly two months to satisfy us, and I think it would be worth the money. Our young friend will leave by the next South American packet, and you, some time ago, were thinking of returning to Spain. I think I will take the trip.”




  George nodded.




  “I thought you would,” he said. “I really can’t see how we can act unless you do.”




  Miss Lilah Hacker was amazed when she boarded the Braganza at Boulogne to discover that she had as fellow passenger the polite stranger who had lectured so entertainingly on the geography of South America.




  To the girl her prospect was rosy and bright. She was looking forward to a land of promise, her hopes for the future were at zenith, and if she was disappointed a little that the agreeable Gonsalez did not keep her company on the voyage, but seemed for ever preoccupied, that was a very unimportant matter.




  It was exactly a month from the day she put foot on the Braganza that her hope and not a little of her faith in humanity were blasted by a stout Irishman whose name was Rafferty, but who had been born in the Argentine. He was the proprietor of a dance hall called “La Plaza” in a cattle town in the interior. She had been sent there with two other girls wiser than she, to entertain the half-breed vaqueros who thronged the town at night, and for whom “La Plaza” was the principal attraction.




  “You’ve got to get out of them ways of yours,” said Rafferty, twisting his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. “When Senor Santiago wanted you to sit on his knee last night, you made a fuss, I’m told.”




  “Of course, I did,” said the girl indignantly. “Why, he’s coloured!”




  “Now see here,” said Mr. Rafferty, “there ain’t no coloured people in this country. Do you get that? Mr. Santiago is a gentleman and he’s got stacks of money, and the next time he pays you a little attention, you’ve got to be pleasant, see?”




  “I’ll do nothing of the sort,” said the girl, pale and shaking, “and I’m going straight back to Buenos Aires tonight.”




  “Oh you are, are you?” Rafferty smiled broadly. “That’s an idea you can get out of your head, too.”




  Suddenly he gripped her by the arm.




  “You’re going up to your room, now,” he said, “and you’re going to stay there till I bring you out tonight to do your show, and if you give me any of your nonsense — you’ll be sorry!”




  He pushed her through the rough unpainted door of the little cell which was termed bedroom, and he paused in the doorway to convey information (and there was a threat in the course of it) which left her white and staring.




  She came down that night and did her performance and to her surprise and relief did not excite even the notice of the wealthy Mr. Santiago, a half-bred Spaniard with a yellow face, who did not so much as look at her.




  Mr. Rafferty was also unusually bland and polite.




  She went to her room that night feeling more comfortable. Then she discovered that her key was gone, and she sat up until one o’clock in the morning waiting for she knew not what. At that hour came a soft footfall in the passage; somebody tried the handle of her door, but she had braced a chair under the handle.




  They pushed and the rickety chair creaked; then there was a sound like a stick striking a cushion, and she thought she heard somebody sliding against the wooden outer wall of the room. A tap came to her door.




  “Miss Hacker,” the voice said. She recognised it immediately. “Open the door quickly. I want to get you away.”




  With a trembling hand she removed the chair, and the few little articles of furniture she had piled against the door, and opened it. By the light of the candle which was burning in her room she recognised the man who had been her fellow passenger on the Braganza.




  “Come quietly,” he said. “There is a back stair to the compound. Have you a cloak? Bring it, because you have a sixty-mile motor journey before we come to the railway…”




  As she came through the door she saw the upturned toes of somebody who was lying in the passage, and with a shudder she realised that was the thumping sound she had heard.




  They reached the big yard behind the “Plaza” crowded with the dusty motorcars of ranchers and their foremen, who had come into town for the evening, and passed out through the doorway. A big car was standing in the middle of the road, and to this he guided her. She threw one glance back at Rafferty’s bar. The windows blazed with light, the sound of the orchestra came faintly through the still night air, then she dropped her head on her hands and wept.




  Leon Gonsalez had a momentary pang of contrition, for he might have saved her all this.




  It was two months exactly from the day he had left London, when he came running up the stairs of the Jermyn Street flat and burst in upon Manfred.




  “You’re looking fit and fine, Leon,” said George, jumping up and gripping his hand. “You didn’t write and I ever expected that you would. I only got back from Spain two days ago.”




  He gave the news from Seville and then:




  “You proved the case?”




  “To our satisfaction,” said Leon grimly. “Though you would not satisfy the law that Lynne was guilty. It is, however, a perfectly clear case. I visited his agent when I was in Buenos Aires, and took the liberty of rifling his desk in his absence. I found several letters from Lynne and by their tone there can be no doubt whatever that Lynne is consciously engaged in this traffic.”




  They looked at one another.




  “The rest is simple,” said Manfred, “and I will leave you to work out the details, my dear Leon, with every confidence that Mr. Homer Lynne will be very sorry indeed that he departed from the safe and narrow way.”




  There was no more painstaking, thorough or conscientious workman that Leon Gonsalez. The creation of punishment was to him a work of love. No General ever designed the battle with a more punctilious regard to the minutest detail than Leon.




  Before the day was over he had combed the neighbourhood in which Mr. Lynne lived of every vital fact. It was then that he learnt of Mr. Lynne’s passion for music. The cab which took Leon back to Jermyn Street did not go fast enough: he literally leapt into the sittingroom, chortling his joy.




  “The impossible is possible, my dear George,” he cried, pacing about the apartment like a man demented. “I thought I should never be able to carry my scheme into effect, but he loves music, George! He adores the tuneful phonograph!”




  “A little ice water, I think,” suggested Manfred gently.




  “No, no,” said Leon, “I am not hot, I am cool: I am ice itself! And who would expect such good luck? Tonight we will drive to Hampstead and we will hear his concert.”




  It was a long time before he gave a coherent account of what he had learnt. Mr. Lynne was extremely unpopular in the neighbourhood, and Leon explained why.




  Manfred understood better that night, when the silence of the sedate road in which Mr. Lynne’s detached house was situated was broken by the shrill sound of trumpets, and the rolling of drums, the clanging of bells, the simulated boom of cannon — all the barbarian musical interjection which has made “1812” so popular with unmusical people.




  “It sounds like a real band,” said Manfred in surprise.




  A policeman strolled along, and seeing the car standing before the house, turned his head with a laugh.




  “It’s an awful row, isn’t it?”




  “I wonder it doesn’t wake everybody up,” suggested Manfred.




  “It does,” replied the policeman, “or it did until they got used to it. It’s the loudest gramophone in the world, I should think: like one of those things you have at the bottom of the tube stairs, to tell the people to move on. A stentaphone, isn’t it?”




  “How long does this go on? All night?” asked Manfred.




  “For about an hour, I believe,” said the policeman. “The gentleman who lives in that house can’t go to sleep without music. He’s a bit artistic, I think.”




  “He is,” said Leon grimly.




  The next day he found out that four servants were kept in the establishment, three of whom slept on the premises. Mr. Lynne was in the habit of returning home every evening at about ten o’clock, except on Fridays when he went out of Town.




  Wednesday evening was the cook’s night out, and it was also the night when Mr. Lynne’s butler and general factotum was allowed an evening off. There remained the housemaid, and even she presented no difficulty. The real trouble was that all these people would return to the house or the neighbourhood at eleven o’clock. Leon decided to make his appointment with Mr. Lynne for Friday night, on which day he usually went to Brighton. He watched the genial man leave Victoria, and then he called up Lynne’s house.




  “Is that Masters?” he asked, and a man’s voice answered him.




  “Yes, sir,” was the reply.




  “It is Mr. Mandez here,” said Leon, imitating the curious broken English of Lynne’s Mexican assistant. “Mr. Lynne is returning to the house tonight on very important business, and he does not want any of the servants to be there.”




  “Indeed, sir,” said Masters and showed no surprise. Evidently these instructions had been given before. Leon had expected some difficulty here, and had prepared a very elaborate explanation which it was not necessary to give.




  “He wouldn’t like me to stay, sir?”




  “Oh, no,” said Leon. “Mr. Lynne particularly said that nobody was to be in the house. He wants the side door and the kitchen door left unlocked,” he added as an afterthought. It was a brilliant afterthought if it came off, and apparently it did.




  “Very good, sir,” said Masters.




  Leon went straight from the telephone call-box, where he had sent the message, to the counter and wrote out a wire, addressed to Lynne, Hotel Ritz,- Brighton. The message ran:




  “The girl Goldstein has been discovered at Santa Fe. Terrible row. Police have been making enquiries. Have very important information for you. I am waiting for you at your house.”




  He signed it Mandez.




  “He will get the wire at eight. There is a train back at nine. That should bring him to Hampstead by half past ten,” said Leon when he had rejoined Manfred who was waiting for him outside the post office. “We will be there an hour earlier: that is as soon as it is dark.”




  They entered the house without the slightest difficulty. Manfred left his two-seater outside a doctor’s house, a place where an unattended car would not be noticed, and went on foot to Lynne’s residence. It was a large detached house, expensively furnished, and as Leon had expected, the servants had gone. He located Lynne’s room, a big apartment at the front of the house.




  “There is his noise box,” said Leon pointing to a handsome cabinet near the window. “Electrical, too. Where does that wire lead?”




  He followed the flex to a point above the head of the bed, where it terminated in what looked like a hanging bell push.




  Leon was momentarily puzzled and then a light dawned upon him.




  “Of course, if he has this infernal noise to make him go to sleep, the bell push switches off the music and saves him getting out of bed.”




  He opened the lid of the gramophone cabinet and examined the record.




  “1812,” he chuckled. He lifted the needle from the disc, turned the switch and the green table revolved. Then he walked to the head of the bed and pushed the knob of the bell push. Instantly the revolutions stopped.




  “That is it,” he nodded, and turned over the soundbox, letting the needle rest upon the edge of the record.




  “That,” he pointed to a bronze rod which ran from the centre to the side of the disc and fitted to some adjustment in the soundbox, “is the repeater. It is an American invention which I saw in Buenos Aires, but I haven’t seen many on this side. When the record is finished the rod automatically transfers the needle to the beginning of the record.”




  “So that it can go on and on and on,” said Manfred interested. “I don’t wonder our friend is unpopular.”




  Leon was looking round the room for something and at last he found what he was seeking. It was a brass clothes peg fastened to a door which led to a dressing-room. He put all his weight on the peg but it held firm.




  “Excellent,” he said, and opened his bag. From this he took a length of stout cord and skilfully knotted one end to the clothes hook. He tested it but it did not move. From the bag he took a pair of handcuffs, unlocked and opened them and laid them on the bed. Then he took out what looked to be a Field-Marshal’s baton. It was about fourteen inches long, and fastened around were two broad strips of felt; tied neatly to the baton were nine pieces of cord which were fastened at one end to the cylinder. The cords were twice the length of the handle and were doubled over neatly and temporarily fastened to the handle by pieces of twine.




  Leon looked at one end of the baton and Manfred saw a red seal.




  “What on earth is that, Leon?”




  Leon showed him the seal, and Manfred read:




  “Prison Commission.”




  “That,” said Leon, “is what is colloquially known as the ‘cat’. In other words, the ‘cat of nine tails’. It is an authentic instrument which I secured with some difficulty.”




  He cut the twine that held the cords to the handle and let the nine thongs fall straight. Manfred took them into his hands and examined them curiously. The cords were a little thinner than ordinary window line, but more closely woven: at the end of each thong there was a binding of yellow silk for about half an inch.




  Leon took the weapon in his hands and sent the cords whistling round his head.




  “Made in Pentonville Gaol,” he explained, “and I’m afraid I’m not as expert as the gentleman who usually wields it.”




  The dusk grew to darkness. The two men made their way downstairs and waited in the room leading from the hall.




  At half past ten exactly they heard a key turn in the lock and the door close.




  “Are you there, Mandez?” called the voice of Mr. Lynne, and it sounded anxious.




  He took three steps towards the door and then Gonsalez stepped out.




  “Good evening, Mr. Lynne,” he said.




  The man switched on the light.




  He saw before him a figure plainly dressed, but who it was he could not guess, for the intruder’s face was covered by a white semi-diaphanous veil.




  “Who are you? What do you want?” gasped Lynne.




  “I want you,” said Leon shortly. “Before we go any further, I will tell you this, Mr. Lynne, that if you make an outcry, if you attempt to attract attention from outside, it will be the last sound you ever make.”




  “What do you want of me?” asked the stout man shakily, and then his eyes fell upon Manfred similarly veiled and he collapsed into the hall chair.




  Manfred gripped his arm and led him upstairs to his bedroom. The blinds were pulled and the only light came from a small table-lamp by the side of the bed.




  “Take off your coat,” said Manfred.




  Mr. Lynne obeyed.




  “Now your waistcoat.”




  The waistcoat was discarded.




  “Now I fear I shall have to have your shirt,” said Gonsalez.




  “What are you going to do?” asked the man hoarsely.




  “I will tell you later.”




  The stout man, his face twitching, stood bare to the waist, and offered no resistance when Manfred snapped the handcuffs on him.




  They led him to the door where the hat peg was, and deftly Leon slipped the loose end of the rope through the links and pulled his manacled hands tightly upwards.




  “Now we can talk,” said Gonsalez. “Mr. Lynne, for some time you have been engaged in abominable traffic. You have been sending women, who sometimes were no more than children, to South America, and the penalties for that crime are, as you know, a term of imprisonment and this.”




  He picked the baton from where he had placed it, and shook out the loose cords. Mr. Lynne gazed at them over his shoulder, with a fascinated stare.




  “This is colloquially known as the ‘cat of nine tails’,” said Gonsalez, and sent the thongs shrilling round his head.




  “I swear to you I never knew—” blubbered the man. “You can’t prove it—”




  “I do not intend proving it in public,” said Leon carefully. “I am here merely to furnish proof to you that you cannot break the law and escape punishment.”




  And then it was that Manfred started the gramophone revolving, and the blare of trumpets and the thunder of drums filled the room with strident harmony.




  The same policeman to whom Manfred and Gonsalez had spoken a few nights previously paced slowly past the house and stopped to listen with a grin. So, too, did a neighbour.




  “What a din that thing makes,” said the aggrieved householder.




  “Yes it does,” admitted the policeman. “I think he wants a new record. It sounds almost as though somebody was shrieking their head off, doesn’t it?”




  “It always sounds like that to me,” grumbled the neighbour, and went on.




  The policeman smiled and resumed his beat, and from behind the windows of Mr. Lynne’s bedroom came the thrilling cadences of the “Marseillaise” and the boom of guns, and a shrill thin sound of fear and pain for which Tschaikovsky was certainly not responsible.




  
Chapter 8


  The Man Who Was Plucked
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  On Sunday night Martaus Club is always crowded with the smartest of the smart people who remain in Town over the weekend. Martaus Club is a place of shaded lights, of white napery, of glittering silver and glass, of exotic flowers, the tables set about the walls framing a parallelogram of shining floor.




  Young men and women, and older folks too, can be very happy in Martaus Club — at a price. It is not the size of the “note” which Louis, the head waiter, initials, nor the amazing cost of wine, nor the half-a-crown strawberries, that breaks a man.




  John Eden could have footed the bill for all he ate or drank or smoked in Martaus, and in truth the club was as innocent as it was gay. A pack of cards had never been found within its portals. Louis knew every face and the history behind the face, and could have told within a few pounds just what was the bank balance of every habitue. He did not know John Eden, who was the newest of members, but he guessed shrewdly.




  John Eden had danced with a strange girl, which was unusual at Martaus, for you bring your own dancing partner, and never under any circumstances solicit a dance with a stranger.




  But Welby was there. Jack knew him slightly, though he had not seen him for years. Welby was the mirror of fashion and apparently a person of some importance. When he came across to him. Jack felt rather like a country cousin. He had been eight years in South Africa, and he felt rather out of it, but Welby was kindness itself, and then and there insisted upon introducing him to Maggie Vane. A beautiful girl, beautifully gowned, magnificently jewelled — her pearl necklace cost £20,000 — she rather took poor Jack’s breath away, and when she suggested that they should go to Bingley’s, he would not have dreamt of refusing.




  As he passed out through the lobby Louis, the head waiter, with an apology, brushed a little bit of fluff from his dress-coat, and said in a voice, inaudible, save to Jack: “Don’t go to Bingley’s,” which was of course a preposterous piece of impertinence, and Jack glared at him.




  He was at Bingley’s until six o’clock in the morning, and left behind him cheques which would absorb every penny he had brought back from Africa, and a little more. He had come home dreaming of a little estate with a little shooting and a little fishing, and the writing of that book of his on big-game hunting, and all his dreams went out when the croupier, with a smile on his bearded lips, turned a card with a mechanical:




  “Le Rouge gagnant et couleur.”




  He had never dreamt Bingley’s was a gambling-house, and it certainly had not that appearance when he went in. It was only when this divine girl introduced him to the inner room, where they played trente-et-quarante and he saw how high the stakes were running, that he began to feel nervous. He sat by her side at the table and staked modestly and won. And continued to win — until he increased his stakes.




  They were very obliging at Bingley’s. They accepted cheques, and. indeed, had cheque forms ready to be filled in.




  Jack Eden came back to the flat he had taken in Jermyn Street, which was immediately above that occupied by Manfred and Leon Gonsalez, and wrote a letter to his brother in India…




  Manfred heard the shot and woke up. He came out into the sittingroom in his pyjamas to find Leon already there, looking at the ceiling, the whitewash of which was discoloured by a tiny red patch which was growing larger.




  Manfred went out on to the landing and found the proprietor of the flats in his shirt and trousers, for he had heard the shot from his basement apartment.




  “I thought it was in your room, sir,” he said, “it must be in Mr. Eden’s apartment.”




  Going up the stairs he explained that Mr. Eden was a new arrival in the country. The door of his flat was locked, but the proprietor produced a key which opened it. The lights were burning in the sittingroom, and one glance told Manfred the story. A huddled figure was lying across the table, from which the blood was dripping and forming a pool on the floor.




  Gonsalez handled the man scientifically.




  “He is not dead,” he said. “I doubt if the bullet has touched any vital organ.”




  The man had shot himself in the breast; from the direction of the wound Gonsalez was fairly sure that the injuries were minor. He applied a first-aid dressing and together they lifted him on to a sofa. Then when the wound was dressed, Gonsalez looked round and saw the telltale letter.




  “Pinner,” he said, holding the letter up, “I take it that you do not want to advertise the fact that somebody attempted to commit suicide in one of your flats?”




  “That is the last thing in the world I want,” said the flat proprietor, fervently.




  “Then I’m going to put this letter in my pocket. Will you telephone to the hospital and say there has been an accident. Don’t talk about suicide. The gentleman has recently come back from South Africa; he was packing his pistol, and it exploded.”




  The man nodded and left the room hurriedly.




  Gonsalez went to where Eden was lying and it was at that moment the young man’s eyes opened. He looked from Manfred to Gonsalez with a puzzled frown.




  “My friend,” said Leon, in a gentle voice as he leant over the wounded man, “you have had an accident, you understand? You are not fatally injured; in fact, I think your injury is a very slight one. The ambulance will come for you and you will go to a hospital and I will visit you daily.”




  “Who are you?” whispered the man.




  “I am a neighbour of yours,” smiled Leon.




  “The letter!” Eden gasped the words and Leon nodded.




  “I have it in my pocket,” he said, “and I will restore it to you when you are recovered. You understand that you have had an accident?”




  Eden nodded.




  A quarter of an hour later the hospital ambulance rolled up to the door, and the would-be suicide was taken away.




  “Now,” said Leon, when they were back in their own room, “we will discover what all this is about,” and very calmly he slit open the envelope and read.




  “What is it?” asked Manfred.




  “Our young friend came back from South Africa with £7,000, which he had accumulated in eight years of hard work. He lost it in less than eight hours at a gambling-house which he does not specify. He has not only lost all the money he has but more, and apparently has given cheques to meet his debts.”




  Leon scratched his chin.




  “That necessitates a further examination of his room. I wonder if the admirable Mr. Pinner will object?”




  The admirable Mr. Pinner was quite willing that Leon should anticipate the inevitable visit of the police. The search was made, and Leon found a chequebook for which he had been looking, tucked away in the inside pocket of Jack Eden’s dress-suit, and brought it down to his room.




  “No names,” he said disappointedly. “Just ‘cash’ on every counterfoil. All, I should imagine, to the same person. He banks with the Third National Bank of South Africa, which has an office in Throgmorton Street.”




  He carefully copied the numbers of the cheques — there were ten in all.




  “First of all,” he said, “as soon as the post office is open we will send a telegram to the bank stopping the payment of these. Of course he can be sued, but a gambling debt is not recoverable at law, and before that happens we shall see many developments.”




  The first development came the next afternoon. Leon had given instructions that anybody who called for Mr. Eden was to be shown up to him, and at three o’clock came a very smartly dressed young man who aspirated his h’s with suspicious emphasis. “Is this Mr. Eden’s flat?”




  “No, it isn’t,” said Gonsalez. “It is the flat of myself and my friend who are acting for Mr. Eden.”




  The visitor frowned suspiciously at Leon.




  “Acting for him?” he said. “Well, you can perhaps give me a little information about some cheques that have been stopped. My governor went to get a special clearance this morning, and the bank refused payment. Does Mr. Eden know all about this?”




  “Who is your governor?” asked Leon pleasantly.




  “Mr. Mortimer Birn.”




  “And his address?”




  The young man gave it. Mr. Mortimer Birn was apparently a bill-discounter, and had cashed the cheques for a number of people who did not want to pass them through their banks. The young man was very emphatic as to the cheques being the property of a large number of people.




  “And they all came to Mr. Birn. What a singular coincidence,” agreed Leon.




  “I’d rather see Mr. Eden, if you don’t mind,” said the emissary of Mr. Mortimer Birn, and his tone was unpleasant.




  “You cannot see him because he has met with an accident,” said Leon. “But I will see your Mr. Birn.”




  He found Mr. Birn in a very tiny office in Glasshouse Street. The gentleman’s business was not specified either on the doorplate or on the painted window, but Leon smelt “moneylender” the moment he went into his office.




  The outer office was unoccupied when he entered. It was a tiny dusty cupboard of a place with just room enough to put a diminutive table, and the space was further curtailed by a wooden partition, head high, which served to exclude the unfortunate person who occupied the room from draughts and immediate observation. A door marked private led to Mr. Birn’s holy of holies and from this room came the sound of loud voices.




  Gonsalez listened.




  “… come without telephoning, hey? She always comes in the morning, haven’t I told you a hundred times?” roared one voice.




  “She doesn’t know me,” grumbled the other.




  “She’s only got to see your hair…”




  It was at that moment that the young man who called at Jermyn Street came out of the room. Gonsalez had a momentary glimpse of two men. One was short and stout, the other was tall, but it was his bright red hair that caught Leon’s eye. And then Mr. Birn’s clerk went back to the room and the voices ceased. When Gonsalez was ushered into the office, only the proprietor of the establishment was visible.




  Birn was a stout bald man, immensely affable. He told Leon the same story as his clerk had told.




  “Now, what is Eden going to do about these cheques?” asked Birn at last.




  “I don’t think he’s going to meet them,” said Leon gently. “You see, they are gambling debts.”




  “They are cheques,” interrupted Birn, “and a cheque is a cheque whether it’s for a gambling debt or a sack of potatoes.”




  “Is that the law?” asked Leon, “and if it is, will you write me a letter to that effect, in which case you will be paid.”




  “Certainly I will,” said Mr. Birn. “If that’s all you want, I’ll write it now.”




  “Proceed,” said Leon, but Mr. Birn did not write the letter. Instead he talked about his lawyers; grew virtuously indignant on the unsportsmanlike character of people who repudiated debts of honour (how he came to be satisfied that the cheques represented gambling losses, he did not explain) and ended the interview a little apoplectically. And all the time Leon was speculating upon the identity of the third man he had seen and who had evidently left the room through one of the three doors which opened from the office.




  Leon went down the narrow stairs into the street, and as he stepped on to the pavement, a little car drove up and a girl descended. She did not look at him, but brushing past ran up the stairs. She was alone, and had driven her own luxurious coupe. Gonsalez, who was interested, waited till she came out, which was not for twenty minutes, and she was obviously distressed.




  Leon was curious and interested. He went straight on to the hospital where they had taken Eden, and found the young man sufficiently recovered to be able to talk.




  His first words betrayed his anxiety and his contrition.




  “I say, what did you do with that letter? I was a fool to—”




  “Destroyed it,” said Leon, which was true. “Now, my young friend, you’ve got to tell me something. Where was the gambling-house to which you went?”




  It took a long time to persuade Mr. John Eden that he was not betraying a confidence and then he told him the whole story from beginning to end.




  “So it was a lady who took you there, eh?” said Leon thoughtfully.




  “She wasn’t in it,” said John Eden quickly. “She was just a visitor like myself. She told me she had lost five hundred pounds.”




  “Naturally, naturally,” said Leon. “Is she a fair lady with very blue eyes, and has she a little car of her own?”




  The man looked surprised.




  “Yes, she drove me in her car,” he said, “and she is certainly fair and has blue eyes. In fact, she’s one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever seen. You needn’t worry about the lady, sir,” he said shaking his head. “Poor girl, she was victimised, if there was any victimisation.”




  “196 Paul Street, Mayfair, I think you said.”




  “I’m certain it was Paul Street, and almost as sure it was 196,” said Eden. “But I hope you’re not going to take any action against them, because it was my own fault. Aren’t you one of the two gentlemen who live in the flat under me?” he asked suddenly.




  Leon nodded.




  “I suppose the cheques have been presented and some of them have come back.”




  “They have not been presented yet, or at any rate they have not been honoured,” said Leon. “And had you shot yourself, my young friend, they would not have been honoured at all, because your bank would have stopped payment automatically.”




  Manfred dined alone that night. Leon had not returned, and there had been no news from him until eight o’clock, when there came a District Messenger with a note asking Manfred to give the bearer his dress clothes and one or two articles which he mentioned.




  Manfred was too used to the ways of Leon Gonsalez to be greatly surprised. He packed a small suitcase, sent the messenger boy off with it and he himself spent the evening writing letters.




  At half past two he heard a slight scuffle in the street outside, and Leon came in without haste, and in no wise perturbed, although he had just emerged from a rough-and-tumble encounter with a young man who had been watching the house all the evening for his return.




  He was not in evening dress, Manfred noticed, but was wearing the clothes he had on when he went out in the morning.




  “You got your suitcase all right?”




  “Oh yes, quite,” replied Leon.




  He took a short stick from his trousers pocket, a stick made of rhinoceros hide, and called in South Africa a “sjambok”. It was about a foot and a half in length, but it was a formidable weapon and was one of the articles which Leon had asked for. He examined it in the light.




  “No, I didn’t cut his scalp,” he said. “I was afraid I had.”




  “Who was this?”




  Before he replied, Leon put out the light, pulled back the curtains from the open window and looked out. He came back, replaced the curtains, and put the light on again.




  “He has gone away, but I do not think we have seen the last of that crowd,” he said.




  He drank a glass of water, sat down by the table and laughed.




  “Do you realise, my dear Manfred,” he said, “that we have a friend in Mr. Fare, the Police Commissioner, and that he occasionally visits us?”




  “I realise that very well,” smiled Manfred. “Why, have you seen him?”




  Leon shook his head.




  “No, only other people have seen him and have associated me with the Metropolitan Constabulary. I had occasion to interview our friend Mr. Bingley, and he and those who are working with him are perfectly satisfied that I am what is known in London as a ‘split’, in other words a detective, and it is generally believed that I am engaged in the business of suppressing gambling-houses. Hence the mild attention I have received and hence the fact, as I recognised when I was on my way back to Jermyn Street to-day — luckily I had forgotten to tell the cabman where to stop and he passed the watchers before I could stop him — that I am under observation.”




  He described his visit to the hospital and his interview with Mr. Birn.




  “Birn, who of course is Bingley, is the proprietor of three, and probably more, big gambling-houses in London, at least he is the financial power behind them. I should not imagine that he himself frequents any of them. The house in Mayfair was, of course, shut up tonight and I did not attempt to locate it. They were afraid that our poor friend would inform the police. But oh, my dear Manfred, how can I describe to you the beauties of that lovely house in Bayswater Road, where all that is fashionable and wealthy in London gathers every night to try its luck at baccarat?”




  “How did you get there?” asked Manfred.




  “I was taken,” replied Gonsalez simply. “I went to dinner at Martaus Club. I recognised Mr. Welby and greeted him as an old friend. I think he really believed that he had met me before I went to the Argentine and made my pile, and of course, he sat down with me and we drank liqueurs, and he introduced me to a most beautiful girl, with a most perfectly upholstered little runabout.”




  “You weren’t recognised?”




  Leon shook his head.




  “The moustache which I put on my face was indistinguishable from the real thing,” he said not without pride. “I put it on hair by hair, and it took me two hours to manufacture. When it was done you would not have recognised me. I danced with the beautiful Margaret and—” He hesitated.




  “You made love to her,” said Manfred admiringly.




  Leon shrugged.




  “My dear Manfred, it was necessary,” he said solemnly. “And was it not fortunate that I had in my pocket a diamond ring which I had brought back from South America — it cost me 110 guineas in Regent Street this afternoon — and how wonderful that it should fit her. She wasn’t feeling at her best, either, until that happened. That was the price of my admission to the Bayswater establishment. She drove me there in her car. It was a visit not without profit,” he said modestly. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a stiff bundle of notes.




  Manfred was laughing softly.




  Leon was the cleverest manipulator of cards in Europe. His long delicate fingers, the amazing rapidity with which he could move them, his natural gift for palming, would have made his fortune either as a conjurer or a cardsharper.




  “The game was baccarat and the cards were dealt from a box by an intelligent croupier,” explained Leon. “Those which were used were thrown into a basin. Those in the stack were, of course, so carefully arranged that the croupier knew the sequence of them all. To secure a dozen cards from the basin was a fairly simple matter. To stroll from the room and rearrange them so that they were alternately against and for the bank, was not difficult, but to place them on the top of those he was dealing, my dear Manfred, I was an artist!”




  Leon did not explain what form his artistry took, nor how he directed the attention of croupier and company away from the “deck” for that fraction of a second necessary — the croupier seldom took his hands from the cards — but the results of his enterprise were to be found in the thick stack of notes which lay on the table.




  He took off his coat and put on his old velvet jacket, pacing the room with his hands in his pockets.




  “Margaret Vane,” he said softly. “One of God’s most beautiful works, George, flawless, gifted, and yet if she is what she appears, something so absolutely loathsome that…”




  He shook his head sadly.




  “Does she play a big part, or is she just a dupe?” asked Manfred.




  Leon did not answer at once.




  “I’m rather puzzled,” he said slowly. He related his experience in Mr, Birn’s office, the glimpse of the redhaired man and Mr. Birn’s fury with him.




  “I do not doubt that the ‘she’ to whom reference was made was Margaret Vane. But that alone would not have shaken my faith in her guilt. After I left the Bayswater house I decided that I would discover where she was living. She had so skilfully evaded any question on this matter which I had put to her that I grew suspicious. I hired a taxicab and waited, sitting inside. Presently her car came out and I followed her. Mr. Birn has a house in Fitzroy Square and it was to there she drove. A man was waiting outside to take her car, and she went straight into the house, letting herself in. It was at this point that I began to think that Birn and she were much better friends than I had thought.




  “I decided to wait, and stopped the car on the other side of the Square. In about a quarter of an hour the girl came out, and to my surprise, she had changed her clothes. I dismissed the cab and followed on foot. She lives at 803 Gower Street.”




  “That certainly is puzzling,” agreed Manfred. “The thing does not seem to dovetail, Leon.”




  “That is what I think,” nodded Leon. “I am going to 803 Gower Street tomorrow morning.”




  Gonsalez required very little sleep and at ten o’clock in the morning was afoot.




  The report he brought back to Manfred was interesting.




  “Her name is Elsie Chaucer, and she lives with her father, who is paralysed in both legs. They have a flat, one servant and a nurse, whose business it is to attend to the father. Nothing is known of them except that they have seen better times. The father spends the day with a pack of cards, working out a gambling system, and probably that explains their poverty. He is never seen by visitors, and the girl is supposed to be an actress — that is, supposed by the landlady. It is rather queer,” said Gonsalez thoughtfully. “The solution is, of course, in Birn’s house and in Birn’s mind.”




  “I think we will get at that, Leon.”




  Leon nodded.




  “So I thought,” said he. “Mr. Birn’s establishment does not present any insuperable difficulties.”




  Mr. Birn was at home that night. He was at home most nights. Curled up in a deep armchair, he puffed at a long and expensive cigar, and read the London Gazette which was to him the most interesting piece of literature which the genius of Caxton had made possible.




  At midnight his housekeeper came in. She was a middle-aged Frenchwoman and discreet.




  “All right?” queried Mr. Birn lazily.




  “No, monsieur, I desire that you should speak to Charles.”




  Charles was Mr. Birn’s chauffeur, and between Charles and Madame was a continuous feud.




  “What has Charles been doing?” asked Mr. Birn with a frown.




  “He is admitted every evening to the kitchen for supper,” explained madame, “and it is an order that he should close the door after he goes out. But, m’sieur, when I went this evening at eleven o’clock to bolt the door, it was not closed. If I had not put on the lights and with my own eyes have seen it, the door would have been open, and we might have been murdered in our beds.”




  “I’ll talk to him in the morning,” growled Mr. Birn. “You’ve left the door of mademoiselle’s room unfastened?”




  “Yes, m’sieur, the key is in the lock.”




  “Good night,” said Mr. Birn resuming his study. At half past two he heard the street door close gently and a light footstep passed through the hall. He looked up at the clock, threw away the end of his cigar and lit another before he rose and went heavily to a wall safe. This he unlocked and took out an empty steel box, which he opened and placed on the table. Then he resumed his chair.




  Presently came a light tap at the door.




  “Come in,” said Mr. Birn.




  The girl who was variously called Vane and Chaucer came into the room. She was neatly but not richly dressed. In many ways the plainness of her street costume enhanced her singular beauty and Mr. Birn gazed approvingly upon her refreshing figure.




  “Sit down, Miss Chaucer,” he said, putting out his hand for the little linen bag she carried.




  He opened it and took out a rope of pearls and examined every gem separately.




  “I haven’t stolen any,” she said contemptuously.




  “Perhaps you haven’t,” said Mr. Birn, “but I’ve known some funny things happen.”




  He took the diamond pin, the rings, the two diamond and emerald bracelets, and each of these he scrutinised before he returned them to the bag and put the bag into the steel box.




  He did not speak until he had placed them in the safe.




  “Well, how are things going tonight?” he asked.




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “I take no interest in gambling,” she said shortly and Mr. Birn chuckled.




  “You’re a fool,” he said frankly.




  “I wish I were no worse than that,” said Elsie Chaucer bitterly. “You don’t want me any more, Mr. Birn?”




  “Sit down,” he ordered. “Who did you find tonight?”




  For a moment she did not reply.




  “The man whom Welby introduced last night,” she said.




  “The South American?” Mr. Birn pulled a long face. “He wasn’t very profitable. I suppose you know that? We lost about four thousand pounds.”




  “Less the ring,” said the girl.




  “The ring he gave you? Well, that’s worth about a hundred, and I’ll be lucky to get sixty for it,” said Mr. Birn with a shrug. “You can keep that ring if you like.”




  “No thank you, Mr. Birn,” said the girl quietly. “I don’t want those kind of presents.”




  “Come here,” said Birn suddenly, and reluctantly she came round the table and stood before him.




  He rose and took her hand.




  “Elsie,” he said, “I’ve got very fond of you and I’ve been a good friend of yours, you know. If it hadn’t been for me what would have happened to your father? He’d have been hung! That would have been nice for you, wouldn’t it?”




  She did not reply but gently disengaged her hand.




  “You needn’t put away those jewels and fine clothes every night, if you’re sensible,” he went on, “and—”




  “Happily I am sensible, if by sensible you mean sane,” said the girl, “and now I think I’ll go if you don’t mind, Mr. Birn. I’m rather tired.”




  “Wait,” he said.




  He walked to the safe, unlocked it again and took out an oblong parcel wrapped in brown paper, fastened with tapes and sealed.




  “There’s a diamond necklace inside there,” he said. “It’s worth eight thousand pounds if it’s worth a penny. I’m going to put it in my strong box at the bank tomorrow, unless—”




  “Unless—” repeated the girl steadily.




  “Unless you want it,” said Mr. Birn. “I’m a fool with the ladies.”




  She shook her head.




  “Does it occur to you, Mr. Birn,” she said quietly, “that I could have had many necklaces if I wanted them? No, thank you. I am looking forward to the end of my servitude.”




  “And suppose I don’t release you?” growled Mr. Birn as he put back the package in the safe and locked the door. “Suppose I want you for another three years? How about that? Your father’s still liable to arrest. No man can kill another, even if he’s only a croupier, without hanging for it.”




  “I’ve paid for my father’s folly, over and over again,” said the girl in a low voice. “You don’t know how I hate this life, Mr. Birn. I feel worse than the worst woman in the world! I spend my life luring men to ruin — I wish to God I had never made the bargain. Sometimes I think I will tell my father just what I am paying for his safety, and let him decide whether my sacrifice is worth it!”




  A momentary look of alarm spread on the man’s face.




  “You’ll do nothing of the kind,” he said sharply. “Just as you’ve got into our ways! I was only joking about asking you to stay on. Now, my dear,” he said with an air of banter, “you’d better go home and get your beauty sleep.”




  He walked with her to the door, saw her down the steps and watched her disappear in the darkness of the street, then he came back to lock up for the night. He drank up the half glass of whisky he had left and made a wry face.




  “That’s a queer taste,” he said, took two steps towards the passage and fell in a heap.




  The man who had slipped into the room when he had escorted Elsie Chaucer to the door came from behind the curtain and stooping, loosened his collar. He stepped softly into the dimly lit passage and beckoned somebody, and Manfred came from the shadows, noiselessly, for he was wearing rubber over-boots.




  Manfred glanced down at the unconscious man and then to the dregs in the whisky glass.




  “Butyl chloride, I presume?”




  “No more and no less,” said the practical Leon, “in fact the ‘knockout-drop’ which is so popular in criminal circles.”




  He searched the man, took out his keys, opened the safe and removing the sealed packet, he carried it to the table. Then he looked thoughtfully at the prostrate man.




  “He will only be completely under the ‘drop’ for five minutes, Manfred, but I think that will be enough.”




  “Have you stopped to consider what will be the pathological results of ‘twilight sleep’ on top of butyl?” asked Manfred. “I saw you blending the hyocine with the morphia before we left Jermyn Street and I suppose that is what you are using?”




  “I did not look it up,” replied Gonsalez carelessly, “and if he dies, shall I weep? Give him another dose in half an hour, George. I will return by then.”




  He took from his pocket a small black case, and opened it; the hypodermic syringe it contained was already charged, and rolling back the man’s sleeve, he inserted the needle and pressed home the piston.




  Mr. Birn woke the next morning with a throbbing headache.




  He had no recollection of how he had got to bed, yet evidently he had undressed himself, for he was clad in his violet pyjamas. He rang the bell and got on to the floor, and though the room spun round him, he was able to hold himself erect.




  The bell brought his housekeeper.




  “What happened to me last night?” he asked, and she looked astounded.




  “Nothing, sir. I left you in the library.”




  “It is that beastly whisky,” grumbled Mr. Birn.




  A cold bath and a cup of tea helped to dissipate the headache, but he was still shaky when he went into the room in which he had been sitting the night before.




  A thought had occurred to him. A terrifying thought. Suppose the whisky had been drugged (though what opportunity there had been for drugging his drink he could not imagine) and somebody had broken in!…




  He opened the safe and breathed a sigh of relief. The package was still there. It must have been the whisky, he grumbled, and declining breakfast, he ordered his car and was driven straight to the bank.




  When he reached his office, he found the hatchet-faced young man in a state of agitation.




  “I think we must have had burglars here last night, Mr. Birn.”




  “Burglars?” said Mr. Birn alarmed. And then with a laugh, “well, they wouldn’t get much here. But what makes you think they have been?”




  “Somebody has been in the room, that I’ll swear,” said the young man. “The safe was open when I came and one of the books had been taken out and left on your table.”




  A slow smile dawned on Mr. Birn’s face.




  “I wish them luck,” he said.




  Nevertheless he was perturbed, and made a careful search of all his papers to see if any important documents had been abstracted. His promissory notes were at the bank, in that same large box wherein was deposited the necklace which had come to him for the settlement of a debt.




  Just before noon his clerk came in quickly.




  “That fellow is here,” he whispered.




  “Which fellow?” growled Mr. Birn.




  “The man from Jermyn Street who stopped the payment of Eden’s cheques.”




  “Ask him in,” said Mr. Birn. “Well, sir,” he said jovially, “have you thought better about settling those debts?”




  “Better and better,” said Gonsalez. “I can speak to you alone, I suppose?”




  Birn signalled his assistant to leave them.




  “I’ve come to settle all sorts of debts. For example, I’ve come to settle the debt of a gentleman named Chaucer.”




  The gambling-house keeper started.




  “A very charming fellow, Chaucer. I’ve been interviewing him this morning. Some time ago he had a shock which brought on a stroke of paralysis. He’s not been able to leave his room in consequence for some time.”




  “You’re telling me a lot I don’t want to hear about,” said Mr. Birn briskly.




  “The poor fellow is under the impression that he killed a redhaired croupier of yours. Apparently he was gambling and lost his head, when he saw your croupier taking a bill.”




  “My croupier,” said the other with virtuous indignation. “What do you mean? I don’t know what a croupier is.”




  “He hit him over the head with a money-rake. You came to Chaucer the next day and told him your croupier was dead, seeking to extract money from him. You soon found he was ruined. You found also he had a very beautiful daughter, and it occurred to you that she might be of use to you in your nefarious schemes, so you had a little talk with her and she agreed to enter your service in order to save her father from ruin and possibly imprisonment.”




  “This is a fairy story you’re telling me, is it?” said Birn, but his face had gone a pasty white and the hand that took the cigar from his lips trembled.




  “To bolster up your scheme,” Gonsalez went on, “you inserted an advertisement in the death column of The Times and also you sent to the local newspaper a very flowery account of Mr. Jinkins’ funeral, which was also intended for Chaucer and his daughter.”




  “It’s Greek to me,” murmured Mr. Birn with a pathetic attempt at a smile.




  “I interviewed Mr. Chaucer this morning and was able to assure him that Jinkins is very much alive and is living at Brighton, and is running a little gambling-house — a branch of your many activities, and by the way, Mr. Birn, I don’t think you will see Elsie Chaucer again.”




  Birn was breathing heavily. “You know a hell of a lot,” he began, but something in Leon’s eyes stopped him.




  “Birn,” said Gonsalez softly. “I am going to ruin you — to take away every penny of the money you have stolen from the foolish men who patronise your establishments.”




  “Try it on,” said Birn shakily. “There’s a law in this country! Go and rob the bank, and you’d have little to rob,” he added with a grin. “There’s two hundred thousand pounds’ worth of securities in my bank — gilt-edged ones, Mr. Clever! Go and ask the bank manager to hand them over to you. They’re in Box 65,” he jeered. “That’s the only way you can ruin me, my son.”




  Leon rose with a shrug.




  “Perhaps I’m wrong,” he said. “Perhaps after all you will enjoy your ill-gotten gains.”




  “You bet your life I will.” Mr. Birn relit his cigar.




  He remembered the conversation that afternoon when he received an urgent telephone message from the bank. What the manager said took him there as fast as a taxi could carry him.




  “I don’t know what’s the matter with your strong box,” said the bank manager, “but one of my clerks who had to go into the vault said there was an extraordinary smell, and when we looked at the box, we found a stream of smoke coming through the keyhole.”




  “Why didn’t you open it?” screamed Birn, fumbling for his key.




  “Partly because I haven’t a key, Mr. Birn,” said the bank manager intelligently.




  With shaking hands the financier inserted the key and threw back the lid. A dense cloud of acrid yellow smoke came up and nearly stifled him… all that remained of his perfectly good securities was a black, sticky mess; a glass bottle, a few dull gems and nothing…




  “It looks to me,” said the detective officer who investigated the circumstance, “as though you must have inadvertently put in a package containing a very strong acid. What the acid is our analysts are working on now. It must have either leaked out or burst.”




  “The only package there,” wailed Mr. Birn, “was a package containing a diamond necklace.”




  “The remnants of which are still there,” said the detective. “You are quite sure nobody could get at that package and substitute a destroying agent? It could easily be made. A bottle such as we found — a stopper made of some easily consumed material and there you are! Could anybody have opened the package and slipped the bottle inside?”




  “Impossible, impossible,” moaned the financier.




  He was sitting with his face in his hands, weeping for his lost affluence, for though a few of the contents of that box could be replaced, there were certain American bonds which had gone for ever and promissory notes by the thousand which would never be signed again.
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  But for the fact that he was already the possessor of innumerable coats-of-arms, quarterings, family mottoes direct and affiliated, Leon Gonsalez might have taken for his chief motto the tag ‘homo sum, nihil humani a me alienum puto’. For there was no sphere of human activity which did not fascinate him. Wherever crowds gathered, wherever man in the aggregate was to be seen at his best or worst, there was Gonsalez to be found, oblivious to the attractions which had drawn the throng together, intensely absorbed in the individual members of the throng themselves.




  Many years ago four young men, wealthy and intensely sincere, had come together with a common purpose inspired by one common ideal. There had been, and always will be, such combinations of enthusiasts. Great religious revivals, the creation of missions and movements of sociological reform, these and other developments have resulted from the joining together of fiery young zealots.




  But the Four Just Men had as their objective the correction of the law’s inequalities. They sought and found the men whom the wide teeth of the legal rake had left behind, and they dealt out their justice with terrible swiftness.




  None of the living three (for one had died at Bordeaux) had departed from their ideals, but it was Leon who retained the appearance of that youthful enthusiasm which had brought them together.




  He sought for interests in all manner of places, and it is at the back of the grandstand on Hurst Park racecourse that he first saw “Spaghetti” Jones. It is one of the clear laws of coincidence, that if, in reading a book, you come across a word which you have not seen before, and which necessitates a reference to the dictionary, that same word will occur within three days on some other printed page. This law of the Inexplicable Recurrences applies equally to people, and Leon, viewing the bulk of the big man, had a queer feeling that they were destined to meet again — Leon’s instincts were seldom at fault.




  Mr. Spaghetti Jones was a tall, strong and stoutly built man, heavy eyed and heavy jawed. He had a long dark moustache which curled at the ends, and he wore a green and white bow tie that the startling pink of his shirt might not be hidden from the world. There were diamond rings on his fat fingers, and a cable chain across his figured waistcoat. He was attired in a very bright blue suit, perfectly tailored, and violently yellow boots encased his feet, which were small for a man of his size. In fact, Mr. Spaghetti Jones was a model of what Mr. Spaghetti Jones thought a gentleman should be.




  It was not his rich attire, nor his greatness of bulk, which ensured for him Leon’s fascinated interest. Gonsalez had strolled to the back of the stand whilst the race was in progress, and the paddock was empty. Empty save for Mr. Jones and two men, both smaller and both more poorly dressed than he.




  Leon had taken a seat near the ring where the horses paraded, and it happened that the party strolled towards him. Spaghetti Jones made no attempt to lower his voice. It was rich and full of volume, and Leon heard every word. One of the men appeared to be quarrelling: the other, after a vain attempt to act as arbitrator, had subsided into silence.




  “I told you to be at Lingfield, and you weren’t there,” Mr. Jones was saying gently.




  He was cleaning his nails with a small penknife Leon saw, and apparently his attention was concentrated on the work of beautification.




  “I’m not going to Lingfield, or to anywhere else, for you, Jones,” said the man angrily.




  He was a sharp, palefaced man, and Leon knew from the note in his voice that he was frightened, and was employing this blustering manner to hide his fear.




  “Oh, you’re not going to Lingfield or anywhere else, aren’t you?” repeated Spaghetti Jones.




  He pushed his hat to the back of his head, and raised his eyes momentarily, and then resumed his manicuring.




  “I’ve had enough of you and your crowd,” the man went on. “We’re blooming slaves, that’s what we are! I can make more money running alone, now do you see?”




  “I see,” said Jones. “But. Tom, I want you to be at Sandown next Thursday. Meet me in the ring—”




  “I won’t, I won’t,” roared the other, red of face. “I’ve finished with you, and all your crowd!”




  “You’re a naughty boy,” said Spaghetti Jones almost kindly.




  He slashed twice at the other’s face with his little penknife, and the man jumped back with a cry.




  “You’re a naughty boy,” said Jones, returning to the contemplation of his nails, “and you’ll be at Sandown when I tell you.”




  With that he turned and walked away.




  The man called Tom pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed his bleeding face. There were two long shallow gashes — Mr. Jones knew to an nth of an inch how deeply he could go in safety — but they were ugly and painful.




  The wounded man glared after the retreating figure, and showed his discoloured teeth in an ugly grin, but Leon knew that he would report for duty at Sandown as he was ordered.




  The sight was immensely interesting to Leon Gonsalez.




  He came back to the flat in Jermyn Street full of it.




  Manfred was out visiting his dentist, but the moment he came into the doorway Leon babbled forth his discovery.




  “Absolutely the most amazing fellow I’ve seen in my life, George!” he cried enthusiastically. “A gorgeous atavism — a survival of the age of cruelty such as one seldom meets. You remember that shepherd we found at Escorial? He was the nearest, I think. This man’s name is Spaghetti Jones,” he went on, “he is the leader of a racecourse gang which blackmails bookmakers. His nickname is derived from the fact that he has Italian blood and lives in the Italian quarter, and I should imagine from the general asymmetry of the face, and the fullness of his chin, that there is a history of insanity, and certainly epilepsy, on the maternal side of his family.”




  Manfred did not ask how Leon had made these discoveries. Put Leon on the track of an interesting “subject” and he would never leave it until it was dissected fibre by fibre and laid bare for his examination.




  “He has a criminal record — I suppose?”




  Gonsalez laughed, delighted.




  “That is where you’re wrong, my dear Manfred. He has never been convicted, and probably never will be. I found a poor little bookmaker in the silver ring — the silver ring is the enclosure where smaller bets are made than in Tattersall’s reservation — who has been paying tribute to Caesar for years. He was a little doleful and maudlin, otherwise he would not have told me what he did. I drove him to a public-house in Cobham, far from the madding crowd, and he drank gin (which is the most wholesome drink obtainable in this country, if people only knew it) until he wept, and weeping unbuttoned his soul.”




  Manfred smiled and rang the bell for dinner.




  “The law will lay him low sooner or later: I have a great faith in English law,” he said. “It misses far fewer times than any other law that is administered in the world.”




  “But will it?” said I eon doubtfully. “I’d like to talk with the courteous Mr. Fare about this gentleman.”




  “You’ll have an opportunity,” said Manfred, “for we are dining with him tomorrow night at the Metropolitan Restaurant.”




  Their credentials as Spanish criminologists had served them well with Mr. Fare and they in turn had assisted him — and Fare was thankful.




  It was after the Sunday night dinner, when they were smoking their cigars, and most of the diners at the Metropolitan had strayed out into the dancing-room, that Leon told his experience.




  Fare nodded.




  “Oh yes. Spaghetti Jones is a hard case,” he said. “We have never been able to get him, although he has been associated with some pretty unpleasant crimes. The man is colossal. He is brilliantly clever, in spite of his vulgarity and lack of education: he is remorseless, and he rules his little kingdom with a rod of iron. We have never been able to get one man to turn informer against him, and certainly he has never yet been caught with the goods.”




  He flicked the ash of his cigar into his saucer, and looked a long time thoughtfully at the grey heap.




  “In America the Italians have a Black Hand organisation. I suppose you know that? It is a system of blackmail, the operations of which, happily, we have not seen in this country. At least, we hadn’t seen it until quite recently. I have every reason to believe that Spaghetti Jones is the guiding spirit in the one authentic case which has been brought to our notice.”




  “Here in London?” said Manfred in surprise. “I hadn’t the slightest idea they tried that sort of thing in England.”




  The Commissioner nodded.




  “It may, of course, be a fake, but I’ve had some of my best men on the track of the letter-writers for a month, without getting any nearer to them. I was only wondering this morning, as I was dressing, whether I could not interest you gentlemen in a case where I confess we are a little at sea. Do you know the Countess Vinci?”




  To Leon’s surprise Manfred nodded.




  “I met her in Rome, about three years ago,” he said. “She is the widow of Count Antonio Vinci, is she not?”




  “She is a widow with a son aged nine,” said the Commissioner, “and she lives in Berkeley Square. A very wealthy lady and extremely charming. About two months ago she began to receive letters, which had no signature, but in its stead, a black cross. They were written in beautiful script writing, and that induced a suspicion of Spaghetti Jones who, in his youth, was a signwriter.”




  Leon nodded his head vigorously.




  “Of course, it is impossible to identify that kind of writing,” he said admiringly. “By ‘script’ I suppose you mean writing which is actually printed? That is a new method, and a particularly ingenious one, but I interrupted you, sir. Did these letters ask for money?”




  “They asked for money and threatened the lady as to what would happen if she failed to send to an address which was given. And here the immense nerve of Jones and his complicity was shown. Ostensibly Jones carries on the business of a newsagent. He has a small shop in Netting Hill, where he sells the morning and evening papers, and is a sort of local agent for racing tipsters whose placards you sometimes see displayed outside newspaper shops. In addition, the shop is used as an accommodation address—”




  “Which means,” said Manfred, “that people who do not want their letters addressed to their houses can have them sent there?”




  The Commissioner nodded.




  “They charge twopence a letter. These accommodation addresses should, of course, be made illegal, because they open the way to all sorts of frauds. The cleverness of the move is apparent: Jones receives the letter, ostensibly on behalf of some client, the letter is in his hands, he can open it or leave it unopened so that if the police call — as we did on one occasion — there is the epistle intact! Unless we prevent it reaching his shop we are powerless to keep the letter under observation. As a matter of fact, the name of the man to whom the money was to be sent, according to the letter which the Countess received, was ‘H. Frascati, care of John Jones’. Jones, of course, received the answer to the Countess’s letter, put the envelope with dozens of other letters which were waiting to be claimed, and when our man went in in the evening, after having kept observation of the shop all day, he was told that the letter had been called for, and as, obviously, he could not search everybody who went in and out of the shop in the course of the day, it was impossible to prove the man’s guilt.”




  “A wonderful scheme!” said the admiring Gonsalez. “Did the Countess send money?”




  “She sent £200 very foolishly,” said Fare with a shake of his head, “and then when the next demand came she informed the police. A trap letter was made up and sent to Jones’s address, with the result as I have told you. She received a further note, demanding immediate payment, and threatening her and her boy, and a further trap letter was sent; this was last Thursday: and from a house on the opposite side of the road two of our officers kept observation, using field-glasses, which gave them a view of the interior of the shop. No letter was handed over during the day by Jones, so in the evening we raided the premises, and there was that letter on the shelf with the others, unopened, and we looked extremely foolish,” said the Commissioner with a smile. He thought awhile. “Would you like to meet the Countess Vinci?” he asked.




  “Very much indeed,” said Gonsalez quickly, and looked at his watch.




  “Not tonight,” smiled the Commissioner. “I will fix an interview for you tomorrow afternoon. Possibly you two ingenious gentlemen may think of something which has escaped our dull British wits.”




  On their way back to Jermyn Street that night, Leon Gonsalez broke the silence with a startling question.




  “I wonder where one could get an empty house with a large bathroom and a very large bath?” he asked thoughtfully.




  “Why ever — ?” began Manfred, and then laughed. “I’m getting old, I think, Leon,” he said as they turned into the flat. “There was a time when the amazing workings of your mind did not in any way surprise me. What other characteristics must this ideal home of yours possess?”




  Leon scientifically twirled his hat across the room that it fell neatly upon a peg of the hat-rack.




  “How is that for dexterity, George?” he asked in self-admiration. “The house — oh well, it ought to be a little isolated, standing by itself in its own grounds, if possible. Well away from the road, and the road not often frequented. I should prefer that it was concealed from observation by bushes or trees.”




  “It sounds as if you’re contemplating a hideous crime,” said Manfred good-humouredly.




  “Not I,” corrected Leon quickly, “but I think our friend Jones is a real nasty fellow.” He heaved a big sigh. “I’d give anything for his head measurements,” he said inconsequently.




  Their interview with the Countess Vinci was a pleasant one. She was a tall, pretty woman, of thirty-four, the “grande dame” to her fingertips.




  Manfred, who was human, was charmed by her, for Leon Gonsalez she was too normal to be really interesting.




  “Naturally I’m rather worried,” she said. “Philip is not very strong, though he is not delicate.”




  Later the boy came in, a straight, little fellow with an olive skin and brown eyes, self-possessed and more intelligent than Manfred had expected from his years. With him was his governess, a pretty Italian girl.




  “I trust Beatrice more than I trust your police,” said the Countess when the girl had taken her charge back to his lessons. “Her father is an officer in the Sicilian police, and she has lived practically all her life under threat of assassination.”




  “Does the boy go out?” asked Manfred.




  “Once a day, in the car,” said the Countess. “Either I take him or Beatrice and I, or Beatrice alone.”




  “Exactly what do they threaten?” asked Gonsalez.




  “I will show you one of their letters,” said the Countess.




  She went to a bureau, unlocked it, and came back with a stout sheet of paper. It was of excellent quality and the writing was in copperplate characters:




  “You will send us a thousand pounds on the first of March, June, September and December. The money should be in banknotes and should be sent to H. Frascati, care of J. Jones, 194 Notting Hill Crescent. It will cost you more to get your boy back than it will cost you to keep him with you.”




  Gonsalez held the paper to the light, then carried it to the window for a better examination.




  “Yes,” he said as he handed it back. “It would be difficult to trace the writer of that. The best expert in the world would fail.”




  “I suppose you can suggest nothing,” said the Countess, shaking her head in anticipation, as they rose to go.




  She spoke to Manfred, but it was Gonsalez who answered.




  “I can only suggest, madame,” he said, “that if your little boy does disappear you communicate with us immediately.”




  “And my dear Manfred,” he said when they were in the street, “that Master Philip will disappear is absolutely certain. I’m going to take a cab and drive round London looking for that house of mine.”




  “Are you serious, Leon?” asked Manfred, and the other nodded.




  “Never more serious in my life,” he said soberly. “I will be at the flat in time for dinner.”




  It was nearly eight o’clock, an hour after dinnertime, when he came running up the stairs of the Jermyn Street establishment, and burst into the room.




  “I have got—” he began, and then saw Manfred’s face. “Have they taken him?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “I had a telephone message an hour ago,” he said.




  Leon whistled.




  “So soon,” he was speaking to himself. And then: “How did it happen?”




  “Fare has been here. He left just before you came,” said Manfred. “The abduction was carried out with ridiculous ease. Soon after we left, the governess took the boy out in the car, and they followed their usual route, which is across Hampstead Heath to the country beyond. It is their practice to go a few miles beyond the Heath in the direction of Beacon’s Hill and then to turn back.”




  “Following the same route every day was, of course, sheer lunacy,” said Leon. “Pardon me.”




  “The car always turns at the same point,” said Manfred, “and that is the fact which the abductors had learnt. The road is not especially wide, and to turn the big Rolls requires a little manoeuvring. The chauffeur was engaged in bringing the car round, when a man rode up on a bicycle, a pistol was put under the chauffeur’s nose, and at the same time two men, appearing from nowhere, pulled open the door of the car, snatched away the revolver which the governess carried, and carried the screaming boy down the road to another car, which the driver of the Vinci car had seen standing by the side of the road, but which apparently had not aroused his suspicion.”




  “The men’s faces, were they seen?”




  Manfred shook his head.




  “The gentleman who held up the chauffeur wore one of those cheap theatrical beards which you can buy for a shilling at any toyshop, and in addition a pair of motor goggles. Both the other men seemed to be similarly disguised. I was just going to the Countess when you came. If you’ll have your dinner, Leon—”




  “I want no dinner,” said Leon promptly.




  Commissioner Fare was at the house in Berkeley Square when they called, and he was endeavouring vainly to calm the distracted mother.




  He hailed the arrival of the two men with relief.




  “Where is the letter?” said Leon immediately he entered the room.




  “What letter?”




  “The letter they have sent stating their terms.”




  “It hasn’t arrived yet,” said the other in a low voice. “Do you think that you can calm the Countess? She is on the verge of hysteria.”




  She was lying on a sofa deathly white, her eyes closed, and two maidservants were endeavouring to rouse her. She opened her eyes at Manfred’s voice, and looked up.




  “Oh my boy, my boy?” she sobbed, and clasped his hands in both of hers. “You will get him back, please. I will give anything, anything. You cannot name a sum that I will not pay!”




  It was then that the butler came into the room bearing a letter on a salver.




  She sprang up, but would have fallen had not Manfred’s arm steadied her.




  “It is from — them,” she cried wildly and tore open the envelope with trembling fingers.




  The message was a longer one:




  “Your son is in a place which is known only to the writer. The room is barred and locked and contains food and water sufficient to last for four days. None but the writer knows where he is or can find him. For the sum of twentyfive thousand pounds his hiding place will be sent to the Countess, and if that sum is not forthcoming, he will be left to starve.”




  “I must send the money immediately,” cried the distraught lady. “Immediately! Do you understand? My boy — my boy!…”




  “Four days,” murmured Leon, and his eyes were bright. “Why it couldn’t be better!”




  Only Manfred heard him.




  “Madam,” said Mr. Fare gravely, “if you send twentyfive thousand pounds what assurance have you that the boy will be restored? You are a very rich woman. Is it not likely that this man, when he gets your money, will make a further demand upon you?”




  “Besides which,” interrupted Leon, “it would be a waste of money. I will undertake to restore your boy in two days. Perhaps in one, it depends very much upon whether Spaghetti Jones sat up late last night.”




  Mr. Spaghetti Jones was nicknamed partly because of his association with the sons and daughters of Italy, and partly because, though a hearty feeder, he invariably finished his dinner, however many courses he might have consumed, with the Italian national dish.




  He had dined well at his favourite restaurant in Soho, sitting aloof from the commonplace diners, and receiving the obsequious services of the restaurant proprietor with a complacency which suggested that it was no more than his right.




  He employed a toothpick openly, and then paying his bill, he sauntered majestically forth and hailed a taxicab. He was on the point of entering it when two men closed in, one on each side of him.




  “Jones,” said one sharply.




  “That’s my name,” said Mr. Jones.




  “I am Inspector Jetheroe from Scotland Yard, and I shall take you into custody on a charge of abducting Count Philip Vinci.”




  Mr. Jones stared at him.




  Many attempts had been made to bring him to the inhospitable shelter which His Majesty’s Prisons afford, and they had all failed.




  “You have made a bloomer, haven’t you?” he chuckled, confident in the efficiency of his plans.




  “Get into that cab,” said the man shortly, and Mr. Jones was too clever and experienced a juggler with the law to offer any resistance.




  Nobody would betray him — nobody could discover the boy, he had not exaggerated in that respect. The arrest meant no more than a visit to the station, a few words with the inspector and at the worst a night’s detention.




  One of his captors had not entered the cab until he had a long colloquy with the driver, and Mr. Jones, seeing through the window the passing of a five-pound note, wondered what mad fit of generosity had overtaken the police force.




  They drove rapidly through the West End, down Whitehall, and to Mr. Jones’s surprise, did not turn into Scotland Yard, but continued over Westminster Bridge.




  “Where are you taking me?” he asked.




  The man who sat opposite him, the smaller man who had spoken to the cabman, leant forward and pushed something into Mr. Jones’s ample waistcoat, and glancing down he saw the long black barrel of an automatic pistol, and he felt a momentary sickness.




  “Don’t talk — yet,” said the man.




  Try as he did, Jones could not see the face of either detective. Passing, however, under the direct rays of an electric lamp, he had a shock. The face of the man opposite to him was covered by a thin white veil which revealed only the vaguest outlines of a face. And then he began to think rapidly. But the solutions to his difficulties came back to that black and shining pistol in the other’s hands.




  On through New Cross, Lewisham, and at last the cab began the slow descent of Blackheath Hill. Mr. Jones recognised the locality as one in which he had operated from time to time with fair success.




  The cab reached the Heath Road, and the man who was sitting by his side opened the window and leant out, talking to the driver. Suddenly the car turned through the gateway of a garden and stopped before the uninviting door of a gaunt, deserted house.




  “Before you get out,” said the man with the pistol, “I want you to understand that if you talk or shout or make any statement to the driver of this cab, I shall shoot you through the stomach. It will take you about three days to die, and you will suffer pains which I do not think your gross mind can imagine.”




  Mr. Jones mounted the steps to the front door and passed meekly and in silence into the house. The night was chilly and he shivered as he entered the comfortless dwelling. One of the men switched on an electric lamp, by the light of which he locked the door. Then he put the light out, and they found their way up the dusty stairs with the assistance of a pocket lamp which Leon Gonsalez flashed before him.




  “Here’s your little home,” said Leon pleasantly, and opening the door, turned a switch.




  It was a big bathroom. Evidently Leon had found his ideal, thought Manfred, for the room was unusually large, so large that a bed could be placed in one corner, and had been so placed by Mr. Gonsalez. George Manfred saw that his friend had had a very busy day. The bed was a comfortable one, and with its white sheets and soft pillows looked particularly inviting.




  In the bath, which was broad and deep, a heavy Windsor chair had been placed, and from one of the taps hung a length of rubber hosing.




  These things Mr. Jones noticed, and also marked the fact that the window had been covered with blankets to exclude the light.




  “Put out your hands,” said Leon sharply, and before Spaghetti Jones realised what was happening, a pair of handcuffs had been snapped on his wrists, a belt had been deftly buckled through the connecting links, and drawn between his legs.




  “Sit down on that bed. I want you to see how comfortable it is,” said Leon humorously,




  “I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” said Mr. Jones in a sudden outburst of rage, “but by God you’ll know all about it! Take that veil off your face and let me see you.”




  “I’d rather you didn’t,” said Leon gently. “If you saw my face I should be obliged to kill you, and that I have no desire to do. Sit down.”




  Mr. Jones obeyed wonderingly, and his wonder increased when Leon began to strip his patent shoes and silk socks, and to roll up the legs of his trousers.




  “What is the game?” asked the man fearfully.




  “Get on to that chair.” Gonsalez pointed to the chair in the bath. “It is an easy Windsor chair—”




  “Look here,” began Jones fearfully.




  “Get in,” snapped Leon, and the big fellow obeyed.




  “Are you comfortable?” asked Leon politely.




  The man glowered at him.




  “You’ll be uncomfortable before I’m through with you,” he said.




  “How do you like the look of that bed?” asked Leon. “It looks rather cosy, eh?”




  Spaghetti Jones did not answer, and Gonsalez tapped him lightly on the shoulder.




  “Now, my gross friend, will you tell me where you have hidden Philip Vinci?”




  “Oh, that is it, is it?” grinned Mr. Jones. “Well, you can go on asking!”




  He glared down at his bare feet, and then from one to the other of the two men.




  “I don’t know anything about Philip Vinci,” he said. “Who is he?”




  “Where have you hidden Philip Vinci?”




  “You don’t suppose if I knew where he was I’d tell you, do you?” sneered Jones.




  “If you know, you certainly will tell me,” answered Leon quietly, “but I fancy it is going to be a long job. Perhaps in thirty-six hours’ time? George, will you take the first watch? I’m going to sleep on that very comfortable bed, but first,” he groped at the back of the bath and found a strap and this he passed round the body of his prisoner, buckling it behind the chair, “to prevent you falling off,” he said pleasantly.




  He lay down on the bed and in a few minutes was fast asleep. Leon had that gift of sleeping at will, which has ever been the property of great commanders.




  Jones looked from the sleeper to the veiled man who lounged in an easy chair facing him. Two eyes were cut in the veil, and the watcher had a book on his knee and was reading.




  “How long is this going on?” he demanded.




  “For a day or two,” said Manfred calmly. “Are you very much bored? Would you like to read?”




  Mr. Jones growled something unpleasant, and did not accept the offer. He could only think and speculate upon what their intentions were. He had expected violence, but apparently no violence was intended. They were merely keeping him prisoner till he spoke. But he would show them! He began to feel tired. Suddenly his head drooped forward, till his chin touched his breast. ‘“Wake up,” said Manfred shortly.




  He awoke with a start.




  “You’re not supposed to sleep,” explained Manfred.




  “Ain’t I?” growled the prisoner. “Well, I’m going to sleep!” and he settled himself more easily in the chair.




  He was beginning to doze when he experienced an acute discomfort and drew up his feet with a yell. The veiled man was directing a stream of ice-cold water upon his unprotected feet, and Mr. Jones was now thoroughly awake. An hour later he was nodding again, and again the tiny hosepipe was directed to his feet, and again Manfred produced a towel and dried them as carefully as though Mr. Jones were an invalid.




  At six o’clock in the morning, red-eyed and glaring, he watched Manfred rouse the sleeping Leon and take his place on the bed.




  Again and again nature drew the big man’s chin down to his chest, and again and again the icy stream played maddeningly upon him and he woke with a scream.




  “Let me sleep, let me sleep!” he cried in helpless rage, tugging at the strap. He was half-mad with weariness, his eyes were like lead.




  “Where is Philip Vinci?” demanded the inexorable Leon.




  “This is torture, damn you—” screamed the man.




  “No worse for you than for the boy locked up in a room with four days’ supply of food. No worse than slitting a man’s face with a penknife, my primitive friend. But perhaps you do not think it is a serious matter to terrify a little child.”




  “I don’t know where he is, I tell you,” said Spaghetti hoarsely.




  “Then we shall have to keep you awake till you remember,” replied Leon, and lit a cigarette.




  Soon after he went downstairs and returned with coffee and biscuits for the man, and found him sleeping soundly.




  His dreams ended in a wail of agony.




  “Let me sleep, please let me sleep,” he begged with tears in his eyes. “I’ll give you anything if you’ll let me sleep!”




  “You can sleep on that bed — and it’s a very comfortable bed too—” said Leon, “but first we shall learn where Philip Vinci is.”




  “I’ll see you in hell before I’ll tell you,” screamed Spaghetti Jones.




  “You will wear your eyes out looking for me,” answered Leon politely. “Wake up!”




  At seven o’clock that evening a weeping, whimpering, broken man, moaned an address, and Manfred went off to verify this information.




  “Now let me sleep!”




  “You can keep awake till my friend comes back,” said Leon.




  At nine o’clock George Manfred returned from Berkeley Square, having released a frightened little boy from a very unpleasant cellar in Netting Hill, and together they lifted the half-dead man from the bath and unlocked the handcuffs.




  “Before you sleep, sit here,” said Manfred, “and sign this.”




  “This” was a document which Mr. Jones could not have read even if he had been willing. He scrawled his signature, and crawling on to the bed was asleep before Manfred pulled the clothes over him. And he was still asleep when a man from Scotland Yard came into the room and shook him violently.




  Spaghetti Jones knew nothing of what the detective said; had no recollection of being charged or of hearing his signed confession read over to him by the station sergeant. He remembered nothing until they woke him in his cell to appear before a magistrate for a preliminary hearing.




  “It’s an extraordinary thing, sir,” said the gaoler to the divisional surgeon. “I can’t get this man to keep awake.”




  “Perhaps he would like a cold bath,” said the surgeon helpfully.
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  “Have you ever noticed,” said Leon Gonsalez, looking up from his book and taking off the horn-rimmed glasses he wore when he was reading, “that poisoners and baby-farmers are invariably mystics?”




  “I haven’t noticed many baby-farmers — or poisoners for the matter of that,” said Manfred with a little yawn. “Do you mean by ‘mystic’ an ecstatic individual who believes he can communicate directly with the Divine Power?”




  Leon nodded.




  “I’ve never quite understood the association of a superficial but vivid form of religion with crime,” said Leon, knitting his forehead. “Religion, of course, does not develop the dormant criminality in a man’s ethical system; but it is a fact that certain criminals develop a queer form of religious exaltation. Ferri, who questioned 200 Italian murderers, found that they were all devout: Naples, which is the most religious city in Europe, is also the most criminal. Ten per cent of those inmates of British prisons who are tattooed are marked with religious symbols.”




  “Which only means that when a man of low intelligence submits to the tattoo artist, he demands pictures of the things with which he is familiar,” said Manfred, and took up the paper he was reading. Suddenly he dropped the journal on his knees.




  “You’re thinking of Dr. Twenden,” he said and Leon inclined his head slowly.




  “I was,” he confessed.




  Manfred smiled.




  “Twenden was acquitted with acclamation and cheered as he left the Exeter Assize Court,” he said, “and yet he was guilty!”




  “As guilty as a man can be — I wondered if your mind was on the case, George. I haven’t discussed it with you.”




  “By the way, was he religious?” asked Manfred.




  “I wouldn’t say that,” said the other, shaking his head. “I was thinking of the pious letter of thanks he wrote, and which was published in the Baxeter and Plymouth newspapers — it was rather like a sermon. What he is in private life I know no more than the account of the trial told me. You think he poisoned his wife?”




  “I am sure,” said Manfred quietly. “I intended discussing the matter with you this evening.”




  The trial of Dr. Twenden had provided the newspaper sensation of the week. The doctor was a man of thirty: his wife was seventeen years his senior and the suggestion was that he had married her for her money — she had a legacy of £2,000 a year which ceased at her death. Three months before this event she had inherited £63,000 from her brother, who had died in Johannesburg.




  Twenden and his wife had not been on the best of terms, one of the subjects of disagreement being her unwillingness to continue paying his debts. After her inheritance had been transferred to her, she sent to Torquay, to her lawyer, the draft of a will in which she left the income from £12,000 to her husband, providing he did not marry again. The remainder of her fortune she proposed leaving to her nephew, one Jacley, a young civil engineer in the employ of the Plymouth Corporation.




  The lawyer drafted her bequests and forwarded a rough copy for her approval before the will was engrossed. That draft arrived at Newton Abbot where the doctor and his wife were living (the doctor had a practice there) and was never seen again. A postman testified that it had been delivered at the 8 o’clock “round” on a Saturday. That day the doctor was called into consultation over a case of viper bite. He returned in the evening and dined with his wife. Nothing happened that was unusual. The doctor went to his laboratory to make an examination of the poison sac which had been extracted from the reptile.




  In the morning Mrs. Twenden was very ill, showed symptoms which could be likened to blood-poisoning and died the same night.




  It was found that in her arm was a small puncture such as might be made by a hypodermic needle, such a needle as, of course, the doctor possessed — he had in fact ten.




  Suspicion fell upon him immediately. He had not summoned any further assistance besides that which he could give, until all hope of saving the unfortunate woman had gone. It was afterwards proved that the poison from which the woman had died was snake venom.




  In his favour was the fact that no trace of the poison was found in either of the three syringes or the ten needles in his possession. It was his practice, and this the servants and another doctor who had ordered the treatment testified, to give his wife a subcutaneous injection of a new serum for her rheumatism.




  This he performed twice a week and on the Saturday the treatment was due.




  He was tried and acquitted. Between the hour of his arrest and his release he had acquired the popularity which accumulates about the personality of successful politicians and goodlooking murderers, and he had been carried from the Sessions House shoulder high through a mob of cheering admirers, who had discovered nothing admirable in his character, and were not even aware of his existence, till the iron hand of the law closed upon his arm.




  Possibly the enthusiasm of the crowd was fanned to its high temperature by the announcement the accused man had made in the dock — he had defended himself.




  “Whether I am convicted or acquitted, not one penny of my dear wife’s money will I touch. I intend disposing of this accursed fortune to the poor of the country. I, for my part, shall leave this land for a distant shore and in a strange land, amidst strangers, I will cherish the memory of my dear wife, my partner and my friend.”




  Here the doctor broke down.




  “A distant shore,” said Manfred, recalling the prisoner’s passionate words. “You can do a lot with sixty-three thousand pounds on a distant shore.”




  The eyes of Leon danced with suppressed merriment.




  “It grieves me, George, to hear such cynicism. Have you forgotten that the poor of Devonshire are even now planning how the money will be spent?”




  Manfred made a noise of contempt, and resumed his reading, but his companion had not finished with the subject.




  “I should like to meet Twenden,” he said reflectively. “Would you care to go to Newton Abbot, George? The town itself is not particularly beautiful, but we are within half an hour’s run of our old home at Babbacombe.”




  This time George Manfred put away his paper definitely.




  “It was a particularly wicked crime,” he said gravely. “I think I agree with you, Leon. I have been thinking of the matter all the morning, and it seems to call for some redress. But,” he hesitated, “it also calls for some proof. Unless we can secure evidence which did not come before the Court, we cannot act on suspicion.”




  Leon nodded.




  “But if we prove it,” he said softly, “I promise you, Manfred, a most wonderful scheme.”




  That afternoon he called upon his friend, Mr. Fare of Scotland Yard, and when the Commissioner heard his request, he was less surprised than amused.




  “I was wondering how long it would be before you wanted to see our prisons, Senor,” he said. “I can arrange that with the Commissioners. What prison would you like to see?”




  “I wish to see a typical county prison,” said Leon. “What about Baxeter?”




  “Baxeter,” said the other in surprise. “That’s rather a long way from London. It. doesn’t differ very materially from Wandsworth, which is a few miles from this building, or Pentonville, which is our headquarters prison.”




  “I prefer Baxeter,” said Leon. “The fact is I am going to the Devonshire coast, and I could fill in my time profitably with this inspection.”




  The order was forthcoming on the next day. It was a printed note authorising the Governor of H.M. Prison, Baxeter, to allow the bearer to visit the prison between the hours of ten and twelve in the morning, and two and four in the afternoon.




  They broke their journey at Baxeter, and Leon drove up to the prison, a prettier building than most of its kind. He was received by the Deputy Governor and a tall, goodlooking chief warder, an ex-Guardsman, who showed him round the three wings, and through the restricted grounds of the gaol.




  Leon rejoined his companion on the railway station just in time to catch the Plymouth express which would carry them to Newton Abbot.




  “A thoroughly satisfactory visit,” said Leon. “In fact, it is the most amazingly convenient prison I have ever been in.”




  “Convenient to get into or convenient to get away from?” asked Manfred.




  “Both,” said Leon.




  They had not engaged rooms at either of the hotels. Leon had decided, if it was possible, to get lodgings near to the scene of the tragedy, and in this he was successful. Three houses removed from the corner house where Doctor Twenden was in residence he discovered furnished lodgings were to let.




  A kindly rosy-faced Devonshire woman was the landlady, and they were the only tenants, her husband being a gunner on one of His Majesty’s ships, and he was at sea. She showed them a bright sittingroom and two bedrooms on the same floor. Manfred ordered tea, and when the door closed on the woman, he turned to behold Leon standing by the window gazing intently at the palm of his left hand, which was enclosed, as was the other, in a grey silk glove.




  Manfred laughed.




  “I don’t usually make comments on our attire, my dear Leon,” he said, “and remembering your Continental origin, it is remarkable that you commit so few errors in dress — from an Englishman’s point of view,” he added.




  “It’s queer, isn’t it,” said Leon, still looking at his palm.




  “But I’ve never seen you wearing silk gloves before,” Manfred went on curiously. “In Spain it is not unusual to wear cotton gloves, or even silk—”




  “The finest silk,” murmured Leon, “and I cannot bend my hand in it.”




  “Is that why you’ve been carrying it in your pocket,” said Manfred in surprise, and Gonsalez nodded.




  “I cannot bend my hand in it,” he said, “because in the palm of my hand is a stiff copperplate and on that plate is half an inch thickness of plastic clay of a peculiarly fine texture.”




  “I see,” said Manfred slowly.




  “I love Baxeter prison,” said Leon, “and the Deputy Governor is a dear young man: his joy in my surprise and interest when he showed me the cells was delightful to see. He even let me examine the master key of the prison, which naturally he carried, and if, catching and holding his eye, I pressed the business end of the key against the palm of my gloved hand, why it was done in a second, my dear George, and there was nothing left on the key to show him the unfair advantage I had taken.”




  He had taken a pair of folding scissors from his pocket and dexterously had opened them and was soon cutting away the silk palm of the glove.




  “‘How wonderful,’ said I, ‘and that is the master key!’ and so we went on to see the punishment cell and the garden and the little unkempt graves where the dead men lie who have broken the law, and all the time I had to keep my hand in my pocket, for fear I’d knock against something and spoil the impression. Here it is.”




  The underside of the palm had evidently been specially prepared for the silk came off easily, leaving a thin grey slab of slate-coloured clay in the centre of which was dearly the impression of a key.




  “The little hole at the side is where you dug the point of the key to get the diameter?” said Manfred, and Leon nodded.




  “This is the master key of Baxeter Gaol, my dear Manfred,” he said with a smile, as he laid it upon the table. “With this I could walk in — no, I couldn’t.” He stopped suddenly and bit his lip.




  “You are colossal,” said Manfred admiringly.




  “Aren’t I,” said Leon with a wry face. “Do you know there is one door we can’t open?”




  “What is that?”




  “The big gates outside. They can only be opened from the inside. H’m.”




  He laid his hat carefully over the clay mould when the landlady came in with the tray.




  Leon sipped his tea, staring vacantly at the lurid wallpaper, and Manfred did nor interrupt his thoughts.




  Leon Gonsalez had ever been the schemer of the Four Just Men, and he had developed each particular of his plan as though it were a story he was telling himself.




  His extraordinary imagination enabled him to foresee every contingency. Manfred had often said that the making of the plan gave Leon as much pleasure as its successful consummation.




  “What a stupid idiot I am,” he said at last. “I didn’t realise that there was no keyhole in the main gate of a prison — except of course Dartmoor.”




  Again he relapsed into silent contemplation of the wall, a silence broken by cryptic mutterings. “I send the wire… It must come, of course, from London… They would send down if the wire was strong enough. It must be five men — no five could go into a taxi — six… If the door of the van is locked, but it won’t be… If it fails then I could try the next night.”




  “What on earth are you talking about?” asked Manfred good-humouredly.




  Leon woke with a start from his reverie.




  “We must first prove that this fellow is guilty,” he said, “and we’ll have to start on that job tonight. I wonder if our good landlady has a garden.”




  The good landlady had one. It stretched out for two hundred yards at the back of the house, and Leon made a survey and was satisfied.




  “The doctor’s place?” he asked innocently, as the landlady pointed out this object of interest. “Not the man who was tried at Baxeter?”




  “The very man,” said the woman triumphantly. “I tell you, it caused a bit of a sensation round here.”




  “Do you think he was innocent?”




  The landlady was not prepared to take a definite standpoint.




  “Some think one thing and some think the other,” she replied, in the true spirit of diplomacy. “He’s always been a nice man, and he attended my husband when he was home last.”




  “Is the doctor staying in his house?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the woman. “He’s going abroad soon.”




  “Oh yes, he is distributing that money, isn’t he? I read something about it in the newspapers — the poor are to benefit, are they not?”




  The landlady sniffed.




  “I hope they get it,” she said significantly.




  “Which means that you don’t think they will,” smiled Manfred, strolling back from an inspection of her early chrysanthemums.




  “They may,” said the cautious landlady, “but nothing has happened yet. The vicar went to the doctor yesterday morning, and asked him whether a little of it couldn’t be spared for the poor of Newton Abbot. We’ve had a lot of unemployment here lately, and the doctor said ‘Yes he would think about it’, and sent him a cheque for fifty pounds from what I heard.”




  “That’s not a great deal,” said Manfred. “What makes you think he is going abroad?”




  “All his trunks are packed and his servants are under notice, that’s how I came to know,” said the landlady. “I don’t think it’s a bad thing. Poor soul, she didn’t have a very happy life.”




  The “poor soul” referred to was apparently the doctor’s wife, and when asked to explain, the landlady knew no more than that people had talked, that there was probably nothing in it, and why shouldn’t the doctor go motoring on the moor with pretty girls if he felt that way inclined.




  “He had his fancies,” said the landlady.




  Apparently those “fancies” came and went through the years of his married life.




  “I should like to meet the doctor,” said Leon, but she shook her head.




  “He won’t see anyone, not even his patients, sir,” she said.




  Nevertheless Leon succeeded in obtaining an interview. He had judged the man’s character correctly thus far, and he knew he would not refuse an interview with a journalist.




  The servant took Leon’s name, closing the front door in his face while she went to see the doctor, and when she came back it was to invite him in.




  He found the medical gentleman in his study, and the dismantled condition of the room supported Mrs. Martin’s statement that he was leaving the town at an early date. He was in fact engaged in destroying old business letters and bills when Leon arrived.




  “Come in,” grumbled the doctor. “I suppose if I didn’t see you, you’d invent something about me. Now what do you want?”




  He was a goodlooking young man with regular features, a carefully trimmed black moustache and tiny black sidewhiskers.




  “Light-blue eyes I do not like,” said Leon to himself, “and I should like to see you without a moustache.”




  “I’ve been sent down from London to ask to what charities you are distributing your wife’s money. Dr. Twenden,” said Leon, with the brisk and even rude directness of a London reporter.




  The doctor’s lips curled.




  “The least they can do is to give me a chance to make up my mind,” he said. “The fact is, I’ve got to go abroad on business, and whilst I’m away I shall carefully consider the merits of the various charity organisations of Devon to discover which die the most worthy and how the money is to be distributed.”




  “Suppose you don’t come back again?” asked Leon cruelly. “I mean, anything might happen; the ship may sink or the train smash — what happens to the money then?”




  “That is entirely my affair,” said the doctor stiffly, and closing his eyes, arched his eyebrows for a second as he spoke. “I really don’t wish to reopen this matter. I’ve had some very charming letters from the public, but I’ve had abusive ones too. I had one this morning saying that it was a pity that the Four Just Men were not in existence! The Four just Men!” he smiled contemptuously, “as though I should have cared a snap of my fingers for that kind of cattle!”




  Leon smiled too.




  “Perhaps it would be more convenient if I saw you tonight,” he suggested.




  The doctor shook his head.




  “I’m to be the guest-of honour of a few friends of mine,” he said, with a queer air of importance, “and I shan’t be back until half past eleven at the earliest.”




  “Where is the dinner to be held? That might make an interesting item of news,” said Leon.




  “It’s to be held at the Lion Hotel. You can say that Sir John Murden is in the chair, and that Lord Tussborough has promised to attend. I can give you the list of the people who’ll be there.”




  “The dinner engagement is a genuine one,” thought Leon with satisfaction.




  The list was forthcoming, and pocketing the paper with due reverence, Gonsalez bowed himself out. From his bedroom window that evening he watched the doctor, splendidly arrayed, enter a taxi and drive away. A quarter of an hour later the servant, whom Leon had seen, came out pulling on her gloves. Gonsalez watched her for a good quarter of an hour, during which time she stood at the corner of the street. She was obviously waiting for something or somebody. What it was he saw. The Torquay bus passed by, stopped, and she mounted it.




  After dinner he had a talk with the landlady and brought the conversation back to the doctor’s house.




  “I suppose it requires a lot of servants to keep a big house like that going.”




  “He’s only got one now, sir: Milly Brown, who lives in Torquay. She is leaving on Saturday. The cook left last week. The doctor has all his meals at the hotel.”




  He left Manfred to talk to the landlady — and Manfred could be very entertaining.




  Slipping through the garden he reached a little alleyway at the back of the houses. The back gate giving admission to the doctor’s garden was locked, but the wall was not high. He expected that the door of the house would be fastened, and he was not surprised when he found it was locked. A window by the side of the door was, however, wide open: evidently neither the doctor nor his maid expected burglars. He climbed through the window on to the kitchen sink, through the kitchen and into the house, without difficulty. His search of the library into which he had been shown that afternoon was a short one. The desk had no secret drawers, and most of the papers had been burnt. The ashes overflowed the grate on to the tiled hearth. The little laboratory, which had evidently been a creamery when the house was in former occupation, yielded nothing, nor did any of the rooms.




  He had not expected that in this one search he would make a discovery, remembering that the police had probably ransacked the house after the doctor’s arrest and had practically been in occupation ever since.




  He went systematically and quickly through the pockets of all the doctor’s clothing that he found in the wardrobe of his bedroom, but it produced nothing more interesting than a theatre programme.




  “I’m afraid I shan’t want that key,” said Leon regretfully, and went downstairs again. He turned on his pocket lamp: there might be other clothing hanging in the hall, but he found the rack was empty.




  As he flashed the light around, the beam caught a large tin letterbox fastened to the door. He lifted up the yellow lid and at first saw nothing. The letterbox looked as if it had been homemade. It was, as he had seen at first, of grained and painted tin that had been shaped roughly round a wooden frame; he saw the supports at each corner. One was broken. He put in his hand, and saw that what he thought had been the broken ends of the frame, was a small square packet standing bolt upright: it was now so discoloured by dust that it seemed to be part of the original framework. He pulled it out, tearing the paper cover as he did so; it had been held in its place by the end of a nail which had been driven into the original wood, which explained why it had not fallen over when the door had been slammed. He blew the dust from it; the package was addressed from the Pasteur Laboratory. He had no desire to examine it there, and slipped it into his pocket, getting out of the house by the way he had come in, and rejoining Manfred just when that gentleman was beginning to get seriously worried, for Leon had been three hours in the house.




  “Did you find anything?” asked Manfred when they were alone.




  “This,” said Leon. He pulled the packet out of his pocket and explained where he had found it.




  “The Pasteur Institute,” said Manfred in surprise. “Of course,” he said suddenly, “the serum which the doctor used to inject into his wife’s arm. Pasteur are the only people who prepare that. I remember reading as much in the account of the trial.”




  “And which he injected twice a week, if I remember rightly,” said Leon, “on Wednesdays and Saturdays, and the evidence was that he did not inject it on the Wednesday before the murder. It struck me at the time as being rather curious that nobody asked him when he was in the witness box why he had omitted this injection.”




  He cut along the paper and pulled it apart: inside was an oblong wooden box, about which was wrapped a letter. It bore the heading of the laboratory, directions, and was in French:




  “Sir (it began),




  “We despatch to you immediately the serum Number 47 which you desire, and we regret that through the fault of a subordinate, this was not sent you last week. We received your telegram to-day that you are entirely without serum, and we will endeavour to expedite the delivery of this.”




  “Entirely without serum,” repeated Gonsalez. He took up the wrapping-paper and examined the stamp. “Paris, the 14th September,” he said, “and here’s the receiving stamp, Newton Abbot the 16th September, 7 a.m.”




  He frowned.




  “This was pushed through the letterbox on the morning of the 16th,” he said slowly. “Mrs. Twenden was injected on the evening of the 15th. The 16th was a Sunday, and there’s an early post. Don’t you see, Manfred?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “Obviously he could not have injected serum because he had none to inject, and this arrived when his wife was dying. It is, of course, untouched.”




  He took out a tiny tube and tapped the seal.




  “H’m,” said Leon, “I shall want that key after all. Do you remember, Manfred, he did not inject on Wednesday: why? because he had no serum. He was expecting the arrival of this, and it must have gone out of his mind. Probably we shall discover that the postman knocked, and getting no answer on the Sunday morning, pushed the little package through the letterbox, where by accident it must have fallen into the corner where I discovered it.”




  He put down the paper and drew a long breath.




  “And now I think I will get to work on that key,” he said.




  Two days later Manfred came in with news.




  “Where is my friend?”




  Mrs. Martin, the landlady, smiled largely.




  “The gentleman is working in the greenhouse, sir. I thought he was joking the other day when he asked if he could put up a vice on the potting bench, but, lord, he’s been busy ever since!”




  “He’s inventing a new carburettor,” said Manfred, devoutly hoping that the lady had no knowledge of the internal-combustion engine.




  “He’s working hard, too, sir; he came out to get a breath of air just now, and I never saw a gentleman perspire so! He seems to be working with that file all the day.”




  “You mustn’t interrupt him,” began Manfred.




  “I shouldn’t dream of doing it,” said the landlady indignantly.




  Manfred made his way to the garden, and his friend, who saw him coming — the greenhouse made an ideal workshop for Leon, for he could watch his landlady’s approach and conceal the key he had been filing for three days — walked to meet him.




  “He is leaving today, or rather tonight,” said Manfred. “He’s going to Plymouth: there he will catch the Holland-American boat to New York.”




  “Tonight?” said Leon in surprise. “That cuts me rather fine. By what train?”




  “That I don’t know,” said Manfred.




  “You’re sure?”




  Manfred nodded.




  “He’s giving it out that he’s leaving tomorrow, and is slipping away tonight. I don’t think he wants people to know of his departure. I discovered it through an indiscretion of the worthy doctor’s. I was in the post office when he was sending a wire. He had his pocketbook open on the counter, and I saw some labels peeping out. I knew they were steamship labels, and I glimpsed the printed word ‘Rotterdam’, looked up the newspapers, and saw that the Rotterdam was leaving tomorrow. When I heard that he had told people that he was leaving Newton Abbot tomorrow I was certain.”




  “That’s all to the good,” said Leon. “George, we’re going to achieve the crowning deed of our lives. I say ‘we’, but I’m afraid I must do this alone — though you have a very important role to play.”




  He chuckled softly and rubbed his hands.




  “Like every other clever criminal he has made one of the most stupid of blunders. He has inherited his wife’s money under an old will, which left him all her possessions, with the exception of £2,000 which she had on deposit at the bank, and this went to her nephew, the Plymouth engineer. In his greed Twenden is pretty certain to have forgotten this legacy. He’s got all the money in a Torquay bank. It was transferred from Newton Abbot a few days ago and was the talk of the town. Go to Plymouth, interview young Jacley, see his lawyer, if he has one, or any lawyer if he hasn’t, and if the two thousand pounds has not been paid, get him to apply for a warrant for Twenden’s arrest. He is an absconding trustee under those circumstances, and the Justices will grant the warrant if they know the man is leaving by the Rotterdam tomorrow.”




  “If you were an ordinary man, Leon,” said Manfred, “I should think that your revenge was a little inadequate.”




  “It will not be that,” said Leon quietly.




  At ninethirty, Dr. Twenden, with his coat collar turned up and the brim of a felt hat hiding the upper part of his face, was entering a first-class carriage at Newton Abbot, when the local detective-sergeant whom he knew tapped him on the shoulder.




  “I want you, Doctor.”




  “Why, Sergeant?” demanded the doctor, suddenly white.




  “I have a warrant for your arrest,” said the officer.




  When the charge was read over to the man at the police station he raved like a lunatic.




  “I’ll give you the money now, now! I must go tonight. I’m leaving for America tomorrow.”




  “So I gather,” said the Inspector dryly. “That is why you’re arrested, Doctor.”




  And they locked him in the cells for the night.




  The next morning he was brought before the Justices. Evidence was taken, the young nephew from Plymouth made his statement, and the Justices conferred.




  “There is prima facie evidence here of intention to defraud, Dr. Twenden,” said the chairman at last. “You are arrested with a very large sum of money and letters of credit in your possession, and it seems clear that it was your intention to leave the country. Under those circumstances we have no other course to follow, but commit you to take your trial at the forthcoming session.”




  “But I can have bail: I insist upon that,” said the doctor furiously.




  “There will be no bail,” was the sharp reply, and that afternoon he was removed by taxicab to Baxeter prison.




  The Sessions were for the following week, and the doctor again fumed in that very prison from which he had emerged if not with credit, at least without disaster.




  On the second day of his incarceration the Governor of Baxeter Gaol received a message:




  “Six star men transferred to you will arrive at Baxeter Station 10.15. Arrange for prison van to meet.”




  It was signed “Imprison”, which is the telegraphic address of the Prison Commissioner.




  It happened that just about then there had been a mutiny in one of the London prisons, and the deputy governor, beyond expressing his surprise as to the lateness of the hour, arranged for the prison van to be at Baxeter station yard to meet the batch of transfers.




  The 10.15 from London drew into the station, and the warders waiting on the platform walked slowly down the train looking for a carriage with drawn blinds But there were no prisoners on the train, and there was no other train due until four o’clock in the morning.




  “They must have missed it,” said one of the warders. “All right, Jerry,” this to the driver. He slammed the door of the Black Maria which had been left open, and the van lumbered out of the station yard.




  Slowly up the slope and through the black prison gates: the van turned through another gate to the left, a gate set at right angles to the first, and stopped before the open doors of a brick shed isolated from the prison.




  The driver grumbled as he descended and unharnessed his horses.




  “I shan’t put the van in the shed tonight,” he said. “Perhaps you’ll get some of the prisoners to do it tomorrow.”




  “That will be all right,” said the warder, anxious to get away.




  The horses went clopping from the place of servitude, there was a snap of locks as the gates were closed, and then silence.




  So far all was well from one man’s point of view. A roaring southwester was blowing down from Dartmoor round the angles of the prison, and wailing through the dark, deserted yard.




  Suddenly there was a gentle crack, and the door of the Black Maria opened. Leon had discovered that his key could not open yet another door. Hie had slipped into the prison van when the warders were searching the train, and had found some difficulty in getting out again. No men were coining from London, as he knew, but he was desperately in need of that Black Maria. It had piloted him to the very spot he wished to go. He listened. There was no sound save the wind, and he walked cautiously to a little glass covered building, and plied his master key. The lock turned, and he was inside a small recess where the prisoners were photographed. Through another door and he was in a storeroom. Beyond that lay the prison wards. He had questioned wisely and knew where the remand cells were to be found.




  A patrol would pass soon, he thought, looking at his watch, and he waited till he heard footsteps go by the door. The patrol would now be traversing a wing at right angles to the ward, and he opened the door and stepped into the deserted hall. He heard the feet of the patrol man receding and went softly up a flight of iron stairs to the floor above and along the cell doors. Presently he saw the man he wanted. His key went noiselessly into the cell door and turned. Doctor Twenden blinked up at him from his wooden bed.




  “Get up,” whispered Gonsalez, “and turn round.”




  Numbly the doctor obeyed.




  Leon strapped his hands behind him and took him by the arm, stopping to lock the cell door. Out through the storeroom into the little glass place, then before the doctor knew what had happened, he slipped a large silk handkerchief over his mouth.




  “Can you hear me?”




  The man nodded.




  “Can you feel that?”




  “That” was a something sharp that slabbed his left arm, He tried lo wriggle his arm away.




  “You will recognise the value of a hypodermic swinge, you better than any,” said the voice of Gonsalez in his ear. “You murdered an innocent woman, and you evaded the law. A few days ago you spoke of the Four Just Men. I am one of them!”




  The man stared into the darkness at a face he could not see.




  “The law missed you, but we have not missed you. Can you understand?”




  The head nodded more slowly now.




  Leon released his grip of the man’s arm, and felt him slipping to the floor. There he lay whilst Gonsalez went into the shed, pulled up the two traps that hung straightly in the pit until they clicked together, and slipped the end of the rope he had worn round his waist over the beam…




  Then he went back to the unconscious man.




  In the morning when the warders came to the coach house, which was also the execution shed, they saw a taut rope. The track was open, and a man was at the end of the rope, very still. A man who had escaped the gallows of the law, but had died at the hands of justice.




  The End
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  “£520 p.a. Wanted at once, Laboratory Secretary (lady). Young; no previous experience required, but must have passed recognized examination which included physics and inorganic (elementary) chemistry. Preference will be given to one whose family has some record in the world of science. Apply by letter, Box 9754, Daily Megaphone. If applicant is asked to interview advertiser, fare will be paid from any station within a hundred and fifty miles of London.”




  A Good friend sent one of the issues containing this advertisement to Heavytree Farm and circled the announcement with a blue pencil. Mirabelle Leicester found the newspaper on the hall settee when she came in from feeding the chickens, and thought that it had been sent by the Alington land agent who was so constantly calling her attention to the advertisers who wished to buy cheap farms. It was a practice of his. She had the feeling that he resented her presence in the country, and was anxious to replace her with a proprietor less poverty-stricken. Splitting the wrapper with a dusty thumb, she turned naturally to the advertisement pages, having the agent in mind. Her eyes went rapidly down the “Wanted to Buy” column. There were several “gentlemen requiring small farm in good district,” but none that made any appeal to her, and she was wondering why the parsimonious man had spent tuppence-ha’penny on postage and paper when the circled paragraph caught her eye. “Glory!” said Mirabelle, her red lips parted in excited wonder. Aunt Alma looked up from her press-cutting book, startled as Mirabelle dashed in. “Me!” she said dramatically, and pointed a finger at the advertisement. “I am young — I have no experience — I have my higher certificate — and daddy was something in the world of science. And, Alma, we are exactly a hundred and forty miles from London town!”




  “Dear me!” said Aunt Alma, a lady whose gaunt and terrifying appearance was the terror of tradesmen and farm hands, although a milder woman never knitted stockings.




  “Isn’t it wonderful? This solves all our problems. We leave the farm to Mark, open the flat in Bloomsbury…we can afford one or even two theatres a week…”




  Alma read the announcement for the second time.




  “It seems good,” she said with conventional caution, “though I don’t like the idea of your working, my dear. Your dear father…”




  “Would have whisked me up to town and I should have had the job by tonight,” said Mirabelle definitely. ‘;




  But Alma wasn’t sure. London was full of pitfalls and villainy untold lurked in its alleys and dark passages. She herself never went to London except under protest.




  “I was there years ago when those horrible Four Just Men were about, my dear,” she said, and Mirabelle, who loved her, listened to the oft-told story. “They terrorized London. One couldn’t go out at night with the certainty that one would come back again alive…and to think that they have had a free pardon! It is simply encouraging crime.”




  “My dear,” said Mirabelle (and this was her inevitable rejoinder), “they weren’t criminals at all. They were very rich men who gave up their lives to punishing those whom the law let slip through its greasy old fingers. And they were pardoned for the intelligence work they did in the war — one worked for three months in the German War Office — and there aren’t four at all: there are only three. I’d love to meet them — they must be dears!”




  When Aunt Alma made a grimace, she was hideous. Mirabelle averted her eyes.




  “Anyway, they are not in London now, darling,” she said, “and you will be able to sleep soundly at nights.”




  “What about the snake?” asked Miss Alma Goddard ominously.




  Now if there was one thing which no person contemplating a visit to London wished to be reminded about, it was the snake. Six million people rose from their beds every morning, opened their newspapers and looked for news of the snake. Eighteen daily newspapers never passed a day without telling their readers that the scare was childish and a shocking commentary on the neurotic tendencies of the age; they also published, at regular intervals, intimate particulars of the black mamba, its habits and its peculiar deadliness, and maintained quite a large staff of earnest reporters to “work on the story.”




  The black mamba, most deadly of all the African snakes, had escaped from the Zoo one cold and foggy night in March. And there should have been the end of him — a three-line paragraph, followed the next day by another three-line paragraph detailing how the snake was found dead on the frozen ground — no mamba could live under a temperature of 75 Fahrenheit. But the second paragraph never appeared. On the 2nd of April a policeman found a man huddled up in a doorway in Orme Place. He proved to be a well-known and apparently wealthy stockbroker, named Emmett. He was dead. In his swollen face were found two tiny punctured wounds, and the eminent scientist who was called into consultation gave his opinion that the man had died from snake-bite: an especially deadly snake. The night was chilly; the man had been to a theatre alone. His chauffeur stated that he had left his master in the best of spirits on the doorstep. The key found in the dead man’s hand showed that he was struck before the car had turned. When his affairs were investigated he was found to be hopelessly insolvent. Huge sums drawn from his bank six months before had disappeared.




  London had scarcely recovered from this shocking surprise when the snake struck again. This time in the crowded street, and choosing a humble victim, though by no means a blameless one. An exconvict named Sirk, a homeless down-and-out, was seen to fall by a park-keeper near the Achilles statue in Hyde Park. By the time the keeper reached him he was dead. There was no sign of a snake — nobody was near him. This time the snake had made his mark on the wrist — two little punctured wounds near together.




  A month later the third man fell a victim. He was a clerk of the Bank of England, a reputable man who was seen to fall forward in a subway train, and, on being removed to hospital, was discovered to have died — again from snake-bite.




  So that the snake became a daily figure of fear, and its sinister fame spread even so far afield as Heavytree Farm.




  “Stuff!” said Mirabelle, yet with a shiver. “Alma, I wish you wouldn’t keep these horrors in your scrapbook.”




  “They are Life,” said Alma soberly, and then: “When d’you take up your appointment?” she asked, and the girl laughed.




  “We will make a beginning right away — by applying for the job,” she said practically. “And you needn’t start packing your boxes for a very long time!”




  An hour later she intercepted the village postman and handed him a letter.




  And that was the beginning of the adventure which involved so many lives and fortunes, which brought the Three Just men to the verge of dissolution, and one day was to turn the heart of London into a battlefield.




  Two days after the letter was dispatched came the answer, typewritten, surprisingly personal, and in places curiously worded. There was an excuse for that, for the heading on the notepaper was




  OBERZOHN & SMITTS, MERCHANTS AND EXPORTERS.




  On the third day Mirabelle Leicester stepped down from a ‘bus in the City Road and entered the unimposing door of Romance, and an inquisitive chauffeur who saw her enter followed and overtook her in the lobby.




  “Excuse me, madame — are you Mrs. Carter?”




  Mirabelle did not look like Mrs. Anybody.




  “No,” she said, and gave her name.




  “But you’re the lady from Hereford.. you live with your mother at Telford Park…?”




  The man was so agitated that she was not annoyed by his insistence. Evidently he had instructions to meet a stranger and was fearful of missing her.




  “You have made a mistake — I live at Heavytree Farm, Daynham — with my aunt.”




  “Is she called Carter?”




  She laughed.




  “Miss Alma Goddard — now are you satisfied?”




  “Then you’re not the lady, miss; I’m waiting to pick her up.”




  The chauffeur withdrew apologetically.




  The girl waited in the ornate anteroom for ten minutes before the pale youth with the stiff, upstanding hair and the huge rimless spectacles returned. His face was large, expressionless, unhealthy. Mirabelle had noted as a curious circumstance that every man she had seen in the office was of the same type. Big heavy men who gave the impression that they had been called away from some very urgent work to deal with the triviality of her inquiries. They were speechless men who glared solemnly at her through thick lenses and nodded or shook their heads according to the requirements of the moment. She expected to meet foreigners in the offices of Oberzohn & Smitts; German, she imagined, and was surprised later to discover that both principals and staff were in the main Swedish.




  The pale youth, true to the traditions of the house, said nothing: he beckoned her with a little jerk of his head, and she went into a larger room, where half a dozen men were sitting at half a dozen desks and writing furiously, their noses glued shortsightedly to the books and papers which engaged their attention. Nobody looked up as she passed through the waist-high gate which separated the caller from the staff. Hanging upon the wall between two windows was a map of Africa with great green patches. In one corner of the room were stacked a dozen massive ivory tusks, each bearing a hanging label. There was the model of a steamship in a case on a window-ledge, and on another a crudely carved wooden idol of native origin.




  The youth stopped before a heavy rosewood door and knocked. When a deep voice answered, he pushed open the door and stood aside to let her pass. It was a gigantic room — that was the word which occurred to her as most fitting, and the vast space of it was emphasized by the almost complete lack of furniture. A very small ebony writing-table, two very small chairs and a long and narrow black cupboard fitted into a recess were all the furnishings she could see. The high walls were covered with a golden paper. Four bright-red rafters ran across the black ceiling — the floor was completely covered with a deep purple carpet. It seemed that there was a rolled map above the fireplace — a long thin cord came down from the cornice and ended in a tassel within reach.




  The room, with its lack of appointments, was so unexpected a vision that the girl stood staring from walls to roof, until she observed her guide making urgent signs, and then she advanced towards the man who stood with his back tiny fire that burnt in the silver fireplace.




  He was tall and grey; her first impression was of an enormously high forehead. The sallow face wag long, and nearer at hand, she saw, covered by innumerable lines and furrows. She judged him to be about fifty until he spoke, and then she realized that he was much older.




  “Miss Mirabelle Leicester?”




  His English was not altogether perfect; the delivery was queerly deliberate and he lisped slightly.




  “Pray be seated. I am Dr. Eruc Oberzohn. I am not German. I admire the Germans, but I am Swedish. You are convinced?”




  She laughed, and when Mirabelle Leicester laughed, less susceptible men than Dr. Eruc Oberzohn had forgotten all other business. She was not very tall — her slimness and her symmetrical figure made her appear so. She had in her face and in her clear grey eyes something of the countryside; she belonged to the orchards where the apple-blossom lay like heavy snow upon the bare branches; to the cold brooks that ran noisily under hawthorn hedges. The April sunlight was in her eyes and the springy velvet of meadows everlastingly under her feet.




  To Dr. Oberzohn she was a girl in a blue tailor-made costume. He saw that she wore a little hat with a straight brim that framed her face just above the lift of her curved eyebrows. A German would have seen these things, being a hopeless sentimentalist. The doctor was not German; he loathed their sentimentality.




  “Will you be seated? You have a scientific training?”




  Mirabelle shook tier head.




  “I haven’t,” she confessed ruefully, “but I’ve passed in the subjects you mentioned in your advertisement.”




  “But your father — he was a scientist?”




  She nodded gravely.




  “But not a great scientist,” he stated. “England and America do not produce such men. Ah, tell me not of your Kelvins, Edisons, and Newtons! They were incomplete, dull men, ponderous men — the fire was not there.”




  She was somewhat taken aback, but she was amused as well. His calm dismissal of men who were honoured in the scientific world was so obviously sincere.




  “Now talk to me of yourself.” He seated himself in the hard, straight-backed chair by the little desk.




  “I’m afraid there is very little I can tell you, Dr. Oberzohn. I live with my aunt at Heavytree Farm in Gloucester, and we have a flat in Doughty Court. My aunt and I have a small income — and I think that is all.”




  “Go on, please,” he commanded. “Tell me of your sensations when you had my letter — I desire to know your mind. That is how I form all opinions; that is how I made my immense fortune. By the analysis of the mind.”




  She had expected many tests; an examination in elementary science; a typewriting test possibly (she dreaded this most); but she never for one moment dreamt that the flowery letter asking her to call at the City Road offices of Oberzohn & Smitts would lead to an experiment in psychoanalysis.




  “I can only tell you that I was surprised,” she said, and the tightening line of her mouth would have told him a great deal if he were the student of human nature he claimed to be. “Naturally the salary appeals to me — ten pounds a week is such a high rate of pay that I cannot think I am qualified—”




  “You are qualified.” His harsh voice grew more strident as he impressed this upon her. “I need a laboratory secretary. You are qualified” — he hesitated, and then went on— “by reason of distinguished parentage. Also” — he hesitated again for a fraction of a second— “also because of general education. Your duties shall commence soon!” He waved a long, thin hand to the door in the corner of the room. “You will take your position at once,” he said.




  The long face, the grotesquely high forehead, the bulbous nose and wide, crooked mouth all seemed to work together when he spoke. At one moment the forehead was full of pleats and furrows — at the next, comparatively smooth. The point of his nose dipped up and down at every word, only his small, deepset eyes remained steadfast, unwinking. She had seen eyes like those before, brown and pathetic. Of what did they remind her? His last words brought her to the verge of panic.




  “Oh, I could not possibly start to-day,” she said in trepidation.




  “To-day, or it shall be never,” he said with an air of finality.




  She had to face a crisis. The salary was more than desirable; it was necessary. The farm scarcely paid its way, for Alma was not the best of managers. And the income grew more and more attenuated. Last year the company in which her meagre fortune was invested had passed a dividend and she had to give up her Swiss holiday.




  “I’ll start now.” She had to set her teeth to make this resolve.




  “Very good; that is my wish.”




  He was still addressing her as though she were a public meeting. Rising from his chair, he opened the little door and she went into a smaller room. She had seen laboratories, but none quite so beautifully fitted as this — shelf upon shelf of white porcelain jars, of cut-glass bottles, their contents engraved in frosted letters; a bench that ran the length of the room, on which apparatus of every kind was arranged in order. In the centre of the room ran a long, glass-topped table, and here, in dustproof glass, were delicate instruments, ranging from scales which she knew could be influenced by a grain of dust, to electrical machines, so complicated that her heart sank at the sight of them.




  “What must I do?” she asked dismally.




  Everything was so beautifully new; she was sure she would drop one of those lovely jars…all the science of the school laboratory had suddenly drained out of her mind, leaving it a blank.




  “You will do.” Remarkably enough, the doctor for the moment seemed as much at a loss as the girl. “First — quantities. In every jar or bottle there is a quantity. How much? Who knows? The last secretary was careless, stupid. She kept no book. Sometimes I go for something — it is not there! All gone. That is very regrettable.”




  “You wish me to take stock?” she asked, her hopes reviving at the simplicity of her task.




  There were measures and scales enough. The latter stood in a line like a platoon of soldiers ranged according to their size. Everything was very new, very neat. There was a smell of drying enamel in the room as though the place had been newly painted.




  “That is all,” said the long-faced man. He put his hand in the pocket of his frockcoat and took out a large wallet. From this he withdrew two crisp notes.




  “Ten pounds,” he said briefly. “We pay already in advance. There is one more thing I desire to know,” he said. “It is of the aunt. She is in London?”




  Mirabelle shook her head.




  “No, she is in the country. I expected to go back this afternoon, and if I was — successful, we were coming to town tomorrow.”




  He pursed his thickish lips; she gazed fascinated at his long forehead rippled in thought.




  “It will be a nervous matter for her if you stay in London tonight — no?”




  She smiled and shook her head.




  “No. I will stay at the flat; I have often stayed there alone, but even that will not be necessary. I will wire asking her to come up by the first train.”




  “Wait.” He raised a pompous hand and darted back to his room. He returned with a packet of telegraph forms. “Write your telegram,” he commanded. “A clerk shall dispatch it at once.”




  Gratefully she took the blanks and wrote her news and request.




  “Thank you,” she said.




  Mr. Oberzohn bowed, went to the door, bowed again, and the door closed behind him.




  Fortunately for her peace of mind, Mirabelle Leicester had no occasion to consult her employer or attempt to open the door. Had she done so, she would have discovered that it was locked. As for the telegram she had written, that was a curl of black ash in his fire.




  
Chapter Two


  The Three Men of Curzon Street




  

    Table of Contents

  




  No. 233, Curzon Street, was a small house. Even the most enthusiastic of agents would not, if he had any regard to his soul’s salvation, describe its dimensions with any enthusiasm. He might enlarge upon its bijou beauties, refer reverently its historical association, speak truthfully of its central heating and electric installation, but he would, being an honest man, convey the impression that No. 233 was on the small aide.




  The house was flanked by two modern mansions, stone-fronted, with metal and glass doors that gave out a blur of light by night. Both overtopped the modest roof of their neighbour by many stories — No. 233 had the appearance of a little man crushed in a crowd and unable to escape, and there was in its mild frontage the illusion of patient resignation and humility.




  To that section of Curzon Street wherein it had its place, the house was an offence and was, in every but a legal sense, a nuisance. A learned Chancery judge to whom application had been made on behalf of neighbouring property owners, ground landlords and the like, had refused to grant the injunction for which they had pleaded, “prohibiting the said George Manfred from carrying on a business, to wit the Triangle Detective Agency, situate at the aforesaid number two hundred and thirty-three Curzon Street in the City of Westminster in the County of Middlesex.”




  In a judgment which occupied a third of a column of The Times he laid down the dictum that a private detective might be a professional rather than a business man — a dictum which has been, and will be, disputed to the end of time.




  So the little silver triangle remained fixed to the door and he continued to interview his clients — few in number, for he was most careful to accept only those who offered scope for his genius.




  A tall, strikingly handsome man, with the face of a patrician and the shoulders of an athlete, Curzon Street — or such of the street as took the slightest notice of anything — observed him to be extremely well dressed on all occasions. He was a walking advertisement for a Hanover Street tailor who was so fashionable that he would have died with horror at the very thought of advertising at all. Car folk held up at busy crossings glanced into his limousine, saw the clean-cut profile and the tanned, virile face, and guessed him for a Harley Street specialist. Very few people knew him socially. Dr. Elver, the Scotland Yard surgeon, used to come up to Curzon Street at times and give his fantastic views on the snake and its appearances, George Manfred and his friends listening in silence and offering no help. But apart from Elver and an Assistant Commissioner of Police, a secretive man, who dropped in at odd moments to smoke a pipe and talk of old times, the social callers were few and far between.




  His chauffeur-footman was really better known than he. At the mews where he garaged his car, they called him “Lightning,” and it was generally agreed that this thin-faced, eager-eyed man would sooner or later meet the end which inevitably awaits all chauffeurs who take sharp corners on two wheels at sixty miles an hour: some of the critics had met the big Spanz on the road and had reproached him afterwards, gently or violently, according to the degree of their scare.




  Few knew Mr. Manfred’s butler, a dark-browed foreigner, rather stout and somewhat saturnine. He was a man who talked very little even to the cook and the two housemaids who came every morning at eight and left the house punctually at six, for Mr. Manfred dined out most nights.




  He advertised only in the more exclusive newspapers, and not in his own name; no interviews were granted except by appointment, so that the arrival of Mr. Sam Barberton was in every sense an irregularity.




  He knocked at the door just as the maids were leaving, and since they knew little about Manfred and his ways except that he liked poached eggs and spinach for breakfast, the stranger was allowed to drift into the hall, and here the taciturn butler, hastily summoned from his room, found him.




  The visitor was a stubby, thickset man with a brick-red face and a head that was both grey and bald. His dress and his speech were equally rough. The butler saw that he was no ordinary artisan because his boots were of a kind known as veldtschoons. They were of undressed leather, patchily bleached by the sun.




  “I want to see the boss of this Triangle,” he said in a loud voice, and, diving into his waistcoat pocket, brought out a soiled newspaper cutting.




  The butler took it from him without a word. It was the Cape Times — he would have known by the type and the spacing even if on the back there had not been printed the notice of a church bazaar at Wynberg. The butler studied such things.




  “I am afraid that you cannot see Mr. Manfred without an appointment,” he said. His voice and manner were most expectedly gentle in such a forbidding man.




  “I’ve got to see him, if I sit here all night,” said the man stubbornly, and symbolized his immovability by squatting down in the hall chair.




  Not a muscle of the servant’s face moved. It was impossible to tell whether he was angry or amused.




  “I got this cutting out of a paper I found on the Benguella — she docked at Tilbury this afternoon — and I came straight here. I should never have dreamt of coming at all, only I want fair play for all concerned. That Portuguese feller with a name like a cigar — Villa, that’s it! — he said, ‘What’s the good of going to London when we can settle everything on board ship?’ But half-breed Portuguese! My God, I’d rather deal with bushmen! Bushmen are civilized — look here.”




  Before the butler realized what the man was doing, he had slipped off one of his ugly shoes. He wore no sock or stocking underneath, and he upturned the sole of his bare foot for inspection. The flesh was seamed and puckered into red weals, and the butler knew the cause.




  “Portuguese,” said the visitor tersely as he resumed his shoe. “Not niggers — Portugooses — half-bred, I’ll admit. They burnt me to make me talk, and they’d have killed me only one of those hell-fire American traders came along — full of fight and firewater. He brought me into the town.”




  “Where was this?” asked the butler.




  “Mosamades: I went ashore to look round, like a fool. I was on a Woerman boat that was going up to Boma. The skipper was a Hun, but white — he warned me.”




  “And what did they want to know from you?”




  The caller shot a suspicious glance at his interrogator.




  “Are you the boss?” he demanded.




  “No — I’m Mr. Manfred’s butler. What name shall I tell him?”




  “Barberton — Mister Samuel Barberton. Tell him I want certain things found out. The address of a young lady by the name of Miss Mirabelle Leicester. And I’ll tell your governor something too. This Portugoose got drunk one night, and spilled it about the fort they’ve got in England. Looks like a house but it’s a fort: he went there…”




  No, he was not drunk; stooping to pick up an imaginary matchstalk, the butler’s head had come near the visitor; there was a strong aroma of tobacco but not of drink.




  “Would you very kindly wait?” he asked, and disappeared up the stairs.




  He was not gone long before he returned to the first landing and beckoned Mr. Barberton to come. The visitor was ushered into a room at the front of the house, a small room, which was made smaller by the long grey velvet curtains that hung behind the empire desk where Manfred was standing.




  “This is Mr. Barberton, sir,” said the butler, bowed, and went out, closing the door.




  “Sit down, Mr. Barberton.” He indicated a chair and seated himself. “My butler tells me you have quite an exciting story to tell me — you are from the Cape?”




  “No, I’m not,” said Mr. Barberton. “I’ve never been at the Cape in my life.”




  The man behind the desk nodded.




  “Now, if you will tell me—”




  “I’m not going to tell you much,” was the surprisingly blunt reply. “It’s not likely that I’m going to tell a stranger what I wouldn’t even tell Elijah Washington — and he saved my life!”




  Manfred betrayed no resentment at this cautious attitude. In that room he had met many clients who had shown the same reluctance to accept him as their confidant. Yet he had at the back of his mind the feeling that this man, unlike the rest, might remain adamant to the end: he was curious to discover the real object of the visit.




  Barberton drew his chair nearer the writing-table and rested his elbows on the edge.




  “It’s like this, Mr. What’s-your-name. There’s a certain secret which doesn’t belong to me, and yet does in a way. It is worth a lot of money. Mr. Elijah Washington knew that and tried to pump me, and Villa got a gang of Kroomen to burn my feet, but I’ve not told yet. What I want you to do is to find Miss Mirabelle Leicester; and I want to get her quick, because there’s only about two weeks, if you understand me, before this other crowd gets busy — Villa is certain to have cabled ‘em, and according to him they’re hot!”




  Mr. Manfred leant back in his padded chair, the glint of an amused smile in his grey eyes.




  “I take it that what you want us to find Miss Leicester?”




  The man nodded energetically.




  “Have you the slightest idea as to where she is to be found? Has she any relations in England?”




  “I don’t know,” interrupted the man. “All I know is that she lives here somewhere, and that her father died three years ago, on the twenty-ninth of May — make a note of that: he died in England on the twenty-ninth of May.”




  That was an important piece of information, and it made the search easy, thought Manfred.




  “And you’re going to tell me about the fort, aren’t you?” he said, as he looked up from his notes.




  Barberton hesitated.




  “I was,” he admitted, “but I’m not so sure that I will now, until I’ve found this young lady. And don’t forget,” — he rapped the table to emphasize his words— “that crowd is hot!”




  “Which crowd?” asked Manfred good-humouredly. He knew many “crowds,” and wondered if it was about one which was in his mind that the caller was speaking.




  “The crowd I’m talking about,” said Mr. Barberton, who spoke with great deliberation and was evidently weighing every word he uttered for fear that he should involuntarily betray his secret.




  That seemed to be an end of his requirements, for he rose and stood a little awkwardly, fumbling in his inside pocket.




  “There is nothing to pay,” said Manfred, guessing his intention. “Perhaps, when we have located your Miss Mirabelle Leicester, we shall ask you to refund our out-of-pocket expenses.”




  “I can afford to pay—” began the man.




  “And we can afford to wait.” Again the gleam of amusement in the deep eyes.




  Still Mr. Barberton did not move.




  “There’s another thing I meant to ask you. You know all that’s happening in this country?”




  “Not quite everything,” said the other with perfect gravity.




  “Have you ever heard of the Four Just Men?”




  It was a surprising question. Manfred bent forward as though he had not heard aright.




  “The Four — ?”




  “The Four Just Men — three, as a matter of fact. I’d like to get in touch with those birds.”




  Manfred nodded.




  “I think I have heard of them,” he said.




  “They’re in England now somewhere. They’ve got a pardon: I saw that in the Cape Times — the bit I tore the advertisement from.”




  “The last I heard of them, they were in Spain,” said Manfred, and walked round the table and opened the door. “Why do you wish to get in touch with them?”




  “Because,” said Mr. Barberton impressively, “the crowd are scared of ’em — that’s why.”




  Manfred walked with his visitor to the landing.




  “You have omitted one important piece of information,” he said with a smile, “but I did not intend your going until you told me. What is your address?”




  “Petworth Hotel, Norfolk Street.”




  Barberton went down the stairs; the butler was waiting in the hall to show him out, and Mr. Barberton, having a vague idea that something of the sort was usual in the houses of the aristocracy, slipped a silver coin in his hand. The dark-faced man murmured his thanks: his bow was perhaps a little lower, his attitude just a trifle more deferential.




  He closed and locked the front door and went slowly up the stairs to the office room. Manfred was sitting on the empire table, lighting a cigarette. The chauffeur-valet had come through the grey curtains to take the chair which had been vacated by Mr. Barberton.




  “He gave me half a crown — generous fellow,” said Poiccart, the butler. “I like him, George.”




  “I wish I could have seen his feet,” said the chauffeur, whose veritable name was Leon Gonsalez. He spoke with regret. “He comes from West Sussex, and there is insanity in his family. The left parietal is slightly recessed and the face is asymmetrical.”




  “Poor soul!” murmured Manfred, blowing a cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “It’s a great trial introducing one’s friends to you, Leon.”




  “Fortunately, you have no friends,” said Leon, reaching out and taking a cigarette from the open gold case on the table. “Well, what do you think of our Mr. Barberton’s mystery?”




  George Manfred shook his head.




  “He was vague, and, in his desire to be diplomatic, incoherent. What about your own mystery, Leon? You have been out all day…have you found a solution?”




  Gonsalez nodded.




  “Barberton is afraid of something,” said Poiccart, a slow and sure analyst. “He carried a gun between his trousers and his waistcoat — you saw that?” George nodded.




  “The question is, who or which is the crowd? Question two is, where and who is Miss Mirabelle Leicester? Question three is, why did they burn Barberton’s feet?…and I think that is all.”




  The keen face of Gonsalez was thrust forward through a cloud of smoke.




  “I will answer most of them and propound two more,” he said. “Mirabelle Leicester took a job to-day at Oberzohn’s — laboratory secretary!”




  George Manfred frowned.




  “Laboratory? I didn’t know that he had one.”




  “He hadn’t till three days ago — it was fitted in seventy-two hours by experts who worked day and night; the cost of its installation was sixteen hundred pounds — and it came into existence to give Oberzohn an excuse for engaging Mirabelle Leicester. You sent me out to clear up that queer advertisement which puzzled us all on Monday — I have cleared it up. It was designed to bring our Miss Leicester into the Oberzohn establishment. We all agreed when we discovered who was the advertiser, that Oberzohn was working for something — I watched his office for two days, and she was the only applicant for the job — hers the only letter they answered. Oberzohn lunched with her at the Ritz-Carlton — she sleeps tonight in Chester Square.”




  There was a silence which was broken by Poiccart.




  “And what is the question you have to propound?” he asked mildly.




  “I think I know,” said Manfred, and nodded. “The question is: how long has Mr. Samuel Barberton to live?”




  “Exactly,” said Gonsalez with satisfaction. “You are beginning to understand the mentality of Oberzohn!”




  
Chapter Three


  The Vendetta
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  The man who that morning walked without announcement into Dr. Oberzohn’s office might have stepped from the pages of a catalogue of men’s fashions. He was, to the initiated eye, painfully new. His lemon gloves, his dazzling shoes, the splendour of his silk hat, the very correctness of his handkerchief display, would have been remarkable even in the Ascot paddock on Cup day. He was goodlooking, smooth, if a trifle plump, of face, and he wore a tawny little moustache and a monocle. People who did not like Captain Monty Newton — and their names were many — said of him that he aimed at achieving the housemaid’s conception of a guardsman. They did not say this openly, because he was a man to be propitiated rather than offended. He had money, a place in the country, a house in Chester Square, and an assortment of cars. He was a member of several good clubs, the committees of which never discussed him without offering the excuse of wartime courtesies for his election. Nobody knew how he made his money, or, if it were inherited, whose heir he was. He gave extravagant parties, played cards well, and enjoyed exceptional luck, especially when he was the host and held the bank after one of the splendid dinners he gave in his Chester Square mansion.




  “Good morning, Oberzohn — how is Smitts?” It was his favourite jest, for there was no Smitts, and had been no Smitts in the firm since ‘96.




  The doctor, peering down at the telegram he was writing, looked up.




  “Good morning, Captain Newton,” he said precisely. Newton passed to the back of him and read the message he was writing. It was addressed to “Miss Alma Goddard, Heavytree Farm, Daynham, Gloucester,” and the wire ran:




  “Have got the fine situation. Cannot expeditiously return tonight. I am sleeping at our pretty flat in Doughty Court. Do not come up until I send for you. — Miss MIRABELLE LEICESTER.”




  “She’s here, is she?” Captain Newton glanced at the laboratory door. “You’re not going to send that wire? ‘Miss Mirabelle Leicester!’ ‘Expeditiously return!’ She’d tumble it in a minute. Who is Alma Goddard?”




  “The aunt,” said Oberzohn. “I did not intend the dispatching until you had seen it. My English is too correct.”




  He made way for Captain Newton, who, having taken a sheet of paper from the rack on which to deposit with great care his silk hat, and having stripped his gloves and deposited them in his hat, sat down in the chair from which the older man had risen, pulled up the knees of his immaculate trousers, tore off the top telegraph form, and wrote under the address:




  “Have got the job. Hooray! Don’t bother to come up, darling, until I am settled. Shall sleep at the flat as usual. Too busy to write. Keep my letters. — MIRABELLE.”




  “That’s real,” said Captain Newton, surveying his work with satisfaction. “Push it off.”




  He got up and straddled his legs before the fire.




  “The hard part of the job may be to persuade the lady to come to Chester Square,” he said.




  “My own little house—” began Oberzohn.




  “Would scare her to death,” said Newton with a loud laugh. “That dog-kennel! No, it is Chester Square or nothing. I’ll get Joan or one of the girls to drop in this afternoon and chum up with her. When does the Benguella arrive?”




  “This afternoon: the person has booked rooms by radio at the Petworth Hotel.”




  “Norfolk Street…humph! One of your men can pick him up and keep an eye on him. Lisa? So much the better. That kind of trash will talk for a woman. I don’t suppose he has seen a white woman in years. You ought to fire Villa — crude beast! Naturally the man is on his guard now.”




  “Villa is the best of my men on the coast,” barked Oberzohn fiercely. Nothing so quickly touched the raw places of his amazing vanity as a reflection upon his organizing qualities.




  “How is trade?” Captain Newton took a long ebony holder from his tail pocket, flicked out a thin platinum case and lit a cigarette in one uninterrupted motion.




  “Bat!” When Dr. Oberzohn was annoyed the purity of his pronunciation suffered. “There is nothing but expense!”




  Oberzohn & Smitts had once made an enormous income from the sale of synthetic alcohol. They were, amongst other things, coast traders. They bought rubber and ivory, paving in cloth and liquor. They sold arms secretly, organized tribal wars for their greater profit, and had financed at least two Portuguese revolutions nearer at home. And with the growth of their fortune, the activities of the firm had extended. Guns and more guns went out of Belgian and French workshops. To Kurdish insurrectionaries, to ambitious Chinese generals, to South American politicians, planning, to carry their convictions into more active fields. There was no country in the world that did not act as host to an O. & S. agent — and agents can be very expensive. Just now the world was alarmingly peaceful. A revolution had failed most dismally in Venezuela, and Oberzohn & Smitts had not been paid for two shiploads of lethal weapons ordered by a general who, two days after the armaments were landed, had been placed against an adobe wall and incontinently shot to rags by the soldiers of the Government against which he was in rebellion. “But that shall not matter.” Oberzohn waved bad trade from the considerable factors of life. “This shall succeed: and then I shall be free to well punish—”




  “To punish well,” corrected the purist, stroking his moustache. “Don’t split your infinitives, Eruc — it’s silly. You’re thinking of Manfred and Gonsalez and Poiccart? Leave them alone. They are nothing!”




  “Nothing!” roared the doctor, his sallow face instantly distorted with fury. “To leave them alone, is it? Of my brother what? Of my brother in heaven, sainted martyr…!”




  He spun round, gripped the silken tassel of the cord above the fireplace, and pulled down, not a map, but a picture. It had been painted from a photograph by an artist who specialized in the gaudy banners which hang before every booth at every country fair. In this setting the daub was a shrieking incongruity; yet to Dr. Oberzohn it surpassed in beauty the masterpieces of the Prado. A full-length portrait of a man in a frockcoat. He leaned on a pedestal in the attitude which cheap photographers believe is the acme of grace. His big face, idealized as it was by the artist, was brutal and stupid. The carmine lips were parted in a simper. In one hand he held a scroll of paper, in the other a Derby hat which was considerably out of drawing.




  “My brother!” Dr. Oberzohn choked. “My sainted Adolph…murdered! By the so-called Three Just Men…my brother!”




  “Very interesting,” murmured Captain Newton, who had not even troubled to look up. He flicked the ash from his cigarette into the fireplace and said no more. Adolph Oberzohn had certainly been shot dead by Leon Gonsalez: there was no disputing the fact. That Adolph, at the moment of his death, was attempting to earn the generous profits which come to those who engage in a certain obnoxious trade between Europe and the South American states, was less open to question. There was a girl in it: Leon followed his man to Porto Rico, and in the Cafe of the Seven Virtues they had met. Adolph was by training a gunman and drew first — and died first. That was the story of Adolph Oberzohn: the story of a girl whom Leon Gonsalez smuggled back to Europe belongs elsewhere. She fell in love with her rescuer and frightened him sick.




  Dr. Oberzohn let the portrait roll up with a snap, blew his nose vigorously, and blinked the tears from his pale eyes.




  “Yes, very sad, very sad,” said the captain cheerfully. “Now what about this girl? There is to be nothing rough or raw, you understand, Eruc? I want the thing done sweetly. Get that bug of the Just Men out of your mind — they are out of business. When a man lowers himself to run a detective agency he’s a back number. If they start anything we’ll deal with them scientifically, eh? Scientifically!”




  He chuckled with laughter at this good joke. It was obvious that Captain Newton was no dependant on the firm of Oberzohn & Smitts. If he was not the dominant partner, he dominated that branch which he had once served in a minor capacity. He owed much to the death of Adolph — he never regretted the passing of that unsavoury man.




  “I’ll get one of the girls to look her over this afternoon — where is your telephone pad — the one you write messages received?”




  The doctor opened a drawer of his desk and took out a little memo pad, and Newton found a pencil and wrote: “To Mirabelle Leicester, care Oberzohn (Phone) London. Sorry I can’t come up tonight. Don’t sleep at flat alone. Have wired Joan Newton to put you up for night. She will call — ALMA.”




  “There you are,” said the gallant captain, handing the pad to the other. “That message came this afternoon. All telegrams to Oberzohn come by ‘phone — never forget it!”




  “Ingenious creature!” Dr. Oberzohn’s admiration was almost reverential.




  “Take her out to lunch…after lunch, the message. At four o’clock, Joan or one of the girls. A select dinner. Tomorrow the office…gently, gently. Bull-rush these schemes and your plans die the death of a dog.”




  He glanced at the door once more.




  “She won’t come out, I suppose?” he suggested.




  “Deuced awkward if she came out and saw Miss Newton’s brother!”




  “I have locked the door,” said Dr. Oberzohn proudly.




  Captain Newton’s attitude changed: his face went red with sudden fury.




  “Then you’re a — you’re a fool. Unlock the door when I’ve gone — and keep it unlocked! Want to frighten her?”




  “It was my idea to risk nothing,” pleaded the long-faced Swede.




  “Do as I tell you.”




  Captain Newton brushed his speckless coat with the tips of his fingers. He pulled on his gloves, fitted his hat with the aid of a small pocket-mirror he took from his inside pocket, took up his clouded cane and strolled from the room.




  “Ingenious creature,” murmured Dr. Oberzohn again, and went in to offer the startled Mirabelle an invitation to lunch.




  
Chapter Four


  The Snake Strikes
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  The great restaurant, with its atmosphere of luxury and wealth, had been a little overpowering. The crowded tables, the soft lights, the very capability and nonchalance of the waiters, were impressive. When her new employer had told her that it was his practice to take the laboratory secretary to lunch, “for I have not other time to speak of business things,” she accepted uncomfortably. She knew little of office routine, but she felt that it was not customary for principals to drive their secretaries from the City Road to the Ritz-Carlton to lunch expensively at that resort of fashion and the epicure. It added nothing to her self-possession that her companion was an object of interest to all who saw him. The gay luncheon parties forgot their dishes and twisted round to stare at the extraordinary-looking man with the high forehead.




  At a little table alone she saw a man whose face was tantalizingly familiar. A keen, thin face with eager, amused eyes. Where had she seen him before? Then she remembered: the chauffeur had such a face — the man who had followed her into Oberzohn’s when she arrived that morning. It was absurd, of course; this man was one of the leisured class, to whom lunching at the Ritz-Carlton was a normal event. And yet the likeness was extraordinary.




  She was glad when the meal was over. Dr. Oberzohn did not talk of “business things.” He did not talk at all, but spent his time shovelling incredible quantities of food through his wide slit of a mouth. He ate intently, noisily — Mirabelle was: glad the band was playing, and she went red with suppressed laughter at the whimsical thought; and after that she felt less embarrassed.




  No word was spoken as the big car sped citywards. The doctor had his thoughts and ignored her presence. The only reference he made to the lunch was as they were leaving the hotel, when he had condescended to grunt a bitter complaint about the quality of English-made coffee. He allowed her to go back to her weighing and measuring without displaying the slightest interest in her progress.




  And then came the crowning surprise of the afternoon — it followed the arrival of a puzzling telegram from her aunt. She was weighing an evilsmelling mass of powder when the door opened and there floated into the room a delicate-looking girl, beautifully dressed. A small face framed in a mass of little golden-brown curls smiled a greeting. “You’re Mirabelle Leicester, aren’t you? I’m Joan Newton — your aunt wired me to call on you.”




  “Do you know my aunt?” asked Mirabelle in astonishment. She had never heard Alma speak of the Newtons, but then, Aunt Alma had queer reticences. Mirabelle had expected a middle-aged dowd — it was amazing that her unprepossessing relative could claim acquaintance with this society butterfly.




  “Oh yes — we know Alma very well,” replied the visitor. “Of course, I haven’t seen her since I was quite a little girl — she’s a dear.”




  She looked round the laboratory with curious interest.




  “What a nasty-smelling place!” she said, her nose upturned. “And how do you like old — er — Mr. Oberzohn?”




  “Do you know him?” asked Mirabelle, astounded at the possibility of this coincidence.




  “My brother knows him — we live together, my brother and I, and he knows everybody. A man about town has to, hasn’t he, dear?”




  “Man about town” was an expression that grated a little; Mirabelle was not of the “dearing” kind. The combination of errors in taste made her scrutinize the caller more closely. Joan Newton was dressed beautifully but not well. There was something…Had Mirabelle a larger knowledge of life, she might have thought that the girl had been dressed to play the part of a lady by somebody who wasn’t quite sure of the constituents of the part. Captain Newton she did not know at the time, or she would have guessed the dress authority.




  “I’m going to take you back to Chester Square after Mr. Oberzohn — such a funny name, isn’t it? — has done with you. Monty insisted upon my bringing the Rolls. Monty is my brother; he’s rather classical.”




  Mirabelle wondered whether this indicated a love of the Greek poets or a passion for the less tuneful operas. Joan (which was her real name) meant no more than classy: it was a favourite word of hers; another was “morbid.”




  Half an hour later the inquisitive chauffeur put his foot on the starter and sent his car on the trail of the Rolls, wondering what Mirabelle Leicester had in common with Joan Alice Murphy, who had brought so many rich young men to the green board in Captain Newton’s beautiful drawingroom, where stakes ran high and the captain played with such phenomenal luck,




  “And there you are,” said Gonsalez complacently. “I’ve done a very good day’s work. Oberzohn has gone back to his rabbit-hutch to think up new revolutions — Miss Mirabelle Leicester is to be found at 307, Chester Square. Now the point is, what do we do to save the valuable life of Mr. Sam Barberton?”




  Manfred looked grave. “I hardly like the thought of the girl spending the night in Newton’s house,” he said.




  “Why allow her to remain there?” asked Poiccart in his heavy way.




  “Exactly!” Leon nodded.




  George Manfred looked at his watch.




  “Obviously the first person to see is friend Barberton,” he said, “If we can prevail on him to spend the evening with us, the rest is a simple matter—”




  The telephone bell rang shrilly and Leon Gonsalez monopolized the instrument.




  “Gloucester? Yes.” He covered the receiver with his hand. “I took the liberty of asking Miss Alma Goddard to ring me up…her address I discovered very early in the day: Heavytree Farm, Daynham, near Gloucester…yes, yes, it is Mr. Johnson speaking. I wanted to ask you if you would take a message to Miss Leicester…oh, she isn’t at home?” Leon listened attentively, and, after a few minutes: “Thank you very much. She is staying at Doughty Court? She wired you…oh, nothing very important. I — er — am her old science master and I saw an advertisement… oh, she has seen it, has she?”




  He hung up the receiver.




  “Nothing to go on,” he said. “The girl has wired to say she is delighted with her job. The aunt is not to come up until she is settled, and Mirabelle is sleeping at Doughty Court.”




  “And a very excellent place too,” said Manfred. “When we’ve seen Mr. Barberton I shouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t sleep there after all.”




  Petworth Hotel in Norfolk Street was a sedate residential hostel, greatly favoured by overseas visitors, especially South Africans. The reception clerk thought Mr. Barberton was out: the hall porter was sure.




  “He went down to the Embankment — he said he’d like to see the river before it was dark,” said that confidant of so many visitors.




  Manfred stepped into the car by Leon’s side — Poiccart seldom went abroad, but sat at home piecing together the little jigsaw puzzles of life that came to Curzon Street for solution. He was the greatest of all the strategists: even Scotland Yard brought some of its problems for his inspection.




  “On the Embankment?” Manfred looked up at the blue and pink sky. The sun had gone down, but the light of day remained. “If it were darker I should be worried…stop, there’s Dr. Elver.”




  The little police surgeon who had passed them with a cheery wave of his hand turned and walked back.




  “Well, Children of the Law” — he was inclined to be dramatic— “on what dread errand of vengeance are you bound?”




  “We are looking for a man named Barberton to ask him to dinner,” said Manfred, shaking hands.




  “Sounds tame to me: has he any peculiarities which would appeal to me?”




  “Burnt feet,” said Leon promptly. “If you would like to learn how the coastal intelligence department extract information from unwilling victims, come along.”




  Elver hesitated. He was a man burnt up by the Indian suns, wizened like a dried yellow apple, and he had no interest in the world beyond his work.




  “I’ll go with you,” he said, stepping into the car. “And if your Barberton man fails you, you can have me as a guest. I like to hear you talking. One cannot know too much of the criminal mind! And life is dull since the snake stopped biting!”




  The car made towards Blackfriars Bridge, and Manfred kept watch of the sidewalk. There was no sign of Barberton, and he signalled Leon to turn and come back. This brought the machine to the Embankment side of the broad boulevard. They had passed under Waterloo Bridge and were nearing Cleopatra’s Needle when Gonsalez saw the man they were seeking.




  He was leaning against the parapet, his elbows on the coping and his head sunk forward as though he were studying the rush of the tide below. The car pulled up near a policeman who was observing the lounger thoughtfully. The officer recognized the police surgeon and saluted.




  “Can’t understand that bird, sir,” he said. “He’s been standing there for ten minutes. I’m keepin’ an eye on him, because he looks to me like a suicide who’s thinkin’ it over!”




  Manfred approached the man, and suddenly, with a shock, saw his face. It was set in a grin — the eyes were wide open, the skin a coppery red.




  “Elver! Leon!”




  As Leon sprang from the car, Manfred touched the man’s shoulder and he fell limply to the ground. In a second the doctor was on his knees by the side of the still figure.




  “Dead,” he said laconically, and then: “Good God!”




  He pointed to the neck, where a red patch showed.




  “What is that?” asked Manfred steadily.




  “The snake!” said the doctor.
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  Barberton had been stricken down in the heart of London, under the very eyes of the policeman, it proved.




  “Yes, sir, I’ve had him under observation for a quarter of an hour. I saw him walking along the Embankment, admiring the view, long before he stopped here.”




  “Did anybody go near him to speak to him?” asked Dr. Elver, looking up.




  “No, sir, he stood by himself. I’ll swear that nobody was within two yards of him. Of course, people have been passing to and fro, but I have been looking at him all the time, and I’ve not seen man or woman within yards of him, and my eyes were never off him.”




  A second policeman had appeared on the scene, and he was sent across to Scotland Yard in Manfred’s car for the ambulance and the police reserves necessary to clear and keep in circulation the gathering crowd. These returned simultaneously, and the two friends watched the pitiable thing lifted into a stretcher, and waited until the white-bodied vehicle had disappeared with its sad load before they returned to their machine.




  Gonsalez took his place at the wheel; George got in by his side. No word was spoken until they were back at Curzon Street. Manfred went in alone, whilst his companion drove the machine to the garage. When he returned, he found Poiccart and George deep in discussion.




  “You were right, Raymond.” Leon Gonsalez stripped his thin coat and threw it on a chair. “The accuracy of your forecasts is almost depressing. I am waiting all the time for the inevitable mistake, and I am irritated when this doesn’t occur. You said the snake would reappear, and the snake has reappeared. Prophesy now for me, O seer!”




  Poiccart’s heavy face was gloomy; his dark eyes almost hidden under the frown that brought his bushy eyebrows lower.




  “One hasn’t to be a seer to know that our association with Barberton will send the snake wriggling towards Curzon Street,” he said. “Was it Gurther or Pfeiffer?”




  Manfred considered.




  “Pfeiffer, I think. He is the steadier of the two. Gurther has brainstorms; he is on the neurotic side. And that nine-thonged whip of yours, Leon, cannot have added to his mental stability. No, it was Pfeiffer, I’m sure.”




  “I suppose the whip unbalanced him a little,” said Leon. He thought over this aspect as though it were one worth consideration. “Gurther is a sort of Jekyll and Hyde, except that there is no virtue to him at all. It is difficult to believe, seeing him dropping languidly into his seat at the opera, that this exquisite young man in his private moments would not change his linen more often than once a month, and would shudder at the sound of a running bath-tap! That almost sounds as though he were a morphia fiend. I remember a case in ‘99…but I am interrupting you?”




  “What precautions shall you take, Leon?” asked George Manfred.




  “Against the snake?” Leon shrugged his shoulders. “The old military precaution against Zeppelin raids; the precaution the farmer takes against a plague of wasps. You cannot kneel on the chest of the vespa vulgaris and extract his sting with an anaesthetic. You destroy his nest — you bomb his hangar. Personally, I have never feared dissolution in any form, but I have a childish objection to being bitten by a snake.”




  Poiccart’s saturnine face creased for a moment in a smile. “You’ve no objection to stealing my theories,” he said drily, and the other doubled up in silent laughter.




  Manfred was pacing the little room, his hands behind him, a thick Egyptian cigarette between his lips.




  “There’s a train leaves Paddington for Gloucester at ten forty-five,” he said. “Will you telegraph to Miss Goddard, Heavytree Farm, and ask her to meet the train with a cab? After that I shall want two men to patrol the vicinity of the farm day and night.”




  Poiccart pulled open a drawer of the desk, took out a small book and ran his finger down the index.




  “I can get this service in Gloucester,” he said. “Gordon, Williams, Thompson and Elfred — they’re reliable people and have worked for us before.”




  Manfred nodded.




  “Send them the usual instructions by letter. I wonder who will be in charge of this Barberton case? If it’s Meadows, I can work with him. On the other hand, if it’s Arbuthnot, we shall have to get our information by subterranean methods.”




  “Call Elver,” suggested Leon, and George pulled the telephone towards him.




  It was some time before he could get into touch with Dr. Elver, and then he learnt, to his relief, that the redoubtable Inspector Meadows had complete charge.




  “He’s coming up to see you,” said Elver. “As a matter of fact, the chief was here when I arrived at the Yard, and he particularly asked Meadows to consult with you. There’s going to be an awful kick at the Home Secretary’s office about this murder. We had practically assured the Home Office that there would be no repetition of the mysterious deaths and that the snake had gone dead for good.”




  Manfred asked a few questions and then hung up.




  “They are worried about the public — you never know what masses will do in given circumstances. But you can gamble that the English mass does the same thing — Governments hate intelligent crowds. This may cost the Home Secretary his job, poor soul! And he’s doing his best.”




  A strident shout in the street made him turn his head with a smile.




  “The late editions have got it — naturally. It might have been committed on their doorstep.”




  “But why?” asked Poiccart “What was Barberton’s offence?”




  “His first offence,” said Leon promptly, without waiting for Manfred to reply, “was to go in search of Miss Mirabelle Leicester. His second and greatest was to consult with us. He was a dead man when he left the house.”




  The faint sound of a bell ringing sent Poiccart down to the hall to admit an unobtrusive, middle-aged man, who might have been anything but what he was: one of the cleverest trackers of criminals that Scotland Yard had known in thirty years. A sandy-haired, thin-faced man, who wore pince-nez and looked like an actor, he had been a visitor to Curzon Street before, and now received a warm welcome. With little preliminary he came to the object of his call, and Manfred told him briefly what had happened, and the gist of his conversation with Barberton.




  “Miss Mirabelle Leicester is—” began Manfred.




  “Employed by Oberzohn — I know,” was the surprising reply. “She came up to London this morning and took a job as laboratory assistant. I had no idea that Oberzohn & Smitts had a laboratory on the premises.”




  “They hadn’t until a couple of days ago,” interrupted Leon. “The laboratory was staged especially for her.”




  Meadows nodded, then turned to Manfred.




  “He didn’t give you any idea at all why he wanted to meet Miss Leicester?”




  George shook his head.




  “No, he was very mysterious indeed on that subject,” he said.




  “He arrived by the Benguella, eh?” said Meadows, making a note. “We ought to get something from the ship before they pay off their stewards. If a man isn’t communicative on board ship, he’ll never talk at all! And we may find something in his belongings. Would you like to come along, Manfred?”




  “I’ll come with pleasure,” said George gravely. “I may help you a little — you will not object to my making my own interpretation of what we see?”




  Meadows smiled.




  “You will be allowed your private mystery,” he said.




  A taxi set them down at the Petworth Hotel in Norfolk Street, and they were immediately shown up to the room which the dead man had hired but had not as yet occupied. His trunk, still strapped and locked, stood on a small wooden trestle, his overcoat was hanging behind the door; in one corner of the room was a thick hold-all, tightly strapped, and containing, as they subsequently discovered, a weather-stained mackintosh, two well-worn blankets and an air pillow, together with a collapsible canvas chair, also showing considerable signs of usage. This was the object of their preliminary search.




  The lock of the trunk yielded to the third key which the detective tried. Beyond changes of linen and two suits, one of which was practically new and bore the tab of a store in St. Paul de Loanda, there was very little to enlighten them. They found an envelope full of papers, and sorted them out one by one on the bed. Barberton was evidently a careful man; he had preserved his hotel bills, writing on their backs brief but pungent comments about the accommodation he had enjoyed or suffered. There was an hotel in Lobuo which was full of vermin; there was one at Mossamedes of which he had written: “Rats ate one boot. Landlord made no allowance. Took three towels and pillowslip.”




  “One of the Four Just Men in embryo,” said Meadows dryly.




  Manfred smiled.




  On the back of one bill were closely written columns of figures: “126, 1315, 107, 1712, about 24,” etc. Against a number of these figures the word “about” appeared, and Manfred observed that invariably this qualification marked one of the higher numbers. Against the 107 was a thick pencil mark.




  There were amongst the papers several other receipts. In St. Paul he had bought a “pistol automatic of precision” and ammunition for the same. The “pistol automatic of precision” was not in the trunk.




  “We found it in his pocket,” said Meadows briefly. “That fellow was expecting trouble, and was entitled to, if it is true that they tortured him at Mosamodes.”




  “Moss-AM-o-dees,” Manfred corrected the mispronunciation. It almost amounted to a fad in him that to hear a place miscalled gave him a little pain.




  Meadows was reading a letter, turning the pages slowly.




  “This is from his sister: she lives at Brightlingsea, and there’s nothing in it except…” He read a portion of the letter aloud:




  “…thank you for the books. The children will appreciate them. It must have been like old times writing them — but I can understand how it helped pass the time. Mr. Lee came over and asked if I had heard from you. He is wonderful.”




  The letter was in an educated hand.




  “He didn’t strike me as a man who wrote books,” said Meadows, and continued his search.




  Presently he unfolded a dilapidated map, evidently of Angola. It was rather on the small scale, so much so that it took in a portion of the Kalahari Desert in the south, and showed in the north the undulations of the rolling Congo.




  “No marks of any bind,” said Meadows, carrying the chart to the window to examine it more carefully. “And that, I think, is about all — unless this is something.”




  “This” was wrapped in a piece of cloth, and was fastened to the bottom and the sides of the trunk by two improvised canvas straps. Meadows tried to pull it loose and whistled.




  “Gold,” he said. “Nothing else can weigh quite as heavily as this.”




  He lifted out the bundle eventually, unwrapped the covering, and gazed in amazement on the object that lay under his eyes. It was an African bete, a nude, squat idol, rudely shaped, the figure of a native woman.




  “Gold?” said Manfred incredulously, and tried to lift it with his finger and thumb. He took a firmer grip and examined the discovery closely.




  There was no doubt that it was gold, and fine gold. His thumbnail made a deep scratch in the base of the statuette. He could see the marks where the knife of the inartistic sculptor had sliced and carved.




  Meadows knew the coast fairly well: he had made many trips to Africa and had stopped off at various ports en route.




  “I’ve never seen anything exactly like it before,” he said, “and it isn’t recent workmanship either. When you see this” — he pointed to a physical peculiarity of the figure— “you can bet that you’ve got something that’s been made at least a couple of hundred years, and probably before then. The natives of West and Central Africa have not worn toe-rings, for example, since the days of the Caesars.”




  He weighed the idol in his hand.




  “Roughly ten pounds,” he said. “In other words, eight hundred pounds’ worth of gold.”




  He was examining the cloth in which the idol had been wrapped, and uttered an exclamation.




  “Look at this,” he said.




  Written on one corner, in indelible pencil, were the words:




  “Second shelf up left Gods lobby sixth.”




  Suddenly Manfred remembered.




  “Would you have this figure put on the scales right away?” he said. “I’m curious to know the exact weight.”




  “Why?” asked Meadows in surprise, as he rang the bell.




  The proprietor himself, who was aware that a police search was in progress, answered the call, and, at the detective’s request, hurried down to the kitchen and returned in a few minutes with a pair of scales, which he placed on the table. He was obviously curious to know the purpose for which they were intended, but Inspector Meadows did not enlighten him, standing pointedly by the door until the gentleman had gone.




  The figure was taken from under the cloth where it had been hidden whilst the scales were being placed, and put in one shallow pan on the machine.




  “Ten pounds seven ounces,” nodded Manfred triumphantly. “I thought that was the one!”




  “One what?” asked the puzzled Meadows.




  “Look at this list.”




  Manfred found the hotel bill with the rows of figures and pointed to the one which had a black cross against it.




  “107,” he said. “That is our little fellow, and the explanation is fairly plain. Barberton found some treasure-house filled with these statues. He took away the lightest. Look at the figures! He weighed them with a spring balance, one of those which register up to 21 lb. Above that he had to guess — he puts ‘about 24,’ ‘about 22.’”




  Meadows looked at his companion blankly, but Manfred was not deceived. That clever brain of the detective was working.




  “Not for robbery — the trunk is untouched. They did not even burn his feet to find the idol or the treasure house: they must have known nothing of that It was easy to rob him — or, if they knew of his gold idol, they considered it too small loot to bother with.”




  He looked slowly round the apartment. On the mantelshelf was a slip of brown paper like a pipe-spill. He picked it up, looked at both sides, and, finding the paper blank, put it back where he had found it. Manfred took it down and absently drew the strip between his sensitive fingertips.




  “The thing to do,” said Meadows, taking one final look round, “is to find Miss Leicester.”




  Manfred nodded.




  “That is one of the things,” he said slowly. “The other, of course, is to find Johnny.”




  “Johnny?” Meadows frowned suspiciously. “Who is Johnny?” he asked.




  “Johnny is my private mystery.” George Manfred was smiling. “You promised me that I might have one!”




  
Chapter Six


  In Chester Square




  

    Table of Contents

  




  When Mirabelle Leicester went to Chester Square, her emotions were a curious discord of wonder, curiosity and embarrassment. The latter was founded on the extraordinary effusiveness of her companion, who had suddenly, and with no justification, assumed the position of dearest friend and lifelong acquaintance. Mirabelle thought the girl was an actress: a profession in which sudden and violent friendships are not a rare occurrence. She wondered why Aunt Alma had not made an effort to come to town, and wondered more that she had known of Alma’s friendship with the Newtons. That the elder woman had her secrets was true, but there was no reason why she should have refrained from speaking of a family who were close enough friends to be asked to chaperon her in town.




  She had time for thought, for Joan Newton chattered away all the time, and if she asked a question, she either did not wait for approval, or the question was answered to her o satisfaction before it was put.




  Chester Square, that dignified patch of Belgravia, is an imposing quarter. The big house into which the girl was admitted by a footman had that air of luxurious comfort which would have appealed to a character less responsive to refinement than Mirabelle Leicester’s. She was ushered into a big drawingroom which ran from the front to the back of the house, and did not terminate even there, for a large, cool conservatory, bright with flowers, extended a considerable distance.




  “Monty isn’t back from the City yet,” Joan rattled on. “My dear! He’s awfully busy just now, what with stocks and shares and things like that.”




  She spoke as though “stocks and shares and things like that” were phenomena which had come into existence the day before yesterday for the occupation of Monty Newton.




  “Is there a boom?” asked Mirabelle with a smile, and the term seemed to puzzle the girl.




  “Ye-es, I suppose there is. You know what the Stock Exchange is, my dear? Everybody connected with it is wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice. The money they make is simply wicked! And they can give a girl an awfully good time — theatres, parties, dresses, pearls — why, Monty would think nothing of giving a string of pearls to a girl if he took a liking to her!”




  In truth Joan was walking on very uncertain ground. Her instructions had been simple and to the point. “Get her to Chester Gardens, make friends with her, and don’t mention the fact that I know Oberzohn.” What was the object of bringing Mirabelle Leicester to the house, what was behind this move of Monty’s, she did not know. She was merely playing for safety, baiting the ground, as it were, with her talk of good times and vast riches, in case that was required of her. For she, no less than many of her friends, entertained a wholesome dread of Monty Newton’s disapproval, which usually took a definite unpleasant shape.




  Mirabelle was laughing softly.




  “I didn’t know that stockbrokers were so rich,” she said dryly, “and I can assure you that some of them aren’t!”




  She passed tactfully over the gaucherie of the pearls that Monty would give to any girl who took his fancy. By this time she had placed Joan: knew something of her upbringing, guessed pretty well the extent of her intelligence, and marvelled a little that a man of the unknown Mr. Newton’s position should have allowed his sister to come through the world without the benefit of a reasonably good education.




  “Come up to your room, my dear,” said Joan. “We’ve got a perfectly topping little suite for you, and I’m sure you’ll be comfortable. It’s at the front of the house, and if you can get used to the milkmen yowling about the streets before they’re aired, you’ll have a perfectly topping time.”




  When Mirabelle inspected the apartment she was enchanted. It fulfilled Joan’s vague description. Here was luxury beyond her wildest dreams. She admired the silver bed and the thick blue carpet, the silken panelled walls, the exquisite fittings, and stood in rapture before the entrance of a little bathroom, with its silver and glass, its shaded lights and marble walls.




  “I’ll have a cup of tea sent up to you, my dear. You’ll want to rest after your horrible day at that perfectly terrible factory, and I wonder you can stand Oberzohn, though they tell me he’s quite a nice man…”




  She seemed anxious to go, and Mirabelle was no less desirous of being alone.




  “Come down when you feel like it,” said Joan at parting, and ran down the stairs, reaching the hall in time to meet Mr. Newton, who was handing his hat and gloves to his valet.




  “Well, is she here?”




  “She’s here all right,” said Joan, who was not at all embarrassed by the presence of the footman. “Monty, isn’t she a bit of a fool? She couldn’t say boo to a goose. What is the general scheme?”




  He was brushing his hair delicately in the mirror above the hall-stand.




  “What’s what scheme?” he asked, after the servant had gone, as he strolled into the drawingroom before her.




  “Bringing her here — is she sitting into a game?”




  “Don’t be stupid,” said Monty without heat, as he dropped wearily to a low divan and drew a silken cushion-behind him. “Nor inquisitive,” he added. “You haven’t scared her, have you?”




  “I like that!” she said indignantly.




  She was one of those ladies who speak more volubly and with the most assurance when there is a mirror in view, and she had her eyes fixed upon herself all the time she was talking, patting a strand of hair here and there, twisting her head this way and that to get a better effect, and never once looking at the man until he drew attention to himself.




  “Scared! I’ll bet she’s never been to such a beautiful house in her life! What is she, Monty? A typist or something? I don’t understand her.”




  “She’s a lady,” said Monty offensively. “That’s the type that’ll always seem like a foreign language to you.”




  She lifted one shoulder delicately.




  “I don’t pretend to be a lady, and what I am, you’ve made me,” she said, and the reproach was mechanical. He had heard it before, not only from her, but from others similarly placed. “I don’t think it’s very kind to throw my education up in my face, considering the money I’ve made for you.”




  “And for yourself.” He yawned. “Get me some tea.”




  “You might say ‘please’ now and again,” she said resentfully, and he smiled as he took up the evening paper, paying her no more attention, until she had rung the bell with a vicious jerk and the silver tray came in and was deposited on a table near him.




  “Where are you going tonight?”




  His interest in her movements was unusual, and she was flattered.




  “You know very well, Monty, where I’m going tonight,” she said reproachfully. “You promised to take me, too. I think you’d look wonderful as a Crusader — one of them — those old knights in armour.”




  He nodded, but not to her comment.




  “I remember, of course — the Arts Ball.”




  His surprise was so well simulated that she was deceived.




  “Fancy your forgetting! I’m going as Cinderella, and Minnie Gray is going as a pierrette—”




  “Minnie Gray isn’t going as anything,” said Monty, sipping his tea. “I’ve already telephoned to her to say that the engagement is off. Miss Leicester is going with you.”




  “But, Monty—” protested the girl.




  “Don’t ‘but Monty’ me,” he ordered. “I’m telling you! Go up and see this girl, and put it to her that you’ve got a ticket for the dance.”




  “But her costume, Monty! The girl hasn’t got a fancy dress. And Minnie—”




  “Forget Minnie, will you? Mirabelle Leicester is going to the Arts Ball tonight.” He tapped the tray before him to emphasize every word. “You have a ticket to spare, and you simply can’t go alone because I have a very important business engagement and your friend has failed you. Her dress will be here in a few minutes: it is a bright green domino with a bright red hood.”




  “How perfectly hideous!” She forgot for the moment her disappointment in this outrage. “Bright green! Nobody has a complexion to stand that!”




  Yet he ignored her.




  “You will explain to Miss Leicester that the dress came from a friend who, through illness or any cause you like to invent, is unable to go to the dance — she’ll jump at the chance. It is one of the events of the year and tickets are selling at a premium.”




  She asked him what that meant, and he explained patiently.




  “Maybe she’ll want to spend a quiet evening — have one of those headaches,” he went on. “If that is so, you can tell her that I’ve got a party coming to the house tonight, and they will be a little noisy. Did she want to know anything about me?”




  “No, she didn’t,” snapped Joan promptly. “She didn’t want to know about anything. I couldn’t get her to talk. She’s like a dumb oyster.”




  Mirabelle was sitting by the window, looking down into the square, when there was a gentle tap at the door and Joan came in.




  “I’ve got wonderful news for you,” she said.




  “For me?” said Mirabelle in surprise.




  Joan ran across the room, giving what she deemed to be a surprisingly lifelike representation of a young thing full of innocent joy.




  “I’ve got an extra ticket for the Arts Ball tonight. They’re selling at a — they’re very expensive. Aren’t you a lucky girl!”




  “I?” said Mirabelle in surprise. “Why am I the lucky one?”




  Joan rose from the bed and drew back from her reproachfully.




  “You surely will come with me? If you don’t, I shan’t able to go at all. Lady Mary and I were going together…now she’s sick!”




  Mirabelle opened her eyes wider.




  “But I can’t go, surely. It is a fancy dress ball, isn’t it? I read something about it in the papers. And I’m awfully tired tonight.”




  Joan pouted prettily.




  “My dear, if you lay down for an hour you’d be fit. Besides, you couldn’t sleep here early tonight: Monty’s having one of his men parties, and they’re a noisy lot of people — though thoroughly respectable,” she added hastily.




  Poor Joan had a mission outside her usual range.




  “I’d love to go,” — Mirabelle was anxious not to be a killjoy— “if I could get a dress.”




  “I’ve got one,” said the girl promptly, and ran out of the room.




  She returned very quickly, and threw the domino on the bed.




  “It’s not pretty to look at, but it’s got this advantage, that you can wear almost anything underneath.”




  “What time does the ball start?” Mirabelle, examining her mind, found that she was not averse to going; she was very human, and a fancy dress ball would be a new experience.




  “Ten o’clock,” said Joan. “We can have dinner before Monty’s friends arrive. You’d like to see Monty, wouldn’t you? He’s downstairs — such a gentleman, my dear!”




  The girl could have laughed.




  A little later she was introduced to the redoubtable Monty, and found his suave and easy manner a relief after the jerky efforts of the girl to be entertaining. Monty had seen most parts of the world and could talk entertainingly about them all. Mirabelle rather liked him, though she thought he was something of a fop, yet was not sorry when she learned that, so far from having friends to dinner, he did not expect them to arrive until after she and Joan had left.




  The meal put her more at her ease. He was a polished man of the world, courteous to the point of pomposity; he neither said nor suggested one thing that could offend her; they were halfway through dinner when the cry of a newsboy was heard in the street. Through the diningroom window she saw the footman go down the steps and buy a newspaper. He glanced at the stop-press space and came back slowly up the stairs reading. A little later he came into the room, and must have signalled to her host, for Monty went out immediately and she heard their voices in the passage. Joan was uneasy.




  “I wonder what’s the matter?” she asked, a little irritably. “It’s very bad manners to leave ladies in the middle of dinner—”




  At that moment Monty came back. Was it imagination on her part, or had he gone suddenly pale? Joan saw it, and her brows met, but she was too wise to make a comment upon his appearance.




  Mr. Newton seated himself in his place with a word of apology and poured out a glass of champagne. Only for a second did his hand tremble, and then, with a smile, he was his old self.




  “What is wrong, Monty?”




  “Wrong? Nothing,” he said curtly, and took up the topic of conversation where he had laid it down before leaving the room.




  “It isn’t that old snake, is it?” asked Joan with a shiver. “Lord! that unnerves me! I never go to bed at night without looking under, or turning the clothes right down to the foot! They ought to have found it months ago if the police—”




  At this point she caught Monty Newton’s eye, cold, menacing, malevolent, and the rest of her speech died on her lips.




  Mirabelle went upstairs to dress, and Joan would have followed but the man beckoned her.




  “You’re a little too talkative, Joan,” he said, more mildly than she had expected. “The snake is not a subject we wish to discuss at dinner. And listen!” He walked into the passage and looked round, then came back and closed the door. “Keep that girl near you.”




  “Who is going to dance with me?” she asked petulantly. “I like having a hell of a lively night!”




  “Benton will be there to look after you, and one of the ‘Old Guard’—”




  He saw the frightened look in her face and chuckled. “What’s the matter, you fool?” he asked good-humouredly. “He’ll dance with the girl.”




  “I wish those fellows weren’t going to be there,” she said uneasily, but he went on, without noticing her:




  “I shall arrive at half-past eleven. You had better meet me near the entrance to the American bar. My party didn’t turn up, you understand. You’ll get back here at midnight.”




  “So soon?” she said in dismay. “Why, it doesn’t end till—”




  “You’ll be back here at midnight,” he said evenly. “Go into her room, clear up everything she may have left behind. You understand? Nothing is to be left.”




  “But when she comes back she’ll—”




  “She’ll not come back,” said Monty Newton, and the girl’s blood ran cold.
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  “There’s a man wants to see you, governor.”




  It was a quarter-past nine. The girls had been gone ten minutes, and Montague Newton had settled himself down to pass the hours of waiting before he had to dress. He put down the patience cards he was shuffling.




  “A man to see me? Who is he, Fred?”




  “I don’t know: I’ve never seen him before. Looks to me like a ‘busy.’”




  A detective! Monty’s eyebrows rose, but not in trepidation. He had met many detectives in the course of his chequered career and had long since lost his awe of them.




  “Show him in,” he said with a nod.




  The slim man in evening dress who came softly into the room was a stranger to Monty, who knew most of the prominent figures in the world of criminal detection. And yet his face was in some way familiar.




  “Captain Newton?” he asked.




  “That is my name.” Newton rose with a smile.




  The visitor looked slowly round towards the door through which the footman had gone.




  “Do your servants always listen at the keyhole?” he asked, in a quiet, measured tone, and Newton’s face went a dusky red. In two strides he was at the door and had flung it open, just in time to see the disappearing heels of the footman.




  “Here, you!” He called the man back, a scowl on his face. “If you want to know anything, will you come in and ask?” he roared. “If I catch you listening at my door, I’ll murder you!”




  The man with a muttered excuse made a hurried escape.




  “How did you know?” growled Newton, as he came back into the room and slammed the door behind him.




  “I have an instinct for espionage,” said the stranger, and went on, without a break: “I have called for Miss Mirabelle Leicester.”




  Newton’s eyes narrowed.




  “Oh, you have, have you?” he said softly. “Miss Leicester is not in the house. She left a quarter of an hour ago.”




  “I did not see her come out of the house.”




  “No, the fact is, she went out by way of the mews. My — er “ — he was going to say “sister” but thought better of it— “my young friend—”




  “Flash Jane Smith,” said the stranger. “Yes?”




  Newton’s colour deepened. He was rapidly reaching the point when his sangfroid, nine-tenths of his moral assets, was in danger of deserting him.




  “Who are you, anyway?” he asked.




  The stranger wetted his lips with the tip of his tongue, a curiously irritating action of his, for some inexplicable reason.




  “My name is Leon Gonsalez,” he said simply.




  Instinctively the man drew back. Of course! Now he remembered, and the colour had left his cheeks, leaving him grey. With an effort he forced a smile.




  “One of the redoubtable Four Just Men? What extraordinary birds you are!” he said. “I remember ten-fifteen years ago, being scared out of my life by the very mention of your name — you came to punish where the law failed, eh?”




  “You must put that in your reminiscences,” said Leon gently. “For the moment I am not in an autobiographical mood.”




  But Newton could not be silenced.




  “I know a man” — he was speaking slowly, with quiet vehemence— “who will one day cause you a great deal of inconvenience, Mr. Leon Gonsalez: a man who never forgets you in his prayers. I won’t tell you who he is.”




  “It is unnecessary. You are referring to the admirable Oberzohn. Did I not kill his brother…? Yes, I thought I was right. He was the man with the oxycephalic head and the queerly prognathic jaw. An interesting case: I would like to have had his measurements, but I was in rather a hurry.”




  He spoke almost apologetically for his haste.




  “But we’re getting away from the subject, Mr. Newton. You say this young lady has left your house by the mews, and you were about to suggest she left in the care of Miss — I don’t know what you call her. Why did she leave that way?”




  Leon Gonsalez had something more than an instinct for espionage: he had an instinct for truth, and he knew two things immediately: first, that Newton was not lying when he said the girl had left the house; secondly, that there was an excellent, but not necessarily a sinister, reason for the furtive departure.




  “Where has she gone?”




  “Home,” said the other laconically. “Where else should she go?”




  “She came to dinner…intending to stay the night?”




  “Look here, Gonsalez,” interrupted Monty Newton savagely. “You and your gang were wonderful people twenty years ago, but a lot has happened since then — and we don’t shiver at the name of the Three Just Men. I’m not a child — do you get that? And you’re not so very terrible at close range. If you want to complain to the police—”




  “Meadows is outside. I persuaded him to let me see you first,” said Leon, and Newton started.




  “Outside?” incredulously.




  In two strides he was at the window and had pulled aside the blind. On the other side of the street a man was standing on the edge of the sidewalk, intently surveying the gutter. He knew him at once.




  “Well, bring him in,” he said.




  “Where has this young lady gone? That is ail I want to know.”




  “She has gone home, I tell you.”




  Leon went to the door and beckoned Meadows; they spoke together in low tones, and then Meadows entered the room and was greeted with a stiff nod from the owner of the house.




  “What’s the idea of this, Meadows — sending this bird to cross-examine me?”




  “This bird came on his own,” said Meadows coldly, “if you mean Mr. Gonsalez? I have no right to prevent any person from cross-examining you. Where is the young lady?”




  “I tell you, she has gone home. If you don’t believe me, search the house — either of you.”




  He was not bluffing: Leon was sure of that. He turned to the detective.




  “I personally have no wish to trouble this gentleman any more.”




  He was leaving the room when, from over his shoulder: “That snake is busy again, Newton.”




  “What snake are you talking about?”




  “He killed a man tonight on the Thames Embankment. I hope it will not spoil Lisa Marthon’s evening.”




  Meadows, watching the man, saw him change colour.




  “I don’t know what you mean,” he said loudly.




  “You arranged with Lisa to pick up Barberton tonight and get him talking. And there she is, poor girl, all dressed to kill, and only a dead man to vamp — only a murdered man.” He turned suddenly, and his voice grew hard. “That is a good word, isn’t it, Newton — murder?”




  “I didn’t know anything about it.”




  As Newton’s hand came towards the bell: “We can show ourselves out,” said Leon.




  He shut the door behind him, and presently there was a slam of the outer door, Monty got to the window too late to see his unwelcome guests depart, and went up to his room to change, more than a little perturbed in mind.




  The footman called him from the hall.




  “I’m sorry about that affair, sir. I thought it was a ‘busy’.”




  “You think too much, Fred” — Newton threw the words down at his servitor with a snarl. “Go back to your place — which is the servants’ hall. I’ll ring you if I want you.”




  He resumed his progress up the stairs and the man turned sullenly away.




  He opened the door of his room, switched on the light, had closed the door and was halfway to his dressing-table, when an arm like steel closed round his neck, he was jerked suddenly backward on to the floor, and looked up into the inscrutable face of Gonsalez.




  “Shout and you die!” whispered a voice in his ear.




  Newton lay quiet.




  “I’ll fix you for this,” he stammered.




  The other shook his head.




  “I think not, if by ‘fixing’ me you mean you’re going to complain to the police. You’ve been under my watchful eye for quite a long time, Monty Newton, and you’ll be amazed to learn that I’ve made several visits to your house. There is a little wall safe behind that curtain” — he nodded towards the corner of the room— “would you be surprised to learn that I’ve had the door open and every one of its documentary contents photographed?”




  He saw the fear in the man’s eyes as he snapped a pair of aluminium handcuffs of curious design about Monty’s wrists. With hardly an effort he lifted him, heavy as he was, threw him on the bed, and, having locked the door, returned, and, sitting on the bed, proceeded first to strap his ankles and then leisurely to take off his prisoner’s shoes.




  “What are you going to do?” asked Monty in alarm.




  “I intend finding out where Miss Leicester has been taken,” said Gonsalez, who had stripped one shoe and, pulling off the silken sock, was examining the man’s bare foot critically. “Ordinary and strictly legal inquiries take time and fail at the end — unfortunately for you, I have not a minute to spare.”




  “I tell you she’s gone home.”




  Leon did not reply. He pulled open a drawer of the bureau, searched for some time, and presently found what he sought: a thin silken scarf. This, despite the struggles of the man on the bed, he fastened about his mouth.




  “In Mosamodes,” he said— “and if you ever say that before my friend George Manfred, be careful to give its correct pronunciation: he is rather touchy on the point — some friends of yours took a man named Barberton, whom they subsequently murdered, and tried to make him talk by burning his feet. He was a hero. I’m going to see how heroic you are.”




  “For God’s sake don’t do it!” said the muffled voice of Newton.




  Gonsalez was holding a flat metal case which he had taken from his pocket, and the prisoner watched him, fascinated, as he removed the lid, and snapped a cigar-lighter close to its blackened surface. A blue flame rose and swayed in the draught.




  “The police force is a most excellent institution,” said Leon. He had found a silver shoehorn on the table and was calmly heating it in the light of the flame, holding the rapidly warming hook with a silk handkerchief. “But unfortunately, when you are dealing with crimes of violence, moral suasion and gentle treatment produce nothing more poignant in the bosom of your adversary than a sensation of amused and derisive contempt. The English, who make a god of the law, gave up imprisoning thugs and flogged them, and there are few thugs left. When the Russian gunmen came to London, the authorities did the only intelligent thing — they held back the police and brought up the artillery, having only one desire, which was to kill the gunmen at any expense. Violence fears violence. The gunman lives in the terror of the gun — by the way, I understand the old guard is back in full strength?”




  When Leon started in this strain he could continue for hours.




  “I don’t know what you mean,” mumbled Monty.




  “You wouldn’t.” The intruder lifted the blackened, smoking shoehorn, brought it as near to his face as he dared.




  “Yes, I think that will do,” he said, and came slowly towards the bed.




  The man drew up his feet in anticipation of pain, but a long hand caught him by the ankles and drew them straight again.




  “They’ve gone to the Arts Ball.” Even through the handkerchief the voice sounded hoarse.




  “The Arts Ball?” Gonsalez looked down at him, and then, throwing the hot shoehorn into the fireplace, he removed the gag. “Why have they gone to the Arts Ball?”




  “I wanted them out of the way tonight.”




  “Is Oberzohn likely to be at the Arts Ball?”




  “Oberzohn?” The man’s laugh bordered on the hysteric.




  “Or Gurther?”




  This time Mr. Newton did not laugh.




  “I don’t know who you mean,” he said.




  “We’ll go into that later,” replied Leon lightly, pulling the knot of the handkerchief about the ankles. “You may get up now. What time do you expect them back?”




  “I don’t know. I told Joan not to hurry, as I was meeting somebody here tonight.”




  Which sounded plausible. Leon remembered that the Arts Ball was a fancy dress affair, and there was some reason for the departure from the mews instead of from the front of the house. As though he were reading his thoughts, Newton said:




  “It was Miss Leicester’s idea, going through the back. She was rather shy…she was wearing a domino.”




  “Colour?”




  “Green, with a reddish hood.”




  Leon looked at him quickly.




  “Rather distinctive. Was that the idea?”




  “I don’t know what the idea was,” growled Newton, sitting on the edge of the bed and pulling on a sock. “But I do know this, Gonsalez,” he said, with an outburst of anger which was half fear; “that you’ll be sorry you did this to me!”




  Leon walked to the door, turned the key and opened it.




  “I only hope that you will not be sorry I did not kill you,” he said, and was gone.




  Monty Newton waited until from his raised window he saw the slim figure pass along the sidewalk and disappear round a corner, and then he hurried down, with one shoe on and one off, to call New Cross 93.
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  In a triangle two sides of which were expressed by the viaducts of converging railroads and the base by the dark and sluggish waters of the Grand Surrey Canal, stood the gaunt ruins of a store in which had once been housed the merchandise of the 0. & S. Company. A Zeppelin in passing had dropped an incendiary bomb at random, and torn a great ugly gap in the roof. The fire that followed left the iron frames of the windows twisted and split; the roof by some miracle remained untouched except for the blackened edges about the hole through which the flames had rushed to the height of a hundred feet.




  The store was flush with the canal towing-path; barges had moored here, discharging rubber in bales, palm nut, nitrates even, and had restocked with Manchester cloth and case upon case of Birmingham-made geegaws of brass and lacquer.




  Mr. Oberzohn invariably shipped his spirituous cargoes from Hamburg, since Germany is the home of synthesis. In the centre of the triangle was a redbrick villa, more unlovely than the factory, missing as it did that ineffable grandeur, made up of tragedy and pathos, attaching to a burnt-out building, however ugly it may have been in its prime.




  The villa was built from a design in Mr. Oberzohn’s possession, and was the exact replica of the house in Sweden where he was born. It had high, gabled ends at odd and unexpected places. The roof was shingled with grey tiles; there were glass panels in the curious-looking door, and iron ornaments in the shape of cranes and dogs flanking the narrow path through the rank nettle and dock which constituted his garden.




  Here he dwelt, in solitude, yet not in solitude, for two men lived in the house, and there was a stout Swedish cook and a very plain Danish maid, a girl of vacant countenance, who worked from sun-up to midnight without complaint, who seldom spoke and never smiled. The two men were somewhere in the region of thirty. They occupied the turret rooms at each end of the building, and had little community of interest. They sometimes played cards together with an old and greasy pack, but neither spoke more than was necessary. They were lean, hollow-faced men, with a certain physiognomical resemblance. Both had thin, straight lips; both had round, staring, dark eyes filled with a bright but terrifying curiosity.




  “They look,” reported Leon Gonsalez, when he went to examine the ground, “as if they are watching pigs being killed and enjoying every minute of it. Iwan Pfeiffer is one, Sven Gurther is the other. Both have escaped the gallows or the axe in Germany; both have convictions against them. They are typical German-trained criminals, as pitiless as wolves. Dehumanized.”




  The “Three,” as was usual, set the machinery of the law in motion, and found that the hands of the police were tied. Only by stretching the law could the men be deported, and the law is difficult to stretch. To all appearance they offended in no respect. A woman, by no means the most desirable of citizens, laid a complaint against one. There was an investigation — proof was absent; the very character of the complainant precluded a conviction, and the matter was dropped — by the police.




  Somebody else moved swiftly.




  One morning, just before daybreak, a policeman patrolling the towpath heard a savage snarl and looked round for the dog. He found instead, up one of those narrow entries leading to the canal bank, a man. He was tied to the stout sleeper fence, and his bare back showed marks of a whip. Somebody had held him up at night as he prowled the bank in search of amusement, had tied and flogged him. Twentyfive lashes: an expert thought the whip used was the official cat-o’-nine-tails.




  Scotland Yard, curious, suspicious, sought out the Three Just Men. They had alibis so complete as to be unbreakable. Sven Gurther went unavenged — but he kept from the towpath thereafter.




  In this house of his there were rooms which only Dr. Oberzohn visited. The Danish maid complained to the cook that when she had passed the door of one as the doctor came out, a blast of warm, tainted air had rushed out and made her cough for an hour. There was another room in which from time to time the doctor had installed a hotchpotch of apparatus. Vulcanizing machines, electrical machines (older and more used than Mirabelle had seen in her brief stay in the City Road), a liquid air plant, not the most up-to-date but serviceable.




  He was not, curiously enough, a doctor in the medical sense. He was not even a doctor of chemistry. His doctorate was in Literature and Law. These experiments of his were hobbies — hobbies that he had pursued from his childhood.




  On this evening he was sitting in his stuffy parlour reading close-printed and closer-reasoned volume of German philosophy, and thinking of something else. Though the sun had only just set, the blinds and curtains were drawn; a wood fire crackled in the grate, and the bright lights of three half-watt lamps made glaring radiance.




  An interruption came in the shape of a telephone call. He listened, grunting replies.




  “So!” he said at last, and spoke a dozen words in his strange English.




  Putting aside his book, he hobbled in his velvet slippers across the room and pressed twice upon the bellpush by the side of the fireplace. Gurther came in noiselessly and stood waiting.




  He was grimy, unshaven. The pointed chin and short upper lip were blue. The V of his shirt visible above the waistcoat was soiled and almost black at the edges. He stood at attention, smiling vacantly, his eyes fixed at a point above the doctor’s head.




  Dr. Oberzohn lifted his eyes from his book.




  “I wish you to be a gentleman of club manner tonight,” he said. He spoke in that hard North-German tongue which the Swede so readily acquires.




  “Ja, Herr Doktor!”




  The man melted from the room.




  Dr. Oberzohn for some reason hated Germans. So, for the matter of that, did Gurther and Pfeiffer, the latter being Polish by extraction and Russian by birth. Gurther hated Germans because they stormed the little jail at Altostadt to kill him after the dogs found Frau Siedlitz’s body. He would have died then but for the green police, who scented a Communist rising, scattered the crowd and sent Gurther by road to the nearest big town under escort. The two escorting policemen were never seen again. Gurther reappeared mysteriously in England two years after, bearing a veritable passport. There was no proof even that he was Gurther — Leon knew, Manfred knew, Poiccart knew.




  There had been an alternative to the whipping.




  “It would be a simple matter to hold his head under water until he was drowned,” said Leon.




  They debated the matter, decided against this for no sentimental or moral reason — none save expediency. Gurther had his whipping and never knew how near to the black and greasy water of the canal he had been.




  Dr. Oberzohn resumed his book — a fascinating book that was all about the human soul and immortality and time. He was in the very heart of an analysis of eternity when Gurther reappeared dressed in the “gentleman-club manner,” The dress-coat fitted perfectly; shirt and waistcoat were exactly the right cut The snowy shirt, the braided trousers, the butterfly bow, and winged collar…




  “That is good.” Dr. Oberzohn went slowly over the figure. “But the studs should be pearl — not enamel. And the watch-chain is demode — it is not worn. The gentleman-club manner does not allow of visible ornament Also I think a moustache…?”




  “Ja, Herr Doktor!”




  Gurther, who was once an actor, disappeared again. When he returned the enamel studs had gone: there were small pearls in their place, and his white waistcoat had no chain across. And on his upper lip had sprouted a small brown moustache, so natural that even Oberzohn, scrutinizing closely, could find no fault with it. The doctor took a case from his pocket, fingered out three crisp notes.




  “Your hands, please?”




  Gurther took three paces to the old man, halted, clicked his heels and held out his hands for inspection.




  “Good! You know Leon Gonsalez? He will be at the Arts Ball. He wears no fancy dress. He was the man who whipped you.”




  “He was the man who whipped me,” said Gurther without heat.




  There was a silence, Dr. Oberzohn pursing his lips.




  “Also, he did that which brands him as an infamous assassin…I think… yes, I think my dear Gurther…there will be a girl also, but the men of my police will be there to arrange such matters. Benton will give you instructions. For you, only Gonsalez.”




  Gurther bowed stiffly.




  “I have implored the order,” he said, bowed again and withdrew. Later, Dr. Oberzohn heard the drone of the little car as it bumped and slithered across the grass to the road. He resumed his book: this matter of eternity was fascinating.




  The Arts Ball at the Corinthian Hall as one of the events of the season, and the tickets, issued exclusively to the members of three clubs, were eagerly sought by society people who could not be remotely associated with any but the art of living.




  When the girl came into the crowded hall, she looked around in wonder. The balconies, outlined in soft lights and half-hidden with flowers, had been converted into boxes; the roof had been draped with blue and gold tissue; at one end of the big hall was a veritable bower of roses, behind which one of the two bands was playing. Masks in every conceivable guise were swinging rhythmically across the polished floor. To the blase, there was little difference between the Indians, the pierrots and the cavaliers to be seen here and those they had seen a hundred times on a hundred different floors.




  As the girl gazed round in wonder and delight, forgetting all her misgivings, two men, one in evening dress, the other in the costume of a brigand, came from under the shadow of the balcony towards them.




  “Here are our partners,” said Joan, with sudden vivacity. ‘“Mirabelle, I want you to know Lord Evington.”




  The man in evening dress stroked his little moustache, clicked his heels and bent forward in a stiff bow. He was thin-faced, a little pallid, unsmiling. His round, dark eyes surveyed her for a second, and then:




  “I’m glad to meet you, Miss Leicester,” he said, in a high, harsh voice, that had just the trace of a foreign accent.




  This struck the girl with as much surprise as the cold kiss he had implanted upon her hand, and, as if he read her thoughts, he went on quickly:




  “I have lived so long abroad that England and English manners are strange to me. Won’t you dance? And had you not better mask? I must apologise to you for my costume.” He shrugged his shoulders. “But there was no gala dress available.”




  She fixed the red mask, and in another second she was gliding through the crowd and was presently lost to view.




  “I don’t understand it all, Benton.”




  Joan was worried and frightened. She had begun to realize that the game she played was something different…her part more sinister than any role she had yet filled. To jolly along the gilded youth to the green tables of Captain Monty Newton was one thing; but never before had she seen the gang working against a woman.




  “I don’t know,” grumbled the brigand, who was not inaptly arrayed. “There’s been a hurry call for everybody.” He glanced round uneasily as though he feared his words might be overheard. “All the guns are here — Defson, Cuccini, Jewy Stubbs…”




  “The guns?” she whispered in horror, paling under her rouge. “You mean…?”




  “The guns are out: that’s all I know,” he said doggedly. “They started drifting in half an hour before you came.”




  Joan was silent, her heart racing furiously. Then Monty had told her the truth. She knew that somewhere behind Oberzohn, behind Monty Newton, was a force perfectly dovetailed into the machine, only one cog of which she had seen working. These card parties of Monty’s were profitable enough, but for a long time she had had a suspicion that they were the merest sideline. The organization maintained a regular corps of gunmen, recruited from every quarter of the globe. Monty Newton talked sometimes in his less sober moments of what he facetiously described as the “Old Guard.” How they were employed, on what excuse, for what purpose, she had never troubled to think. They came and went from England in batches. Once Monty had told her that Oberzohn’s people had gone to Smyrna, and he talked vaguely of unfair competition that had come to the traders of the 0. & S. outfit. Afterwards she read in the paper of a “religious riot” which resulted in the destruction by fire of a great block of business premises. After that Monty spoke no more of competition. The Old Guard returned to England, minus one of its number, who had been shot in the stomach in the course of this “religious riot.” What particular faith he possessed in such a degree as to induce him to take up arms for the cause, she never learned. She knew he was dead, because Monty had written to the widow, who lived in the Bronx.




  Joan knew a lot about Monty’s business, for an excellent reason. She was with him most of the time; and whether she posed as his niece or daughter, his sister, or some closer relationship, she was undoubtedly the nearest to a confidante he possessed.




  “Who is that man with the moustache — is he one?” she asked.




  “No; he’s Oberzohn’s man — for God’s sake don’t tell Monty I told you all this! I got orders tonight to put wise about the girl.”




  “What about her…what are they doing with her?” she gasped in terror.




  “Let us dance,” said Benton, and half guided, half carried her into the throng. They had reached the centre of the floor when, with no warning, every light in the hall went out.
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  The band had stopped, a rustle of handclapping came from the hot dancers, and almost before the applause had started the second band struck up “Kulloo.”




  Mirabelle was not especially happy. Her partner was the most correct of dancers, but they lacked just that unity of purpose, the oneness of interest which makes all the difference between the ill-and the well-matched.




  “May we sit down?” she begged. “I am rather hot.”




  “Will the gracious lady come to the little hall?” he asked. “It is cooler there, and the chairs are comfortable.”




  She looked at him oddly.




  “‘Gracious lady’ is a German expression — why do you use it, Lord Evington? I think it is very pretty,” she hastened to assure him.




  “I lived for many years in Germany,” said Mr. Gurther. “I do not like the German people — they are so stupid.”




  If he had said “German police” he would have been nearer to the truth; and had he added that the dislike was mutual, he might have gained credit for his frankness.




  At the end of the room, concealed by the floral decorations of the bandstand, was a door which led to a smaller room, ordinarily separated from the main hall by folding doors which were seldom opened. Tonight the annexe was to be used as a conservatory. Palms and banked flowers were everywhere. Arbours had been artificially created, and the cosy nooks, half-hidden by shrubs, secluded seats and tables, all that ingenuity could design to meet the wishes of sitters-out.




  He stood invitingly at the entrance of a little grotto, dimly illuminated by one Chinese lantern.




  “I think we will sit in the open,” said Mirabelle, and pulled out a chair.




  “Excuse me.”




  Instantly he was by her side, the chair arranged, a cushion found, and she sank down with a sigh of relief. It was early yet for the loungers: looking round, she saw that, but for a solitary waiter fastening his apron with one eye upon possible customers, they were alone.




  “You will drink wine…no? An orangeade? Good!” He beckoned the waiter and gave his order. “You must excuse me if I am a little strange. I have been in Germany for many years — except during the war, when I was in France.”




  Mr. Gurther had certainly been in Germany for many years, but he had never been in France. Nor had he heard a shot fired in the war. It is true that an aerial bomb had exploded perilously near the prison at Mainz in which he was serving ten years for murder, but that represented his sole warlike experience.




  “You live in the country, of course?”




  “In London: I am working with Mr. Oberzohn.”




  “So: he is a good fellow. A gentleman.”




  She had not been very greatly impressed by the doctor’s breeding, but it was satisfying to hear a stranger speak with such heartiness of her new employer. Her mind at the moment was on Heavytree Farm: the cool parlour with its chintzes — a room, at this hour, fragrant with the night scents of flowers which came stealing through the open casement. There was a fox-terrier, Jim by name, who would be wandering disconsolately from room to room, sniffing unhappily at the hall door. A lump came up into her throat. She felt very far from home and very lonely. She wanted to get up and run back to where she had left Joan and tell her that she had changed her mind and must go back to Gloucester that night…she looked impatiently for the waiter. Mr. Gurther was fiddling with some straws he had taken from the glass container in the centre of the table. One end of the straws showed above the edge of the table, the others were thrust deep in the wide-necked little bottle he had in the other hand. The hollow straws held half an inch of the red powder that filled the bottle.




  “Excuse!”




  The waiter put the orangeades on the table and went away to get change. Mirabelle’s eyes were wistfully fixed on a little door at the end of the room. It gave to the street, and there were taxicabs which could get her to Paddington in ten minutes.




  When she looked round he was stirring the amber contents of her glass with a spoon. Two straws were invitingly protruding from the foaming orangeade. She smiled and lifted the glass as he fitted a cigarette into his black holder.




  “I may smoke — yes?”




  The first taste she had through the straws was one of extreme bitterness. She made a wry face and put down the glass.




  “How horrid!”




  “Did it taste badly…?” he began, but she was pouring out water from a bottle.




  “It was most unpleasant—”




  “Will you try mine, please?” He offered the glass to her and she drank. “It may have been something in the straw.” Here he was telling her the fact.




  “It was…”




  The room was going round and round, the floor was rising up and down like the deck of a ship in a stormy sea. She rose, swayed, and caught him by the arm.




  “Open the little door, waiter, please — the lady is faint.”




  The waiter turned to the door and threw it open. A man stood there — just outside the door. He wore over his dinner dress a long cloak in the Spanish style. Gurther stood staring, a picture of amused dismay, his cigarette still unlit. He did not move his hands. Gonsalez was waiting there, alert…death grinning at him…and then the room went inky black. Somebody had turned the main switch.
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  Five, ten minutes passed before the hall-keeper tripped and stumbled and cursed his way to the smaller room and, smashing down the hired flowers, he passed through the wreckage of earthen pots and tumbled mould to the control. Another second and the rooms were brilliantly lit again — the band struck up a two-step and fainting ladies were escorted to the decent obscurity of their retiring rooms.




  The manager of the hall came flying into the annexe.




  “What happened — the main fuse gone?”




  “No,” said the hall-keeper sourly, “some fool turned over the switch.”




  The agitated waiter protested that nobody had been near the switch-box.




  “There was a lady and gentleman here, and another gentleman outside.” He pointed to the open door.




  “Where are they now?”




  “I don’t know. The lady was faint.”




  The three had disappeared when the manager went out into a small courtyard that led round the corner of the building to a side street. Then he came back on a tour of inspection.




  “Somebody did it from the yard. There’s a window open — you can reach the switch easily.”




  The window was fastened and locked.




  “There is no lady or gentleman in the yard,” he said. “Are you sure they did not go into the big hall?”




  “In the dark — maybe.”




  The waiter’s nervousness was understandable. Mr. Gurther had given him a five-pound note and the man had not as yet delivered the change. Never would he return to claim it if all that his keen ears heard was true.




  Four men had appeared in the annexe: one shut the door and stood by it. The three others were accompanied by the manager, who called Phillips, the waiter.




  “This man served them,” he said, troubled. Even the most innocent do not like police visitations. “What was the gentleman like?”




  Phillips gave a brief and not inaccurate description.




  “That is your man, I think, Herr Fluen?”




  The third of the party was bearded and plump; he wore a Derby hat with evening dress.




  “That is Gurther,” he nodded. “It will be a great pleasure to meet him. For eight months the Embassy has been striving for his extradition. But our people at home…!”




  He shrugged his shoulders. All properly constituted officials behave in such a manner when they talk of Governments.




  “The lady now” — Inspector Meadows was patently worried— “she was faint, you say. Had she drunk anything?”




  “Orangeade — there is the glass. She said there was something nasty in the straws. These.”




  Phillips handed them to the detective. He wetted his fin from them, touched his tongue and spat out quickly.




  “Yes,” he said, and went out by the little door.




  Gonsalez, of course: but where had he gone, and how, with a drugged girl on his hands and the Child of the Snake? Gurther was immensely quick to strike, and an icy-hearted man: the presence of a woman would not save Leon.




  “When the light went out—” began the waiter, and the trouble cleared from Mr. Meadows’s face.




  “Of course — I had forgotten that,” he said softly. “The lights went out!”




  All the way back to the Yard he was trying to bring something from the back of his mind — something that was there, the smooth tip of it tantalizingly displayed, yet eluding every grasp. It had nothing to do with the lights — nor Gonsalez, nor yet the girl. Gurther? No. Nor Manfred? What was it? A name had been mentioned to him that day — it had a mysterious significance. A golden idol! He picked up the end of the thought…Johnny! Manfred’s one mystery. That was the dust which lay on all thought. And now that he remembered he was disappointed. It was so ridiculously unimportant a matter to baffle him.




  He left his companions at the corner of Curzon Street and went alone to the house. There was a streak of light showing between the curtains in the upstairs room. The passage was illuminated — Poiccart answered his ring at once.




  “Yes, George and Leon were here a little time back — the girl? No, they said nothing about a girl. They looked rather worried, I thought. Miss Leicester, I suppose? Won’t you come in?”




  “No, I can’t wait. There’s a light in Manfred’s room.”




  The ghost of a smile lit the heavy face and faded as instantly.




  “My room also,” he said. “Butlers take vast liberties in the absence of their masters. Shall I give a message to George?”




  “Ask him to call me at the Yard.”




  Poiccart closed the door on him; stopped in the passage to arrange a salver on the table and hung up a hat. All this Meadows saw through the fanlight and walkingstick periscope which is so easily fitted and can be of such value. And seeing, his doubts evaporated.




  Poiccart went slowly up the stairs into the little office room, pulled back the curtains and opened the window at the top. The next second, the watching detective saw the light go out and went away.




  “I’m sorry to keep you in the dark,” said Poiccart.




  The men who were in the room waited until the shutters were fast and the curtains pulled across, and then the light flashed on. White of face, her eyes closed, her breast scarcely moving, Mirabelle Leicester lay on the long settee. Her domino was a heap of shimmering green and scarlet on the floor, and Leon was gently sponging her face, George Manfred watching from the back of the settee, his brows wrinkled.




  “Will she die?” he asked bluntly.




  “I don’t know: they sometimes die of that stuff,” replied Leon coldbloodedly. “She must have had it pretty raw. Gurther is a crude person.”




  “What was it?” asked George.




  Gonsalez spread out his disengaged hand in a gesture of uncertainty.




  “If you can imagine morphia with a kick in it, it was that. I don’t know. I hope she doesn’t die: she is rather young — it would be the worst of bad luck.”




  Poiccart stirred uneasily. He alone had within his soul what Leon would call “a trace” of sentiment.




  “Could we get Elver?” he asked anxiously, and Leon looked up with his boyish smile. “Growing onions in Seville has softened you, Raymondo mio!” He never failed in moments of great strain to taunt the heavy man with his two years of agricultural experiment, and they knew that the gibes were deliberately designed to steady his mind. “Onions are sentimental things — they make you cry: a vegetable muchos simpatico! This woman is alive!”




  Her eyelids had fluttered twice. Leon lifted the bare arm, inserted the needle of a tiny hypodermic and pressed home the plunger.




  “Tomorrow she will feel exactly as if she had been drunk,” he said calmly, “and in her mouth will be the taste of ten rank cigars. Oh, senorinetta, open thy beautiful eyes and look upon thy friends!”




  The last sentence was in Spanish. She heard: the lids fluttered and rose.




  “You’re a long way from Heavytree Farm, Miss Leicester.”




  She looked up wonderingly into the kindly face of George Manfred.




  “Where am I?” she asked faintly, and closed her eyes again with a grimace of pain.




  “They always ask that — just as they do in books,” said Leon oracularly. “If they don’t say ‘Where am I?’ they ask for their mothers. She’s quite out of danger.”




  One hand was on her wrist, another at the side of her neck.




  “Remarkably regular. She has a good head — mathematical probably.”




  “She is very beautiful,” said Poiccart in a hushed voice.




  “All people are beautiful — just as all onions are beautiful. What is the difference between a lovely maid and the ugliest of duennas — what but a matter of pigmentation and activity of tissue? Beneath that, an astounding similarity of the circulatory, sustentacular, motorvascular—”




  “How long have we got?” Manfred interrupted him, and Leon shook his head.




  “I don’t know — not long, I should think. Of course, we could have told Meadows and he’d have turned out police reserves, but I should like to keep them out of it.”




  “The Old Guard was there?”




  “Every man jack of them — those tough lads! They will be here just as soon as the Herr Doktor discovers what is going forward. Now, I think you can travel. I want her out of the way.”




  Stooping, he put his hands under her and lifted her. The strength in his frail body was a never-ending source of wonder to his two friends.




  They followed him down the stairs and along the short passage, down another flight to the kitchen. Manfred opened a door and went out into the paved yard. There was a heavier door in the boundary wall. He opened this slowly and peeped out. Here was the inevitable mews. The sound of an engine running came from a garage near by. Evidently somebody was on the look out for them. A long-bodied car drew up noiselessly and a woman got out. Beside the driver at the wheel sat two men.




  “I think you’ll just miss the real excitement,” said Gonsalez, and then to the nurse he gave a few words of instruction and closed the door on her.




  “Take the direct road,” he said to the driver. “Swindon — Gloucester. Good night.”




  “Good night, sir.”




  He watched anxiously as the machine swung into the main road. Still he waited, his head bent. Two minutes went by, and the faint sound of a motor-horn, a long blast and a short, and he sighed.




  “They’re clear of the danger zone,” he said.




  Plop!




  He saw the flash, heard the smack of the bullet as it struck the door, and his hand stiffened. There was a thudding sound — a scream of pain from a dark corner of the mews and the sound of voices. Leon drew back into the yard and bolted the door.




  “He had a new kind of silencer. Oberzohn is rather a clever old bird. But my air pistol against their gun for noiselessness.”




  “I didn’t expect the attack from that end of the mews.” Manfred was slipping a Browning back to his pocket.




  “If they had come from the other end the car would not have passed — I’d like to get one of those silencers.”




  They went into the house. Poiccart had already extinguished the passage light.




  “You hit your man — does that thing kill?”




  “By accident — it is possible. I aimed at his stomach: I fear that I hit him in the head. He would not have squealed for a stomach wound. I fear he is alive.”




  He felt his way up the stairs and took up the telephone. Immediately a voice said, “Number?”




  “Give me 8877 Treasury.”




  He waited, and then a different voice asked: “Yes — Scotland Yard speaking.”




  “Can you give me Mr. Meadows?”




  Manfred was watching him frowningly.




  “That you, Meadows?…They have shot Leon Gonsalez — can you send police reserves and an ambulance?”




  “At once.”




  Leon hung up the receiver, hugging himself. “The idea being — ?” said Poiccart.




  “These people are clever.” Leon’s voice was charged with admiration. “They haven’t cut the wires — they’ve simply tapped it at one end and thrown it out of order on the exchange side.”




  “Phew!” Manfred whistled. “You deceived me — you were talking to Oberzohn?”




  “Captain Monty and Lew Cuccini. They may or may not be deceived, but if they aren’t, we shall know all about it.”




  He stopped dead. There was a knock on the front door, a single, heavy knock. Leon grinned delightedly.




  “One of us is now supposed to open an upper window cautiously and look out, whereupon he is instantly gunned. I’m going to give these fellows a scare.”




  He ran up the stairs to the top floor, and on the landing, outside an attic door, pulled at a rope. A fire ladder lying flat against the ceiling came down, and at the same time a small skylight opened. Leon went into the room, and his pocket-lamp located what he needed: a small papier-mache cylinder, not unlike a seven-pound shell. With this on his arm, he climbed up the ladder on to the roof, fixed the cylinder on a flat surface, and, striking a match, lit a touch-paper. The paper sizzled and spluttered, there was a sudden flash and “boom!” a dull explosion, and a white ball shot up into the sky, described a graceful curve and burst into a shower of brilliant crimson stars. He waited till the last died out; then, with the hot cylinder under his arm, descended the ladder, released the rope that held it in place, and returned to his two friends.




  “They will imagine a secret arrangement of signals with the police,” he said; “unless my knowledge of their psychology is at fault, we shall not be bothered again.”




  Ten minutes later there was another knock at the door, peremptory, almost official in its character.




  “This,” said Leon, “is a policeman to summon us for discharging fireworks in the public street!”




  He ran lightly down into the hall and without hesitation pulled open the door. A tall, helmeted figure stood on the doorstep, notebook in hand.




  “Are you the gentleman that let off that rocket—” he began.




  Leon walked past him, and looked up and down Curzon Street. As he had expected, the Old Guard had vanished.
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  Monty Newton dragged himself home, a weary angry man, and let himself in with his key. He found the footman lying on the floor of the hall asleep, his greatcoat pulled over him, and stirred him to wakefulness with the toe of his boot.




  “Get up,” he growled. “Anybody been here?”




  Fred rose, a little dazed, rubbing his eyes.




  “The old man’s in the drawingroom,” he said, and his employer passed on without another word.




  As he opened the door, he saw that all the lights in the drawingroom were lit Dr. Oberzohn had pulled a small table near the fire, and before this he sat bolt upright, a tiny chess-board before him; immersed in a problem. He looked across to the new-corner for a second and then resumed his study of the board, made a move…




  “Ach!” he said in tones of satisfaction. “Leskina was wrong! It is possible to mate in five moves!”




  He pushed the chessmen into confusion and turned squarely to face Newton.




  “Well, have you concluded these matters satisfactorily?”




  “He brought up the reserves,” said Monty, unlocking a tantalus on a side table and helping himself liberally to whisky. “They got Cuccini through the jaw. Nothing serious.”




  Dr. Oberzohn laid his bony hands on his knees.




  “Gurther must be disciplined,” he said. “Obviously he has lost his nerve; and when a man loses his nerve also he loses his sense of time. And his timing — how deplorable! The car had not arrived; my excellent police had not taken position…deplorable!”




  “The police are after him: I suppose you know that?” Newton looked over his glass.




  Dr. Oberzohn nodded.




  “The extradition so cleverly avoided is now accomplished. But Gurther is too good a man to be lost. I have arranged a hiding-place for him. He is of many uses.”




  “Where did he go?”




  Dr. Oberzohn’s eyebrows wrinkled up and down.




  “Who knows?” he said. “He has the little machine. Maybe he has gone to the house — the green light in the top window will warn him and he will move carefully.”




  Newton walked to the window and looked out Chester Square looked ghostly in the grey light of dawn. And then, out of the shadows, he saw a figure move and walk slowly towards the south side of the square. “They’re watching this house,” he said, and laughed.




  “Where is my young lady?” asked Oberzohn, who was staring glumly into the fire.




  “I don’t know…there was a car pulled out of the mews as one of our men ‘closed’ the entrance. She has probably gone back to Heavytree Farm, and you can sell that laboratory of yours. There is only one way now, and that’s the rough way. We have time — we can do a lot in six weeks. Villa is coming this morning — I wish we’d taken that idol from the trunk. That may put the police on to the right track.”




  Dr. Oberzohn pursed his lips as though he were going to whistle, but he was guilty of no such frivolity.




  “I am glad they found him,” he said precisely. “To them it will be a scent. What shall they think, but that the unfortunate Barberton had come upon an old native treasure-house? No, I do not fear that” He shook his head. “Mostly I fear Mr. Johnson Lee and the American, Elijah Washington.”




  He put his hand into his jacket pocket and took out a thin pad of letters. “Johnson Lee is for me difficult to understand. For what should a gentleman have to do with this boor that he writes so friendly letters to him?”




  “How did you get these?”




  “Villa took them: it was one of the intelligent actions also to leave the statue.”




  He passed one of the letters across to Newton. It was addressed “Await arrival, Paste Restante, Mosamedes.” The letter was written in a curiously round, boyish hand. Another remarkable fact was that it was perforated across the page at regular intervals, and upon the lines formed by this perforation Mr. Johnson Lee wrote:




  “Dear B.,” the letter ran, “I have instructed my bankers to cable you £500. I hope this will carry you through and leave enough to pay your fare home. You may be sure that I shall not breathe a word, and your letters, of course, nobody in the house can read but me. Your story is amazing and I advise you to come home at once and see Miss Leicester.




  “Your friend,




  “JOHNSON LEE.”




  The notepaper was headed “Rath Hall, January 13th.”




  “They came to me to-day. If I had seen them before, there would have been no need for the regrettable happening.”




  He looked thoughtfully at his friend. “They will be difficult: I had that expectation,” he said; and Monty knew that he referred to the Three Just Men. “Yet they are mortal also — remember that, my Newton: they are mortal also.”




  “As we are,” said Newton gloomily




  “That is a question,” said Oberzohn, “so far as I am concerned.”




  Dr. Oberzohn never jested; he spoke with the greatest calm and assurance. The other man could only stare at him.




  Although it was light, a green lamp showed clearly in the turret room of the doctor’s house as he came within sight of the ugly place. And, seeing that warning, he did not expect to be met in the passage by Gurther. The man had changed from his resplendent kit and was again in the soiled and shabby garments he had discarded the night before.




  “You have come, Gurther?”




  “Ja, Herr Doktor.”




  “To my parlour!” barked Dr. Oberzohn, and marched ahead.




  Gurther followed him and stood with his back to the door, erect, his chin raised, his bright, curious eyes fixed on a point a few inches above his master’s head.




  “Tell me now.” The doctor’s ungainly face was working ludicrously.




  “I saw the man and struck, Herr Doktor, and then the lights went out and I went to the floor, expecting him to shoot…I think he must have taken the gracious lady. I did not see, for there was a palm between us. I returned at once to the greater hall, and walked through the people on the floor. They were very frightened.”




  “You saw them?”




  “Yes, Herr Doktor,” said Gurther. “It is not difficult for me to see in the dark. After that I ran to the other entrance, but they were gone.”




  “Come here.”




  The man took two stilted paces towards the doctor and Oberzohn struck him twice in the face with the flat of his hand. Not a muscle of the man’s face moved: he stood erect, his lips framed in a half-grin, his curious eyes staring straight ahead.




  “That is for bad time, Gurther. Nobody saw you return?”




  “No, Herr Doktor, I came on foot.”




  “You saw the light?”




  “Yes, Herr Doktor, and I thought it best to be here.”




  “You were right,” said Oberzohn. “March!”




  He went into the forbidden room, turned the key, and passed into the superheated atmosphere. Gurther stood attentively at the door. Presently the doctor came out, carrying a long case covered with baize under his arm. He handed it to the waiting man, went into the room, and, after a few minutes’ absence, returned with a second case, a little larger.




  “March!” he said.




  Gurther followed him out of the house and across the rank, weed-grown “garden” towards the factory. A white mist had rolled up from the canal, and factory and grounds lay under the veil.




  He led the way through an oblong gap in the wall where once a door had stood, and followed a tortuous course through the blackened beams and twisted girders that littered the floor. Only a halfhearted attempt had been made to clear up the wreckage after the fire, and the floor was ankle-deep in charred shreds of burnt cloth. Near the far end of the building, Oberzohn stopped, put down his box and pushed aside the ashes with his foot until he had cleared a space about three feet square. Stooping, he grasped an iron ring and pulled, and a flagstone came up with scarcely an effort, for it was well counterweighted. He took up the box again and descended the stone stairs, stopping only to turn on a light.




  The vaults of the store had been practically untouched by the fire. There were shelves that still carried dusty bales of cotton goods. Oberzohn was in a hurry. He crossed the stone floor in two strides, pulled down the bar of another door, and, walking into the darkness, deposited his box on the floor.




  The electric power of the factory had, in the old days, been carried on two distinct circuits, and the connection with the vaults was practically untouched by the explosion.




  They were in a smaller room now, fairly comfortably furnished. Gurther knew it well, for it was here that he had spent the greater part of his first six months in England. Ventilation came through three small gratings near the roof. There was a furnace, and, as Gurther knew, an ample supply of fuel in one of the three cellars that opened into the vault.




  “Here will you stay until I send for you,” said Oberzohn. “Tonight, perhaps, after they have searched. You have a pistol?”




  “Ja, Herr Doktor.”




  “Food, water, bedding — all you need.” Oberzohn jerked open another of the cellars and took stock of the larder. “Tonight I may come for you — tomorrow night — who knows? You will light the fire at once.” He pointed to the two baize-covered boxes. “Good morning, Gurther.”




  “Good morning, Herr Doktor.”




  Oberzohn went up to the factory level, dropped the trap and his foot pushed back the ashes which hid its presence, and with a cautious look round he crossed the field to his house. He was hardly in his study before the first police car came bumping along the lane.
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  Making inquiries, Detective-Inspector Meadows discovered that, on the previous evening at eight o’clock, two men had called upon Barberton. The first of these was described as tall and rather aristocratic in appearance. He wore dark, horn-rimmed spectacles. The hotel manager thought he might have been an invalid, for he walked with a stick. The second man seemed to have been a servant of some kind, for he spoke respectfully to the visitor.




  “No, he gave no name, Mr. Meadows,” said the manager. “I told him of the terrible thing which had happened to Mr. Barberton, and he was so upset that I didn’t like to press the question.”




  Meadows was on his circuitous way to Curzon Street when he heard this, and he arrived in time for breakfast. Manfred’s servants regarded it as the one eccentricity of an otherwise normal gentleman that he invariably breakfasted with his butler and chauffeur. This matter had been discussed threadbare in the tiny servants’ hall, and it no longer excited comment when Manfred telephoned down to the lower regions and asked for another plate.




  The Triangle were in cheerful mood. Leon Gonsalez was especially bright and amusing, as he invariably was after such a night as he had spent.




  “We searched Oberzohn’s house from cellar to attic,” said Meadows when the plate had been laid.




  “And of course you found nothing. The elegant Gurther?”




  “He wasn’t there. That fellow will keep at a distance if he knows that there’s a warrant out for him. I suspect some sort of signal. There was a very bright green light burning in one of those ridiculous Gothic turrets.” Manfred stifled a yawn.




  “Gurther went back soon after midnight,” he said, “and was there until Oberzohn’s return.”




  “Are you sure?” asked the astonished detective.




  Leon nodded, his eyes twinkling.




  “After that, one of those infernal river mists blotted out observation,” he said, “but I should imagine Herr Gurther is not far away. Did you see his companion, Pfeiffer?”




  Meadows nodded. “Yes, he was cleaning boots when I arrived.”




  “How picturesque!” said Gonzalez. “I think he will have a valet the next time be goes to prison, unless the system has altered since your days, George?”




  George Manfred, who had once occupied the condemned cell in Chelmsford Prison, smiled.




  “An interesting man, Gurther,” mused Gonsalez. “I have a feeling that he will escape hanging. So you could not find him? I found him last night. But for the lady, who was both an impediment and an interest, we might have put a period to his activities.” He caught Meadows’ eye. “I should have handed him to you, of course.”




  “Of course,” said the detective dryly.




  “A remarkable man, but nervous. You are going to see Mr. Johnson Lee?”




  “What made you say that?” asked the detective in astonishment, for he had not as yet confided his intention to the three men.




  “He will surprise you,” said Leon. “Tell me, Mr. Meadows: when you and George so thoroughly and carefully searched Barberton’s box, did you find anything that was suggestive of his being a cobbler, let us say — or a bookbinder?”




  “I think in his sister’s letter there was a reference to the books he had made. I found nothing particular except an awl and a long oblong of wood which was covered with pinpricks. As a matter of fact, when I saw it my first thought was that, living the kind of life he must have done in the wilderness, it was rather handy to be able to repair his own shoes. The idea of bookbinding is a new one.”




  “I should say he never bound a book in his life, in the ordinary sense of the word,” remarked Manfred; “and as Leon says, you will find Johnson Lee a very surprising man.”




  “Do you know him?”




  Manfred nodded gravely.




  “I have just been on the telephone to him,” he said. “You’ll have to be careful of Mr. Lee Meadows. Our friend the snake may be biting his way, and will, if he hears a breath of suspicion that he was in Barberton’s confidence.”




  The detective put down his knife and fork.




  “I wish you fellows would stop being mysterious,” he said, half annoyed, half amused. “What is behind this business? You talk of the snake as though you could lay your hands on him.”




  “And we could,” they said in unison.




  “Who is he?” challenged the detective.




  “The Herr Doktor,” smiled Gonsalez.




  “Oberzohn?”




  Leon nodded.




  “I thought you would have discovered that by connecting the original three murders together — and murders they were. First” — he ticked the names off on his fingers— “we have a stockbroker. This gentleman was a wealthy speculator who occasionally financed highly questionable deals. Six months before his death he drew from the bank a very large sum of money in notes. By an odd coincidence the bank clerk, going out to luncheon, saw his client and Oberzohn driving past in a taxicab, and as they came abreast he saw a large blue envelope go into Oberzohn’s pocket. The money had been put into a blue envelope when it was drawn. The broker had financed the doctor, and when the scheme failed and the money was lost, he not unnaturally asked for its return. He trusted Oberzohn not at all; carried his receipt about in his pocket, and never went anywhere unless he was armed — that fact did not emerge at the inquest, but you know it is true.”




  Meadows nodded.




  “He threatened Oberzohn with exposure at a meeting they had in Winchester Street, on the day of his death. That night he returns from a theatre or from his club, and is found dead on the doorstep. No receipt is found. What follows?




  “A man, a notorious blackmailer, homeless and penniless, was walking along the Bayswater Road, probably looking for easy money, when he saw the broker’s car going into Orme Place. He followed on the off-chance of begging a few coppers. The chauffeur saw him. The tramp, on the other hand, must have seen something else. He slept the next night at Rowton House, told a friend, who had been in prison with him, that he had a million pounds as good as in his hand…”




  Meadows laughed helplessly.




  “Your system of investigation is evidently more thorough than ours!”




  “It is complementary to yours,” said George quietly. “Go on, Leon.”




  “Now what happened to our friend the burglar? He evidently saw somebody in Orme Place whom he either recognized or trailed to his home. For the next day or two he was in and out of public telephone booths, though no number has been traced. He goes to Hyde Park, obviously by appointment — and the snake bites!




  “There was another danger to the confederacy. The bank clerk, learning of the death of the client, is troubled. I have proof that he called Oberzohn on the ‘phone. If you remember, when the broker’s affairs were gone into, it was found that he was almost insolvent. A large sum of money had been drawn out of the bank and paid to ‘X.’ The certainty that he knew who ‘X’ was worried this decent bank clerk, and he called Oberzohn, probably to ask him why he had not made a statement. On the day he telephoned the snake man, that day he died.”




  The detective was listening in silent wonder. “It sounds like a page out of a sensational novel,” he said, “yet it hangs together.”




  “It hangs together because it is true.” Poiccart’s deep voice broke into the conversation. “This has been Oberzohn’s method all his life. He is strong for logic, and there is no more logical action in the world than the destruction of those who threaten your safety and life.”




  Meadows pushed away his plate, his breakfast half eaten. “Proof,” he said briefly.




  “What proof can you have, my dear fellow?” scoffed Leon.




  “The proof is the snake,” persisted Meadows. “Show me how he could educate a deadly snake to strike, as he did, when the victim was under close observation, as in the case of Barberton, and I will believe you.”




  The Three looked at one another and smiled together. “One of these days I will show you,” said Leon. “They have certainly tamed their snake! He can move so quickly that the human eye cannot follow him. Always he bites on the most vital part, and al the most favourable time. He struck at me last night, but missed me. The next time he strikes” — he was speaking slowly and looking at the detective through the veriest slits of his half-closed eyelids— “the next time he strikes, not all Scotland Yard on the one side, nor his agreeable company of gunmen on the other, will save him!”




  Poiccart rose suddenly. His keen ears had heard the ring of a bell, and he went noiselessly down the stairs.




  “The whole thing sounds like a romance to me.” Meadows was rubbing his chin irritably. “I am staring at the covers of a book whilst you are reading the pages. I suppose you devils; have the A and Z of the story?” Leon nodded. “Why don’t you tell me?”




  “Because I value your life,” said Leon simply. “Because I wish — we all wish — to keep the snake’s attention upon ourselves.”




  Poiccart came back at that moment and put his head in the door.




  “Would you like to see Mr. Elijah Washington?” he asked, and they saw by the gleam in his eyes that Mr. Elijah Washington was well worth meeting.




  He arrived a second or two later, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a reddish face. He wore pince-nez, and behind the rimless glasses his eyes were alive and full of bubbling laughter. From head to foot he was dressed in white; the cravat which flowed over the soft silk shirt was a bright yellow; the belt about his waist as bright as scarlet.




  He stood beaming upon the company, his white panama crushed under his arm, both huge hands thrust into his trousers pockets.




  “Glad to know you folks,” he greeted them in a deep boom of a voice. “I guess Mr. Barberton told you all about me. That poor little guy! Listen: he was a he-man all right, but kinder mysterious. They told me I’d find the police chief here — Captain Meadows?”




  “Mister,” said the inspector, “I’m that man.”




  Washington put out his huge paw and caught the detective’s hand with a grip that would have been notable in a boa constrictor.




  “Glad to know you! My name is Elijah Washington — the Natural History Syndicate, Chicago.”




  “Sit down Mr. Washington.” Poiccart pushed forward a chair.




  “I want to tell you gentleman that this Barberton was murdered. Snake? Listen, I know snakes — brought up with ‘um! Snakes are my hobby: I know ‘um from egg-eaters to ‘tigers’ — notechis sentatus, moccasins, copperheads, corals mamba, fer de lance — gosh! snakes are just common objects like flies. An’ I tell you boys right here and now, that there ain’t a snake in this or the next world that can climb up a parapet, bite a man and get away with it with a copper looking on.”




  He beamed from one to the other: he was almost paternal.




  “I’d like to have shown you folks a worse-than-mamba,” he said regretfully, “but carrying round snakes in your pocket is just hot dog: it’s like a millionaire wearin’ diamond earrings just to show he can afford ‘em. I liked that little fellow; I’m mighty sorry he’s dead, but if any man tells you that a snake bit him, go right up to him, hit him on the nose, and say ‘Liar!’”




  “You will have some coffee?” Manfred had rung the bell.




  “Sure I will: never have got used to this tea-drinking habit. I’m on the wagon too: got scared up there in the backlands of Angola—”




  “What were you doing there?” asked Leon.




  “Snakes,” said the other briefly. “I represent an organization that supplies specimens to zoos and museums. I was looking for a flying snake — there ain’t such a thing, though the natives say there is. I got a new kinder cobra — viperidae crotalinae — and yet not!”




  He scratched his head, bringing his scientific perplexity into the room. Leon’s heart went out to him.




  He had met Barberton by accident. Without shame he confessed that he had gone to a village in the interior for a real solitary jag, and returning to such degree of civilization as Mossamedes represented, he found a group of Portuguese breeds squatting about a fire at which the man’s feet were toasting.




  “I don’t know what he was — a prospector, I guess. He was one of those what-is-its you meet along that coast. I’ve met his kind most everywhere — as far south as Port Nottosh. In Angola there are scores: they go native at the end.”




  “You can tell us nothing about Barberton?”




  Mr. Elijah Washington shook his head.




  “No, sir: I know him same as I might know you. It got me curious when I found out the why of the torturing: he wouldn’t tell where it was.”




  “Where what was?” asked Manfred quickly, and Washington was surprised.




  “Why, the writing they wanted to get. I thought maybe he’d told you. He said he was coming right along to spill all that part of it. It was a letter he’d found in a tin box — that was all he’d say.”




  They looked at one another.




  “I know no more about it than that,” Mr. Washington added, when he saw Gonsalez’ lips move. “It was just a letter. Who it was from, why, what it was about, he never told me. My first idea was that he’d been flirting round about here, but divorce laws are mighty generous and they wouldn’t trouble to get evidence that way. A man doesn’t want any documents to get rid of his wife. I dare say you folks wonder why I’ve come along.” Mr. Washington raised his steaming cup of coffee, which must have been nearly boiling, and drank it at one gulp. “That’s fine,” he said, “the nearest to coffee I’ve had since I left home.”




  He wiped his lips with a large and vivid silk handkerchief.




  “I’ve come along, gentleman, because I’ve got a pretty good idea that I’d be useful to anybody who’s snake-hunting in this little dorp.”




  “It’s rather a dangerous occupation, isn’t it?” said Manfred quietly.




  Washington nodded.




  “To you, but not to me,” he said. “I am snakeproof.”




  He pulled up his sleeve: the forearm was scarred and pitted with old wounds.




  “Snakes,” he said briefly. “That’s cobra.” He pointed proudly. “When that snake struck, my boys didn’t wait for anything, they started dividing my kit. Sort of appointed themselves a board of executors and joint heirs of the family estate.”




  “But you were very ill?” said Gonsalez.




  Mr. Washington shook his head.




  “No, sir, not more than if a bee bit me, and not so much as if a wasp had got in first punch. Some people can cat arsenic, some people can make a meal of enough morphia to decimate a province. I’m snakeproof — been bitten ever since I was five.”




  He bent over towards them, and his jolly face went suddenly serious. “I’m the man you want,” he said.




  “I think you are,” said Manfred slowly.




  “Because this old snake ain’t finished biting. There’s a graft in it somewhere, and I want to find it. But first I want to vindicate the snake. Anybody who says a snake’s naturally vicious doesn’t understand. Snakes are timid, quiet, respectful things, and don’t want no trouble with nobody. If a snake sees you coming, he naturally lights out for home. When momma snake’s running around with her family, she’s naturally touchy for fear you’d tread on any of her boys and girls, but she’s a lady, and if you give her time she’ll Maggie ‘um and get ‘um into the parlour where the foot of white man never trod.”




  Leon was looking at him with a speculative eye.




  “It is queer to think,” he said, speaking half to himself, “that you may be the only one of us who will be alive this day week!”




  Meadows, not easily shocked, felt a cold shiver run down his spine.




  
Chapter Thirteen


  Mirabelle Goes Home
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  The prediction that Leon Gonsalez had made was not wholly fulfilled, though he himself had helped to prevent the supreme distress he prophesied. When Mirabelle Leicester awoke in the morning, her head was thick and dull, and for a long time she lay between sleeping and waking, trying to bring order to the confusion of her thoughts, her eyes on the ceiling towards a gnarled oak beam which she had seen before somewhere; and when at last she summoned sufficient energy to raise herself on her elbow, she looked upon the very familiar surroundings of her own pretty little room.




  Heavytree Farm! What a curious dream she had had! A dream filled with fleeting visions of old men with elongated heads, of dance music and a crowded ballroom, of a slightly overdressed man who had been very polite to her at dinner. Where did she dine? She sat up in bed, holding her throbbing head.




  Again she looked round the room and slowly, out of her dreams, emerged a few tangible facts. She was still in a state of bewilderment when the door opened and Aunt Alma came in, and the unprepossessing face of her relative was accentuated by her look of anxiety.




  “Hullo, Alma!” said Mirabelle dully. “I’ve had such a queer dream.”




  Alma pressed her lips tightly together as she placed a tray on a table by the side of the bed.




  “I think it was about that advertisement I saw.” And then, with a gasp: “How did I come here?”




  “They brought you,” said Alma. “The nurse is downstairs having her breakfast. She’s a nice woman and keeps press-cuttings.”




  “The nurse?” asked Mirabelle in bewilderment.




  “You arrived here at three o’clock in the morning in a motorcar. You had a nurse with you.” Alma enumerated the circumstances in chronological order. “And two men. First one of the men got out and knocked at the door. I was worried to death. In fact, I’d been worried all the afternoon, ever since I had your wire telling me not to come up to London.”




  “But I didn’t send any such wire,” replied the girl.




  “After I came down, the man — he was really a gentleman and very pleasantly spoken — told me that you’d been taken ill and a nurse had brought you home. They then carried you, the two men and the nurse, upstairs and laid you on the bed, and nurse and I undressed you. I simply couldn’t get you to wake up: all you did was to talk about the orangeade.”




  “I remember! It was so bitter, and Lord Evington let me drink some of his. And then I…I don’t know what happened after that,” she said, with a little grimace.




  “Mr. Gonsalez ordered the car, got the nurse from a nursing home,” explained Alma.




  “Gonsalez! Not my Gonsalez — the — the Four Just Men Gonsalez?” she asked in amazement.




  “I’m sure it was Gonsalez: they made no secret about it. You can see the gentleman who brought you: he’s about the house somewhere. I saw him in Heavytree Lane not five minutes ago, strolling up and down and smoking. A pipe.”, added Alma.




  The girl got out of bed; her knees were curiously weak under her, but she managed to stagger to the window, and, pushing open the casement still farther, looked out across the patchwork quilt of colour. The summer flowers were in bloom; the delicate scents came up on the warm morning air, and she stood for a moment, drinking in great draughts of the exquisite perfume, and then, with a sigh, turned back to the waiting Alma.




  “I don’t know how it all happened and what it’s about, but my word, Alma, I’m glad to be back! That dreadful man…! We lunched at the Ritz-Carlton…I never want to see another restaurant or a ballroom or Chester Square, or anything but old Heavytree!”




  She took the cup of tea from Alma’s hand, drank greedily, and put it down with a little gasp.




  “That was wonderful! Yes, the tea was too, but I’m thinking about Gonsalez. If it should be he!”




  “I don’t see why you should get excited over a man who’s committed I don’t know how many murders.”




  “Don’t be silly, Alma!” scoffed the girl. “The Just Men have never murdered, any more than a judge and jury murder.”




  The room was still inclined to go round, and it was with the greatest difficulty that she could condense the two Almas who stood before her into one tangible individual.




  “There’s a gentleman downstairs: he’s been waiting since twelve.”




  And when she asked, she was to learn, to her dismay, that at was half-past one.




  “I’ll be down in a quarter of an hour,” she said recklessly. “Who is it?”




  “I’ve never heard of him before, but he’s a gentleman,” was the unsatisfactory reply. “They didn’t want to let him come in.”




  “Who didn’t?”




  “The gentlemen who brought you here in the night.”




  Mirabelle stared at her.




  “You mean…they’re guarding the house?”




  “That’s how it strikes me,” said Alma bitterly. “Why they should interfere with us, I don’t know. Anyway, they let him in. Mr. Johnson Lee.”




  The girl frowned.




  “I don’t know the name,” she said.




  Alma walked to the window.




  “There’s his car,” she said, and pointed.




  It was just visible, standing at the side of the road beyond the box hedge, a long-bodied Rolls, white with dust. The chauffeur was talking to a strange man, and from the fact that he was smoking a pipe Mirabelle guessed that this was one of her self-appointed custodians.




  She had her bath, and with the assistance of the nurse, dressed and came shakily down the stairs. Alma was waiting in the brick-floored hall.




  “He wants to see you alone,” she said in a stage whisper. “I don’t know whether I ought to allow it, but there’s evidently something wrong. These men prowling about the house have got thoroughly on my nerves.”




  Mirabelle laughed softly as she opened the door and walked in. At the sound of the door closing, the man who was sitting stiffly on a deep settee in a window recess got up. He was tall and bent, and his dark face was lined. His eyes she could not see; they were hidden behind dark green glasses, which were turned in her direction as she came across the room to greet him.




  “Miss Mirabelle Leicester?” he asked, in the quiet, modulated voice of an educated man. He took her hand in his.




  “Won’t you sit down?” she said, for he remained standing after she had seated herself.




  “Thank you.” He sat down gingerly, holding between his knees the handle of the umbrella he had brought into the drawingroom. “I’m afraid my visit may be inopportune, Miss Leicester,” he said. “Have you by any chance heard about Mr. Barberton?”




  Her brows wrinkled in thought. “Barberton? I seem to have heard the name.”




  “He was killed yesterday on the Thames Embankment.” Then she recollected. “The man who was bitten by the snake?” she asked in horror.




  The visitor nodded.




  “It was a great shock to me, because I have been a friend of his for many years, and had arranged to call at his hotel on the night of his death.” And then abruptly he turned the conversation in another and a surprising direction. “Your father was a scientist, Miss Leicester?”




  She nodded.




  “Yes, he was an astronomer, an authority upon meteors.”




  “Exactly. I thought that was the gentleman. I have only recently had his book read to me. He was in Africa for some years?”




  “Yes,” she said quietly, “he died there. He was studying meteors for three years in Angola. You probably know that a very large number of shooting stars fall in that country. My father’s theory was that it was due to the ironstone mountains which attract them — so he set up a little observatory in the interior.” Her lips trembled for a second. “He was killed in a native rising,” she said.




  “Do you know the part of Angola where he had his observatory?”




  She shook her head.




  “I’m not sure. I have never been in Africa, but perhaps Aunt Alma may know.”




  She went out to find Alma waiting in the passage, in conversation with the pipe-smoker. The man withdrew hastily at the sight of her.




  “Alma, do you remember what part of Angola father had his observatory?” she asked.




  Alma did not know offhand, but one of her invaluable scrapbooks contained all the information that the girl wanted, and she carried the book to Mr. Lee.




  “Here are the particulars,” she said, and laid the book open before them.




  “Would you read it for me?” he requested gently, and she read to him the three short paragraphs which noted that Professor Leicester had taken up his residence in Bishaka.




  “That is the place,” interrupted the visitor. “Bishaka! You are you sure that Mr. Barberton did not communicate with you?”




  “With me?” she said in amazement “No — why should he?”




  He did not answer, but sat for a long time, turning the matter over in his mind.




  “You’re perfectly certain that nobody sent you a document, probably in the Portuguese language, concerning” — he hesitated— “Bishaka?”




  She shook her head, and then, as though he had not seen the gesture, he asked the question again.




  “I’m certain,” she said. “We have very little correspondence at the farm, and it isn’t possible that I could overlook anything so remarkable.”




  Again he turned the problem over in his mind.




  “Have you any documents in Portuguese or in English…any letters from your father about Angola?”




  “None,” she said. “The only reference my father ever made to Bishaka was that he was getting a lot of information which he thought would be valuable, and that he was a little troubled because his cameras, which he had fixed in various parts of the country to cover every sector of the skies, were being disturbed by wandering prospectors.”




  “He said that, did he?” asked Mr. Lee eagerly. “Come now, that explains a great deal!”




  In spite of herself she laughed. “It doesn’t explain much to me, Mr. Lee,” she said frankly. And then, in a more serious tone: “Did Barberton come from Angola?”




  “Yes, Barberton came from that country,” he said in a lower voice. “I should like to tell you,” — he hesitated— “but I am rather afraid.”




  “Afraid to tell me? Why?”




  He shook his head.




  “So many dreadful things have happened recently to poor Barberton and others, that knowledge seems a most dangerous thing. I wish I could believe that it would not be dangerous to you,” he added kindly, “and then I could speak what is in my mind and relieve myself of a great deal of anxiety.” He rose slowly. “I think the best thing I can do is to consult my lawyer. I was foolish to keep it from him so long. He is the only man I can trust to search my documents.”




  She could only look at him in astonishment




  “But surely you can search your own documents?” she said good humouredly.




  “No, I’m afraid I can’t. Because” — he spoke with the simplicity of a child— “I am blind.”




  “Blind?” gasped Mirabelle, and the man laughed gently.




  “I am pretty capable for a blind man, am I not? I can walk across a room and avoid all the furniture. The only thing I cannot do is to read — at least, read the ordinary print. I can read Braille: poor Barberton taught me. He was a schoolmaster,” he explained, “at a blind school near Brightlingsea. Not a particularly well-educated man, but a marvellously quick writer of Braille. We have corresponded for years through that medium. He could write a Braille letter almost as quickly as you can with pen and ink.”




  Her heart was full of pity for the man: he was so cheery, so confident, and withal so proud of his own accomplishments, that pity turned to admiration. He had the ineffable air of obstinacy which is the possession of so many men similarly stricken, and she began to realize that self-pity, that greatest of all afflictions which attends blindness, had been eliminated from his philosophy.




  “I should like to tell you more,” he said, as he held out his hand. “Probably I will dictate a long letter to you tomorrow, or else my lawyer will do so, putting all the facts before you. For the moment, however, I must be sure of my ground. I have no desire to raise in your heart either fear or — hope. Do you know a Mr. Manfred?”




  “I don’t know him personally,” she said quickly. “George Manfred?”




  He nodded.




  “Have you met him?” she asked eagerly. “And Mr. Poiccart, the Frenchman?”




  “No, not Mr. Poiccart. Manfred was on the telephone to me very early this morning. He seemed to know all about my relationships with my poor friend. He knew also of my blindness. A remarkable man, very gentle and courteous. It was he who gave me your address. Perhaps,” he roused, “it would be advisable if I first consulted him.”




  “I’m sure it would!” she said enthusiastically. “They are wonderful. You have heard of them, of course, Mr. Lee — the Four Just Men?”




  He smiled.




  “That sounds as though you admire them,” he said. “Yes, I have heard of them. They are the men who, many years ago, set out to regularize the inconsistencies of the English law, to punish where no punishment is provided by the code. Strange I never associated them…”




  He meditated upon the matter in silence for a long while, and then: “I wonder,” he said, but did not tell her what he was wondering.




  She walked down the garden path with him into the roadway and stood chatting about the country and the flowers that he had never seen, and the weather and such trivialities as people talk about when their minds are occupied with more serious thoughts which they cannot share, until the big limousine pulled up and he stepped into its cool interior. He had the independence which comes to the educated blind and gently refused the offer of her guidance, an offer she did not attempt to repeat, sensing the satisfaction he must have had in making his way without help. She waved her hand to the car as it moved off, and so naturally did his hand go up in salute that for a moment she thought he had seen her.




  So he passed cut of her sight, and might well have passed out of her life, for Mr. Oberzohn had decreed that the remaining hours of blind Johnson Lee were to be few.




  But it happened that the Three Men had reached the same decision in regard to Mr. Oberzohn, only there was some indecision as to the manner of his passing. Leon Gonsalez had original views.
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  The man with the pipe was standing within half a dozen paces of her. She was going back through the gate, when she remembered Aunt Alma’s views on the guardianship.




  “Are you waiting here all day?” she asked.




  “Till this evening, miss. We’re to be relieved by some men from Gloucester — we came from town, and we’re going back with the nurse, if you can do without her?”




  “Who placed you here?” she asked.




  “Mr. Gonsalez. He thought it would be wise to have somebody around.”




  “But why?”




  The big man grinned.




  “I’ve known Mr. Gonsalez many years,” he said. “I’m a police pensioner, and I can remember the time when I’d have given a lot of money to lay my hands on him — but I’ve never asked him why, miss. There is generally a good reason for everything he does.”




  Mirabelle went back into the farmhouse, very thoughtful. Happily, Alma was not inquisitive; she was left alone in the drawingroom to reconstruct her exciting yesterday.




  Mirabelle harboured very few illusions. She had read much, guessed much, and in the days of her childhood had been in the habit of linking cause to effect. The advertisement was designed especially for her: that was her first conclusion. It was designed to bring her into the charge of Oberzohn. For now she recognized this significant circumstance: never once, since she had entered the offices of Oberzohn & Smitts, until the episode of the orangeade, had she been free to come and go as she wished. He had taken her to lunch, he had brought her back; Joan Newton had been her companion in the drive from the house, and from the house to the hall; and from then on she did not doubt that Oberzohn’s surveillance had continued, until…




  Dimly she remembered the man in the cloak who had stood in the rocking doorway. Was that Gonsalez? Somehow she thought it must have been. Gonsalez, watchful, alert — why? She had been in danger — was still in danger. Though why anybody should have picked unimportant her was the greatest of all mysteries.




  In some inexplicable way the death of Barberton had been associated with that advertisement and the attention she had received from Dr. Oberzohn and his creatures. Who was Lord Evington? She remembered his German accent and his “gracious lady,” the curious click of his heels and his stiff bow. That was a clumsy subterfuge which she ought to have seen through from the first. He was another of her watchers. And the drugged orangeade was his work. She shuddered. Suppose Leon Gonsalez, or whoever it was, had not arrived so providentially, where would she be at this moment?




  Walking to the window, she looked out, and the sight of the two men just inside the gate gave her a sense of infinite relief and calm; and the knowledge that she, for some reason, was under the care and protection of this strange organization about which she had read, thrilled her.




  She walked into the vaulted kitchen, to find the kitchen table covered with fat volumes, and Aunt Alma explaining to the interested nurse her system of filing. Two subjects interested that hard-featured lady: crime and family records. She had two books filled with snippings from country newspapers relating to the family of a distant cousin who had been raised to a peerage during the war. She had another devoted to the social triumphs of a distant woman, Goddard, who had finally made a sensational appearance as petitioner in the most celebrated divorce suit of the age. But crime, generally speaking, was Aunt Alma’s chief preoccupation. It was from these voluminous cuttings that Mirabelle had gained her complete knowledge of the Four Just Men and their operations. There were books packed with the story of the Ramon murder, arranged with loving care in order of time, for chronology was almost a vice in Alma Goddard. Only one public sensation was missing from her collection, and she was explaining the reason to the nurse as Mirabelle came into the kitchen.




  “No, my dear,” she was saying, “there is nothing about The Snake. I won’t have anything to do with that: it gives me the creeps. In fact, I haven’t read anything that has the slightest reference to it.”




  “I’ve got every line,” said the nurse enthusiastically. “My brother is a reporter on the Megaphone, and he says this is the best story they’ve had for years—”




  Mirabelle interrupted this somewhat gruesome conversation to make inquiries about luncheon. Her head was steady now and she had developed an appetite.




  The front door stood open, and as she turned to go into the diningroom to get her writing materials, she heard an altercation at the gate. A third man had appeared: a grimy-looking pedlar who carried a tray before him, packed with all manner of cheap buttons and laces. He was a middle-aged man with a ragged beard, and despite the warmth of the day, was wearing a long overcoat that almost reached to his heels.




  “You may or you may not be,” the man with the pipe was saying, “but you’re not going in here.”




  “I’ve served this house for years,” snarled the pedlar. “What do you mean by interfering with me? You’re not a policeman.”




  “Whether I’m a policeman or a dustman or a postman,” said the patient guard, “you don’t pass through this gate — do you understand that?”




  At this moment the pedlar caught sight of the girl at the door and raised his battered hat with a grin. He was unknown to the girl; she did not remember having seen him at the house before. Nor did Alma, who came out at that moment.




  “He’s a stranger here, but we’re always getting new people up from Gloucester,” she said. “What does he want to sell?”




  She stalked out into the garden, and at the sight of her the grin left the pedlar’s face.




  “I’ve got some things I’d like to sell to the young lady, ma’am,” he said.




  “I’m not so old, and I’m a lady,” replied Alma sharply. “And how long is it since you started picking and choosing your customers?”




  The man grumbled something under his breath, and without waiting even to display his wares, shuffled off along the dusty road, and they watched him until he was out of sight.




  Heavytree Farm was rather grandly named for so small a property. The little estate followed the road to Heavytree Lane, which formed the southern boundary of the property. The lane itself ran at an angle to behind the house, where the third boundary was formed by a hedge dividing the farmland from the more pretentious estate of a local magnate. It was down the lane the pedlar turned.




  “Excuse me, ma’am,” said the companion of the man with the pipe.




  He opened the gate, walked in, and, making a circuit of the house, reached the orchard behind. Here a few outhouses were scattered, and, clearing these, he came to the meadow, where Mirabelle’s one cow ruminated in the lazy manner of her kind. Half hidden by a thick-boled apple-tree, the watcher waited, and presently, as he expected, he saw a head appear through the boundary hedge. After an observation the pedlar sprang into the meadow and stood, taking stock of his ground. He had left his tray and his bag, and, running with surprising swiftness for a man of his age, he gained a little wooden barn, and, pulling open the door, disappeared into its interior. By this time the guard had been joined by his companion and they had a short consultation, the man with the pipe going back to his post before the house, whilst the other walked slowly across the meadow until he came to the closed door of the barn.




  Wise in his generation, he first made a circuit of the building, and discovered there were no exits through the blackened gates. Then, pulling both doors open wide:




  “Come out, bo’!” he said.




  The barn was empty, except for a heap of hay that lay in one corner and some old and wheelless farm-wagons propped up on three trestles awaiting the wheelwright’s attention.




  A ladder led to a loft, and the guard climbed slowly. His head was on a level with the dark opening, when: “Put up your hands!”




  He was looking into the adequate muzzle of an automatic pistol.




  “Come down, bo’!”




  “Put up your hands,” hissed the voice in the darkness, “or you’re a dead man!”




  The watcher obeyed, cursing his folly that he had come alone.




  “Now climb up.”




  With some difficulty the guard brought himself up to the floor level.




  “Step this way, and step lively,” said the pedlar. “Hold your hands out.”




  He felt the touch of cold steel on his wrist, heard a click.




  “Now the other hand.”




  The moment he was manacled, the pedlar began a rapid search.




  “Carry a gun, do you?” he sneered, as he drew a pistol from the man’s hip pocket. “Now sit down.”




  In a few seconds the discomfited guard was bound and gagged. The pedlar, crawling to the entrance of the loft, looked out between a crevice in the boards. He was watching, not the house, but the hedge through which he had climbed. Two other men had appeared there, and he grunted his satisfaction. Descending into the barn, he pulled away the ladder and let it fall on the floor, before he came out into the open and made a signal.




  The second guard had made his way back by the short cut to the front of the house, passing through the garden and in through the kitchen door. He stopped to shoot the bolt, and the girl, coming into the kitchen, saw him.




  “Is anything wrong?” she asked anxiously.




  “I don’t know, miss.” He was looking at the kitchen windows: they were heavily barred. “My mate has just seen that pedlar go into the barn.”




  She followed him to the front door. He had turned to go, but, changing his mind, came back, and she saw him put his hand into his hip pocket and was staggered to see him produce a long-barrelled Browning.




  “Can you use a pistol, miss?”




  She nodded, too surprised to speak, and watched him as he jerked back the jacket and put up the safety catch.




  “I want to be on the safe side, and I’d feel happier if you were armed.”




  There was a gun hanging on the wall and he took it down.




  “Have you any shells for this?” he asked.




  She pulled open the drawer of the hall-stand and took out a cardboard carton.




  “They may be useful,” he said.




  “But surely, Mr.—”




  “Digby.” He supplied his name.




  “Surely you’re exaggerating? I don’t mean that you’re doing it with any intention of frightening me, but there isn’t any danger to us?”




  “I don’t know. I’ve got a queer feeling — had it all morning. How far is the nearest house from here?”




  “Not half a mile away,” she said.




  “You’re on the phone?”




  She nodded.




  “I’m scared, maybe. I’ll just go out into the road and have a look round. I wish that fellow would come back,” he added fretfully.




  He walked slowly up the garden path and stood for a r moment leaning over the gate. As he did so, he heard the rattle and asthmatic wheezing of an ancient car, and saw a tradesman’s trolley come round a corner of Heavytree Lane. Its pace grew slower as it got nearer to the house, and opposite the gate it stopped altogether. The driver, getting down with a curse, lifted up the battered tin bonnet, and, groping under the seat, brought out a long spanner. Then, swift as thought, he half turned and struck at Digby’s head. The girl heard the sickening impact, saw the watcher drop limply to the path, and in another second she had slammed the door and thrust home the bolts.




  She was calm; the hand that took the revolver from the hall-table did not tremble.




  “Alma!” she called, and Alma came running downstairs.




  “What on earth — ?” she began, and then saw the pistol in Mirabelle’s hands.




  “They are attacking the house,” said the girl quickly. “I don’t know who ‘they’ are, but they’ve just struck down one of the men who was protecting us. Take the gun, Alma.”




  Alma’s face was contorted, and might have expressed fear or anger or both. Mirabelle afterwards learnt that the dominant emotion was one of satisfaction to find herself in so warlike an environment.




  Running into the drawingroom, the girl pushed open the window, which commanded a view of the road. The gate was unfastened and two men, who had evidently been concealed inside the trolley, were lifting the unconscious man, and she watched, with a calm she could not understand in herself, as they threw him into the interior and fastened the tailboard. She counted four in all, including the driver, who was climbing back to his seat. One of the newcomers, evidently the leader, was pointing down the road towards the lane, and she guessed that he was giving directions as to where the car should wait, for it began to go backwards almost immediately and with surprising smoothness, remembering the exhibition it had given of decrepitude a few minutes before.




  The man who had given instructions came striding down the path towards the door. “Stop!”




  He looked round with a start into the levelled muzzle of a Browning, and his surprise would, in any other circumstances, have been comical.




  “It’s all right, miss—” he began.




  “Put yourself outside that gate,” said Mirabelle coolly.




  “I wanted to see you…very important—”




  Bang!




  Mirabelle fired a shot, aimed above his head, towards the old poplar. The man ducked and ran. Clear of the gate he dropped to the cover of a hedge, where his men already were, and she heard the murmur of their voices distinctly, for the day was still, and the far-off chugging of the trolley’s engine sounded close at hand. Presently she saw a head peep round the hedge.




  “Can I have five minutes’ talk with you?” asked the leader loudly.




  He was a thickset, bronzed man, with a patch of lint plastered to his face, and she noted unconsciously that he wore gold earrings.




  “There’s no trouble coming to you,” he said, opening the gate as he spoke. “You oughtn’t to have fired, anyway. No-body’s going to hurt you—”




  He had advanced a yard into the garden as he spoke.




  Bang, bang!




  In her haste she had pressed butt and trigger just a fraction too long, and, startled by the knowledge that another shot was coming, her hand jerked round, and the second shot missed his head by the fraction of an inch. He disappeared in a flash, and a second later she saw their hats moving swiftly above the box. They were running towards the waiting car.




  “Stay here, Alma!”




  Alma Goddard nodded grimly, and the girl flew up the stairs to her room. From this elevation she commanded a better view. She saw them climb into the van, and in another second the limp body of the guard was thrown out into the hedge; then, after a brief space of time, the machine began moving and, gathering speed, disappeared in a cloud of dust on the Highcombe Road.




  Mirabelle came down the stairs at a run, pulled back the bolts and flew out and along the road towards the still figure of the detective. He was lying by the side of the ditch, his head a mass of blood, and she saw that he was still breathing. She tried to lift him, but it was too great a task. She ran back to the house. The telephone was in the hall: an old-fashioned instrument with a handle that had to be turned, and she had not made two revolutions before she realized that the wire had been cut.




  Alma was still in the parlour, the gun gripped tight in her hand, a look of fiendish resolution on her face.




  “You must help me to get Digby into the house,” she said. “Where is he?”




  Mirabelle pointed, and the two women, returning to the man, half lifted, half dragged him back to the hall. Laying him down on the brick floor, the girl went in search of clean linen. The kitchen, which was also the drying place for Alma’s more intimate laundry, supplied all that she needed. Whilst Alma watched unmoved the destruction of her wardrobe, the girl bathed the wound and the frightened nurse (who had disappeared at the first shot) applied a rough dressing. The wound was an ugly one, and the man showed no signs of recovering consciousness.




  “We shall have to send Mary into Gloucester for an ambulance,” said Mirabelle. “We can’t send nurse — she doesn’t know the way.”




  “Mary,” said Alma calmly, “is at this moment having hysterics in the larder. I’ll harness the dogcart and go myself. But where is the other man?”




  Mirabelle shook her head.




  “I don’t like to think what has happened to him,” she said. “Now, Alma, do you think we can get him into the drawingroom?”




  Together they lifted the heavy figure and staggered with it into the pretty little room, laying him at last upon the settee under the window.




  “He can rest there till we get the ambulance,” began Mirabelle, and a chuckle behind her made her turn with a gasp.




  It was the pedlar, and in his hand he held the pistol which she had discarded.




  “I only want you” — he nodded to the girl. “You other two women can come out here.” He jerked his head to the passage. Under the stairs was a big cupboard and he pulled the door open invitingly. “Get in here. If you make a noise, you’ll be sorry for yourselves.”




  Alma’s eyes wandered longingly to the gun she had left in the corner, but before she could make a move he had placed himself between her and the weapon.




  “Inside,” said the pedlar, and Mirabelle was not much surprised when Aunt Alma meekly obeyed.




  He shut the door on the two women and fastened the latch.




  “Now, young lady, put on your hat and be lively!”




  He followed her up the stairs into her room and watched her while she found a hat and a cloak. She knew only that it was a waste of time even to temporize with him. He, for his part, was so exultant at his success that he grew almost loquacious.




  “I suppose you saw the boys driving away and you didn’t remember that I was somewhere around. Was that you doing the shooting?”




  She did not answer.




  “It couldn’t have been Lew, or you’d have been dead,” he said. He was examining the muzzle of the pistol. “It was you all right.” He chuckled. “Ain’t you the game one! Sister, you ought to be—”




  He stopped dead, staring through the window. He was paralysed with amazement at the sight of a bareheaded Aunt Alma flying along the Gloucester Road. With an oath he turned to the girl.




  “How did she get out? Have you got anybody here? Now speak up.”




  “The cupboard under the stairs leads to the wine cellar,” said Mirabelle coolly, “and there are two ways out of the wine cellar I think Aunt Alma found one of them.”




  With an oath, he took a step towards her, gripped her by the arm and jerked her towards the door.




  “Lively!” he said, and dragged her down the stairs through the hall, into the kitchen.




  He shot back the bolts, but the lock of the kitchen door had been turned.




  “This way.” He swore coldbloodedly, and, her arm still in his powerful grip, he hurried along the passage and pulled open the door.




  It was an unpropitious moment. A man was walking down the path, a half smile on his face, as though he was thinking over a remembered jest. At the sight of him the pedlar dropped the girl’s arm and his hand went like lightning to his pocket.




  “When will you die?” said Leon Gonsalez softly. “Make a choice, and make it quick!”




  And the gun in his hand seemed to quiver with homicidal eagerness.
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  The pedlar, his face twitching, put up his shaking hands.




  Leon walked to him, took the Browning from his moist grip and dropped it into his pocket.




  “Your friends are waiting, of course?” he said pleasantly.




  The pedlar did not answer.




  “Cuccini too? I thought I had incapacitated him for a long time.”




  “They’ve gone,” growled the pedlar.




  Gonsalez looked round in perplexity.




  “I don’t want to take you into the house. At the same time, I don’t want to leave you here,” he said. “I almost wish you’d drawn that gun of yours,” he added regretfully. “It would have solved so many immediate problems.”




  This particular problem was solved by the return of the dishevelled Alma and the restoration to her of her gun.




  “I would so much rather you shot him than I,” said Leon earnestly. “The police are very suspicious of my shootings, and they never wholly believe that they are done in self-defence.”




  With a rope he tied the man, and tied him uncomfortably, wrists to ankles. That done, he made a few inquiries and went swiftly out to the barn, returning in a few minutes with the unhappy guard.




  “It can’t be helped,” said Leon, cutting short the man’s apologies. “The question is, where are the rest of the brethren?”




  Something zipped past him: it had the intensified hum of an angry wasp, and a second later he heard a muffled “Plop!” In a second he was lying flat on the ground, his Browning covering the hedge that hid Heavytree Lane.




  “Run to the house,” he called urgently. “They won’t bother about you.” And the guard, nothing loth, sprinted for the cover of walls.




  Presently Leon located the enemy, and at a little distance off he saw the flat top of the covered trolley. A man walked invitingly across the gap in the hedge, but Gonsalez held his fire, and presently the manoeuvre was repeated. Obviously they were trying to concentrate his mind upon the gap whilst they were moving elsewhere. His eyes swept the meadow boundary — running parallel, he guessed, was a brook or ditch which would make excellent cover.




  Again the man passed leisurely across the gap. Leon steadied his elbow, and glanced along the sight. As he did so, the man reappeared.




  Crack!




  Gonsalez aimed a foot behind him. The man saw the flash and jumped back, as he had expected. In another second he was writhing on the ground with a bullet through his leg.




  Leon showed his teeth in a smile and switched his body round to face the new point of attack. It came from the spot that he had expected: a little rise of ground that commanded his position.




  The first bullet struck the turf to his right with an angry buzz, sent a divot flying heavenward, and ricocheted with a smack against a tree. Before the raised head could drop to cover, Gonsalez fired; fired another shot to left and right, then, rising, raced for the shelter of the tree, and reached it in time to see three heads bobbing back to the road. He waited, covering the gap, but the people who drew the wounded man out of sight did not show themselves, and a minute later he saw the trolley moving swiftly down the by-road, and knew that danger was past.




  The firing had attracted attention. He had not been back in the house a few minutes before a mounted policeman, his horse in a lather, came galloping up to the gate and dismounted. A neighbouring farm had heard the shots and telephoned to constabulary headquarters. For half an hour the mounted policeman took notes, and by this time half the farmers in the neighbourhood, their guns under their arms, had assembled in Mirabelle’s parlour.




  She had not seen as much of the redoubtable Leon as she could have wished, and when they had a few moments to themselves she seized the opportunity to tell him of the call which Lee had made that morning. Apparently he knew all about it, for he expressed no surprise, and was only embarrassed when she showed a personal interest in himself and his friends.




  It was not a very usual experience for him, and he was rather annoyed with himself at this unexpected glimpse of enthusiasm and hero-worship, sane as it was, and based, as he realized, upon her keen sense of justice.




  “I’m not so sure that we’ve been very admirable really,” he said. “But the difficulty is to produce at the moment a judgement which would be given from a distance of years. We have sacrificed everything which to most men would make life worth living, in our desire to see the scales held fairly.”




  “You are not married, Mr. Gonsalez?”




  He stared into the frank eyes. “Married! Why, no,” he said, and she laughed.




  “You talk as though that were a possibility that had never occurred to you.”




  “It hasn’t,” he admitted. “By the very nature of our work we are debarred from that experience. And is it an offensive thing to say that I have never felt my singleness to be a deprivation?”




  “It is very rude,” she said severely, and Leon was laughing to himself all the way back to town as at a great joke that improved upon repetition.




  “I think we can safely leave her for a week,” he reported, on his return to Curzon Street. “No, nothing happened. I was held up in a police trap near Newbury for exceeding the speed limit They said I was doing fifty, but I should imagine it was nearer eighty. Meadows will get me out of that. Otherwise, I must send the inevitable letter to the magistrate and pay the inevitable fine. Have you done anything about Johnson Lee?”




  Manfred nodded. “Meadows and the enthusiastic Mr. Washington have gone round to see him. I have asked Washington to go because” — he hesitated— “the snake is a real danger, so far as he is concerned. Elijah Washington promises to be a very real help. He is afraid of nothing, and has undertaken to stay with Lee and to apply such remedies for snake-bites as he knows.”




  He was putting on his gloves as he spoke, and Leon Gonsalez looked at him with a critical admiration.




  “Are you being presented at Court, or are you taking tea with a duchess?”




  “Neither. I’m calling upon friend Oberzohn.”




  “The devil you are!” said Leon, his eyebrows rising.




  “I have taken the precaution of sending him a note, asking him to keep his snakes locked up,” said Manfred, “and as I have pointedly forwarded the carbon copy of the letter, to impress the fact that another exists and may be brought in evidence against him, I think I shall leave Oberzohn & Smitts’ main office without hurt. If you are not too tired, Leon, I would rather prefer the Buick to the Spanz.”




  “Give me a quarter of an hour,” said Leon, and went up to his room to make himself tidy.




  It was fifteen minutes exactly when the Buick stopped at the door, and Manfred got into the saloon. There was no partition between driver and passenger, and conversation was possible.




  “It would have been as well if you’d had Brother Newton there,” he suggested.




  “Brother Newton will be on the spot: I took the precaution of sending him a similar note,” said Manfred. “I shouldn’t imagine they’ll bring out their gunmen.”




  “I know two, and possibly three, they won’t bring out.” Gonsalez grinned at the traffic policeman who waved him into Oxford Street. “That Browning of mine throws high, Manfred: I’ve always had a suspicion it did. Pistols are queer things, but this may wear into my hand.” He talked arms and ammunition until the square block of Oberzohn & Smitts came into sight. “Good hunting!” he said, as he got out, opened the saloon door and touched his hat to Manfred as he alighted.




  He got back into his seat, swung the little car round in a circle, and sat on the opposite side of the road, his eyes alternately on the entrance and on the mirror which gave him a view of the traffic approaching him from the rear.




  Manfred was not kept in the waiting-room for more than two minutes. At the end of that time, a solemn youth in spectacles, with a little bow, led him across the incurious office into the presence of the illustrious doctor.




  The old man was at his desk. Behind him, his debonair self, Monty Newton, a large yellow flower in his buttonhole, a smile on his face. Oberzohn got up like a man standing to attention.




  “Mr. Manfred, this is a great honour,” he said, and held at his hand stiffly.




  An additional chair had been placed for the visitor: a rich-looking tapestried chair, to which the doctor waved the hand which Manfred did not take.




  “Good morning, Manfred.” Newton removed his cigar and nodded genially. “Were you at the dance last night?”




  “I was there, but I didn’t come in,” said Manfred, seating himself. “You did not turn up till late, they tell me?”




  “It was of all occurrences the most unfortunate,” said Dr. Oberzohn, and Newton laughed.




  “I’ve lost his laboratory secretary and he hasn’t forgiven me,” he said almost jovially. “The girl he took on yesterday. Rather a stunner in the way of looks. She didn’t wish to go back to the country where she came from, so my sister offered to put her up for the night in Chester Square. I’m blessed if she didn’t lose herself at the dance, and we haven’t seen her since!”




  “It was a terrible thing,” said Oberzohn sadly. “I regard her as in my charge. For her safety I am responsible. You, I trust, Mr. Newton—”




  “I don’t think I should have another uneasy moment if I were you, doctor,” said Manfred easily. “The young lady is back at Heavytree Farm. I thought that would surprise you. And she is still there: that will surprise you more, if you have not already heard by telephone that your Old Guard failed dismally to — er — bring her back to work. I presume that was their object?”




  “My old guard, Mr. Manfred?” Oberzohn shook his head in bewilderment. “This is beyond my comprehension.”




  “Is your sister well?” asked Manfred blandly. Newton shrugged his shoulders.




  “She is naturally upset. And who wouldn’t be? Joan is a very tender-hearted girl.”




  “She has been that way for years,” said Manfred offensively. “May I smoke?”




  “Will you have one of my cigarettes?” Manfred’s grave eyes fixed the doctor in a stare that held the older man against his will.




  “I have had just one too many of your cigarettes,” he said. His words came like a cold wind. “I do not want any more, Herr Doktor, or there will be vacancies in your family circle. Who knows that, long before you compound your wonderful elixir, you may be called to normal immortality?”




  The yellow face of Oberzohn had turned to a dull red.




  “You seem to know so much about me, Mr. Manfred, as myself,” he said in a husky whisper.




  Manfred nodded.




  “More. For whilst you are racing against time to avoid the end of a life which does not seem especially worthy of preservation, and whilst you know not what day or hour that end may come, I can tell you to the minute,” The finger of his gloved hand pointed the threat.




  All trace of a smile had vanished from Monty Newton’s face. His eyes did not leave the caller’s.




  “Perhaps you shall tell me.” Oberzohn found a difficulty in speaking. Rage possessed him, and only his iron will choked down the flames from view.




  “The day that injury comes to Mirabelle Leicester, that day you go out — you and those who are with you!”




  “Look here, Manfred, there’s a law in this country—” began Monty Newton hotly.




  “I am the law.” The words rang like a knell of fate. “In this matter I am judge, jury, hangman. Old or young, I will not spare,” he said evenly.




  “Are you immortal too?” sneered Monty.




  Only for a second did Manfred’s eyes leave the old man’s face.




  “The law is immortal,” he said. “If you dream that, by some cleverly concerted coup, you can sweep me from your path before I grow dangerous, be sure that your sweep is clean.”




  “You haven’t asked me to come here to listen to this stuff, have you?” asked Newton, and though his words were bold, his manner aggressive, there were shadows on his face which were not there when Manfred had come into the room — shadows under his eyes and in his cheeks where plumpness had been.




  “I’ve come here to tell you to let up on Miss Leicester. You’re after something that you cannot get, and nobody is in a position to give you. I don’t know what it is — I will make you a present of that piece of information. But it’s big — bigger than any prize you’ve ever gone after in your wicked lives. And to get that, you’re prepared to sacrifice innocent lives with the recklessness of spendthrifts who think there is no bottom to their purse. The end is near!”




  He rose slowly and stood by the table, towering over the stiff-backed doctor.




  “I cannot say what action the police will take over this providential snake-bite, Oberzohn, but I’ll make you this offer: I and my friends will stand out of the game and leave Meadows to get you in his own way. You think that means you’ll go scot-free? But it doesn’t. These police are like bulldogs: once they’ve got a grip of you, they’ll never let go.”




  “What is the price you ask for this interesting service?” Newton was puffing steadily at his cigar, his hands clasped behind him, his feet apart, a picture of comfort and well-being.




  “Leave Miss Leicester alone. Find a new way of getting the money you need so badly.”




  Newton laughed.




  “My dear fellow, that’s a stupid thing to say. Neither Oberzohn nor I are exactly poor.”




  “You’re bankrupt, both of you,” said Manfred quietly. “You are in the position of gamblers when the cards have run against you for a long time. You have no reserve, and your expenses are enormous. Find another way, Newton — and tell your sister” — he paused by the door, looking down into the white lining of his silk hat— “I’d like to see her at Curzon Street tomorrow morning at ten o’clock.”




  “Is that an order?” asked Newton sarcastically.




  Manfred nodded.




  “Then let me tell you,” roared the man, white with passion, “that I take no orders for her or for me. Got swollen heads since you’ve had your pardon, haven’t you? You look out for me, Manfred. I’m not exactly harmless.”




  He felt the pressure of the doctor’s foot upon his and curbed his temper.




  “All right,” he growled, “but don’t expect to see Joan.”




  He added a coarse jest, and Manfred raised his eyes slowly and met his.




  “You will be hanged by the State or murdered by Oberzohn — I am not sure which,” he said simply, and he spoke with such perfect confidence that the heart of Monty Newton turned to water.




  Manfred stood in the sidewalk and signalled, and the little car came swiftly and noiselessly across. Leon’s eyes were on the entrance. A tall man standing in the shadow of the hall was watching. He was leaning against the wall in a negligent attitude, and for a second Leon was startled.




  “Get in quickly!”




  Leon almost shouted the words back, and Manfred jumped into the machine, as the chauffeur sent the car forward, with a jerk that strained every gear.




  “What on — ?” began Manfred, but the rest of his words were lost in the terrific crash which followed.




  The leather hood of the machine was ripped down at the back, a splinter of glass struck Leon’s cap and sliced a half-moon neatly. He jammed on the brakes, threw open the door of the saloon and leaped out. Behind the car was a mass of wreckage; a great iron casting lay split into three pieces amidst a tangle of broken packing-case. Leon looked up; immediately above the entrance to Oberzohn & Smitts’ was a crane, which had swung out with a heavy load just before Manfred came out. The steel wire hung loosely from the derrick. He heard excited voices speaking from the open doorway three floors above, and two men in large glasses were looking down and gabbling in a language he did not understand.




  “A very pretty accident. We might have filled half a column in the evening newspapers if we had not moved.”




  “And the gentleman in the hall — what was he doing?”




  Leon walked back through the entrance: the man had disappeared, but near where he had been standing was a small bellpush which, it was obvious, had recently been fixed, for the wires ran loosely on the surface of the wall and were new.




  He came back in time to see a policeman crossing the road.




  “I wish to find out how this accident occurred, constable,” he said. “My master was nearly killed.”




  The policeman looked at the ton of debris lying half on the sidewalk, half on the road, then up at the slackened hawser.




  “The cable has run off the drum, I should think.”




  “I should think so,” said Leon gravely.




  He did not wait for the policeman to finish his investigations, but went home at a steady pace, and made no reference to the “accident” until he had put away his car and had returned to Curzon Street.




  “The man in the hall was put there to signal when you were under the load — certain things must not happen,” he said. “I am going out to make a few inquiries.”




  Gonsalez knew one of Oberzohn’s staff: a clean young Swede, with that knowledge of English which is normal in Scandinavian countries; and at nine o’clock that night he drifted into a Swedish restaurant in Dean Street and found the young man at the end of his meal. It was an acquaintance — one of many — that Leon had assiduously cultivated. The young man, who knew him as Mr. Heinz — Leon spoke German remarkably well — was glad to have a companion with whom he could discuss the inexplicable accident of the afternoon.




  “The cable was not fixed to the drum,” he said. “It might have been terrible: there was a gentleman in a motorcar outside, and he had only moved away a few inches when the case fell. There is bad luck in that house. I am glad that I am leaving at the end of the week.”




  Leon had some important questions to put, but he did not hurry, having the gift of patience to a marked degree. It was nearly ten when they parted, and Gonsalez went back to his garage, where he spent a quarter of an hour.




  At midnight, Manfred had just finished a long conversation with the Scotland Yard man who was still at Brightlingsea, when Leon came in, looking very pleased with himself. Poiccart had gone to bed, and Manfred had switched out one circuit of lights when his friend arrived.




  “Thank you, my dear George,” said Gonsalez briskly. “It was very good of you, and I did not like troubling you, but—”




  “It was a small thing,” said Manfred with a smile, “and involved merely the changing of my shoes. But why? I am not curious, but why did you wish me to telephone the night watchman at Oberzohn’s to be waiting at the door at eleven o’clock for a message from the doctor?”




  “Because,” said Leon cheerfully, rubbing his hands, “the night watchman is an honest man; he has a wife and six children, and I was particularly wishful not to hurt anybody. The building doesn’t matter: it stands, or stood, isolated from all others. The only worry in my mind was the night watchman. He was at the door — I saw him.”




  Manfred asked no further questions. Early the next morning he took up the paper and turned to the middle page, read the account of the “Big Fire in City Road” which completely gutted the premises of Messrs. Oberzohn & Smitts; and, what is more, he expected to read it before he had seen the paper.




  “Accidents are accidents,” said Leon the philosopher that morning at breakfast. “And that talk I had with the clerk last night told me a lot: Oberzohn has allowed his fire insurance to lapse!”
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  In one of the forbidden rooms that was filled with the apparatus which Dr. Oberzohn had accumulated for his pleasure and benefit, was a small electrical furnace which was the centre of many of his most interesting experiments. There were, in certain known drugs, constituents which it was his desire to eliminate. Dr. Oberzohn believed absolutely in many things that the modern chemist would dismiss as fantastical.




  He believed in the philosopher’s stone, in the transmutation of base metals to rare; he had made diamonds, of no great commercial value, it is true; but his supreme faith was that somewhere in the materia medica was an infallible elixir which would prolong life far beyond the normal span. It was to all other known properties as radium is to pitchblende. It was something that only the metaphysician could discover, only the patient chemist could materialize. Every hour he could spare he devoted himself to his obsession; and he was in the midst of one of his experiments when the telephone bell called him back to his study. He listened, every muscle of his face moving, to the tale of disaster that Monty Newton wailed. “It is burning still? Have you no fire-extinguishing machinery in London?”




  “Is the place insured or is it not?” asked Monty for the second time.




  Dr. Oberzohn considered. “It is not,” he said. “But this matter is of such small importance compared with the great thing which is coming, that I shall not give it a thought.”




  “It was incendiary,” said Newton angrily. “The fire brigade people are certain of it. That cursed crowd are getting back on us for what happened this afternoon.”




  “I know of nothing that happened this afternoon,” said Dr. Oberzohn coldly. “You know of nothing either. It was an accident which we all deplored. As to this man…we shall see.”




  He hung up the telephone receiver very carefully, went along the passage, down a steep flight of dark stairs, and into a basement kitchen. Before he opened the door he heard the sound of furious voices, and he stood for a moment surveying the scene with every feeling of satisfaction. Except for two men, the room was empty. The servants used the actual kitchen at the front of the house, and this place was little better than a scullery. On one side of the deal table stood Gurther, white as death, his round eyes red with rage. On the other, the short, stout Russian Pole, with his heavy pasty face and baggy eyes; his little moustache and beard bristling with anger. The cards scattered on the table and the floor told the Herr Doktor that this was a repetition of the quarrel which was so frequent between them.




  “Schweinhund!” hissed Gurther. “I saw you palm the King as you dealt. Thief and robber of the blind—”




  “You German dog! You—”




  They were both speaking in German. Then the doctor saw the hand of Gurther steal down and back.




  “Gurther!” he called, and the man spun round. “To my parlour — march!”




  Without a word, the man strode past him, and the doctor was left with the panting Russian.




  “Herr Doktor, this Gurther is beyond endurance!” His voice trembled with rage. “I would sooner live with a pig than this man, who is never normal unless he is drugged.”




  “Silence!” shouted Oberzohn, and pointed to the chair. “You shall wait till I come,” he said.




  When he came back to his room, he found Gurther standing stiffly to attention.




  “Now, Gunther,” he said — he was almost benevolent as he patted the man on the shoulder— “this matter of Gonsalez must end. Can I have my Gurther hiding like a worm in the ground? No, that cannot be. Tonight I will send you to this man, and you are so clever that you cannot fail. He whipped you, Gurther — tied you up and cruelly beat you — always remember that, my brave fellow — he beat you till you bled. Now you shall see the man again. You will go in a dress for-every-occasion,” he said. “The city-clerk manner. You will watch him in your so clever way, and you shall strike — it is permitted.”




  “Ja, Herr Doktor.”




  He turned on his heels and disappeared through the door. The doctor waited till he heard him going up the stairs, and then he rang for Pfeiffer. The man came in sullenly. He lacked all the precision of the military Gurther; yet, as Oberzohn knew, of the two he was the more alert, the more cunning.




  “Pfeiffer, it has come to me that you are in some danger. The police wish to take you back to Warsaw, where certain unpleasant things happened, as you well know. And I am told” — he lowered his voice— “that a friend of ours would be glad to see you go, hein?”




  The man did not raise his sulky eyes from the floor, did not answer, or by any gesture or movement of body suggest that he had heard what the older man had said.




  “Gurther goes tomorrow, perhaps on our good work, perhaps to speak secretly to his friends in the police — who knows? He has work to do: let him do it, Pfeiffer. All my men will be there — at a place called Brightlingsea. You also shall go. Gurther would rob a blind man? Good! You shall rob one also. As for Gurther, I do not wish him back. I am tired of him: he is a madman. All men are mad who sniff that white snuff up their foolish noses — eh, Pfeiffer?”




  Still the awkward-looking man made no reply.




  “Let him do his work: you shall not interfere, until — it is done.”




  Pfeiffer was looking at him now, a cold sneer on his face.




  “If he comes back, I do not,” he said. “This man is frightening me. Twice the police have been here — three times…you remember the woman. The man is a danger, Herr Doktor. I told you he was the day you brought him here.”




  “He can dress in the gentleman-club manner,” said the doctor gently.




  “Pshaw!” said the other scornfully. “Is he not an actor who has postured and painted his face and thrown about his legs for so many marks a week?”




  “If he does not come back I shall be relieved,” murmured the doctor. “Though it would be a mistake to leave him so that these cunning men could pry into our affairs.”




  Pfeiffer said nothing: he understood his instructions; there was nothing to be said. “When does he go?”




  “Early tomorrow, before daylight. You will see him, of course.”




  He said something in a low tone, that only Pfeiffer heard. The shadow who stood in stockinged feet listening at the door only heard two words. Gurther grinned in the darkness; his bright eyes grew luminous. He heard his companion move towards the door and sped up the stairs without a sound.




  Rath Hall was a rambling white building of two stories, set in the midst of a little park, so thickly wooded that the house was invisible from the road; and since the main entrance to the estate was a very commonplace gate, without lodge or visible drive beyond, Gonsalez would have missed the place had he not recognized the man who was sitting on the moss-grown and broken wall who jumped down as Leon stopped his car.




  “Mr. Meadows is at the house, sir. He said he expected you.”




  “And where on earth is the house?” asked Leon Gonsalez, as he went into reverse.




  For answer the detective opened the gate wide and Leon sent his car winding between the trees, for close at hand he recognized where a gravel drive had once been, and, moreover, he saw the tracks of cars in the soft earth. He arrived just as Mr. Johnson Lee was taking his two guests in to dinner; and Meadows was obviously glad to see him. He excused himself, and took Leon aside into the hall, where they could not be overheard.




  “I have had your message,” he said. “The only thing that happened out of the ordinary is that the servants have an into a big concert at Brightlingsea. You expected that?”




  Leon nodded.




  “Yes: I hope Lee will let them go. I prefer that they should be out of the way. A crude scheme — but Oberzohn does these things. Has anything else happened?”




  “Nothing. There have been one or two queer people around.”




  “Has he showed you the letters he had from Barberton?”




  To his surprise the inspector answered in the affirmative.




  “Yes, but they are worse than Greek to me. A series of tiny protuberances on thick brown paper. He keeps them in his safe. He read some of the letters to me: they were not very illuminating.”




  “But the letter of letters?” asked Leon anxiously. “That which Lee answered — by the way, you know that Mr. Lee wrote all his letters between perforated lines?”




  “I’ve seen the paper,” nodded the detective. “No, I asked him about that, but apparently he is not anxious to talk until he has seen his lawyer, who is coming down tonight. He should have been here, in fact, in time for dinner.”




  They passed into the diningroom together. The blind man was waiting patiently at the head of the table, and with an apology Leon took the place that had been reserved for him. He sat with his back to the wall, facing one of the three long windows that looked out upon the park. It was a warm night and the blinds were up, as also was the middle window that faced him. He made a motion to Mr. Washington, who sat opposite him, to draw a little aside, and the American realized that he wished an uninterrupted view of the park.




  “Would you like the window closed?” asked Mr. Lee, leaning forward and addressing the table in general. “I know it is open,” he said with a little laugh, “because I opened it! I am a lover of fresh air.”




  They murmured their agreement and the meal went on without any extraordinary incident. Mr. Washington was one of those adaptable people who dovetail into any environment in which they find themselves. He was as much at home at Rath Hall as though he had been born and bred in the neighbourhood. Moreover, he had a special reason for jubilation: he had found a rare adder when walking in the woods that morning, and spent ten minutes explaining in what respect it differed from every other English adder.




  “Is it dead?” asked Meadows nervously.




  “Kill it?” said the indignant Mr. Washington. “Why’ should I kill it? I saw a whole lot of doves out on the lawn this morning — should I kill ‘em? No, sir! I’ve got none of those mean feelings towards snakes. I guess the Lord sent snakes into this world for some other purpose than to be chased and killed every time they’re seen. I sent him up to London to-day by train to a friend of mine at the Zoological Gardens. He’ll keep him until I’m ready to take him back home.”




  Meadows drew a long sigh.




  “As long as he’s not in your pocket,” he said.




  “Do you mind?”




  Leon’s voice was urgent as he signalled Washington to move yet farther to the left, and when the big man moved his chair, Leon nodded his thanks. His eyes were on the window and the darkening lawn. Not once did he remove his gaze.




  “It’s an extraordinary thing about Poole, my lawyer,” Mr. Lee was saying. “He promised faithfully he’d be at Rath by seven o’clock. What is the time?”




  Meadows looked at his watch.




  “Half-past eight,” he said. He saw the cloud that came over the face of the blind owner of Rath Hall.




  “It is extraordinary! I wonder if you would mind—”




  His foot touched a bell beneath the table and his butler came in.




  “Will you telephone to Mr. Poole’s house and ask if he has left?”




  The butler returned in a short time.




  “Yes, sir, Mr. Poole left the house by car at half-past six.”




  Johnson Lee sat back in his chair.




  “Half-past six? He should have been here by now.”




  “How far away does he live?”




  “About fifteen miles. I thought he might have come down from London rather late. That is extraordinary.”




  “He may have had tyre trouble,” said Leon, not shifting his fixed stare.”




  “He could have telephoned.”




  “Did anyone know he was coming — anybody outside your own household?” asked Gonsalez.




  The blind man hesitated.




  “Yes, I mentioned the fact to the post office this morning. I went in to get my letters, and found that one I had written to Mr. Poole had been returned through a mistake on my part. I told the postmaster that he was coming this evening and that there was no need to forward it.”




  “You were in the public part of the post office?”




  “I believe I was.”




  “You said nothing else, Mr. Lee — nothing that would give any idea of the object of this visit?”




  Again his host hesitated. “I don’t know. I’m almost afraid that I did,” he confessed. “I remember telling the postmaster that I was going to talk to Mr. Poole about poor Barberton — Mr. Barberton was very well known in this neighbourhood.”




  “That is extremely unfortunate,” said Leon.




  He was thinking of two things at the same time: the whereabouts of the missing lawyer, and the wonderful cover that the wall between the window and the floor gave to any man who might creep along out of sight until he got back suddenly to send the snake on its errand of death.




  “How many men have you got in the grounds, by the way, Meadows?”




  “One, and he’s not in the grounds but outside on the road. I pull him in at night, or rather in the evening, to patrol the grounds, and he is armed.” He said this with a certain importance. An armed English policeman is a tremendous phenomenon that few have seen.
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