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THE big white liner ploughed its way swiftly through the dark purple of the sea, leaving a long white trail of foam behind it.

Leaning over the rails on the first-class deck, a slim girl, in a green flowered silk dress with a green and white spotted scarf knotted loosely about her neck, strained her gaze as though to catch a glimpse of the land which they would not sight for another four days.

“Africa! Africa!” she whispered softly. “Africa which means—Harry!”

Sonia Gayle’s soft cheeks were carnation pink and her hazel eyes were almost pure golden, so brilliantly did they shine under the black silk of her lashes.

She was going out to the Belgian Congo to marry Harry Fettering. Some women might have thought twice about leaving England and home, travelling all those hundreds of miles in order to marry and settle down in one of the worst parts of East Africa. But when Sonia had received Harry’s cable, telling her that he was in a position to marry, now that he had been made manager of the Mangoway Trading Company, she had answered without hesitation; cabled back the words: ‘Sailing at once.’

After all, they had been engaged for over a year and it was nearly a year since she had seen him. Every mail had brought her news, and he did not mince words about the climate, a very drastic climate for a white woman; the pestilential fevers and insects; the many hardships which she might have to endure in Malanyika. But Sonia, deeply in love, laughed at the obstacles and accepted her destiny with that gay courage which was an intrinsic part of her nature.

The last few weeks had flashed by like a dream. Looking back, Sonia chuckled a little, like a happy child at the memory of those days. The thrill and excitement and rush after she had received Harry’s cable. Her mother’s trepidation at the thought of her youngest and, perhaps, best-loved daughter going to such an outlandish spot as the Belgian Congo. Her father’s disapproval, because he considered Malanyika no place for a white girl. Her brother’s rather mysterious warnings to her to ‘keep an eye on old Harry’. As though he imagined that Harry was too fond of the bottle or needed a little help and guidance!

Sonia could laugh at them all. She adored Harry and she knew that he was going to make her perfectly happy and that she was willing to go through any hardships, make any sacrifices for his sake. Besides, Harry’s last letter had been full of encouragement. If all he said was true she need not expect as much hardship as the family feared. They were going to live in a beautiful bungalow on the Mangoway River. The scenery was gorgeous, and the honeymoon, as depicted by Harry, would be glamorous enough for the most romantic girl.

Sonia had felt a very natural distress at leaving her family, because they were very united and she realised how good both father and mother had been to her.

Mr. Gayle ran a small but quite successful bookshop in Croydon. He had been most generous to Sonia; her trousseau was really perfect, and she and her mother had spent a great many winter evenings with pattern books and silks and embroideries, making dainty additions to that ‘bottom drawer’.

The voyage, so far, had been so thrilling that she had not had time to be homesick. After all, she was twenty-two and life at Croydon with the family had been dull enough. She had always wanted to go out East. Now Harry Fettering had opened for her the gate of romance through which she could pass to the realisation of all her dreams.

What luck it was, she thought, that Harry had met Tom, her brother, during a billiards championship in Croydon! Croydon was Harry’s home town, and he had come back on leave from Malanyika to visit his mother. The old mother died suddenly, and it was then that Harry and Sonia met and fell violently in love. Sonia was going to make up to him for the loss of mother and home and everything. He had only asked her to wait until he was in a better position to marry her. And now that chance had come.

She was quite sure that she was going to stand the heat very well. Coming through Suez the temperature had been high enough for anybody’s liking. Sweltering days with a glassy sea and a sky of aching blue. But Sonia had lain out on deck with dark glasses and a sunshade, loving it and thanking her stars that she had made plenty of thin, silky dresses and brought lots of protecting creams for her delicate skin.

In four days’ time they were due at Dar-es-Salaam, the busy port of Tanganyika. Harry was going to meet her there and take her on to Malanyika which was to be her future home.

She wondered what sort of people she would meet out there. Harry had said in his letters that there were one or two very decent fellows in the firm. One whom he had mentioned had a wife too delicate to stand the climate. But Harry wrote a great deal about the Harrisons. Ted Harrison’s wife was living out there, and they were Harry’s greatest friends. Sonia was going straight to the Harrison’s bungalow, and a few days afterwards she was to be married by special licence to her lover.

Sonia cupped her cheeks in her hands and let her thoughts turn back to her last meeting with her fiancé. That was ten months ago when she had seen him off at Southampton. They had stood for a moment in his cabin, clasped in a fervent embrace. It had been difficult then for her to restrain her tears. It was so awful seeing people off—particularly the person one loved best in the world. She had clung to him, murmuring:

“Please, please be careful of yourself, Harry, darling—don’t get fever—don’t fall in the river and get eaten by crocodiles, or anything awful.”

He had laughed and petted her and kissed the finger that wore the pretty aquamarine ring which he had given her, and said:

“Silly little thing—don’t you worry about me—I’ll take care of myself. And don’t cry—it isn’t good-bye, only au revoir, my Sonia. I shall send for you just as soon as ever I can.”

Sonia’s heart missed a beat at the memory of that parting. It seemed too good to be true that she would see him so soon. She had not the slightest doubt that they would be wildly happy together. In spite of Tom’s insinuations, Harry was straight as a die—she was sure of it. He might drink a little too much sometimes, but men from the East generally did. Sonia was a broad-minded, understanding girl for her age, and she was not going to spoil sport by being a prig. She was perfectly certain that Harry would not drink too much when he was with her.

A flaming red sun dipped low into the western sea, and hyacinth shadows fell across the shining deck where Sonia was standing. She turned round. A gong had boomed, breaking the silence. That was the dressing-gong. She had better go down to her cabin and change. Then she heard the sound of a man’s voice, followed by a short, rather sardonic laugh. She recognised that laugh. Her pretty figure stiffened a little. Her dreams of Harry and her forthcoming marriage vanished.

A man and a woman came along the deck together, arm-in-arm. Sonia watched them approach, and a little frown contracted her level brows.

‘Those two again!’ she thought.

During the entire voyage she had noticed this couple—and she was not the only one. Everybody on board commented upon them. And the comments were not altogether pleasant. People who had been out to the Congo before seemed to know them well. The woman, Iris Silvester, was married. The man, Revel Dacre, was one of the wealthiest men on the East Coast, head of a big syndicate that did most of the trading out there. Jack Silvester, Iris’s husband, had recently taken up a post with Dacre’s firm. Gossip had it that there was now an intrigue going on between Revel Dacre and Mrs. Silvester. It seemed to Sonia very queer that those two should be travelling to Malanyika together. Someone had told her that Silvester had sent his wife home for a holiday because she could not stand the climate for longer than six months at a time. Dacre had found it convenient to go home—and to return—at the same time as Iris.

Sonia, if broad-minded, had a strong sense of honour. She despised this sort of affair. She had no use for a man who chased other men’s wives. Nevertheless, as she watched Dacre and Mrs. Silvester coming towards her she could not help admitting that they made a very attractive couple in every way.

Iris Silvester—a beautiful blonde—looked like a girl of twenty rather than a woman of thirty-one. Slim, tall, soignée; always perfectly dressed, with smooth fair head and pale skin and long-lashed, very blue eyes. But she had a greedy, petulant mouth and thin, grasping fingers. Her nails were much too long and pointed and over-polished. Sonia felt instinctively that this woman had an ugly and selfish character.

The couple, laughing and talking, walking arm-in-arm, came close to Sonia. And now Revel Dacre’s gaze fell on the figure of the young girl leaning up against the rail. A sudden spark of interest lit up his eyes. Dark, moody, cynical eyes set deeply in a thin, sun-browned face.

How young she looked, this girl in her simple flowered silk dress, with her slender arms and ankles; she was immature but exquisite. And he liked her bright chestnut hair; the way it curled crisply over her head. Whenever he had caught sight of her on board, he had thought what a pretty child she was. Somebody had told him she was just twenty-two and going out to marry a fellow in Malanyika. She was delicious—full of dimples and sparkles—when she smiled. But she never smiled at him, Revel Dacre thought grimly. She didn’t like him at all. She made that plain. But he had seen her flash that spontaneous smile on others.

Iris Silvester said: “It’s going to be a gorgeous hot night, Revel, Marvellous for the dance.”

“Oh—is there a dance to-night?” he said vaguely.

But he went on looking at Sonia. Perhaps Iris Silvester’s ripe, blonde charm bored him; perhaps he was sick of her affectation, her drawl. Anyway he kept his gaze intently fixed on the slender girl with the red-brown, rippling hair and the golden-hazel eyes.

She looked back at him coldly—almost scathingly. Yet in her heart she was embarrassed, disturbed by his fixed scrutiny. He was a tall man, this Revel Dacre. He must stand at least six foot two. Broad-shouldered, lean in the hips, curiously graceful for such a big man. There was something almost of the panther in him—in his tread—Sonia thought. Something of a panther’s cruelty, too, she was certain. He had a thin, hard mouth—hard as nails. But he was amazingly handsome. His piercing dark eyes and hair which was smooth and black, like satin, fascinated her. There was, perhaps, Spanish or Italian blood in him. But his voice was essentially English; the well-bred, cultured voice which suggests the public school and the ’Varsity.

“Hallo, Miss Gayle,” he addressed Sonia gaily.

“How do you do,” she said in a haughty little voice, and turned and walked away.

Iris Silvester laughed and squeezed his arm.

“Snubbed, my dear!”

Revel Dacre drew in his breath. His nostrils widened very slightly. He was not used to being snubbed. He was a little spoiled. His extreme good looks, a reputation for being a magnificent athlete, considerable means and a powerful position in the Belgian Congo—gave Revel Dacre most things that he wanted. He was used to admiration—he had had countless affairs with women; light affairs which had brought him no happiness. So far he had found it so easy to twist a woman round his finger—women such as Iris Silvester. He was tired of all of them.

It had not taken him long to realise that no man would easily bend Sonia Gayle to his will. She had spirit, that girl, that mere child. The severity of her poise—the coldness—the scorn—damn it! he thought furiously. Nevertheless he was intrigued.

He walked on with the woman who, he was well aware, had been using every wile to draw him into her net and entangle him there for her pleasure. It was pure coincidence which had made him take the same boats to and from England with Iris. He had never wanted an affair with her. Jack Silvester was his friend. When Jack had asked him to take care of Iris, during the journey, he had promised to do so in all innocence. But Iris made it difficult for a man to preserve any innocence. She had stuck to his side assiduously all the voyage. To escape her he had played a lot more bridge and poker than he had cared to do. He was bored—horribly bored. And this evening he showed it.

Iris looked at him under her long lashes.

“You’re very dull to-night, Revel.”

“Sorry—I feel dull.”

She pouted.

“Give me a cigarette.”

He handed her his thin, gold case. She took care that their fingers touched as he held the lighter for her. But she saw that she made no impression on him. She looked angrily at the cigarette, at the end of which her carmined lips had left a red stain.

“Do you think that slip of a girl is pretty?”

“Definitely.”

Iris put her tongue in her cheek.

“But so immature—no finesse.”

“Rather refreshing.”

She bit her lip furiously. Then she laughed.

“Well, she doesn’t seem to like you.”

“That’s also refreshing,” he drawled.

“You’re loathsomely conceited.”

“Granted, fair lady. Now isn’t it time to dress?”

“Yes—for the dance. I’m going to save all my dances for you.”

“My dear Iris, please don’t do anything of the sort. Dancing on board in this climate is a hot and sticky business, and I daresay I shall play bridge.”

She swallowed her pride and laughed at him—a foolish woman, foolishly in love.

“You’re a bit of a cad.”

“More than a bit perhaps.”

“And I’m so nice to you,” she said in a grieved voice.

“Much too nice.” His dark, brilliant eyes smiled at her, then with a little gesture of farewell, he turned and walked away from her, whistling.

Iris Silvester looked after the magnificent figure, then dropped her cigarette on the deck and stamped on it.

“Hell!” she said in no ladylike voice.

Revel Dacre walked to his cabin, still whistling, and began wearily to dress for dinner. But his imagination, quite unwearied, circled around a slim girl with chestnut hair and cool, hazel eyes.

“I wonder if Iris is right—if I am a cad and abominably conceited? Perhaps. But I’m so sick of her—of all the women out East who are like her. That fellow who’s going to marry Sonia Gayle is a lucky swine. She’s a darling—and I’d like to make her smile on me. I’m going to make her smile on me—to-night!”

A few hours later Sonia was one of a merry crowd, and the gala dance was in full swing. Rosy Chinese lanterns twinkled all along the polished deck. The ship’s jazz band—hot, perspiring, but undaunted—played fervently. Sonia was thorough enjoying herself—being far from blasée—and young enough to adore a dance. Young enough, too, to appreciate being the centre of attraction. She was in great demand with all the young men on board because she was quite the prettiest and youngest girl in the party. She was gracious and charming to everybody—not too charming. And to one man she was quite the reverse.

Whenever she came across Revel Dacre she deliberately looked the other way. Rather childishly, perhaps, to show her disapproval of his conduct and his reputation. He danced several times with Mrs. Silvester and was bored to death, but Sonia was not to know that. She had to admit to herself that he danced extremely well. He was so light on his feet, so graceful for a man of his size.

Iris wore black tulle and a great many bracelets all the way up her arm. She looked lovely and triumphant when she was gliding down the deck in Revel’s arms. It was only natural that Sonia, after all the scandal she had heard about them, should look upon them with some contempt.

‘I don’t blame the woman so much,’ she thought, ‘the man’s a rotter—and her husband’s friend, too! How could he!’

Could she have seen into Revel Dacre’s mind that night, she would have realised how wrong she was; and how deeply he regretted his promise to Jack to look after Iris on this voyage. It was becoming altogether too serious. Iris was indiscreetly infatuated with him. He was a man who generally did what he wanted and got what he wanted. And he did not want Iris. It was difficult to make her understand it without being positively rude to her. He kept an eye on Sonia; watched her wherever she went. She was exquisite in her long, billowing dress of palest shell pink taffeta. The wide skirt was bunched a little at the hips in Victorian fashion. The tiny pink satin slippers peeped out, showing the glitter of paste buckles. She wore no jewellery except a fine gold chain round the slender throat, with a small diamond star attached to it.

Somebody on board—Revel wondered who—had given her a spray of pink carnations and she had pinned them to her waist-belt. In her pink flounced frock with the old-fashioned pendant she seemed to Revel quite Victorian and altogether sweet.

Halfway through the evening, an irresistible desire to dance with Sonia smote Revel. He wanted to hold that adorable, pink-clad young figure in his arms. He left Iris and walked straight up to Sonia, who stood in the centre of an admiring crowd—young men who beside Dacre looked short and weedy. He stood before her like a bronze statue, and looked down at her with his inscrutable eyes.

“May I have this waltz, Miss Gayle?”

Sonia looked up at him. Something—she knew not what—but something extraordinarily disturbing in this man’s scrutiny frightened her—destroyed the fun of the dance for her. Almost as though she saw herself being drawn against her will—drawn to do his.

She bit her lip and answered in the haughty little voice which she had used on deck earlier that day.

“I’m sorry—I’m rather tired. I’m not dancing this one,” she said.

Revel Dacre smiled, bowed, and left her. But the blood sang in his head. He was outraged by her consistent disapproval of him. He lit a cigarette and stood in the shadows, brooding, watching her. He saw her accept the offer of a fair-haired boy beside her and smilingly waltz away with him. The lighted cigarette dropped from Dacre’s fingers. He stamped on it. He went white under his tan.

She had said she was not dancing. That was to get rid of him! He saw several people glance at him and conceal a smile. Many—too many—had witnessed Sonia’s snub.

“Very well, my child,” he said between his teeth, his furious, bitter gaze following the little Victorian figure in pink taffeta. “But one day you’ll be sorry—one day I shall make you very sorry for to-night!”

Sonia did not enjoy the waltz with the fair-headed youth. She was haunted by a vision of Revel Dacre’s saturnine face, his piercing gaze fixed on her. She felt thoroughly uneasy and worried, though she knew not why. When she was in her cabin that night, after the dance ended, she thought a little about Dacre and Mrs. Silvester.

“Everybody says they are having an affair—that he is notorious throughout Africa for his liaisons with women. I think he’s horrid. I don’t want him to dance with me—touch me!”

She looked at the photograph of her fiancé, standing beside her berth. She picked it up and kissed it. A square face, typically English, fair-haired, without very much humour in the eyes or lips.

“You’d hate him, wouldn’t you, Harry darling?” she whispered.

Then she undressed, yawning, just as the grey dawn-light filtered through the porthole, and sought her bunk. She forgot all about Dacre and went to sleep, tired but happy, thinking of her lover.
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SONIA found no need to avoid Revel Dacre during the three days which remained of the voyage. It was he who seemed to avoid her. He was more than ever with Mrs. Silvester. Whenever Sonia saw him, he was laughing in his sardonic way. Life must be a grim jest, have a bitter flavour for him, thought Sonia. He was a queer, incomprehensible creature, and to her fresh, youthful mind, a person best ignored. She had found nothing to admire in him except his extreme good looks and a certain quality of dry wit in his conversation.

But after her direct snub on the night of the dance Dacre did not come her way. Once, when they passed each other on deck and their gaze met, he gave a formal, stiff little bow and passed her by. She responded equally stiffly and was rather pleased with herself for annoying him.

“Touché!” she thought amusedly, and then forgot about him.

There were other men on board, younger and nicer in her estimation, to amuse her; even if their looks and their humour fell flat after Revel Dacre’s.

If she had found it hot coming through the Red Sea and at Port Sudan, she found it even more trying when they reached Mombasa. But this was Africa—Harry’s Africa—and her first glimpse of the coast, shimmering under fierce sunlight, jutting out into a sea of aching blue, was a terrific thrill. She could stand the heat—even glory in it. Then came Zanzibar; after that Tanganyika, and then the port of Dar-es-Salaam—which is called ‘haven of peace’.

In no way would Sonia have described Dar-es-Salaam as a haven of peace when finally the liner docked there and she found herself, wild with excitement, walking down the gangway in a jostling crowd—all as anxious to land as herself.

The port was a seething mass of humanity, mostly black. Kroo-boys, boys from Zanzibar, natives from all parts of Central Africa with their black, grinning faces and woolly heads, fighting to reach the passengers. Europeans in white drill suits and double terais to protect them from sunstroke—flat-faced Mongolians—yellow men from the Far East—women with sarongs, superbly balanced, carrying ebony babies on their hips and packages on their heads—a cosmopolitan, chattering mob pushing and fighting and screaming on the quayside to welcome the Union Castle liner.

It was a marvellous moment for Sonia. Heavens, the hot sunshine! The colours! The noise! The smells! That hot, subtle, musky smell of the East which hits one like a blast from an exotic furnace! Sonia had never known anything like it, and was never to forget it as long as she lived.

Breathlessly she moved down the narrow gangway with the crowd, straining for a sight of Harry. It was her day of days—the magic hour of reunion with the lover whom she had not seen for nearly a year. England, her quiet, conventional home, the family, seemed ten thousand miles away.

Then she saw her fiancé and waved wildly.

“Harry! Harry!” sang her clear young voice.

There he was, elbowing his way through the mob, cursing a couple of brown-skinned, fuzzy-haired boys who barred his progress. Sonia called to him again. He heard her and sighted the slender figure in the tussore suit, and waved back.

She gave him a radiant smile, devouring the precious sight of him with her happy eyes. There he was at last, her Harry. Brown-faced, blue-eyed, hair so fair and bleached by the sun that it looked flaxen. He had always been a trifle too short and broad, and now he seemed a little broader, perhaps. She must rag him about his figure.

She ran into his arms and hugged him, her eyes misty and shining.

“Oh, Harry, dear old darling!”

“Hallo, Sonia,” he murmured and rather hurriedly kissed the lovely pink face upturned to him.

“Everyone’s looking,” he muttered. “Let’s wait—”

She drew back, laughing, but a trifle disappointed. She was by nature so impulsive and emotional that she did not care if a thousand pairs of eyes were looking. But dear old Harry was self-conscious; always had been. He looked brown, but she was not at all sure that he was well. There were new, tired lines about his mouth and pouches under his eyes. He looked—what was it?—harassed, ill at ease, dissipated. She wondered what was wrong.

Down the gangway, following the soignée figure of Iris Silvester, came Revel Dacre. Over her shoulder he had followed with his gaze the small, charming figure of Sonia Gayle, curious to see which of the fellows out here was meeting her and whom she had come out to marry.

When he saw her fling herself into the arms of the short, fair-haired Englishman, his lips curved a moment with almost comic dismay. He rolled his eyes heavenwards.

“Ye gods and little fishes—it’s amazing what women will fall for! Now, what the devil can an attractive child like that see in a hopeless chap like Fettering!”

Harry Fettering busied himself attending to Sonia’s luggage, and Sonia stood by watching him with some amusement while he talked coast-Swahili to a couple of jabbering natives. She pulled the wide brim of her panama hat low over her eyes. The sun beat remorselessly through her thin tussore suit and on to her bare neck. She sighed a little. How wonderful it was all going to be!

Then she saw the outstanding figure of Revel Dacre coming towards her, and the light died from her eyes. She pursed her lips. That man again; always haunting her. She drew close to Harry and put an arm through his and tilted her head. Dacre smiled. Somehow the smile infuriated her. Then he came forward and greeted Harry as though they were old friends.

“Hallo, Fettering. How goes it?”

Harry swung round to face him and Sonia was astonished and dismayed to see him take Dacre’s hand and shake it warmly. His whole bearing changed. He became alert, effusive.

“Hallo—great to see you again, Dacre. I’m fine thanks. Business is pretty good. We had a spot of trouble with old Zambeeli over ivory last week, but that’s settled down.”

“Good!” said Dacre and turned to Sonia, looking down at her, a peculiar little smile playing about his lips.

“Is this—er—young lady the future wife, Fettering? She and I have already met on board, and she told me she was coming out to Malanyika to get married. But I didn’t know who the lucky fellow was.”

“Yes,” said Harry eagerly and pushed Sonia forward, “This is my fiancée. So you and Sonia have already met? That’s great.”

Sonia stood still, her whole bearing stiff and cold. Revel Dacre gave her another queer smile, bowed and moved away. She saw him step into a beautiful Rolls-Royce—a blue-and-silver thing that glittered in the sunlight. A native chauffeur in spotless white uniform sat at the wheel. Mrs. Silvester, who had just been greeted by a thin, dark-haired Englishman whom Sonia presumed was her husband, was already seated in the car. The three of them drove away together. Sonia thought:
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