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ANGEL, ESQUIRE — THE SHORT STORIES

 

I. THE YELLOW BOX

WHEN Christopher Angle went to school he was very naturally called “Angel” by his fellows. When, in after life, he established a reputation for tact, geniality, and a remarkable equability, of temper, he became “Angel, Esquire,” and, as Angel Esquire, he went through the greater portion of his adventurous life, so that on the coast and in the islands and in the wild lands that lie beyond the It’uri Forest, where Mr C. Angle is unknown, the remembrance of Angel, Esquire, is kept perennially green.

In what department of the Government he was before he took up a permanent suite of rooms at New Scotland Yard it is difficult to say. All that is known is that when the “scientific expedition” of Dr Kauffhaus penetrated to the head waters of the Kasakasa River, Angel Esquire, was in the neighbourhood shooting elephants. A native messenger en route to the nearest post, carrying a newly-ratified treaty, counter-signed by the native chief, can vouch for Angel’s presence, because Angel’s men fell upon him and beat him, and Angel took the newly-sealed letter and calmly tore it up.

When, too, yet another “scientific expedition,” was engaged in making elaborate soundings in a neutral port in the Pacific, it was his steam launch that accidentally upset the boat of the men of science, and many invaluable instruments and drawings were irretrievably lost in the deeps of the rocky inlet. Following, however, upon some outrageous international incident, no less than the–but perhaps it would be wiser not to say–Angel was transferred bodily to Scotland Yard, undisguisedly a detective, and was placed in charge of the Colonial Department, which deals with all matters in those countries–British or otherwise–where the temperature rises above 103 degrees Fahrenheit. His record in this department was one of unabated success, and the interdepartmental criticism which was aroused by its creation and his appointment, have long since been silenced by the remarkable success that attended, amongst others, his investigations into the strange disappearance of the Corringham Mine, the discovery of the Third Slave, and his brilliant and memorable work in connection with the Croupier’s Safe.

To Angel, Esquire, in the early spring came an official of the Criminal Investigation Department.

“Do you know Congoland at all, Angel?” he asked.

“Little bit of it,” said Angel modestly.

“Well, here’s a letter that the chief wants you to deal with–the writer is the daughter of an old friend, and he would like you to give the matter your personal attention.”

Angel’s insulting remark about corruption in the public service need not be placed on record.

The letter was written on notepaper of unusual thinness.

“A lady who has had or is having correspondence with somebody in a part of the world where the postage rate is high,” he said to himself, and the first words of the letter confirmed this view:

“My husband, who has just returned from the Congo, where he has been on behalf of a Belgian firm to report on alluvial gold discoveries, has become so strange in his manner, and there are, moreover, such curious circumstances in connection with his conduct, that I am taking this course, knowing that as a friend of my dear father’s you will not place any unkind construction upon it, and that you will help me to get at the bottom of this mystery.”

The letter was evidently hurriedly written. There were words crossed out and written in.

“Humph,” said Angel; “rather a miserable little domestic drama. I trust I shall not be called in to investigate every family jar that occurs in the homes of the chief’s friends.”

But he wrote a polite little note to the lady on his “unofficial” paper, asking for an appointment and telling her that he had been asked to make the necessary enquires. The next morning he received a wire inviting him to go to Dulwich to the address that had appeared at the head of the note. Accordingly he started that afternoon, with the irritating sense that his time was being wasted.

Nine hundred and three Lordship Lane was a substantial-looking house, standing back from the road, and a trim maid opened the door to him, and ushered him into the drawing-room.

He was waiting impatiently for the lady, when the door was flung open and a man staggered in. He had an opened letter in his hand, and there was a look on his face that shocked Angel. It was the face of a soul in torment–drawn, haggard, and white.

“My God! my God!” he muttered: then he saw Angel, and straightened himself for a moment, for he started forward and seized the detective by the arm eagerly.

“You–you,” he gasped, “are you from Liverpool? Have they sent you down to say it was a mistake?”

There was a rustle of a dress, and a girl came into the room. She was little more than a girl, but the traces of suffering that Angel saw had aged her. She came quickly to the side of the man and laid her hand on his arm.

“What is it–oh, what is it, Jack?” she entreated.

The man stepped back, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, ver’ sorry,” he said dully, and Angel noticed that he clipped his words. “I thought–I mistook this gentleman for someone else.”

Angel explained his identity to the girl in a swift glance.

“This–this is a friend of mine,” she faltered, “a friend of my father’s,” she went on hesitatingly, “who has called to see me.”

“Sorry–sorry,” he said stupidly. He stumbled to the door and went out, leaving it open. They heard him blundering up the stairs, and after a while a door slammed, and there came a faint “click” us he locked it.

“Oh, can you help me?” cried the girl in distress. “I am beside myself with anxiety.”

“Please sit down, Mrs Farrow,” said Angel hastily, but kindly. A woman on the verge of tears always alarmed him. Already he felt an unusual interest in the case. “Just tell me from the beginning.”

“My husband is a metallurgist, and a year ago, he was commissioned by a Belgian company interested in gold-mining to go to the Congo and report on some property there.”

“Had he ever been there before?”

“No; he had never been to Africa before. It was against my wish that he went at all, but the fee was so temptingly high, and the opportunities so great, that I yielded to his persuasion, and allowed him to go.”

“How did he leave you?”

“As he had always been–bright, optimistic, and full of spirits. We were very happily married, Mr Angel–” she stopped, and her lips quivered.

“Yes, yes,” said the alarmed detective; “please go on.”

“He wrote by every mail, and even sent natives in their canoes hundreds of miles to connect with the mail steamers, and his letters were bright and full of particulars about the country and the people. Then, quite suddenly, they changed. From being the cheery, long letters they had been, they became almost notes, telling me just the bare facts of his movements. They worried me a little, because I thought it meant that he was ill, had fever, and did not want me to know.”

“And had he?”

“No. A man who was with him said he was never once down with fever. Well, I cabled to him, but cabling to the Congo is a heart-breaking business, and there was fourteen days’ delay on the wire.”

“I know,” said Angel sympathetically, “the land wire down to Brazzaville.”

“Then, before my cable could reach him, I received a brief telegram from him saying he was coming home.”

“Yes?”

“There was a weary month of waiting, and then he arrived. I went to Southampton to meet him.”

“To Southampton, not to Liverpool?”

“To Southampton. He met me on the deck, and I shall never forget the look of agony in his eyes when he saw me. It struck me dumb. ‘What is the matter, Jack?’ I asked. ‘Nothing,’ he said, in, oh, such a listless, hopeless way. I could get nothing from him. Almost as soon as he got home he went to his room and locked the door.”

“When was this?”

“A month ago.”


“And what has happened since?”

“Nothing; except that he has got steadily more and more depressed, and–and–”

“Yes?” asked Angel.

“He gets letters–letters that he goes to the door to meet. Sometimes they make him worse, sometimes he gets almost cheerful after they arrive; but he had his worst bout after the arrival of the box.”

“What box?”

“It came whilst I was dressing for dinner one night. All that afternoon he had been unusually restless, running down from his room at every ring of the bell. I caught a glance of it through his half-opened door.”

“Do you not enter his room occasionally?”

She shook her head. “Nobody has been into his room since his return; he will not allow the servants in, and sweeps and tidies it himself.”

“Well, and the box?”

“It was about eighteen inches high, and twelve inches square. It was of polished yellow wood.”

“Did it remind you of anything?”

“Of an electric battery,” she said slowly. “One of those big portable things that you can buy at an electrician’s.”

Angel thought deeply.

“And the letters–have you seen them?” he asked.

“Only once, when the postman overlooked a letter, and came back with it. I saw it for a moment only, because my husband came down immediately and took it from me.”

“And the postmark?”

“It looked like Liverpool,” she said.

He questioned her again on one or two aspects that interested him.

“I must see your husband’s room,” he said decisively.

She shook her head.

“I am afraid it will be impossible,” she said.

“We shall see,” said Angel cheerfully.

Then an unearthly chattering and screeching met their ears, and the girl turned pale.

“Oh, I had forgotten the most unpleasant thing–the monkey!” she said, and beckoned him from the room. He passed through the house to the garden at the back. Well sheltered from the road was a big iron cage, wherein sat a tiny Congo monkey, shivering in the chill spring air, and drawing about his hairy shoulders the torn half of a blanket.

“My husband brought one home with him,” she said, “but it died. This is the fifth monkey we have had in a month, and he, poor beastie, does not look as if he were long for life.”

The little animal fixed his bright eyes on Angel, and chattered dismally.

“They get ill, and my husband shoots them,” the girl went on. “I wanted him to let a veterinary surgeon see the last one, but he would not.”

“Curious,” said Angel musingly, and, after making arrangements to call the next morning, he went back to his office in a puzzled frame of mind.

He duly reported to his chief the substance of his interview.

“It isn’t drink, and it isn’t drugs,” he said. “To me it looks like sheer panic. If that man is not in mortal fear of somebody or something, I am very much mistaken.”

The girl had given him some of the earlier letters she had received from Africa, and after dinner that night Angel sat down in his little flat in Jermyn Street to read them. In the first letter–it was dated Boma–occurred a passage that gave him pause. After telling how he had gone ashore at Flagstaff, and had made a little excursion up one of the rivers, the letter went on to say:

“Apparently, I have quite unwillingly given deep offence to one of the secret societies–if you can imagine a native secret society–by buying from a native a most interesting ju-ju or idol. The native, poor beggar, was found dead on the beach this morning; and although the official view is that he was bitten by a poisonous snake, I feel that his death had something to do with the selling of the idol, which, by the way, resembles nothing so much as a decrepit monkey….”

In his search through the letters he could find no other reference to the incident, except in one of the last of the longer epistles, where he found:

“… the canoe overturned, and we were struggling in the water. To my intense annoyance, amongst other personal effects lost was the coast ju-ju I wrote to you about. A missionary who lives close at hand said the current, not being strong about here, the idol is recoverable, and has promised to send a boy down first, and if he finds it to send it on to me. I have given him our address at home in case it turns up….”

“In case it turns up!” repeated Angel. “I wonder–”

He knew of these extraordinary societies. He knew, too, how strong a hold they had in the country that lay behind Flagstaff. These dreadful organisations were not to be lightly dismissed. Their power was indisputable.

“The question is, how far are they responsible for the present trouble,” he said, discussing the affair with his chief the next morning, “how far the arm of the offended ju-ju can reach. If we were on the coast I should not be surprised to find our young friend dead in his bed any morning. But we are in England–and in Dulwich to boot!”

“The yellow box may explain everything,” said his chief thoughtfully.

“And I mean to see it to-day,” said Angel determinedly. He did not see it that day, for on his return to his office he found a telegram awaiting him from Mrs Farrow:

PLEASE COME AT ONCE. MY HUSBAND DISAPPEARED LAST NIGHT AND HAS NOT RETURNED. HE HAS TAKEN WITH HIM THE BOX AND THE MONKEY.

He was ringing at the door of the house within an hour after receiving the telegram. Her eyes were red with weeping: and it was a little time before she could speak. Then, brokenly, she told the story of her husband’s disappearance. It was after the household had retired for the night she thought she heard a vehicle draw up at the door. She was half asleep, but the sound of voices roused her, and she got out of bed and looked through the Venetian blinds. Her room faced the road, and she could see a carriage drawn up opposite the gate. A man walking beside her husband, who carried a box, which she recognised as the yellow box, and in the strange man’s arms she could discern, by the light of the street lamp, a quivering bundle which proved to be the monkey.

Before she could move or raise the window her husband entered the carriage, taking with him the monkey, and the other man jumped up by the side of the driver as the vehicle drove off, and, as he did, she saw his face. It was that of a negro.

Angel suppressed the exclamation that sprang to his lips as he heard this. It was evident that she had not attached any importance to the story of the ju-ju, and he did not wish to alarm her.

“Did he leave a message?”

She handed him a sheet of paper without replying. Only a few lines were scrawled on the sheet:–

“I am a moral coward, darling, and dare not tell you. If I come back, you will know why I have left you. If not, pray for me, and remember mo kindly. I have placed all my money to the credit of your hanking account.”

The girl was crying quietly.

“Let me see his room,” said Angel; and she conducted him to the little apartment that was half laboratory and half study. A truckle bed ran lengthways beneath, the window, and a heap of blackened ashes were piled up in the fireplace.

“Nothing has been touched,” said the girl.

Gingerly, Angel lifted the curling ashes one by one.

“I’ve known burnt paper to…”–he was going to say “hang a man,” but altered it to “be of great service.”

There were one or two pieces that the fire had not burnt, and some on which the letters were still discernible. One of these he lifted and carried to the window.

“Hullo!” he muttered.

He could not find a complete sentence, but, as he read it: … very bad … monkey … take you away … your own fault….

There was a blotting pad upon the little table, and a square dust mark, where he surmised, the mysterious box stood. He lifted the pad; underneath were a number of strips of paper.

He glanced at them carelessly, then:

“What on earth?” he said.

Indelibly printed on the slips before him were a dozen red thumb prints.

He looked at them closely.

The thumb prints were of blood!

Then, in the midst of his mystification a light dawned on Angel, and he turned to the girl.

“Has you husband bought a methylated spirit lamp lately?” he asked.

She looked at him in astonishment.

“Why, yes,” she said, “a fortnight ago he bought one.”

“And has he been asking for needles?”

She almost gasped.

“Yes, yes, almost every day!”

Angel looked again at the charred paper and smiled.

“Of course, this may be serious,” he said; “but really I think it isn’t at all. If you will content your mind for a day, I will tell how serious it is; if you will extend your content for four days, I would almost undertake to promise to restore him to you.”

He left her that afternoon in an agony of suspense, and three hours afterwards she received a telegram:

FOUND YOUR HUSBAND–EXPECT HIM HOME TO-MORROW.

To his chief Angel explained the mystery in three minutes.

“I thought the ju-ju had nothing to do with it,” he said cheerfully. “The whole thing illustrates the folly of a man who had never been further from home than Wiesbaden penetrating God’s primaeval forest. Farrow, on the Congo, surrounded on all sides by the disease, must needs be suddenly obsessed by the belief that he has sleeping-sickness. So home he comes, filled with dread forebodings, and visions of the madness that comes to the people, with trypanosomiasis. Buys microscopes–our yellow box–and jabs his finger day by day to examine his blood for microbes. As soon as I heard he had got the approved spirit lamp for sterilising purposes, I knew that. He corresponds with the Tropical Schools of Medicine in London and Liverpool, boring those poor people to death with his outrageous symptoms. Jabs his blood into monkeys, and when they die–of cold and bad feeding–fears the worst. So, at last, some wise doctor at the London School, after writing and telling him that he was an ass, that he couldn’t be very bad, and that the monkey’s death wasn’t any sign–except of cruelty to animals–offers to take him into hospital for a few days and put him under observation. So along comes the hospital carriage, with their nigger porter, and away goes our foolish hypochondriac, with his monkey and his box of tricks. They are turning him out of hospital to-morrow.”




II. THE SILVER CHARM

ANGEL, ESQUIRE, has a little office at Scotland Yard, which is partly fitted as a laboratory and partly as a tiny museum; here he keeps strange drugs and, in glass-stoppered vessels, curious withered-looking plants with uncanny properties. There is a faint spicy odour everlastingly present in Angel’s office, which is something between the fragrance of freshly cut cedar wood and cloves.

When the King of Kantee came to England on his ceremonial visit he was lionized by London society, and being a man of some European education, speaking English with a peculiar intonation, be became remarkably popular. The popularity of King O’fwa had the natural result of making lam rather insufferable. One day the officials at the Colonial Office, showing him the sights of London, brought him to Scotland Yard, and in due course he swaggered into the Colonial Department and favoured Angel with a patronizing nod.

“Ah, varry nace,” said the King amiably.

“King,” said Angel, speaking the peculiar drawl of the Kantee people, “there is that here which is not so pleasant.”

The native’s insolent eyes met Angel’s, and he dropped them before the calm gaze of the white man.

“Shall I show you,” said Angel, still speaking in the vernacular, “something that the Kings of the Kantee people see but seldom?”

He stretched out his hand and reached down a bottle; he carefully removed the stopper and drew forth a tiny pencil of cotton-wool, which he as carefully unrolled. Inside was what looked like a dried twig, and the King smiled contemptuously.

“Is it magic?” he asked, and held out his hand.

The dry twig lay on the King’s palm, and he smiled again.

“This is wood–a twig,” he said. Then he sprang back with a scream, his eyes wide with terror, and the little twig fluttered to the ground. Angel picked it up tenderly and wrapped it about with cotton-wool, the King all the while, with his back against the wall, shaking in abject fear.

“Is it good magic?” asked Angel carelessly; and the King’s voice was hoarse when he answered:

“It is good–master!”

Later came a fussy official, sorely puzzled and inclined to be querulous.

“Look here!” he said–he was a Permanent Under-Secretary–“Mr.–er–Angel: about this nonsensical thing you showed his Majesty–we are inclined to think that you overstepped the mark, sir–overstepped the mark.” He was a little pompous and a little ruffled, and wholly disagreeable.

Angel inclined his head respectfully, but said nothing.

“Mr. Secretary begs one to say,” said the official impressively, “that it is against all our conception of the–er–system for a great department like Scotland Yard, or or for any of its officers, however important or unimportant they may be, to practise–er–trickery and chicanery of the kind you introduced to his Majesty, and–er–in fact, we think it extremely reprehensible, sir!” And he looked his disapproval.

“Mr. Masser,” said Angel quietly, “you and I do not view ‘his Majesty’ with a common eye. The last time I met the King he was dining off a relative who had displeased him; the last time I addressed the King was through the twisty rifling of a point three-naught-three. The little twig I showed him was a gentle reminder of an obligation.”

The official was still more puzzled.

“One of these fine days,” Angel went on calmly, “there will come a man to the King carrying such a stick as I showed. It may be Meta, the Congo man, or it may be Abiboo, the Kano man, or it may be the boy, Jack Fish, from the Monrovian coast; but, whosoever it is, you may be sure that when they meet the King will surely die.”

How Angel, Esquire, came to know of the blood brotherhood that was sworn on the Oil River in ‘84 I do not pretend to know, nor do I know how he came to possess the fetish-stick–which answered the purpose of the broken sixpence so dear to the lads and lassies of civilization who plight their troth. But the circumstances of the passing of the King of the Kantees is well known, and forms the subject of Blue Book (Africa–Kantee Protectorate) 7432-07. They found the King’s body in the royal hut one morning; the knife was an N’Gombi knife, and the rope about his neck was Kano made, but the method of the killing was distinctly Monrovian, so the chances are that all three survivors of the blood-pact of ‘84 took part in the assassination.

The part the fetish-stick played in the fortunes of at least three unimaginative City men is now well known; they were three stout, comfortable underwriters, as far removed from mysticism as is Clapham Common from Bassam.

They do not come into this story. The outward and visible sign of their connection with the blind witch-doctor is the service of plate that adorns Angel’s sideboard, but there were days when the man of Basaka held their suburban fortunes in the hollow of his hand.

In response to communications from Sir Peter Saintsbury, Angel travelled to Liverpool to see the millionaire controller of the Lagos Coastwise Line.

There is no need to describe Sir Peter. The story of his meteoric career is common property. A short, swarthy man, With closely-cropped grey hair and black, piercing eyes, the years he lived on the Coast have tinted his face a dusky brown. There are people less charitable who ascribe another cause for his copper-coloured skin, people who point to his thick lips and the curious bluish tint of his fingernails.

Sir Peter plunged straight into the matter in hand.

“I have sent for you, Mr. Angel, because my board has decided that there is some other influence at work beside that which may be vaguely termed ‘bad luck’.”

Angel duly noticed the thickness of the voice, and went over to the side of the uncharitable.

“You are referring to the wreck of the Kinsassa?” said Angel.

“Yes; and the Noki and the Bolobo,” said the great ship owner impatiently; “three ships in one year, three new ships, captained by some of my best men, and every one of them gone ashore in exactly the same spot.”

The detective nodded gravely.

“The last was under the command of Ryatt, the most competent skipper in the mercantile marine–a young man who knows his business from A to Z. It was he who discovered the shoal passage into Sierra Leone that cuts off fifty miles of sea travel on the homeward voyage.”

“The weather?” asked Angel.

“Here’s the log,” said Sir Peter. He took from a table a discoloured volume, and opened it. “Here you are: ‘nine-fifteen–course W. by W.N.W.–sea smooth–wind light S.W.–no Fog’.”

“Was that the correct course?” asked Angel.

“Yes. I have compared all logs and questioned the commodore, and, of course, the Board of Trade has verified it.”

“And she went ashore at nine-thirty?”

“Yes; and, apparently, if you will look at the log again, there was no sign of the shore.”

“H’m.” said the detective. “You couldn’t very easily miss it–high, upstanding cliffs and mountains, so far as I remember. Who was at the wheel?”

“A reliable quartermaster; the chief officer was on the bridge, and the captain himself was in his cabin, which is practically on the bridge. He had left word to be called at eleven o’clock, at which hour he intended changing the course a point or so west.”

“And then?” questioned Angel.

“And then,” said Sir Peter, with a despairing gesture, “before anybody seemed to realize the fact, the ship was close inshore–from what the chief officer said the mountains appeared as if by magic from the sea. The officer rang the engines astern, and put the helm over hard to port, but before the ‘way’ could get off the steamer, she was piled up. The captain was on the bridge in an instant and stopped the engines–in fact, put them ahead again, for he was afraid of backing off into deep water and foundering.”

“And she is a total wreck?” queried Angel.

“Absolutely; hard and fast on the teeth of a bad reef, with a hole in her you could drive a coach through.” The ship owner walked to his desk and took from one of the drawers an oblong box.

“This is the peculiar feature of all the wrecks,” he said with a frown, and opened the box. What he took from it were three little crosses made of untrimmed wood and lashed across in their shapes by native grass string.

Angel’s eyes lit as he saw them, and he stretched out his hand eagerly to take them.

“Whew!” he whistled, and handled them gingerly.

“On every wreck,” said Sir Peter impressively, “we found one of these things roughly nailed to the foredeck.”

Angel’s face was grave as he carried the little emblem to the window; then:

“You had better let me investigate this matter on the spot,” he said. “When does the next Coast boat leave Liverpool?”

“One left yesterday,” said the ship owner; “another leaves In a fortnight.”

“That will be too late,” said the detective decisively. “I can get a Union-Castle boat to Teneriffe, and pick up your ship there; to make sure, cable your people to hold the boat for my arrival.”

He stopped at the door.

“You know the Coast?” he asked.

The great ship owner frowned.

“Yes,” he said slowly; “as a young man I lived on the Coast–I was not always a wealthy man.”

Angel nodded.

“Have you offended any of these people in any way?”

Sir Peter shrugged his shoulders.

“There in no need to bring me personally into the matter,” he said gruffly.

“I see,” said Angel, Esquire.

A fortnight later he landed at Sierra Leone and transhipped to a coasting vessel en route for Bassam.

 

*     *

 

*

 

Going into Cabinda to land sixteen barrels of raw spirit for the civilization of Portuguese West Africa, the “second” of the Imagi found time to express his disgust at inquisitive passengers. The second officer was an excellent seaman, but had spent the greater part of his life “tramping”, and the occasional passenger was a source of intense annoyance. The solitary passenger of the Imagi had come aboard at S. Paul de Loanda, and had worked a slow and inquisitorial way up the coast. He was a man desirous of acquiring information on every conceivable subject, but mostly his eternal note of interrogation was set against the question of curious watch charms.

He had buttonholed the entire mess-room, from the skipper to the fourth engineer, buttonholed them at inconvenient moments, held them helpless against bulkheads and immovable cabin doors, whilst he threshed out the question of “curios”.

He caught the purser, unaccustomed to a passenger list and in awe of his solitary charge, and reduced him to a condition of incoherence bordering on imbecility; led him–he protesting feebly–to the tiny purser’s office-cabin, domineered him into opening his desk and displaying his interesting collection of native table mats and crudely carved ivory napkin rings, and left him limp and perspiring.

It is also on record that on the transparent pretence of inspecting the chief engineer’s domestic photographs–at his own artful suggestion–he insinuated himself into the chief’s most private domains, and, leading the conversation to native customs (by way of patent medicines and native doctors), he caused the stout chief, at great personal inconvenience to uncord a box which had lain snug for at least two voyages.

On the ninth day of the voyage up from Loanda the steamer stood inshore.

A strip of yellow beach, with the inevitable fringe of palm trees, showed up over the horizon, and a patch of white stood for a white man’s house–and civilization.

The inquisitive passenger standing by the third officer set up his monotonous interrogation.

“Basaka,” said the third brusquely; “we always put in here. If you are keen on curios, this is the place to get ‘em.”

“What kind?”

“Oh, any kind. There is an old chap who lives a couple of miles in the bush who’s the biggest medicine man on the Coast. Wait till the Kroo boys get ashore–you’ll see nothing of ‘em for a couple of hours. They always make a point of a palaver with the old man. They get medicine and charms.”

“Basaka!” mused Angel aloud. “Isn’t that where Sir Peter lived?”

The mate grinned.

“The governor! Yes.” He looked around for the presence of his superiors. “He lived here for ten years, did the old man, and a pretty tough nut he was, from all accounts. Made all his money in oil and rubber–as thick as thieves with old Chingo, the Basaka king.” He shook his head wisely.

“Oh,” said Angel; and when the ship had anchored he went ashore.

Paterson, the tired-looking man at the factory, gave him a chair in the deep veranda, mixed him a cocktail, and furnished him with some information.

“Going into the bush!” he said in astonishment. “Man, you’re mad. We’re a British Protectorate, and all that sort of thing, we’ve got a company of Haussas along at Little Basaka–but it’s not safe.”

He whistled a native, and the man came running.

“Hi, Jim,” he said in the villainous lingo of the Coast, “dem massa, he like go for bush, you savvy? For O’saka by them ju-ju man. You fit for take ‘um?”

The man looked at Angel sullenly.

“I no be fit,” he said in a low voice: “them ju-ju be bad for white man.”

“You hear?” said the host.

Angel smiled.

“I hear,” he said calmly, and addressed the man, speaking quickly and easily in the native tongue.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“Kosongo, master,” replied the man.

“Why will you not take me into the bush?”

“Because of the Blind Man’s Magic,” answered the other readily. “I am afraid.

“Yet you shall show me the way. When the sun sets I will be by the big palm at the edge of the bush.”

“I cannot come,” said the man sulkily.

“By the dried heart of the goat you shall come,” said Angel quietly; and the man shrank down until his hands were fumbling in the dust.

“I will come,” he whispered.

Paterson looked on in amazement.

“What have you said to the chap?” he asked wonderingly, “and how the deuce did you pick up the lingo?”

Angel’s reply was plausible, but not exactly true. Angel dined ashore, first sending a runner to Little Basaka, carrying a few words scribbled on the torn leaf of a notebook.

 

*     *

 

*

 

The hut was set away from the village. It stood in a clearing of its own by a little lagoon. Behind it, on the land side, a semi-circular screen of tall palms, all hubbly with the ball-like nests of weaver birds.

The great throng that squatted in a circle about the hut kept a respectful distance. The sun had gone down–one by one they had stolen in from the shadows of the bush, sinking into their places silently, and as silently remained. No man approached the door of the hut, they waited patiently as though some appointed hour had been fixed, seemingly unconscious of one another’s presence, neither greeting the constantly arriving newcomer nor receiving greeting. Kroo men in tattered sailor dress, raw natives from the bush, here and there one who bore the fez or cowl that spoke of his faith in Islam. More than one was of the educated native class, and squatted gingerly in his immaculate white ducks. All of them were men–young men and old men.
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