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       CHAPTER
       I
     

     
      LIEUTENANT BONES, R.N.
     

    

    
     
      T
     HERE was a lawless group of villages set upon a wooded ridge at the confluence of B’suri and the Great River, and these villages were called by the name of the largest, M’fumbini-falapa. It had another name which I will not give, lest this story falls into the hands of innocent people who speak the B’mongo tongue, but it may be translated in a gentlemanly way as “Everlastingly nasty.” It was neither clean within, nor picturesque from without. The huts straggled and strayed without order or symmetry. They were old huts, and patched huts, and many were uglified by the employment of rusty scraps of galvanized iron, for near by, 
     
      cala-cala
      long ago, an optimistic British company had erected a store for the collection of palm nuts. The enterprise had failed, and the store had been left derelict, and in time the wild had grown round and over it. And the people of M’fumbini had in their furtive, foraging way taken scraps—they did nothing systematically or thoroughly—and had added abomination to abomination until their village was an eyesore and an offence to all beholders.
    

    
     Sanders had argued and ordered, held palaver after palaver, but all to no purpose. They were an isolated folk, for here the rivers run very swiftly together, and landing on the littered beach was attended by risks which their neighbours seldom cared to accept. So they lived alone with their skinny children and their indescribable wives, and were disowned both by the Isisi and the N’gombi, with whom they claimed tribal associations.
    

    
     The effect of environment on character has been too often noted to require enlarging upon in this narrative. The M’fumbini folk were liars and thieves, who practised magic and believed in horrible ju-jus. Lonely fishermen who speared their waters had a habit of disappearing and there can be no doubt that they were “chopped,” for the M’fumbini were cannibals. Only once were they detected.
    

    
     Mr. Commissioner Sanders arrived on a certain night and surprised the villagers at a particularly unpleasant festival.
    

    
     At dawn his soldiers strapped the hands and feet of the chief, slipped a rope round his neck, and hanged him to a very high tree. Sanders might have saved himself the trouble. Within a year the new chief had developed a secret society called “Three Sticks,” which enjoyed a ritual which is not reducible to print.
    

    
     If they were isolated, they sent out their scouts and spies, who ranged through the Territories, wandering mendicants who lived on the hospitality of friendly or apathetic tribes, and avoided those who were neither friendly nor quiescent. These travellers learnt many things, but one N’kema, a shrewd youth with one eye—he would, of course, have been killed by the healthy tribes, which do not tolerate any kind of bodily deformity—returned on a certain day with news, and there was a grand palaver.
    

    
     “N’kema, my own sister’s son,” introduced the chief to the squatting assembly, “has heard many wonders, and my ju-ju has whispered to me that there is truth in his words. Hear him, people, 
     
      s’ibi m’laka!
     ”
    

    
     And N’kema spoke, and told of a white man who had come to the Territories, and by strange instruments had made a marvellous liquid which drove people to wild happiness, and of how the people had brought rubber and ivory and all the most splendid possessions to exchange for the Waters of Madness. But Sandi, the fox, smelt him out and killed him, and now all the people were crying out for the magic waters.
    

    
     “And this I learn’t, O chief and people, that in far countries, where the River-With-One-Bank  runs, there is much Water-That-Burns, and the fire-ships bring them in big pots and float them to shore. Now, I think that if we dig up our ivory, and I go to these wonderful places and trade the ‘teeth’ for the water, and bring it here secretly, we shall be rich.”
    

    
     “That is mad talk,” snarled the chief, “for what will Sandi do? Is it not the law that all ivory teeth and rubber and the beautiful things which we find shall go before Sandi, and he shall make a book for their going out? And is it not the law that all things which come into these lands shall go before Sandi and his young men and soldiers? And is it not the law and the high word of Sandi that the Waters of Madness shall not come into this land? O N’kema, I think you are a fool!”
    

    
     “Lord, Lord,” said the one-eyed man eagerly, “I have very cunning thoughts in my head, for in the night, when Sandi sleeps, I will take a big canoe filled with treasure past his fine house and along the River-With One-Bank to the places where I may trade. Also I have found a man of the Akasava, who has lived in these far lands, who will guide me.”
    

    
     The palaver lasted until early in the morning, and all the next night the chief, accompanied by his councillors, dug with mysterious rites the old store places of the community, and on a moonless night, when, as fortune would have it, a white mist lay over the delta, N’kema and his laden canoes passed the river sentry and struck along the seashore to the north. Of his subsequent arrival at the port of a certain independent country, of his chaffering, of his bargaining, and his ultimate success, it is not necessary to speak here. He came into a new land and a new world, and learnt, perhaps for the first time, of war great beyond his comprehension. He was, at any rate for the time being, nearer to this world convulsion than were his masters.
    

    
     The breath of war occasionally blew toward the Territories—a gusty puff of short duration, which almost carried the thunder and rumble of guns that did not cease by day and night. Then the gust would pass, and there would be a stillness and a silence which were almost painful. Literally, the War came sometimes by letter, sometimes by newspaper, and now and again, at great and glorious intervals, through another and more intimate medium. The native clerk in the telegraph office would arrive breathlessly with a large yellow form bearing many thumb-prints, but conveying, in the ill-spelt message from Administrative Headquarters, a story of thrilling achievement.
    

    
     For an hour, for a day, there would be a strange silence in and about the Residency. The effect upon the three men who were the recipients of the news was strangely different. At first the news would gather four heads together over a big map which was outspread upon the dining table—the fourth was that of Patricia Hamilton, the Houssa Captain’s sister, as eager and as enthusiastic a strategist as any—and they would trace with a pencil the lines of new villages taken, and would solemnly drink the health of their Army, and then they would melt away, each to his or her separate world of dreams.
    

    
     For Patricia Hamilton it was a sad little world, peopled by suffering women-folk. Mr. Commissioner Sanders would wander off into the woods of the Residency, and what his thoughts were, none knew. Captain Hamilton grew silent and almost morose. He had volunteered for service with his regiment, and had made the larger sacrifice by remaining in the wild Territories to keep the King’s peace amidst two million people with cannibalistic tendencies.
    

    
     Lieutenant Tibbetts howled his regret to the skies, until he was savagely dismissed by his superior, and departed in a sweat of energy, with a wholly unsympathetic platoon, to invent new trench systems.
    

    
     Sometimes days would pass before the reaction wore off and the men became wholly normal. Sanders was ever the first to recover, for wherever his sympathies might lie, however much he might regret a life misspent as a political officer, his job of work lay near at hand.
    

    
     Only once did the War come to the Territories in tangible shape. Bones was strolling on the beach one hot afternoon, when over the horizon came a big black blur of smoke. He dashed madly up the beach, leapt intervening flower-beds, and vaulted over the rail of the verandah, to the alarm of three people who were sitting down, patiently awaiting his more dignified arrival to tea.
    

    
     “Where the dickens have you been, Bones?” demanded Hamilton. “I have been yelling myself hoarse to call you to tea.”
    

    
     Bones saluted.
    

    
     “The mail in the offing sir,” he said.
    

    
     “The mail?” said Sanders, with a frown. “Why she was here on Tuesday. She’s not due again for another fortnight.”
    

    
     “The mail in the offing,” repeated Bones, “sighted by me at five-twenty-five p.m., west-west-north by west.”
    

    
     There was a hasty search for binoculars and field glasses, and presently four pairs were levelled upon the smudge of smoke, from which had emerged a stumpy mast and what seemed to be one huge funnel belching black smoke.
    

    
     “I don’t know what it is,” said Sanders, after a while, “but it is not the mail.”
    

    
     “I think, sir,” said Hamilton, not taking his eyes from the oncoming craft, “it is a destroyer.”
    

    
     Now, the destroyer is a type of warship which is never seen on the African coast. There were dainty little white gunboats and occasionally a dazzling cruiser—nothing more and nothing less. Neither the submarine, nor the destroyer, nor the battle-ship, nor yet the battleship-cruiser, finds her way to these latitudes, and the three men experienced that sense of pleasant novelty which the introduction of the real thing provokes in a world of make-believe.
    

    
     “She is heading here,” said Bones. “I shouldn’t be at all surprised,” he said solemnly, “if the Government had sent for me.”
    

    
     “What would they want with you, Bones?” demanded Hamilton.
    

    
     “You never know,” fenced Bones. “That article I wrote for 
     
      The Wildford Chronicle
     ——”
    

    
     Hamilton groaned.
    

    
     “Have you been writing to the papers again?” he said, in a tone of resignation.
    

    
     “It was a little thing,” said Bones modestly. “As a matter of fact, it was in a letter to my dear old Uncle Henry. I happened to mention casually that I had thought out a new way of upsetting the calculations of the jolly little torpedo, and, like a silly old ass, he sent the letters to the papers.”
    

    
     Whatever his words might be, there was nothing in his tone which suggested that Bones blamed his relative for his indiscretion.
    

    
     “Naturally, these things get about,” he went on deprecatingly, “and I shouldn’t be a bit surprised if the Admiralty noticed the article. Now, my idea about torpedoes——”
    

    
     “It is a destroyer, all right,” said Sanders, as the boat swung slowly round to the anchorage, and her four squat funnels stood out against the white-hot western sky. “She’s a big ship, too. There goes her steam pinnace.”
    

    
     “Of course,” said Bones, with a little cough, “it will be rather awkward, Ham, my dear old skipper, my leaving you suddenly; but when one’s country calls for the best men and the best brains”—he shrugged his shoulders—“what can one do? Naturally, I shall hate leaving you all, but I must go just where I can best serve the jolly old Empire. War,” he babbled on, “upsets all our preconceived ideas of seniority and promotion, et cetera. Napoleon was a general at twenty-one—or it may have been twenty-four. Nelson was an admiral at twenty-six. Fellows who were lieutenants one year were commanding divisions the next. It is the fortune of war, dear old fellow.” He patted Hamilton’s shoulder sympathetically. “Don’t forget, dear old superior officer 
     
      pro tem
     .,” he said huskily, “that you will always have a friend at court in old Bones. Don’t bother to send in your name. Walk right into my office. Never stand on ceremony with me, Ham, old friend. Never think of me as Admiral Sir Augustus Tibbetts, the torpedo expert, but just as plain Bones; I will never forgive you if——”
    

    
     “I wish to Heaven you’d shut up, Bones!” said Hamilton. “Come down to the beach and give these fellows a salaam.”
    

    
     The sturdy little pinnace came swiftly across the rolling waters, crashed over the breakers, and grounded on the soft beach. A naval officer in white duck and sun helmet leapt out, and the officers exchanged perfunctory salutes before the men in the uniforms began an exchange of confidences.
    

    
     “Cheerio!” said Bones. “How’s the game?”
    

    
     The officer who had landed was a tall, good-looking youth of twenty-five. He flashed his white teeth in a sympathetic grin, and came up the beach to greet the two.
    

    
     “Awfully sorry to come barging into your Arcadia,” he said, “but I suppose you have heard there’s a war on?”
    

    
     Hamilton smiled but Bones was on his dignity.
    

    
     “Dear old lieutenant-commander,” he said severely, “what is this strange news you bring us?”
    

    
     The naval officer chuckled.
    

    
     “Anyway,” he said, “I want to see your Intelligence officer.”
    

    
     “Our——” demanded the mystified Hamilton.
    

    
     “The Intelligence Officer—the Secret Service man.” The naval man looked from one to the other and Bones leapt to the occasion.
    

    
     “Dear old nameless sir,” he said, confidentially linking his arm with the visitor’s, “we understand. You want to see me about a jolly old torpedo catcher?”
    

    
     “Not on your life,” corrected the Officer firmly, “I want——”
    

    
     “Come up to the Residency, sir,” laughed Hamilton. “I’m afraid we’re all Intelligence Officers.”
    

    
     “Some more so than others, of course, dear old sea-dog,” interrupted Bones, maintaining his grip of the sailor’s arm. “Some of us—it isn’t for me to say which—have an aptitude for mystery an’ secrecy, an’ some of us couldn’t keep our silly little tongues from waggin’ if we tried. Now, talkin’ about torpedoes——”
    

    
     Hamilton was introducing the officer to Sanders. His name was apparently, Bagshott.
    

    
     “I was told I should find an Intelligence Officer at most of our Coast headquarters,” he apologized, and went on to explain that he had not touched the Coast, having come straight across from a certain Atlantic island, and that he was not—this very apologetically—acquainted with these waters.
    

    
     “The fact is, sir”—he came to serious business, in the way that naval officers have, with a rush—“there’s a U-boat hanging around here. Last week she made an attack on the C. and C. mail, just missing her propellers by a fraction of an inch. She’s awfully far away from her base, but these new fellows can travel an enormous distance. Two days ago she sank a Norwegian steamer; we got her S.O.S. in time to arrive before she went under.”
    

    
     “We can hardly help you, I’m afraid,” said Sanders, “though, of course, we will put ourselves entirely at your disposal. What can we do?”
    

    
     “Have you ever tried catching submarines with nets?” asked Bones, with sudden excitement. “Gracious goodness, dear old thing, what an idea! Came to me all of a sudden—in a flash, dear old Ham! Put a jolly old net under ’em an’ haul ’em up. D’ye see what I mean, dear old naval officer?”
    

    
     Lieutenant-Commander Bagshott did not even smile.
    

    
     “I’m afraid somebody has anticipated you,” he said gravely.
    

    
     “What—about fishin’ for ’em with magnets?” demanded Bones energetically and in no way abashed by the rebuff. “Get half a dozen magnets——”
    

    
     “Be quiet, Bones! What can we do?” asked Sanders.
    

    
     “You can tell me something about the river—how deep it is. The charts we have aren’t much use; these African rivers silt up, and the soundings change every week.”
    

    
     “It’s jolly deep in places”—Bones was loath to abandon his self-appointed position as Intelligence Officer—“simply fearfully deep, dear old mariner!”
    

    
     “I can give you all that information” said Sanders. “What else?”
    

    
     “I want you to appoint an officer or some very reliable person——”
    

    
     “One and the same, sir an’ friend,” murmured Bones, “if you get the right kind of soldier-man.”
    

    
     “Hit him on the head, Pat!” begged her brother earnestly. “Go on, sir. What will his duties be?”
    

    
     “Watch the mouth of the river by night. She may sneak in and spend the day submerged. Also keep an eye open for any strange craft that puts in an appearance in these waters. There is a supply vessel somewhere about. It won’t be a pleasant job, because it may mean a month of watching.”
    

    
     “Say no more, sir,” said Bones solemnly, shaking hands with the visitor; “consider it done. An’ if you and your bonny old crew ever want to pass the silent watcher of the night, the password’s ‘Vigilance,’ an’ the officer of the watch is Lieutenant Augustus Tibbetts, R.N.”
    

    
     He stood erect and saluted.
    

    
     “You aren’t Royal Navy, are you?” asked the astonished officer.
    

    
     “ ‘R.N.,’ my cheery lad,” said Bones, “stands, in this case for ‘River Nelson.’ ”
    

    
     “I’ll arrange for the watch to be kept,” said Hamilton, ignoring the volunteer; “it will give us an interest in life.”
    

    
     An hour later the big destroyer was tearing back over the horizon, and by sundown had disappeared.
    

    
     The duty began that night, Hamilton taking the steam launch to the middle of the one navigable channel and anchoring for the night.
    

    
     At one o’clock in the morning he heard a stealthy sound, and turned his night glass to the river’s mouth, but saw nothing. Five minutes later a canoe came out of the darkness, and somebody hailed him in a hoarse whisper—
    

    
     “Seen anything, dear old Captain?”
    

    
     “Is that you, Bones? What the devil are you doing here?”
    

    
     “Watchin’ and waitin’, dear old officer, watchin’ an’ waitin’. Any sign of the jolly old pirate?”
    

    
     “Go back to bed, you silly ass!”
    

    
     A muffled voice replied in accents of obedience, and the canoe was swallowed in the darkness again.
    

    
     At three, when Hamilton was speculating upon the likelihood of such an attempt being made, there was a violent bump against the side of the boat, which brought him round, revolver in hand.
    

    
     “Friend!” said the voice of Bones. “Terribly an’ desperately sorry, sir an’ fellow-watcher, but it was a slip of the paddle.”
    

    
     “Why are you fooling around? Why aren’t you in bed?” demanded Hamilton wrathfully.
    

    
     “Pass, friend, an’ all’s well!” said the philosophical Bones, evidently speaking to himself, and again faded away.
    

    
      
    

    
     “The point is this, Bones,” said Hamilton severely, as they sat at breakfast, “if you don’t sleep when I am on duty, how the dickens can you do your own 
     
      tour
      when it 
     
      is
      your turn?”
    

    
     “It’s pretty generally known all along the Coast,” began the modest Bones, “that I’m called by the jolly old indigenous native The-Eye-That-Never-Closes——”
    

    
     “You said ‘eye,’ I think?” interrupted Hamilton, reaching for the sardines. “You’re quite sure that was the feature mentioned?”
    

    
     “ ‘Eye,’ ” said Bones truculently. “Bless my life an’ soul, Ham, be just! Be a sportsman, dear old fellow! Don’t rob poor old Bones of the last shreds of his poor honour! As poor old What’s-his-name says, ‘Who steals my purse steals nothing, but he who tries to pull a feller’s leg, when he’s down an’ out, is a naughty old rascal.’ ”
    

    
     “The-Eye-That-Never-Closes!” murmured Hamilton, and shook his head sadly.
    

    
     Bones took over his duty that night with every evidence of wakefulness. The launch had a small Hotchkiss gun in the bow, which Bones immediately loaded. In the middle of the night he forgot it was loaded, and idly snapped the trigger. Hamilton, with the trousers of his pyjamas tucked into mosquito boots, Sanders in an overcoat, and Patricia Hamilton strangely dressed, gathered on the shore and held a conference with Bones, who remained at his post in the middle of the river.
    

    
     It was a conference conducted at the top of everybody’s voice, and the hastily assembled Houssas, who had fallen in on the river’s bank, added to the volume of sound by a sub-toned discussion amongst themselves.
    

    
     “Awfully sorry!” yelled Bones. “Pure accident! Might have happened to any one. Shan’t occur again.”
    

    
     “The shell nearly hit the Residency, you—you—”
    

    
     “Not before the children!” warned Bones.
    

    
     No further mishap occurred that night, and the next night of watching, which fell to Hamilton, was without incident, for Bones slept the clock round.
    

    
     His turn came on the fourth night, though Sanders had volunteered to relieve him.
    

    
     “Now, listen, Bones,” said Hamilton, “and stand to attention when I’m speaking to you, you slack, insubordinate devil!”
    

    
     “Always the little gentleman!” murmured Bones.
    

    
     “Don’t go to sleep, don’t load the gun, don’t play the goat, don’t get panicky, don’t make a row, and don’t sing—that’s all.”
    

    
     “You’re sure you haven’t forgotten anything, sir?” asked Bones, with exaggerated solicitude. “You haven’t said anything about gramophones.”
    

    
     Bones went on board, and Hamilton, listening in the gathering darkness, heard the unmusical voice of his subordinate attempting the Soldiers’ Chorus very loudly, sung to cover the noise of the opening breech-block as he stealthily inserted a cartridge.
    

    
     Lieutenant Tibbetts was singularly wideawake that night, and, when the very natural feeling of exhilaration which comes to young people in moments of adventure had passed off, was singularly clear-headed. He lay face downward by the side of the gun, resting his chin on his folded arms, and stared out to sea. He felt no inclination to sleep, though the engineer and the steersman—who with four Houssas formed the crew—were snoring noisily.
    

    
     The only sound he heard was the swish of the river waters passing the boat, and the “hush-hush” of lazy breakers on the distant beach. Vampire-bats darted and circled over him, swift night-birds dipped and dived to left and right, there were alarming commotions in the water, and shapes that leapt up, all glistening in the starlight, but Bones was not to be diverted. At seventeen minutes past two—the moment “is logged” in the official records of the affair—Bones’s heart leapt to his throat.
    

    
     Something was entering the mouth of the river. He glued his eyes to his binoculars. It was a long craft—he guessed the length—and in the very centre a squat superstructure. He could not see the periscope.
    

    
     His eyes glanced along the sights, the rubbered shoulder-piece of the gun was gripped to his side. He aimed at the superstructure and fired.
    

    
     The sharp crash of the gun was echoed from wood to wood, but Bones had only eyes. He saw the superstructure leap and crumble. There was a yell which he did not hear, for he was loading again….
    

    
     N’kema had no time to mourn the loss of the spirit barrel which he had brought with such care and labour from Monrovia. He wrenched a paddle from the hands of a huddled paddler, and with a jerk of his shoulder pitched the dead man overboard. The swift current carried the canoe to sea and N’kema, aided by such of his crew as were left alive, helped the pace.
    

    
     Another shell whizzed over his head, and he heard the crash of its explosion out to sea.
    

    
     “Faster—faster!” breathed the one-eyed N’kema hoarsely. “O ju-ju beti, save N’kema! O ko-ko?”
    

    
     He stopped rowing in dismay, for right ahead of him lay the dark outlines of a ship.
    

    
     It was a strange-looking ship—a long line with a big hump in the middle. It was too late to stop the canoe, and it crashed against the frail side of the mysterious vessel, and there was a crackle and tinkle as of smashed crockery. Three spurts of flame came from the low deck of the ship, and N’kema rolled out of the canoe with a bullet through his heart.
    

    
      
    

    
     Bones came to breakfast that morning a picture of offended dignity. Hamilton’s wrath had subsided, but not his scepticism. He even offered gratuitous explanations.
    

    
     “No, sir and late respected friend,” said Bones coldly, “I wasn’t dreamin’, an’ it wasn’t a crocodile, nor Mrs. Hippo, with Master Hippo, takin’ a jolly old joy ride. It was a U-boat, an’ I smashed it to smithereens. Didn’t you notice the smell?”
    

    
     “There certainly was a curious smell,” agreed Sanders—“rather like rum.”
    

    
     “Now, my theory is——”
    

    
     Bones’ theory was not given to the table, for at that moment Abiboo came in with a telegram. Sanders read it aloud.
    

    
     “From Senior Naval Officer to Commissioner Sanders: U-boat picked up this morning thirty miles west mouth of river, badly holed. Captain reports fired at from your station, but holed by collision with canoe.”
    

    
     Bones beamed round the dumbfounded table.
    

    
     “What did I tell you?” he demanded triumphantly.
    

    
     “But holed by a canoe?” repeated the puzzled Hamilton.
    

    
     Bones shrugged his shoulders.
    

    
     “Did you ever know the Germans to speak the truth?” he added sadly.
    

   
  

 
  
   
    
     
      
       CHAPTER
      II
     

     
      THE SLEUTH
     

    

    
     
      M
     R. COMMISSIONER SANDERS sat in the palaver house of an N’gombi village, and the deep circle of half-naked cannibals who squatted about him were not happy. The cooking-pots of the village were untended, for the women and even the children had gathered at the edge of the crowd to hear in what manner Sandi would accept an embarrassing situation.
    

    
     All the morning the chief and his headmen had been talking, walking about the semicircle and waving their arms in gesticulations which betokened at once their earnestness and apprehension, and now the last speaker had finished, and it was the turn of the Law Giver.
    

    
     “All this morning have I listened to you,” said Sanders, in the deep-chested Bomongo tongue, “until my ears have grown weary. Now, this I know. That in the full of the sixth moon I come to this village, as is the custom, to take in my two hands the taxes you must pay to Government—so much fish, so much manioc, so much corn and rubber and ivory. Now, you tell me that your hunting has been poor, and that your crops have been bad, and your young men have been too sick to go into the far forest to tap the trees, and that I must take to my King one-half of what is his due. Now, I know—because I have many spies—that you have given great feasts, and have had dances, and have traded your rubber with the Araby for foolish trinkets. This I tell you—that I will come to you when three moons have passed, and you shall give me all that you owe, and then, when another three moons have gone, I will come again, and you shall give me full measure. This palaver is finished.”
    

    
     He rose stiffly from his stool and walked through the throng, which gave way sullenly and with lowering brows—for this order meant much work for the young men—and walked through the village. Standing before the hut of the chief M’liko was the little daughter of the house, a wilting, dejected figure. Sanders was fond of children, and he laid his hand upon the child’s head and said—
    

    
     “What is wrong with you, M’jibini?”
    

    
     “Lord,” said the child, “I have a great pain in my head.”
    

    
     “Go to my big ship,” said Sanders, “and speak with my soldier 
     
      capita
     , and he will give you good medicine.”
    

    
     It is a fact that the little girl did not go, but, overcome by fright at having been spoken to by so great a man, ran into her father’s hut.
    

    
     The chief M’liko came to the beach to see Sanders depart.
    

    
     “Lord,” said M’liko, “we are poor and feeble men, and what magic can you give us that we may perform all the terrible tasks you have set us?”
    

    
     Sanders looked at him through narrowed lids.
    

    
     “This day,” he said quietly, “my magic shall begin to work, and you will see that I am very powerful.”
    

    
     And he steamed away downstream, leaving a fuming and an insubordinate chief to scowl at the wake of the white
     
      Zaire
     
    

    
     That night the chief’s daughter died suddenly, and a vengeful M’liko called his kindred together to tell him of the magic Sandi had wrought.
    

    
     “This we know,” said M’liko, “that Sandi has been very cruel to the people of this village. Now he has done the worst of all, for he has put his hand upon the child of my second wife, and she has died the death.”
    

    
     He touched the ground to the left and to the right, to propitiate the ghost of the dead child, and all who listened did the same.
    

    
     “Now, if we do not work,” said M’liko, “Sandi will come here, and he will blast our children by his magic, for this he has promised to do by his own mouth. Shall we wait to die.” He peered round at the terrified faces, and saw that his kindred were with him.
    

    
     This happened a week before the events which are recorded below. On a hot spring evening Lieutenant Tibbetts strutted across the Houssas’ parade-ground, his brow wrinkled in a fierce frown. Now and again he would stop, open the big book he carried under his arm, read a passage and apparently memorize the wisdom he culled, for he threw up his head, closed his eyes, and appeared to be praying.
    

    
     His superior, Captain Hamilton, watched the performance with annoyance. Mr. Commissioner Sanders was a puzzled and amused spectator, but the girl, who stood between the two men in the shade of the Residency verandah, was all gurgling merriment.
    

    
     “What the dickens is wrong with Bones?” demanded Hamilton fretfully. “Is he training for a Buddhist priest, or something?”
    

    
     Bones came nearer, discovered with an exaggerated start that he had an audience, and, with a smile wholly self-conscious and apologetic, came with quick, mincing strides to the verandah steps, humming what he was pleased to describe as a “snatch” in a loud, unmusical hum.
    

    
     “Whenever you start singing, Bones,” growled Hamilton, “I am reminded of the noise which a gramophone makes before the needle strikes the harmony.”
    

    
     Bones clicked his heels and saluted. This heel clicking of his was a new accomplishment which for some reason was particularly irritating to Hamilton.
    

    
     “Where on earth did you pick up that disgusting habit of yours, Bones?” he snarled. The temperature was only a hundred and four in the shade, but the Houssa captain was shaking off an overnight attack of malaria.
    

    
     “Dear old sir an’ almost father,” said Bones airily, “there are certain jolly old stunts that a feller who is studyin’ for The Service has to get acquainted with.”
    

    
     “What service? Are you going to battle?” asked his incredulous chief. “And what is that book you’re hiking around?”
    

    
     Bones handed the volume to the other without a word.
    

    
     “ ‘Twenty Years in the Secret Service,’ by an ex-spy,” read Hamilton, and glared at his imperturbable junior.
    

    
     “Oh, Bones,” cried the admiring girl, “you’re not going to be a Secret Service man? How perfectly splendid!”
    

    
     Bones, flushed with pride, screwed in his monocle and clicked his heels again, bowing from the waist downward.
    

    
     “Army’s a bit dull, dear Miss Patricia Hamilton,” he said; “no chance for a feller with brains and that sort of thing. All very well for a dear old gentleman like Ham—no offence, jolly old skipper—but for a bright lad with vision an’ judgment——”
    

    
     “Do you mean to tell me that you’re swotting up this kind of stuff?” demanded Hamilton smacking the book with his cane.
    

    
     “Just pickin’ up a few hints—that’s all.” Bones clicked his heels again, saluted, and bent double.
    

    
     “Swedish drill, too? Good Heavens, Bones,” said Hamilton, wilfully dense, “what a deuce of a lot of things you have to learn in the Secret Service! Can you do conjuring tricks?”
    

    
     Bones shrugged his shoulders, raised his eyebrows, and spread out his palms in a gesture of despair.
    

    
     “Watch him closely, everybody,” said Hamilton admiringly—“he’s going to palm a rabbit!”
    

    
     Bones cleared his throat.
    

    
     “Between the diplomatic an’ the military mind, my jolly old officer, there’s a chasm which——”
    

    
     “Dinner!” said Sanders briskly. “Bones, we will anticipate your admission to the Great Service in the usual way. O Abiboo, bring me from the cold cellar of my fine house one bottle of the wine with the golden end, and also one bottle of the wine with the dust of many days.”
    

    
     “What has put me on to the idea,” said Bones, over coffee and one of Sanders’ black cheroots, which Bones, with politeness, made an heroic effort to enjoy, “was a remark dropped by that naval person—you remember, sir?—leading up to my daring conduct on the night of the fourteenth ultimo.”
    

    
     Hamilton nodded.
    

    
     “Naturally, it is a very difficult and dangerous job, requiring a certain amount of observation and powers of deduction, but this jolly old book of mine, sir, is a regular corker. The disguises that fellow carried! The jolly old dodges he tried! Full of hints, sir. One of the most valuable works in my collection.”
    

    
     “What is your collection?” asked Hamilton innocently.
    

    
     “Well, to be absolutely accurate, dear old friend,” explained Bones, “I haven’t made the collection yet, but I have written home for books on the criminal and physiognomy, all Lombroso’s stuff, an’ a complete manual on the finger-print system. I am also thinking of getting another microscope for bloodstains and all that sort of thing.”
    

    
     Sanders was eyeing the young man thoughtfully.
    

    
     “Do you really think you have an aptitude for following clues?”
    

    
     “An aptitude!” scoffed Bones. “My dear Excellency, it’s a gift. Why, when I was a kid about so high—”
    

    
     “Suppose something very important disappeared from the Residency, do you think you could track it down?” asked Sanders, and added: “I am asking you this because, seriously, Bones if you are keen on that kind of work I might be of some assistance to you.”
    

    
     “Give me,” said Bones impressively, “a button off the jolly old criminal’s coat, a bit of his cigar ash, a handkerchief he has worn—anything you like—and leave the rest to me.”
    

    
     “I wonder,” said Sanders.
    

    
     That Bones was an advanced pupil in the art of deduction he demonstrated the next morning, when he met Hamilton on the edge of the reservation wood. Hamilton was rather burdened, for he carried a fisherman’s creel and under his arm a thick bundle of rods.
    

    
     “You’ve been fishin’, sir,” said Bones carelessly. “From certain indications I gather you’ve had no luck. On your way back you met a man of the village, who asked you whether he might hunt in the reservation forest, to which you replied——”
    

    
     “How on earth did you know this?” demanded Hamilton.
    

    
     “Simple, dear old sir,” said Bones, with an indulgent smile. “In the first place, your creel is empty.”
    

    
     “As a matter of fact, it is full,” said Hamilton opening the lid of the basket and revealing an orderly mass of silver trout, “only it happens to be Sanders’s creel.”
    

    
     “Well, anyway,” said the unruffled Bones “You’ve been fishin’.”
    

    
     “On the contrary, I have been shooting,” replied Hamilton, with annoying calm. “But I happened to overtake the chief, and he asked me for my gun—he saw a hawk over the trout pond. I took his rod and traps, and came on.”
    

    
     Bones rolled his head from side to side in a gesture of impatience.
    

    
     “But tell me, how did you know I met a man who wanted a licence to shoot?”
    

    
     “Ah,” said Bones, in triumph, “there I’ve got you, dear old fellow. In the first place, by the dust on your boots——”
    

    
     “To be perfectly frank, I didn’t meet him,” interrupted Hamilton, “but Sanders did. M’fufa of Besibi. He said you had told him you couldn’t give a permit, and had sent him along to me. Am I right sir?”
    

    
     Bones coughed.
    

    
     “Deduction, dear old man, is one of those dinky little sciences that are in their infancy,” he said hurriedly. “An’ now let’s turn to more serious subjects.”
    

    
     Bang! Bang!
    

    
     “I wonder if Sanders got his hawk” said Hamilton, turning his face in the direction whence the sharp explosions came.
    

    
     “Personally,” said Bones, “I should not have taken two shots at a hawk. I should have taken only one, dear old sportsman.”
    

    
     “At the end of which time,” suggested Hamilton, “your hawk would have been halfway home. What is your serious subject, Bones?”
    

    
     They strolled together to the Residency, and Bones poured forth a story concerning a certain shortage of stores, due apparently to the fact that the last man who visited the store forgot to turn and remove the key. Bones condemned, in the fiercest language, the stupidity, the carelessness, and the criminal folly of a man who leaves a store unlocked in the midst of representatives of the Kano race. He concluded that the last person who had gone to the store had forgotten to lock the door—had, in fact, left the key in the lock—and invited Hamilton to search out the offender and visit upon him the severest penalties that military law allowed.
    

    
     “You were in the store after lunch yesterday,” accused Hamilton.
    

    
     “Me?” said the indignant Bones. “Certainly I was in the store.”
    

    
     “Did you lock it?”
    

    
     “Did I lock it?” gasped Bones, clasping his forehead. “Did I lock it? Now, I wonder, if I did lock it?”
    

    
     “Of course you didn’t lock it, you silly ass!” said Hamilton. “Who else could it have been? I gave you the key, which you did not return.”
    

    
     “It was a mistake,” said Bones mildly, “that anybody might make—anybody—I don’t care who it is, dear old Ham. 
     
      You
      might have made it yourself. If you cannot trust your own men, whom can you trust? Dear old lenient superior, have a heart!”
    

    
     The matter of the rifled store—no more than a bolt of cloth was missing, and that had been heavily drawn upon—lasted until the lunch gong sounded.
    

    
     Patricia Hamilton joined them on the verandah at a moment when the argument was becoming rather heated, and managed to soothe them both. Ten minutes passed but there was no sign of Sanders.
    

    
     Another five minutes passed, and Hamilton was growing a little alarmed, when Sanders appeared on the edge of the wood and came walking slowly toward the Residency. His gun was under his arm, and there was in his face that far-away look of detachment which came to him in very critical moments. He mounted the steps of the verandah, slowly put down his gun, and then, as on second thoughts, took it up again and carried it inside the building.
    

    
     “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said. “If you don’t mind I will wash my hands.”
    

    
     “What have you got there, sir?” asked Hamilton, for Sanders was holding very gingerly a thin arrow.
    

    
     “Be careful,” warned the Commissioner, and held up the point. The two men looked, and Hamilton uttered an exclamation, for the point was covered with a thin coating of brown gum.
    

    
     “Poisoned! Where did you find it?” asked Hamilton.
    

    
     “It nearly found me,” said Sanders grimly. “I was looking for my hawk, when it whizzed not an inch from my shoulder.”
    

    
     “But who——” began Hamilton.
    

    
     “I didn’t see the gentleman,” said Sanders, with a little smile. “I fired twice at the bush whence it came, and searched the path.”
    

    
     He went into his room and reappeared cheerily enough, in time to hear the conclusion of the many suggestions
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Lieutenant Bones.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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