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    This volume presents Beasts and Super-Beasts, Saki’s 1914 collection of thirty-six short stories, in its full sequence: from “The She-Wolf” to “On Approval.” Saki was the pen name of Hector Hugh Munro (1870–1916), an English writer whose reputation rests especially on short fiction. The book is not a novel or a connected narrative; its units are self-contained tales, varied in setting, situation, and cast. Read together, however, they make a deliberately shaped anthology of brief comic and unsettling encounters. The collection’s purpose is best understood as a concentrated display of Munro’s mature art of social observation, narrative economy, and controlled surprise.

Although these pieces are all short stories, they draw on several closely related modes: social comedy, domestic farce, satire, the animal tale, and the unsettling anecdote. Their scenes move between drawing rooms, country houses, gardens, schools, journeys, and family occasions, while their titles signal the range of Munro’s interests, from “The Hen” and “The Elk” to “The Byzantine Omelette” and “A Defensive Diamond.” Some stories center on children and their guardians; others on visitors, hosts, relatives, or aspiring reformers. This variety gives the collection breadth without abandoning the concise prose form through which Saki develops character, conflict, and comic tension.

Written under the name Saki, Munro brought to these stories an alertness to manners, status, and the ceremonies of polite society. Beasts and Super-Beasts appeared in 1914, the year the First World War began, and its fiction is alive to the pressures exerted by social expectation. Formal calls, hospitality, education, family duty, philanthropy, and fashionable opinion repeatedly furnish occasions for action. Yet the collection does not offer social record alone. Its settings are engines for fiction: rules are tested, assumptions are exposed, and apparently minor exchanges acquire disproportionate consequences. The resulting comedy is often elegant, but its edge remains sharp.

One of the book’s strongest unifying concerns is the instability of authority. Adults, experts, hosts, moral instructors, and self-appointed guardians may speak with complete confidence, while children, outsiders, or less celebrated observers prove harder to govern than expected. “The Schartz-Metterklume Method,” “Clovis on Parental Responsibilities,” “The Story-Teller,” and “The Lumber Room” are among the tales that make childhood and instruction especially fertile subjects for satire. Elsewhere, family ties, charitable impulses, romantic designs, and social improvement invite similar scrutiny. Munro’s interest is not in preaching a program; it lies in showing how language, decorum, and certainty can be turned against those who rely on them.

The title announces another recurrent source of energy: animals and animal imagery. Across stories such as “The She-Wolf,” “The Boar-Pig,” “The Hen,” “The Seventh Pullet,” “The Forbidden Buzzards,” “The Stalled Ox,” “The Elk,” and “Fur,” creatures, their names, or their associations enter a world otherwise governed by human etiquette. The contrast is productive. Animal presence can disturb a household, sharpen a social comparison, or puncture sentimental assumptions; it can also lend the stories an air of strangeness beneath their cultivated surfaces. “Super-Beasts” accordingly suggests not a single category but an imaginative scale on which civilized behavior itself may appear odd, theatrical, or predatory.

Munro’s stylistic distinction lies in compression. He establishes a social situation quickly, selects telling details of speech and behavior, and lets dialogue carry much of the pressure. His prose favors poise over explanation: an urbane narrative voice can make absurdity sound entirely reasonable, thereby intensifying the comedy or menace. Names, titles, menus, inherited habits, and small points of protocol are used with unusual precision, not as decorative period detail but as markers of competing claims to importance. The stories commonly depend on shifts in viewpoint and information, so that readers are invited to notice what characters overlook. Such economy gives even the slightest premise a taut, finished shape.

Taken as a whole, Beasts and Super-Beasts demonstrates Saki’s enduring achievement in the English short story. The collection joins polished comic invention to an unsparing awareness of vanity, conformity, and the precariousness of social control. Its tales can be enjoyed individually for their brisk situations and verbal ingenuity, but cumulative reading reveals recurring patterns of authority challenged, civility strained, and ordinary occasions made unpredictable. The 1914 volume also preserves the variety of Munro’s short-fiction practice, rather than reducing him to a handful of frequently anthologized pieces. This complete gathering therefore offers both an inviting entry to Saki and a sustained encounter with the range and coherence of his art.
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    Beasts and Super-Beasts appeared in 1914, gathering short fiction written largely during the last decade of Edwardian Britain. The collection belongs to a period when the short story flourished in London magazines such as the Westminster Gazette and Bystander, where H. H. Munro, writing as Saki, developed his compressed, satirical style. Contemporary readers recognized its settings: country houses, drawing rooms, schools, and suburban rituals governed by rank and convention. Rather than presenting a unified animal fable, the volume uses beasts, children, and accomplished deceivers to expose the fragility of respectable authority. Its first reception depended heavily on readers’ familiarity with those social codes.

Edwardian society, despite its later image of comfort and leisure, was marked by sharp distinctions of class, income, and manners. Country-house hospitality, shooting parties, visiting rules, and dependence upon domestic servants supplied a recognizable stage for several stories in the collection. Landed families retained cultural prestige, yet their position was increasingly questioned by urban wealth, professional employment, and democratic politics. Munro turns such pressures into comedy: minor breaches of etiquette become crises because social standing seems to rest on performance rather than security. His portraits of hosts, relatives, and aspirants therefore reflect a society alert to exclusion, imitation, and the embarrassment of failing to know one’s assigned place.

Changing assumptions about gender and marriage also inform the collection’s social satire. The campaign for women’s suffrage was highly visible before 1914: the Women’s Social and Political Union, founded by Emmeline Pankhurst in 1903, had made militancy and public debate unavoidable, although British women would not receive parliamentary voting rights until 1918. Munro’s women are not straightforward suffragist emblems; they often wield social intelligence, manipulate convention, or resist domestic expectations. Stories involving courtship, family authority, and female independence draw comic energy from the uncertainty surrounding the “New Woman.” This ambiguity could amuse contemporary readers while also revealing how unsettled established gender hierarchies had become.

The collection repeatedly treats childhood as a field of conflict between adult discipline and youthful imagination. This emphasis coincided with expanding public concern over children’s welfare and education. The Education Act of 1902 reorganized English schooling, free school meals were authorized in 1906, and the Children Act of 1908 strengthened state oversight of neglect and juvenile protection. Such reforms did not erase the authority of parents, governesses, and teachers, but they sharpened debate about how children should be managed. In The Story-Teller, The Lumber Room, The Schartz-Metterklume Method, and A Holiday Task, Munro parodies moral instruction and institutional certainty, often granting children a disruptive observational advantage.

Imperial geography gives many of these stories an intentionally unstable horizon. Munro had served in the Burma Police from 1893 to 1895 and later worked as a foreign correspondent, including in Russia and the Balkans; his fiction consequently draws on the vocabulary of colonial travel, military prestige, exotic fauna, and distant frontiers. At the height of the British Empire, readers encountered such references constantly in newspapers, popular adventure writing, and commercial culture. Yet Munro commonly converts imperial assurance into absurdity. Foreign names, animals, and supposedly expert knowledge unsettle rather than confirm British competence, making distant places useful instruments for puncturing provincial confidence at home.

Animals in the volume reflect more than a taste for comic surprise. Early twentieth-century Britain was increasingly urban, while the countryside and its creatures acquired powerful cultural meanings through sport, natural-history writing, pet keeping, and nostalgia for rural hierarchy. The Protection of Animals Act of 1911 also illustrates the period’s growing legislative attention to animal welfare. Munro exploits the contrast between sentimental attitudes toward animals and their unpredictable material presence. Dogs, pigs, birds, cats, and more dangerous beasts expose human vanity, cruelty, and misplaced control. The animal motif therefore joins the collection’s broader challenge to polished speech and the assumption that civilization reliably governs instinct.

The political background was equally contentious. Liberal governments after 1906 introduced welfare measures, while the 1909 People’s Budget and the Parliament Act of 1911 challenged the House of Lords’ power and intensified arguments about taxation, property, and social responsibility. Munro was politically conservative and distrusted the reforming rhetoric of Liberal and progressive public life. His stories do not offer a systematic political program, but their mockery of philanthropists, bureaucratic certainties, and well-meaning moralists reflects this skepticism. By making charitable or educational schemes miscarry in comic fashion, he appealed to readers who shared anxieties about an expanding state and the erosion of inherited authority.

Publication in 1914 placed Beasts and Super-Beasts at the threshold of the First World War. Most of its stories preserve the rhythms of prewar domestic life, yet their brittle social worlds gained a new retrospective significance once war disrupted class relations, family structures, and confidence in European stability. Munro enlisted after the outbreak of war, served as an ordinary soldier in the Royal Fusiliers, and was killed in France in November 1916. Later readers could therefore see the collection as a record of the Edwardian order’s final, self-mocking moment. Its lightness was not simply escapist: it captured a culture whose rules were already under pressure before the catastrophe transformed them.
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    The She-Wolf
A self-assured man encounters a woman whose unsettling claim to an animal nature tests his appetite for novelty and danger.
The story uses polished absurdity to satirize masculine vanity, fashionable eccentricity, and the instability of social roles.
Laura
The lingering influence of an overbearing young woman continues to trouble those who thought her safely absent from their lives.
Saki turns a supernatural premise into a dry comedy of resentment, memory, and domestic power.
The Boar-Pig
A child’s attachment to an unruly farm animal draws adults into a contest of sentiment, property, and convenience.
Its comic treatment of animals exposes the selfishness beneath supposedly sensible grown-up decisions.
The Brogue
A cultivated social setting is unsettled by a performance of identity that depends on accent, expectation, and deception.
The piece mocks the ease with which fashionable company mistakes theatrical surfaces for authenticity.
The Hen
A minor domestic concern involving a hen becomes an occasion for disproportionate feeling and social maneuvering.
Saki finds comedy in the seriousness people attach to trifles when pride and status are involved.
The Open Window
A nervous visitor is drawn into a country-house story that seems to explain a household’s peculiar expectation.
Its famous compact twist showcases Saki’s control of suspense, unreliable narration, and mischievous youthful invention.
The Treasure Ship
The prospect of a valuable discovery encourages romantic speculation and opportunism among people with competing expectations.
Adventure conventions are lightly deflated by Saki’s attention to self-interest and social calculation.
The Cobweb
A web of insinuation and misunderstanding entangles people who believe they can manage a delicate social situation.
The story treats gossip and indirect speech as potent instruments of manipulation.
The Lull
A temporary calm in a strained social environment invites characters to mistake pause for resolution.
Its restrained irony suggests that hostility and competition persist beneath civilized surfaces.
The Unkindest Blow
An apparently small affront becomes a painful reversal for someone whose confidence rests on social advantage.
Saki’s cool comic tone turns humiliation into a critique of vanity and complacency.
The Romancers
Young people seeking romance create imaginative versions of themselves and one another that reality cannot easily sustain.
The story balances sympathy for fantasy with irony about the poses encouraged by romantic expectation.
The Schartz-Metterklume Method
A young woman improvises an impressive educational theory in order to secure employment as a governess.
The farce ridicules parental credulity, fashionable pedagogy, and the authority of elaborate jargon.
The Seventh Pullet
A domestic or rural problem involving poultry becomes the focus of exaggerated hopes and practical schemes.
Saki uses animal-centered comedy to reveal the absurd seriousness of household ambition.
The Blind Spot
Characters fail to recognize what is plainly important because their assumptions direct attention elsewhere.
The story makes social blindness a source of both comedy and quiet moral exposure.
Dusk
A chance meeting at twilight leads a skeptical observer into assessing a stranger’s plausible tale of misfortune.
The urban anecdote is a sharply economical study of confidence, deception, and the limits of worldly judgment.
A Touch of Realism
An attempt to introduce greater realism into an artistic or social performance produces consequences nobody has properly considered.
Saki gently mocks the demand for authenticity when it conflicts with comfort, convention, and taste.
Cousin Teresa
An imposing relative’s presence rearranges the emotional balance of a household and tests its members’ patience.
The comedy draws force from family obligation, concealed irritation, and the tyranny of the apparently harmless guest.
The Yarkand Manner
A fashionable manner of behaving gains authority from its exotic associations and from people’s reluctance to question it.
The piece satirizes social imitation and the appetite for novelty disguised as sophistication.
The Byzantine Omelette
A breakfast-table difficulty becomes a contest of temperament, expertise, and domestic command.
Its mock-grave treatment of a trivial matter is characteristic of Saki’s social farce.
The Feast of Nemesis
A gathering shaped by old grievances offers an opportunity for revenge to appear in a suitably civilized form.
The story blends elegance and malice, treating hospitality as a potential weapon.
The Dreamer
A character’s imaginative inner life collides with the ordinary demands and judgments of the surrounding world.
Saki treats dreams and ideals with ambivalence, valuing their escape while exposing their social impracticality.
The Quince Tree
A seemingly modest domestic object becomes bound up with memory, possession, and competing emotional claims.
The story’s quiet premise develops into an ironic view of attachment and household authority.
The Forbidden Buzzards
An imposed prohibition gives an ordinary pursuit the glamour of danger and makes resistance more tempting.
Saki exploits the comic logic by which restriction, especially for the young, produces ingenuity and rebellion.
The Stake
A personal or social contest is intensified when pride becomes tied to a wager or symbolic commitment.
The story uses escalating consequences to puncture confidence in rational calculation and self-control.
Clovis on Parental Responsibilities
Clovis offers a provocative response to adult assumptions about children, duty, and moral supervision.
His polished irreverence makes parental authority appear both pompous and vulnerable to retaliation.
A Holiday Task
A school-related assignment becomes an occasion for invention, evasion, and an awkward encounter between youthful and adult expectations.
The tale combines schoolroom comedy with Saki’s recurring delight in subversive intelligence.
The Stalled Ox
An interruption involving an animal disrupts plans and exposes the contrasting priorities of those forced to deal with it.
The comic situation turns inconvenience into a test of class, patience, and practical competence.
The Story-Teller
A bachelor entertains restless children with a tale that rejects the moral lessons favored by their guardian.
The story is a concise manifesto for Saki’s own method: inventive, amoral-seeming, and sharply opposed to sentimental instruction.
A Defensive Diamond
The presence of a valuable jewel turns a polite social occasion into a game of suspicion, possession, and tactical behavior.
Saki transforms crime-story ingredients into a comedy of appearances and defensive self-interest.
The Elk
An encounter shaped by sporting expectations reveals the discomforts and vanities concealed within outdoor adventure.
The story gently undermines heroic masculine poses through anticlimax and social observation.
“Down Pens”
A moment of formal completion or enforced stopping point releases tensions that have been contained by an institutional routine.
The piece turns disciplined procedure into comedy by showing how little order governs the people within it.
The Name-Day
A ceremonial occasion intended to affirm affection and belonging becomes complicated by expectation and social obligation.
Saki uses the ritual of celebration to expose strained loyalties and the unequal distribution of attention.
The Lumber Room
A punished child escapes adult supervision through imaginative attention to a forbidden room full of neglected objects.
Its enduring appeal lies in its defense of curiosity against punitive, unimaginative authority.
Fur
An object associated with luxury and display becomes central to a social struggle over desire, ownership, and appearances.
The story treats material elegance as both a source of power and a prompt for comic moral compromise.
The Philanthropist and the Happy Cat
A well-meaning reformer encounters a creature whose contentment resists being interpreted as a problem requiring improvement.
Saki satirizes benevolent interference and the tendency to impose human theories on others’ lives.
On Approval
A woman considers prospective marriage partners through an arrangement that makes courtship unusually explicit and evaluative.
The comedy exposes matrimonial bargaining, gendered expectations, and the gap between romantic language and practical selection.
Collection-wide stylistic signatures
Across these stories, animals, children, guests, and outsiders repeatedly disturb polite settings and reveal the fragility of adult authority.
Saki’s style favors compressed plots, elegant dialogue, sudden reversals, and a coolly unsentimental satire of class, convention, and moral earnestness.
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Leonard Bilsiter was one of those people who have failed to find this world attractive or interesting, and who have sought compensation in an “unseen world” of their own experience or imagination — or invention. Children do that sort of thing successfully, but children are content to convince themselves, and do not vulgarise their beliefs by trying to convince other people. Leonard Bilsiter’s beliefs were for “the few,” that is to say, anyone who would listen to him.

His dabblings in the unseen might not have carried him beyond the customary platitudes of the drawing-room visionary if accident had not reinforced his stock-intrade of mystical lore. In company with a friend, who was interested in a Ural mining concern, he had made a trip across Eastern Europe at a moment when the great Russian railway strike was developing from a threat to a reality; its outbreak caught him on the return journey, somewhere on the further side of Perm, and it was while waiting for a couple of days at a wayside station in a state of suspended locomotion that he made the acquaintance of a dealer in harness and metalware, who profitably whiled away the tedium of the long halt by initiating his English travelling companion in a fragmentary system of folk-lore that he had picked up from Trans–Baikal traders and natives. Leonard returned to his home circle garrulous about his Russian strike experiences, but oppressively reticent about certain dark mysteries, which he alluded to under the resounding title of Siberian Magic. The reticence wore off in a week or two under the influence of an entire lack of general curiosity[1q], and Leonard began to make more detailed allusions to the enormous powers which this new esoteric force, to use his own description of it, conferred on the initiated few who knew how to wield it. His aunt, Cecilia Hoops, who loved sensation perhaps rather better than she loved the truth, gave him as clamorous an advertisement as anyone could wish for by retailing an account of how he had turned a vegetable marrow into a wood pigeon before her very eyes. As a manifestation of the possession of supernatural powers, the story was discounted in some quarters by the respect accorded to Mrs. Hoops’ powers of imagination.

However divided opinion might be on the question of Leonard’s status as a wonderworker or a charlatan, he certainly arrived at Mary Hampton’s house-party with a reputation for preeminence in one or other of those professions, and he was not disposed to shun such publicity as might fall to his share. Esoteric forces and unusual powers figured largely in whatever conversation he or his aunt had a share in, and his own performances, past and potential, were the subject of mysterious hints and dark avowals.

“I wish you would turn me into a wolf, Mr. Bilsiter,” said his hostess at luncheon the day after his arrival.

“My dear Mary,” said Colonel Hampton, “I never knew you had a craving in that direction.”

“A she-wolf, of course,” continued Mrs. Hampton; “it would be too confusing to change one’s sex as well as one’s species at a moment’s notice.”

“I don’t think one should jest on these subjects,” said Leonard.

“I’m not jesting, I’m quite serious, I assure you. Only don’t do it today; we have only eight available bridge players, and it would break up one of our tables. To-morrow we shall be a larger party. To-morrow night, after dinner —”

“In our present imperfect understanding of these hidden forces I think one should approach them with humbleness rather than mockery,” observed Leonard, with such severity that the subject was forthwith dropped.

Clovis Sangrail had sat unusually silent during the discussion on the possibilities of Siberian Magic; after lunch he side-tracked Lord Pabham into the comparative seclusion of the billiard-room and delivered himself of a searching question.

“Have you such a thing as a she-wolf in your collection of wild animals? A she-wolf of moderately good temper?”

Lord Pabham considered. “There is Loiusa,” he said, “a rather fine specimen of the timber-wolf. I got her two years ago in exchange for some Arctic foxes. Most of my animals get to be fairly tame before they’ve been with me very long; I think I can say Louisa has an angelic temper, as she-wolves go. Why do you ask?”

“I was wondering whether you would lend her to me for tomorrow night,” said Clovis, with the careless solicitude of one who borrows a collar stud or a tennis racquet.

“To-morrow night?”

“Yes, wolves are nocturnal animals, so the late hours won’t hurt her,” said Clovis, with the air of one who has taken everything into consideration; “one of your men could bring her over from Pabham Park after dusk, and with a little help he ought to be able to smuggle her into the conservatory at the same moment that Mary Hampton makes an unobtrusive exit.”

Lord Pabham stared at Clovis for a moment in pardonable bewilderment; then his face broke into a wrinkled network of laughter.

“Oh, that’s your game, is it? You are going to do a little Siberian Magic on your own account. And is Mrs. Hampton willing to be a fellow-conspirator?”

“Mary is pledged to see me through with it, if you will guarantee Louisa’s temper.”

“I’ll answer for Louisa,” said Lord Pabham.

By the following day the house-party had swollen to larger proportions, and Bilsiter’s instinct for self-advertisement expanded duly under the stimulant of an increased audience. At dinner that evening he held forth at length on the subject of unseen forces and untested powers, and his flow of impressive eloquence continued unabated while coffee was being served in the drawing-room preparatory to a general migration to the card-room.

His aunt ensured a respectful hearing for his utterances, but her sensation-loving soul hankered after something more dramatic than mere vocal demonstration.

“Won’t you do something to convince them of your powers, Leonard?” she pleaded; “change something into another shape. He can, you know, if he only chooses to,” she informed the company.

“Oh, do,” said Mavis Pellington earnestly, and her request was echoed by nearly everyone present. Even those who were not open to conviction were perfectly willing to be entertained by an exhibition of amateur conjuring.

Leonard felt that something tangible was expected of him.

“Has anyone present,” he asked, “got a three-penny bit or some small object of no particular value —?”

“You’re surely not going to make coins disappear, or something primitive of that sort?” said Clovis contemptuously.

“I think it very unkind of you not to carry out my suggestion of turning me into a wolf,” said Mary Hampton, as she crossed over to the conservatory to give her macaws their usual tribute from the dessert dishes.

“I have already warned you of the danger of treating these powers in a mocking spirit,” said Leonard solemnly.

“I don’t believe you can do it,” laughed Mary provocatively from the conservatory; “I dare you to do it if you can. I defy you to turn me into a wolf.”

As she said this she was lost to view behind a clump of azaleas.

“Mrs. Hampton —” began Leonard with increased solemnity, but he got no further. A breath of chill air seemed to rush across the room, and at the same time the macaws broke forth into ear-splitting screams.

“What on earth is the matter with those confounded birds, Mary?” exclaimed Colonel Hampton; at the same moment an even more piercing scream from Mavis Pellington stampeded the entire company from their seats. In various attitudes of helpless horror or instinctive defence they confronted the evil-looking grey beast that was peering at them from amid a setting of fern and azalea.

Mrs. Hoops was the first to recover from the general chaos of fright and bewilderment.

“Leonard!” she screamed shrilly to her nephew, “turn it back into Mrs. Hampton at once! It may fly at us at any moment. Turn it back!”

“I— I don’t know how to,” faltered Leonard, who looked more scared and horrified than anyone.

“What!” shouted Colonel Hampton, “you’ve taken the abominable liberty of turning my wife into a wolf, and now you stand there calmly and say you can’t turn her back again!”

To do strict justice to Leonard, calmness was not a distinguishing feature of his attitude at the moment.

“I assure you I didn’t turn Mrs. Hampton into a wolf; nothing was farther from my intentions,” he protested.

“Then where is she, and how came that animal into the conservatory?” demanded the Colonel.

“Of course we must accept your assurance that you didn’t turn Mrs. Hampton into a wolf,” said Clovis politely, “but you will agree that appearances are against you.”

“Are we to have all these recriminations with that beast standing there ready to tear us to pieces?” wailed Mavis indignantly.

“Lord Pabham, you know a good deal about wild beasts —” suggested Colonel Hampton.

“The wild beasts that I have been accustomed to,” said Lord Pabham, “have come with proper credentials from well-known dealers, or have been bred in my own menagerie. I’ve never before been confronted with an animal that walks unconcernedly out of an azalea bush, leaving a charming and popular hostess unaccounted for. As far as one can judge from outward characteristics,” he continued, “it has the appearance of a well-grown female of the North American timber-wolf, a variety of the common species canis lupus.”

“Oh, never mind its Latin name,” screamed Mavis, as the beast came a step or two further into the room; “can’t you entice it away with food, and shut it up where it can’t do any harm?”

“If it is really Mrs. Hampton, who has just had a very good dinner, I don’t suppose food will appeal to it very strongly,” said Clovis.

“Leonard,” beseeched Mrs. Hoops tearfully, “even if this is none of your doing can’t you use your great powers to turn this dreadful beast into something harmless before it bites us all — a rabbit or something?”

“I don’t suppose Colonel Hampton would care to have his wife turned into a succession of fancy animals as though we were playing a round game with her,” interposed Clovis.

“I absolutely forbid it,” thundered the Colonel.

“Most wolves that I’ve had anything to do with have been inordinately fond of sugar,” said Lord Pabham; “if you like I’ll try the effect on this one.”

He took a piece of sugar from the saucer of his coffee cup and flung it to the expectant Louisa, who snapped it in mid-air. There was a sigh of relief from the company; a wolf that ate sugar when it might at the least have been employed in tearing macaws to pieces had already shed some of its terrors. The sigh deepened to a gasp of thanks-giving when Lord Pabham decoyed the animal out of the room by a pretended largesse of further sugar. There was an instant rush to the vacated conservatory. There was no trace of Mrs. Hampton except the plate containing the macaws’ supper.

“The door is locked on the inside!” exclaimed Clovis, who had deftly turned the key as he affected to test it.

Everyone turned towards Bilsiter.

“If you haven’t turned my wife into a wolf,” said Colonel Hampton, “will you kindly explain where she has disappeared to, since she obviously could not have gone through a locked door? I will not press you for an explanation of how a North American timber-wolf suddenly appeared in the conservatory, but I think I have some right to inquire what has become of Mrs. Hampton.”

Bilsiter’s reiterated disclaimer was met with a general murmur of impatient disbelief.

“I refuse to stay another hour under this roof,” declared Mavis Pellington.

“If our hostess has really vanished out of human form,” said Mrs. Hoops, “none of the ladies of the party can very well remain. I absolutely decline to be chaperoned by a wolf!”

“It’s a she-wolf,” said Clovis soothingly.

The correct etiquette to be observed under the unusual circumstances received no further elucidation. The sudden entry of Mary Hampton deprived the discussion of its immediate interest.

“Some one has mesmerised me,” she exclaimed crossly; “I found myself in the game larder, of all places, being fed with sugar by Lord Pabham. I hate being mesmerised, and the doctor has forbidden me to touch sugar.”

The situation was explained to her, as far as it permitted of anything that could be called explanation.

“Then you really did turn me into a wolf, Mr. Bilsiter?” she exclaimed excitedly.

But Leonard had burned the boat in which he might now have embarked on a sea of glory. He could only shake his head feebly.

“It was I who took that liberty,” said Clovis; “you see, I happen to have lived for a couple of years in North–Eastern Russia, and I have more than a tourist’s acquaintance with the magic craft of that region. One does not care to speak about these strange powers, but once in a way, when one hears a lot of nonsense being talked about them, one is tempted to show what Siberian magic can accomplish in the hands of someone who really understands it. I yielded to that temptation. May I have some brandy? the effort has left me rather faint.”

If Leonard Bilsiter could at that moment have transformed Clovis into a cockroach and then have stepped on him he would gladly have performed both operations.
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“You are not really dying, are you?” asked Amanda.

“I have the doctor’s permission to live till Tuesday,” said Laura.

“But today is Saturday; this is serious!” gasped Amanda.

“I don’t know about it being serious; it is certainly Saturday,” said Laura.

“Death is always serious,” said Amanda.

“I never said I was going to die. I am presumably going to leave off being Laura, but I shall go on being something. An animal of some kind, I suppose. You see, when one hasn’t been very good in the life one has just lived, one reincarnates in some lower organism. And I haven’t been very good, when one comes to think of it. I’ve been petty and mean and vindictive and all that sort of thing when circumstances have seemed to warrant it.”

“Circumstances never warrant that sort of thing,” said Amanda hastily.

“If you don’t mind my saying so,” observed Laura, “Egbert is a circumstance that would warrant any amount of that sort of thing. You’re married to him — that’s different; you’ve sworn to love, honour, and endure him: I haven’t.”

“I don’t see what’s wrong with Egbert,” protested Amanda.

“Oh, I daresay the wrongness has been on my part,” admitted Laura dispassionately; “he has merely been the extenuating circumstance. He made a thin, peevish kind of fuss, for instance, when I took the collie puppies from the farm out for a run the other day.”

“They chased his young broods of speckled Sussex and drove two sitting hens off their nests, besides running all over the flower beds. You know how devoted he is to his poultry and garden.”

“Anyhow, he needn’t have gone on about it for the entire evening and then have said, ‘Let’s say no more about it’ just when I was beginning to enjoy the discussion. That’s where one of my petty vindictive revenges came in,” added Laura with an unrepentant chuckle; “I turned the entire family of speckled Sussex into his seedling shed the day after the puppy episode.”

“How could you?” exclaimed Amanda.

“It came quite easy,” said Laura; “two of the hens pretended to be laying at the time, but I was firm.”

“And we thought it was an accident!”

“You see,” resumed Laura, “I really have some grounds for supposing that my next incarnation will be in a lower organism. I shall be an animal of some kind. On the other hand, I haven’t been a bad sort in my way, so I think I may count on being a nice animal, something elegant and lively, with a love of fun. An otter, perhaps.”

“I can’t imagine you as an otter,” said Amanda.

“Well, I don’t suppose you can imagine me as an angel, if it comes to that,” said Laura.

Amanda was silent. She couldn’t.

“Personally I think an otter life would be rather enjoyable,” continued Laura; “salmon to eat all the year round, and the satisfaction of being able to fetch the trout in their own homes without having to wait for hours till they condescend to rise to the fly you’ve been dangling before them; and an elegant svelte figure —”

“Think of the otter hounds,” interposed Amanda; “how dreadful to be hunted and harried and finally worried to death!”

“Rather fun with half the neighbourhood looking on, and anyhow not worse than this Saturday-to-Tuesday business of dying by inches; and then I should go on into something else. If I had been a moderately good otter I suppose I should get back into human shape of some sort; probably something rather primitive — a little brown, unclothed Nubian boy, I should think.”

“I wish you would be serious,” sighed Amanda; “you really ought to be if you’re only going to live till Tuesday.”

As a matter of fact Laura died on Monday.

“So dreadfully upsetting,” Amanda complained to her uncle-inlaw, Sir Lulworth Quayne. “I’ve asked quite a lot of people down for golf and fishing, and the rhododendrons are just looking their best.”

“Laura always was inconsiderate,” said Sir Lulworth; “she was born during Goodwood week, with an Ambassador staying in the house who hated babies.”

“She had the maddest kind of ideas,” said Amanda; “do you know if there was any insanity in her family?”

“Insanity? No, I never heard of any. Her father lives in West Kensington, but I believe he’s sane on all other subjects.”

“She had an idea that she was going to be reincarnated as an otter,” said Amanda.

“One meets with those ideas of reincarnation so frequently, even in the West,” said Sir Lulworth, “that one can hardly set them down as being mad. And Laura was such an unaccountable person in this life that I should not like to lay down definite rules as to what she might be doing in an after state.”

“You think she really might have passed into some animal form?” asked Amanda. She was one of those who shape their opinions rather readily from the standpoint of those around them.

Just then Egbert entered the breakfast-room, wearing an air of bereavement that Laura’s demise would have been insufficient, in itself, to account for.

“Four of my speckled Sussex have been killed,” he exclaimed; “the very four that were to go to the show on Friday. One of them was dragged away and eaten right in the middle of that new carnation bed that I’ve been to such trouble and expense over. My best flower bed and my best fowls singled out for destruction; it almost seems as if the brute that did the deed had special knowledge how to be as devastating as possible in a short space of time.”

“Was it a fox, do you think?” asked Amanda.

“Sounds more like a polecat,” said Sir Lulworth.

“No,” said Egbert, “there were marks of webbed feet all over the place, and we followed the tracks down to the stream at the bottom of the garden; evidently an otter.”

Amanda looked quickly and furtively across at Sir Lulworth.

Egbert was too agitated to eat any breakfast, and went out to superintend the strengthening of the poultry yard defences.

“I think she might at least have waited till the funeral was over,” said Amanda in a scandalised voice.

“It’s her own funeral, you know,” said Sir Lulworth; “it’s a nice point in etiquette how far one ought to show respect to one’s own mortal remains.”

Disregard for mortuary convention was carried to further lengths next day; during the absence of the family at the funeral ceremony the remaining survivors of the speckled Sussex were massacred. The marauder’s line of retreat seemed to have embraced most of the flower beds on the lawn, but the strawberry beds in the lower garden had also suffered.

“I shall get the otter hounds to come here at the earliest possible moment,” said Egbert savagely.

“On no account! You can’t dream of such a thing!” exclaimed Amanda. “I mean, it wouldn’t do, so soon after a funeral in the house.”

“It’s a case of necessity,” said Egbert; “once an otter takes to that sort of thing it won’t stop.”

“Perhaps it will go elsewhere now there are no more fowls left,” suggested Amanda.

“One would think you wanted to shield the beast,” said Egbert.

“There’s been
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