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About Haggard:

Henry Rider Haggard was born at Bradenham, Norfolk, to Sir
William Meybohm Rider Haggard, a barrister, and Ella Doveton, an
author and poet. He was the eighth of ten children. He was
initially sent to Garsington Rectory in Oxfordshire to study under
the Reverend H.J. Graham but, unlike his older brothers who
graduated from various Public Schools, he ended up attending
Ipswich Grammar School. This was because his father, who regarded
him as somebody who was not going to amount to much, could no
longer afford to maintain his expensive private education. After
failing his army entrance exam he was sent to a private ‘crammer’
in London to prepare for the entrance exam for the British Foreign
Office, which in the end he never sat. Instead Haggard’s father
sent him to Africa in an unpaid position as assistant to the
secretary to the Lieutenant-Governor of Natal, Sir Henry Bulwer. It
was in this role that Haggard was present in Pretoria for the
official announcement of the British annexation of the Boer
Republic of the Transvaal. In fact, Haggard raised the Union Flag
and was forced to read out much of the proclamation following the
loss of voice of the official originally entrusted with the duty.
As a young man, Haggard fell deeply in love with Lilith Jackson,
whom he intended to marry once he obtained paid employment in South
Africa. In 1878 he became Registrar of the High Court in the
Transvaal, but when he sent his father a letter telling him that he
intended to return to England in order to marry Lilith Jackson his
father replied that he forbade it until he had made a career for
himself. In 1879 he heard that Lilith had married someone else.
When he eventually returned to England he married a friend of his
sister, Mariana Louisa Margitson and brought her back to Africa.
Later they had a son named Jock (who died of measles at the age of
10) and three daughters. Returning again to England in 1882, the
couple settled in Ditchingham, Norfolk. Later he lived in
Kessingland and had connections with the church in Bungay, Suffolk.
He turned to the study of law and was called to the bar in 1884.
His practice of law was somewhat desultory, and much of his time
was taken up by the writing of novels. Heavily influenced by the
larger-than-life adventurers he met in Colonial Africa, most
notably Frederick Selous and Frederick Russell Burnham, the great
mineral wealth discovered in Africa, and the ruins of ancient lost
civilizations in Africa such as Great Zimbabwe, Haggard created his
Allan Quatermain adventures. Three of his books, The Wizard (1896),
Elissa; the doom of Zimbabwe (1899), and Black Heart and White
Heart; a Zulu idyll (1900) are dedicated to Burnham's daughter,
Nada, the first white child born in Bulawayo, herself named after
Haggard's 1892 book: Nada the Lily. Years later, when Haggard was a
successful novelist, he was contacted by his former love, Lilith
Jackson. She had been deserted by her husband, who had left her
penniless and infected her with syphilis, from which she eventually
died. It was Haggard who paid her medical bills. These details were
not generally known until the publication of Haggard's 1983
biography by D. S. Higgins. Haggard was heavily involved in
agricultural reform and was a member of many Commissions on land
use and related affairs, work that involved several trips to the
Colonies and Dominions. He was made a Knight Bachelor in 1912, and
a Knight Commander of the Order of the British Empire in 1919. He
stood unsuccessfully for parliament as a candidate for the
Conservative Party. 








Notes


It may interest readers of this story to know that its author
believes it to have a certain foundation in fact.

It was said about five-and-twenty or thirty years ago that an
adventurous trader, hearing from some natives in the territory that
lies at the back of Quilimane, the legend of a great treasure
buried in or about the sixteenth century by a party of Portuguese
who were afterwards massacred, as a last resource attempted its
discovery by the help of a mesmerist. According to this history the
child who was used as a subject in the experiment, when in a state
of trance, detailed the adventures and death of the unhappy
Portuguese men and women, two of whom leapt from the point of a
high rock into the Zambesi. Although he knew no tongue but English,
this clairvoyant child is declared to have repeated in Portuguese
the prayers these unfortunates offered up, and even to have sung
the very hymns they sang. Moreover, with much other detail, he
described the burial of the great treasure and its exact situation
so accurately that the white man and the mesmerist were able to dig
for and find the place where it had been—for the bags were
gone, swept out by the floods of the river.

Some gold coins remained, however, one of them a ducat of
Aloysius Mocenigo, Doge of Venice. Afterwards the boy was again
thrown into a trance (in all he was mesmerized eight times), and
revealed where the sacks still lay; but before the white trader
could renew his search for them, the party was hunted out of the
country by natives whose superstitious fears were aroused, barely
escaping with their lives.

It should be added that, as in the following tale, the chief who
was ruling there when the tragedy happened, declared the place to
be sacred, and that if it were entered evil would befall his tribe.
Thus it came about that for generations it was never violated,
until at length his descendants were driven farther from the river
by war, and from one of them the white man heard the legend.










Chapter 1
Confidences


Beautiful, beautiful was that night! No air that stirred; the
black smoke from the funnels of the mail steamer Zanzibar
lay low over the surface of the sea like vast, floating ostrich
plumes that vanished one by one in the starlight. Benita Beatrix
Clifford, for that was her full name, who had been christened
Benita after her mother and Beatrix after her father's only sister,
leaning idly over the bulwark rail, thought to herself that a child
might have sailed that sea in a boat of bark and come safely into
port.

Then a tall man of about thirty years of age, who was smoking a
cigar, strolled up to her. At his coming she moved a little as
though to make room for him beside her, and there was something in
the motion which, had anyone been there to observe it, might have
suggested that these two were upon terms of friendship, or still
greater intimacy. For a moment he hesitated, and while he did so an
expression of doubt, of distress even, gathered on his face. It was
as though he understood that a great deal depended on whether he
accepted or declined that gentle invitation, and knew not which to
do.

Indeed, much did depend upon it, no less than the destinies of
both of them. If Robert Seymour had gone by to finish his cigar in
solitude, why then this story would have had a very different
ending; or, rather, who can say how it might have ended? The dread,
foredoomed event with which that night was big would have come to
its awful birth leaving certain words unspoken. Violent separation
must have ensued, and even if both of them had survived the terror,
what prospect was there that their lives would again have crossed
each other in that wide Africa?

But it was not so fated, for just as he put his foot forward to
continue his march Benita spoke in her low and pleasant voice.

"Are you going to the smoking-room or to the saloon to dance,
Mr. Seymour? One of the officers just told me that there is to be a
dance," she added, in explanation, "because it is so calm that we
might fancy ourselves ashore."

"Neither," he answered. "The smoking-room is stuffy, and my
dancing days are over. No; I proposed to take exercise after that
big dinner, and then to sit in a chair and fall asleep. But," he
added, and his voice grew interested, "how did you know that it was
I? You never turned your head."

"I have ears in my head as well as eyes," she answered with a
little laugh, "and after we have been nearly a month together on
this ship I ought to know your step."

"I never remember that anyone ever recognized it before," he
said, more to himself than to her, then came and leaned over the
rail at her side. His doubts were gone. Fate had spoken.

For a while there was silence between them, then he asked her if
she were not going to the dance.

Benita shook her head.

"Why not? You are fond of dancing, and you dance very well. Also
there are plenty of officers for partners, especially Captain——"
and he checked himself.

"I know," she said; "it would be pleasant, but—Mr. Seymour, will
you think me foolish if I tell you something?"

"I have never thought you foolish yet, Miss Clifford, so I don't
know why I should begin now. What is it?"

"I am not going to the dance because I am afraid, yes, horribly
afraid."

"Afraid! Afraid of what?"

"I don't quite know, but, Mr. Seymour, I feel as though we were
all of us upon the edge of some dreadful catastrophe—as though
there were about to be a mighty change, and beyond it another life,
something new and unfamiliar. It came over me at dinner—that was
why I left the table. Quite suddenly I looked, and all the people
were different, yes, all except a few."

"Was I different?" he asked curiously.

"No, you were not," and he thought he heard her add "Thank God!"
beneath her breath.

"And were you different?"

"I don't know. I never looked at myself; I was the seer, not the
seen. I have always been like that."

"Indigestion," he said reflectively. "We eat too much on board
ship, and the dinner was very long and heavy. I told you so, that's
why I'm taking—I mean why I wanted to take exercise."

"And to go to sleep afterwards."

"Yes, first the exercise, then the sleep. Miss Clifford, that is
the rule of life—and death. With sleep thought ends, therefore for
some of us your catastrophe is much to be desired, for it would
mean long sleep and no thought."

"I said that they were changed, not that they had ceased to
think. Perhaps they thought the more."

"Then let us pray that your catastrophe may be averted. I
prescribe for you bismuth and carbonate of soda. Also in this
weather it seems difficult to imagine such a thing. Look now, Miss
Clifford," he added, with a note of enthusiasm in his voice,
pointing towards the east, "look."

Her eyes followed his outstretched hand, and there, above the
level ocean, rose the great orb of the African moon. Lo! of a
sudden all that ocean turned to silver, a wide path of rippling
silver stretched from it to them. It might have been the road of
angels. The sweet soft light beat upon their ship, showing its
tapering masts and every detail of the rigging. It passed on beyond
them, and revealed the low, foam-fringed coast-line rising here and
there, dotted with kloofs and their clinging bush. Even the round
huts of Kaffir kraals became faintly visible in that radiance.
Other things became visible also— for instance, the features of
this pair.

The man was light in his colouring, fair-skinned, with fair hair
which already showed a tendency towards greyness, especially in the
moustache, for he wore no beard. His face was clean cut, not
particularly handsome, since, their fineness notwithstanding, his
features lacked regularity; the cheekbones were too high and the
chin was too small, small faults redeemed to some extent by the
steady and cheerful grey eyes. For the rest, he was
broad-shouldered and well- set-up, sealed with the indescribable
stamp of the English gentleman. Such was the appearance of Robert
Seymour.

In that light the girl at his side looked lovely, though, in
fact, she had no real claims to loveliness, except perhaps as
regards her figure, which was agile, rounded, and peculiarly
graceful. Her foreign-looking face was unusual, dark-eyed, a
somewhat large and very mobile mouth, fair and waving hair, a broad
forehead, a sweet and at times wistful face, thoughtful for the
most part, but apt to be irradiated by sudden smiles. Not a
beautiful woman at all, but exceedingly attractive, one possessing
magnetism.

She gazed, first at the moon and the silver road beneath it,
then, turning, at the land beyond.

"We are very near to Africa, at last," she said.

"Too near, I think," he answered. "If I were the captain I
should stand out a point or two. It is a strange country, full of
surprises. Miss Clifford, will you think me rude if I ask you why
you are going there? You have never told me—quite."

"No, because the story is rather a sad one; but you shall hear
it if you wish. Do you?"

He nodded, and drew up two deck chairs, in which they settled
themselves in a corner made by one of the inboard boats, their
faces still towards the sea.

"You know I was born in Africa," she said, "and lived there till
I was thirteen years old—why, I find I can still speak Zulu; I did
so this afternoon. My father was one of the early settlers in
Natal. His father was a clergyman, a younger son of the
Lincolnshire Cliffords. They are great people there still, though I
don't suppose that they are aware of my existence."

"I know them," answered Robert Seymour. "Indeed, I was shooting
at their place last November—when the smash came," and he sighed;
"but go on."

"Well, my father quarrelled with his father, I don't know what
about, and emigrated. In Natal he married my mother, a Miss
Ferreira, whose name—like mine and her mother's—was Benita. She was
one of two sisters, and her father, Andreas Ferreira, who married
an English lady, was half Dutch and half Portuguese. I remember him
well, a fine old man with dark eyes and an iron-grey beard. He was
wealthy as things went in those days—that is to say, he had lots of
land in Natal and the Transvaal, and great herds of stock. So you
see I am half English, some Dutch, and more than a quarter
Portuguese—quite a mixture of races. My father and mother did not
get on well together. Mr. Seymour, I may as well tell you all the
truth: he drank, and although he was passionately fond of her, she
was jealous of him. Also he gambled away most of her patrimony, and
after old Andreas Ferreira's death they grew poor. One night there
was a dreadful scene between them, and in his madness he struck
her.

"Well, she was a very proud woman, determined, too, and she
turned on him and said—for I heard her—'I will never forgive you;
we have done with each other.' Next morning, when my father was
sober, he begged her pardon, but she made no answer, although he
was starting somewhere on a fortnight's trek. When he had gone my
mother ordered the Cape cart, packed up her clothes, took some
money that she had put away, drove to Durban, and after making
arrangements at the bank about a small private income of her own,
sailed with me for England, leaving a letter for my father in which
she said that she would never see him again, and if he tried to
interfere with me she would put me under the protection of the
English court, which would not allow me to be taken to the home of
a drunkard.

"In England we went to live in London with my aunt, who had
married a Major King, but was a widow with five children. My father
often wrote to persuade my mother to go back to him, but she never
would, which I think was wrong of her. So things went on for twelve
years or more, till one day my mother suddenly died, and I came
into her little fortune of between £200 and £300 a year, which she
had tied up so that nobody can touch it. That was about a year ago.
I wrote to tell my father of her death, and received a pitiful
letter; indeed, I have had several of them. He implored me to come
out to him and not to leave him to die in his loneliness, as he
soon would do of a broken heart, if I did not. He said that he had
long ago given up drinking, which was the cause of the ruin of his
life, and sent a certificate signed by a magistrate and a doctor to
that effect. Well, in the end, although all my cousins and their
mother advised me against it, I consented, and here I am. He is to
meet me at Durban, but how we shall get on together is more than I
can say, though I long to see him, for after all he is my
father."

"It was good of you to come, under all the circumstances. You
must have a brave heart," said Robert reflectively.

"It is my duty," she answered. "And for the rest, I am not
afraid who was born to Africa. Indeed, often and often have I
wished to be back there again, out on the veld, far away from the
London streets and fog. I am young and strong, and I want to see
things, natural things— not those made by man, you know—the things
I remember as a child. One can always go back to London."

"Yes, or at least some people can. It is a curious thing, Miss
Clifford, but as it happens I have met your father. You always
reminded me of the man, but I had forgotten his name. Now it comes
back to me; it was Clifford."

"Where on earth?" she asked, astonished.

"In a queer place. As I told you, I have visited South Africa
before, under different circumstances. Four years ago I was out
here big-game shooting. Going in from the East coast my brother and
I—he is dead now, poor fellow—got up somewhere in the Matabele
country, on the banks of the Zambesi. As we didn't find much game
there we were going to strike south, when some natives told us of a
wonderful ruin that stood on a hill overhanging the river a few
miles farther on. So, leaving the waggon on the hither side of the
steep nek, over which it would have been difficult to drag it, my
brother and I took our rifles and a bag of food and started. The
place was farther off than we thought, although from the top of the
nek we could see it clearly enough, and before we reached it dark
had fallen.

"Now we had observed a waggon and a tent outside the wall which
we thought must belong to white men, and headed for them. There was
a light in the tent, and the flap was open, the night being very
hot. Inside two men were seated, one old, with a grey beard, and
the other, a good-looking fellow—under forty, I should say—with a
Jewish face, dark, piercing eyes, and a black, pointed beard. They
were engaged in examining a heap of gold beads and bangles, which
lay on the table between them. As I was about to speak, the
black-bearded man heard or caught sight of us, and seizing a rifle
that leaned against the table, swung round and covered me.

"'For God's sake don't shoot, Jacob,' said the old man; 'they
are English.'

"'Best dead, any way,' answered the other, in a soft voice, with
a slight foreign accent, 'we don't want spies or thieves here.'

"'We are neither, but I can shoot as well as you, friend,' I
remarked, for by this time my rifle was on him.

"Then he thought better of it, and dropped his gun, and we
explained that we were merely on an archæological expedition. The
end of it was that we became capital friends, though neither of us
could cotton much to Mr. Jacob—I forget his other name. He struck
me as too handy with his rifle, and was, I gathered, an individual
with a mysterious and rather lurid past. To cut a long story short,
when he found out that we had no intention of poaching, your
father, for it was he, told us frankly that they were
treasure-hunting, having got hold of some story about a vast store
of gold which had been hidden away there by Portuguese two or three
centuries before. Their trouble was, however, that the Makalanga,
who lived in the fortress, which was called Bambatse, would not
allow them to dig, because they said the place was haunted, and if
they did so it would bring bad luck to their tribe."

"And did they ever get in?" asked Benita.

"I am sure I don't know, for we went next day, though before we
left we called on the Makalanga, who admitted us all readily enough
so long as we brought no spades with us. By the way, the gold we
saw your father and his friend examining was found in some ancient
graves outside the walls, but had nothing to do with the big and
mythical treasure."

"What was the place like? I love old ruins," broke in Benita
again.

"Oh! wonderful. A gigantic, circular wall built by heaven knows
who, then half-way up the hill another wall, and near the top a
third wall which, I understood, surrounded a sort of holy of
holies, and above everything, on the brink of the precipice, a
great cone of granite."

"Artificial or natural?"

"I don't know. They would not let us up there, but we were
introduced to their chief and high priest, Church and State in one,
and a wonderful old man he was, very wise and very gentle. I
remember he told me he believed we should meet again, which seemed
an odd thing for him to say. I asked him about the treasure and why
he would not let the other white men look for it. He answered that
it would never be found by any man, white or black, that only a
woman would find it at the appointed time, when it pleased the
Spirit of Bambatse, under whose guardianship it was."

"Who was the Spirit of Bambatse, Mr. Seymour?"

"I can't tell you, couldn't make out anything definite about
her, except that she was said to be white, and to appear sometimes
at sunrise, or in the moonlight, standing upon the tall point of
rock of which I told you. I remember that I got up before the dawn
to look for her—like an idiot, for of course I saw nothing—and
that's all I know about the matter."

"Did you have any talk with my father, Mr. Seymour—alone, I
mean?"

"Yes, a little. The next day he walked back to our waggon with
us, being glad, I fancy, of a change from the perpetual society of
his partner Jacob. That wasn't wonderful in a man who had been
brought up at Eton and Oxford, as I found out he had, like myself,
and whatever his failings may have been—although we saw no sign of
them, for he would not touch a drop of spirits—was a gentleman,
which Jacob wasn't. Still, he—Jacob—had read a lot, especially on
out-of-the-way subjects, and could talk every language under the
sun—a clever and agreeable scoundrel in short."

"Did my father say anything about himself?"

"Yes; he told me that he had been an unsuccessful man all his
life, and had much to reproach himself with, for we got quite
confidential at last. He added that he had a family in England—what
family he didn't say—whom he was anxious to make wealthy by way of
reparation for past misdeeds, and that was why he was
treasure-hunting. However, from what you tell me, I fear he never
found anything."

"No, Mr. Seymour, he never found it and never will, but all the
same I am glad to hear that he was thinking of us. Also I should
like to explore that place, Bambatse."

"So should I, Miss Clifford, in your company, and your father's,
but not in that of Jacob. If ever you should go there with him, I
say:— 'Beware of Jacob.'"

"Oh! I am not afraid of Jacob," she answered with a laugh,
"although I believe that my father still has something to do with
him—at least in one of his letters he mentioned his partner, who
was a German."

"A German! I think that he must have meant a German Jew."

After this there was silence between them for a time, then he
said suddenly, "You have told me your story, would you like to hear
mine?"

"Yes," she answered.

"Well, it won't take you long to listen to it, for, Miss
Clifford, like Canning's needy knife-grinder, I have really none to
tell. You see before you one of the most useless persons in the
world, an undistinguished member of what is called in England the
'leisured class,' who can do absolutely nothing that is worth
doing, except shoot straight."

"Indeed," said Benita.

"You do not seem impressed with that accomplishment," he went
on, "yet it is an honest fact that for the last fifteen years—I was
thirty-two this month—practically my whole time has been given up
to it, with a little fishing thrown in in the spring. As I want to
make the most of myself, I will add that I am supposed to be among
the six best shots in England, and that my ambition—yes, great
Heavens! my ambition—was to become better than the other five. By
that sin fell the poor man who speaks to you. I was supposed to
have abilities, but I neglected them all to pursue this form of
idleness. I entered no profession, I did no work, with the result
that at thirty-two I am ruined and almost hopeless."

"Why ruined and hopeless?" she asked anxiously, for the way in
which they were spoken grieved her more than the words
themselves.

"Ruined because my old uncle, the Honourable John Seymour
Seymour, whose heir I was, committed the indiscretion of marrying a
young lady who has presented him with thriving twins. With the
appearance of those twins my prospects disappeared, as did the
allowance of £1,500 a year that he was good enough to make me on
which to keep up a position as his next-of-kin. I had something of
my own, but also I had debts, and at the present moment a draft in
my pocket for £2,163 14s. 5d., and a little loose cash, represents
the total of my worldly goods, just about the sum I have been
accustomed to spend per annum."

"I don't call that ruin, I call that riches," said Benita,
relieved. "With £2,000 to begin on you may make a fortune in
Africa. But how about the hopelessness?"

"I am hopeless because I have absolutely nothing to which to
look forward. Really, when that £2,000 is gone I do not know how to
earn a sixpence. In this dilemma it occurred to me that the only
thing I could do was to turn my shooting to practical account, and
become a hunter of big game. Therefore I propose to kill elephants
until an elephant kills me. At least," he added in a changed voice,
"I did so propose until half an hour ago."










Chapter 2
The End of the Zanzibar


"Until half an hour ago? Then why——" and Benita stopped.

"Have I changed my very modest scheme of life? Miss Clifford, as
you are so good as to be sufficiently interested, I will tell you.
It is because a temptation which hitherto I have been able to
resist, has during the last thirty minutes become too strong for
me. You know everything has its breaking strain." He puffed
nervously at his cigar, threw it into the sea, paused, then went
on: "Miss Clifford, I have dared to fall in love with you. No; hear
me out. When I have done it will be quite time enough to give me
the answer that I expect. Meanwhile, for the first time in my life,
allow me the luxury of being in earnest. To me it is a new
sensation, and therefore very priceless. May I go on?"

Benita made no answer. He rose with a certain deliberateness
which characterized all his movements—for Robert Seymour never
seemed to be in a hurry—and stood in front of her so that the
moonlight shone upon her face, while his own remained in
shadow.

"Beyond that £2,000 of which I have spoken, and incidentally its
owner, I have nothing whatsoever to offer to you. I am an indigent
and worthless person. Even in my prosperous days, when I could look
forward to a large estate, although it was often suggested to me, I
never considered myself justified in asking any lady to share—the
prospective estate. I think now that the real reason was that I
never cared sufficiently for any lady, since otherwise my
selfishness would probably have overcome my scruples, as it does
to-night. Benita, for I will call you so, if for the first and last
time, I—I—love you.

"Listen now," he went on, dropping his measured manner, and
speaking hurriedly, like a man with an earnest message and little
time in which to deliver it, "it is an odd thing, an
incomprehensible thing, but true, true—I fell in love with you the
first time I saw your face. You remember, you stood there leaning
over the bulwark when I came on board at Southampton, and as I
walked up the gangway, I looked and my eyes met yours. Then I
stopped, and that stout old lady who got off at Madeira bumped into
me, and asked me to be good enough to make up my mind if I were
going backward or forward. Do you remember?"

"Yes," she answered in a low voice.

"Which things are an allegory," he continued. "I felt it so at
the time. Yes, I had half a mind to answer 'Backward' and give up
my berth in this ship. Then I looked at you again, and something
inside of me said 'Forward.' So I came up the rest of the gangway
and took off my hat to you, a salutation I had no right to make,
but which, I recall, you acknowledged."

He paused, then continued: "As it began, so it has gone on. It
is always like that, is it not? The beginning is everything, the
end must follow. And now it has come out, as I was fully determined
that it should not do half an hour ago, when suddenly you developed
eyes in the back of your head, and—oh! dearest, I love you. No,
please be quiet; I have not done. I have told you what I am, and
really there isn't much more to say about me, for I have no
particular vices except the worst of them all, idleness, and not
the slightest trace of any virtue that I can discover. But I have a
certain knowledge of the world acquired in a long course of
shooting parties, and as a man of the world I will venture to give
you a bit of advice. It is possible that to you my life and death
affair is a mere matter of board-ship amusement. Yet it is possible
also that you might take another view of the matter. In that case,
as a friend and a man of the world, I entreat you—don't. Have
nothing to do with me. Send me about my business; you will never
regret it."

"Are you making fun, or is all this meant, Mr. Seymour?" asked
Benita, still speaking beneath her breath, and looking straight
before her.

"Meant? Of course it is meant. How can you ask?"

"Because I have always understood that on such occasions people
wish to make the best of themselves."

"Quite so, but I never do what I ought, a fact for which I am
grateful now come to think of it, since otherwise I should not be
here to-night. I wish to make the worst of myself, the very worst,
for whatever I am not, at least I am honest. Now having told you
that I am, or was half an hour ago, an idler, a good-for-nothing,
prospectless failure, I ask you—if you care to hear any more?"

She half rose, and, glancing at him for the first time, saw his
face contract itself and turn pale in the moonlight. It may be that
the sight of it affected her, even to the extent of removing some
adverse impression left by the bitter mocking of his self-blame. At
any rate, Benita seemed to change her mind, and sat down again,
saying:

"Go on, if you wish."

He bowed slightly, and said:

"I thank you. I have told you what I was half an hour
ago; now, hoping that you will believe me, I will tell you what I
am. I am a truly repentant man, one upon whom a new light
has risen. I am not very old, and I think that underneath it all I
have some ability. Opportunity may still come my way; if it does
not, for your sake I will make the opportunity. I do not believe
that you can ever find anyone who would love you better or care for
you more tenderly. I desire to live for you in the future, more
completely even than in the past I have lived for myself. I do not
wish to influence you by personal appeals, but in fact I stand at
the parting of the ways. If you will give yourself to me I feel as
though I might still become a husband of whom you could be proud—if
not, I write 'Finis' upon the tombstone of the possibilities of
Robert Seymour. I adore you. You are the one woman with whom I
desire to pass my days; it is you who have always been lacking to
my life. I ask you to be brave, to take the risk of marrying me,
although I can see nothing but poverty ahead of us, for I am an
adventurer."

"Don't speak like that," she said quickly. "We are all of us
adventurers in this world, and I more than you. We have just to
consider ourselves, not what we have or have not."

"So be it, Miss Clifford. Then I have nothing more to say; now
it is for you to answer."

Just then the sound of the piano and the fiddle in the saloon
ceased. One of the waltzes was over, and some of the dancers came
upon deck to flirt or to cool themselves. One pair, engaged very
obviously in the former occupation, stationed themselves so near to
Robert and Benita that further conversation between them was
impossible, and there proceeded to interchange the remarks common
to such occasions.

For a good ten minutes did they stand thus, carrying on a mock
quarrel as to a dance of which one of them was supposed to have
been defrauded, until Robert Seymour, generally a very
philosophical person, could have slain those innocent lovers. He
felt, he knew not why, that his chances were slipping away from
him; that sensation of something bad about to happen, of which
Benita had spoken, spread from her to him. The suspense grew
exasperating, terrible even, nor could it be ended. To ask her to
come elsewhere was under the circumstances not feasible, especially
as he would also have been obliged to request the other pair to
make way for them, and all this time, with a sinking of the heart,
he felt that probably Benita was beating down any tenderness which
she might feel towards him; that when her long- delayed answer did
come the chances were it would be "No."

The piano began to play again in the saloon, and the young
people, still squabbling archly, at length prepared to depart.
Suddenly there was a stir upon the bridge, and against the tender
sky Robert saw a man dash forward. Next instant the engine-room
bell rang fiercely. He knew the signal—it was "Stop," followed at
once by other ringings that meant "Full speed astern."

"I wonder what is up?" said the young man to the young
woman.

Before the words had left his lips they knew. There was a
sensation as though all the hull of the great ship had come to a
complete standstill, while the top part of her continued to travel
forward; followed by another sensation still more terrible and
sickening in its nature—that of slipping over something,
helplessly, heavily, as a man slips upon ice or a polished floor.
Spars cracked, ropes flew in two with a noise as of pistol shots.
Heavy objects rushed about the deck, travelling forwards all of
them. Benita was hurled from her chair against Robert so that the
two of them rolled into the scuppers. He was unhurt and picked
himself up, but she lay still, and he saw that something had struck
her upon the head, for blood was running down her cheek. He lifted
her, and, filled with black horror and despair—for he thought her
gone—pressed his hand upon her heart. Thank God! it began to beat
again—she still lived.

The music in the saloon had stopped, and for a little while
there was silence. Then of an instant there arose the horrible
clamour of shipwreck; wild-eyed people rushed to and fro aimlessly;
here and there women and children shrieked; a clergyman fell upon
his knees and began to pray.

This went on for a space, till presently the second officer
appeared and, affecting an unconcerned air, called out that it was
all right, the captain said no one was to be afraid. He added that
they were not more than six miles from the shore, and that the ship
would be beached in half an hour. Indeed, as he spoke the engines,
which had been stopped, commenced to work again, and her head swung
round in a wide circle, pointing to the land. Evidently they had
passed over the rock and were once more in deep water, through
which they travelled at a good speed but with a heavy list to
starboard. The pumps got to work also with a monotonous, clanging
beat, throwing out great columns of foaming water on to the oily
sea. Men began to cut the covers off the boats, and to swing some
of them outboard. Such were the things that went on about them.

With the senseless Benita clasped to his breast, the blood from
her cut head running down his shoulder, Robert stood still awhile,
thinking. Then he made up his mind. As it chanced, she had a deck
cabin, and thither he forced his way, carrying her tenderly and
with patience through the distracted throng of passengers, for
there were five hundred souls on board that ship. He reached the
place to find that it was quite empty, her cabinmate having fled.
Laying Benita upon the lower bunk, he lit the swinging candle. As
soon as it burned up he searched for the lifebelts and by good
fortune found two of them, one of which, not without great
difficulty, he succeeded in fastening round her. Then he took a
sponge and bathed her head with water. There was a great bruise
upon her temple where the block or whatever it was had struck her,
and the blood still flowed; but the wound was not very deep or
extensive, nor, so far as he could discover, did the bone appear to
be broken or driven in. He had good hope that she was only stunned,
and would revive presently. Unable to do more for her, a thought
struck him. On the floor of the cabin, thrown by the shock from the
rack, lay her writing case. He opened it, and taking a piece of
paper wrote these words hurriedly in pencil:

"You gave me no answer, and it is more than probable that I
shall receive none in this world which one or both of us may be
upon the verge of leaving. In the latter case we can settle the
matter elsewhere—perhaps. In the former, should it be my lot to go
and yours to stay, I hope that you will think kindly of me at times
as of one who loved you truly. Should it be yours to go, then you
will never read these words. Yet if to the dead is given knowledge,
be assured that as you left me so you shall find me, yours and
yours alone. Or perhaps we both may live; I pray so.—S. R. S."

Folding up the paper, he undid a button of Benita's blouse and
thrust it away there, knowing that thus she would certainly find it
should she survive. Then he stepped out on to the deck to see what
was happening. The vessel still steamed, but made slow progress;
moreover, the list to starboard was now so pronounced that it was
difficult to stand upright. On account of it nearly all the
passengers were huddled together upon the port side, having
instinctively taken refuge as far as possible above the water. A
man with a white, distraught face staggered towards him, supporting
himself by the bulwarks. It was the captain. For a moment he paused
as though to think, holding to a stanchion. Robert Seymour saw his
opportunity and addressed him.

"Forgive me," he said; "I do not like interfering with other
people's business, but for reasons unconnected with myself I
suggest to you that it would be wise to stop this ship and get out
the boats. The sea is calm; if it is not left till too late there
should be no difficulty in launching them."

The man stared at him absently, then said:

"They won't hold everybody, Mr. Seymour. I hope to beach
her."

"At least they will hold some," he answered, "whereas——" And he
pointed to the water, which by now was almost level with the
deck.

"Perhaps you are right, Mr. Seymour. It doesn't matter to me,
anyway. I am a ruined man; but the poor passengers—the poor
passengers!" And he scrambled away fiercely towards the bridge like
a wounded cat along the bough of a tree, whence in a few seconds
Robert heard him shouting orders.

A minute or so afterwards the steamer stopped. Too late the
captain had decided to sacrifice his ship and save those she
carried. They were beginning to get out the boats. Now Robert
returned to the cabin where Benita was lying senseless, and wrapped
her up in a cloak and some blankets. Then, seeing the second
lifebelt on the floor, by an afterthought he put it on, knowing
that there was time to spare. Next he lifted Benita, and feeling
sure that the rush would be for the starboard side, on which the
boats were quite near the water, carried her, with difficulty, for
the slope was steep, to the port-cutter, which he knew would be in
the charge of a good man, the second officer, whom he had seen in
command there at Sunday boat-drills.

Here, as he had anticipated, the crowd was small, since most
people thought that it would not be possible to get this boat down
safely to the water; or if their powers of reflection were gone,
instinct told them so. That skilful seaman, the second officer, and
his appointed crew, were already at work lowering the cutter from
the davits.

"Now," he said, "women and children first."

A number rushed in, and Robert saw that the boat would soon be
full.

"I am afraid," he said
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