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    Beau Ideal turns the glamour of chivalric honor into a test of grit, setting a steadfast personal code against the sandblown pressures of desert warfare, clandestine intrigue, and the shifting loyalties of empire, where friendship, love, and duty collide and survival depends on whether ideals can be lived rather than merely proclaimed. Across caravan tracks and garrison courtyards, amid whispers of betrayal and vows of fidelity, Wren lets the mirage of nobility shimmer just ahead of exhausted men who must choose between keeping faith with their companions and adapting to ruthless realities, asking what remains of the beau ideal when the world demands compromise.

Percival Christopher Wren’s Beau Ideal belongs to the interwar tradition of high-stakes adventure fiction and continues the Beau Geste cycle that made the British author widely read. Set principally on and around the French imperial frontier in North Africa, with detours into urban centers where politics and clandestine stakes mingle, the novel moves through remote outposts, desert routes, and social milieus in which reputation matters. First appearing in the late 1920s, it follows the success of Beau Geste and Beau Sabreur, appealing to readers intrigued by the mystique of the French Foreign Legion and by stories where honor and identity meet unforgiving circumstances.

Without requiring knowledge of every prior episode, the novel builds upon recurring figures and unresolved obligations left by earlier adventures. Its opening movements send individuals linked by friendship and family honor into a labyrinth of desert skirmishes, political suspicion, and covert negotiation. A pressing duty—at once personal and public—propels the action across borders, forcing choices between obedience to formal command and fidelity to a private sense of right. From the first chapters, the narrative promises intrigue, reconnaissance, and hard travel, yet keeps its eye on the intimate costs that accumulate when secrecy and trust must coexist.

Wren’s storytelling blends momentum with reflective pauses, favoring clear, vigorous scene-building, crisp set-pieces, and moments of romantic intensity. The tone alternates between swashbuckling bravado and sober appraisal, allowing moral debate to surface without slowing the chase. Descriptive passages relish the vastness and peril of the Sahara while noticing the precarious routines of garrison life and the delicate calculations of intermediaries who navigate multiple cultures. Dialogues carry flashes of dry humor and tactical sharpness, and the plot’s architecture—layered with misdirection, disguises, and tests of nerve—delivers a reading experience that is at once escapist and morally alert.

At its heart lies the friction between an inherited code of gentlemanly conduct and the improvisations demanded by frontier realities. Loyalty—to comrades, to family, to the promise one makes to oneself—repeatedly collides with expediency, while questions of identity turn on names, uniforms, and the masks necessity imposes. The book probes the allure and danger of the Foreign Legion’s legend: the hope of reinvention, the refuge for the compromised, the theater where sacrifice can seem both noble and futile. It also stages contested encounters across cultural lines, acknowledging cooperation and misunderstanding alike, and measuring courage as much by restraint as by audacity.

For contemporary readers, Beau Ideal remains compelling because it dramatizes how ideals guide action under pressure and how they can harden into illusions if never tested. The novel invites reflection on the ethics of loyalty—when it liberates, when it blinds—and on the narratives that make distant conflicts seem glamorous. Its interwar lens illuminates ongoing debates about empire, security, and the uses of heroic myth in justifying risk, while its attention to chosen family and mutual obligation speaks to modern discussions of belonging. In an era wary of absolutism, Wren’s tale explores the cost of both compromise and refusal.

Approached as a continuation of the Beau Geste world or encountered independently, Beau Ideal offers the satisfactions of classic adventure sharpened by moral inquiry. It gives the pleasures of mystery, pursuit, and valor, yet continually asks what kind of person one becomes by clinging to, or adapting, a cherished principle. For all its period trappings, the novel’s questions about honor, identity, and responsibility remain current, ensuring that the story’s sands feel close beneath the reader’s feet. To read it is to weigh the promise of a beau ideal against the demands of a complicated world, and to decide what endures.
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    Beau Ideal, Percival Christopher Wren’s third entry in the Beau Geste saga, revisits the French Foreign Legion and the North African frontier in a tale preoccupied with honor, loyalty, and the costs of chivalry. Written in the late 1920s, it complements and intersects with the earlier adventures without simply repeating them. The title signals its central concern: a personal code that seems noble in principle yet proves stubbornly complex in practice. Wren frames this ideal against campaigning, espionage, and desert hardship, using the Sahara’s vastness to test character under pressure. Familiar figures and new actors converge, carrying unfinished obligations into fresh peril.

The novel opens with a young gentleman from abroad, long influenced by tales of duty and gallantry, setting out for North Africa to assist friends entangled with the Legion and colonial administration. His journey, prompted by loyalty rather than glory seeking, brings him through ports, caravans, and border posts where rumor outruns law. Early encounters show the precarious balance between military order and tribal authority, and hint at hidden agendas within both. When an opportunity arises to act discreetly on behalf of others who cannot speak openly, he accepts, and his private notion of rectitude begins to collide with desert realities and official necessities.

Following threads of rumor and responsibility, he becomes a reluctant agent navigating dossiers, passwords, and the shifting loyalties of guides, sheikhs, and soldiers. Wren contrasts bureaucratic directives with the informal codes binding caravan leaders and Legionnaires, creating continual friction that forces improvisation. A mission meant to remain discreet quickly broadens, drawing him toward a contested oasis and a remote fort where authority depends on courage as much as rank. He works under cover when needed, yet tries to keep his conscience unmasked, and the tension between concealment and candor grows as he learns that well-meant intervention can provoke consequences beyond calculation.

In the desert’s interior, setbacks multiply. Travel becomes a trial of heat, thirst, and vigilance, and encounters tip without warning from hospitality to peril. The protagonist experiences restraint and dependence in environments he cannot control, testing his creed against brute necessity. Through negotiated truces and guarded conversations, he comes to respect adversaries who live by their own unbending rules, even as he glimpses the brutality that sustains them. The Legion’s camaraderie and the resilience of nomadic communities both offer aid of different kinds, and he learns how courage, caution, and courtesy can each purchase survival—though never at the same price.

Personal attachments deepen the stakes. Obligations to comrades from earlier entanglements resurface, and a reserved, principled French officer—familiar to readers of the series—embodies a competing ideal of service. Wren threads a restrained romantic element through the dangers, linking private vows to public actions without sentimental excess. The protagonist’s self-imposed standard demands openness and sacrifice; the circumstances demand secrecy and compromise. Decisions about cover, signals, and errands carry moral weight beyond their tactical value, and even small acts may rescue or endanger those he hopes to protect. Each choice clarifies what his beau ideal includes—and what it cannot, in fairness, require.

As tensions crest, Wren orchestrates converging operations that test discipline and ingenuity. Movements across dunes, sudden clashes, and delicate negotiations assemble into a hazardous design in which no single plan can succeed without trust. The protagonist must weigh duty to command against loyalty to individuals and the spirit of justice that first sent him into the Sahara. Outcomes resolve immediate dangers while preserving ambiguity about motives and methods, and connections to earlier episodes in the cycle emerge in ways that reward attentive readers. The apparent victories remain modest, and the cost of adhering to an uncompromising standard becomes unmistakably tangible.

Beau Ideal endures as an adventurous study of an ethical compass confronted by modern complexity. It gathers the Beau Geste books’ recurring concerns—brotherhood, duty, leadership, and the allure and hazard of desert freedom—into a reflective narrative about what a noble life can afford to demand. The novel’s colonial setting is inseparable from its romance and its critique, and Wren’s fascination with ceremony, discipline, and personal bravery sits beside an awareness of ambiguity and loss. Without resting on revelation alone, the book offers momentum and moral argument in tandem, leaving readers to consider how ideals guide action when certainty is impossible.
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    Published in 1928, Percival Christopher Wren's Beau Ideal completes the sequence begun by Beau Geste (1924) and Beau Sabreur (1926). The novels unfold largely in French North Africa in the early twentieth century, amid the deserts and oases of Algeria and Morocco under French rule. Their institutional backdrop is the French Foreign Legion and the colonial protectorate administration that governed distant posts through military and political officers. Wren, an English novelist and former schoolmaster, wrote for an interwar audience steeped in imperial adventure fiction, situating personal codes of honor within the framework of Europe's competing empires and the realities of frontier soldiering.

Founded in 1831, the French Foreign Legion recruited volunteers of many nationalities to serve under French command, often deploying them to harsh colonial theaters. By the early 1900s, Legion battalions garrisoned remote forts (bordjs) across the Sahara and the Moroccan marches, conducting long patrols, convoy escorts, and punitive columns. Discipline was strict, logistics precarious, and the desert environment decisive. The Legion operated alongside other French units—tirailleurs, spahis, artillery—and specialized detachments using camels in Saharan sectors. This force became a symbol of stoicism and anonymity, a reputation reinforced during World War I and the Moroccan campaigns that framed much interwar writing.

In Morocco, French influence expanded after crises early in the century. The bombardment and occupation of Casablanca in 1907, followed by the Treaty of Fez in 1912, established a French Protectorate under Resident-General Hubert Lyautey. His approach emphasized the tache d'huile, or 'oil spot', gradually extending secure zones through roads, posts, and alliances with tribal leaders. Civil and military elements intertwined in the Service des Affaires Indigènes, while Moroccan auxiliaries—goumiers and spahis—served under French officers. This framework created the political and military architecture of frontier life that Wren's fiction employs: blockhouses, intelligence work, desert columns, and precarious truces.

Between 1921 and 1926, the Rif War in northern Morocco challenged Spanish rule and drew in France after major Spanish defeats. Led by Abd el-Krim, the Rifian republic fought a modern guerrilla campaign that forced the construction of defensive lines, use of airpower, and massive Franco-Spanish operations to end the revolt. French units, including Legion regiments and Moroccan auxiliaries, operated in difficult terrain and faced ambushes, raids, and sieges. The conflict shaped military thinking about colonial warfare and reinforced the prominence of the Legion in popular imagination, providing immediate historical resonance for interwar adventure narratives set along North Africa's frontiers.

In neighboring Algeria, conquered by France beginning in 1830 and integrated as departments, the army maintained order in the Sahara through scattered posts and mobile columns. Legacies of the nineteenth-century bureaux arabes informed later systems of military administration and intelligence among desert tribes. Saharan routes—caravan tracks linking oases to ports like Oran and Algiers—shaped supply, communication, and the location of forts. Small garrisons faced heat, thirst, and vast distances as much as hostile action. This landscape of isolation, patrol craft, and coded hierarchy informs the routines and dangers that Wren's characters encounter, situating personal dramas inside a very real imperial machinery.

World War I intensified the Legion's mystique. In 1914 foreigners flocked to French colors; among them were Britons and Americans who joined the Legion before transferring elsewhere or remaining in its ranks. The American poet Alan Seeger, who served in the Legion and died in 1916, became an emblem of its sacrifice. After 1918, readers sought narratives of courage and comradeship against bleak postwar realities. Wren's earlier Beau Geste was filmed in 1926, confirming wide appeal for Foreign Legion tales. Beau Ideal appeared into this climate, meeting demand for disciplined heroism staged in distant deserts rather than Europe's ruined trenches.

Beau Ideal belongs to a well-established imperial adventure tradition shaped by authors such as Henty and Kipling and sustained in popular magazines. Its ethos reflects the public-school ideal of service, self-restraint, and fidelity to a 'beau geste', the noble act regardless of cost. Interwar audiences were receptive to exoticized images of North Africa, an Orientalist gaze long present in European art and travel writing. At the same time, contemporary debate over empire—costs, responsibilities, and ethical limits—shadowed such tales. Wren places ethical dilemmas within the machinery of colonial governance, allowing honor and friendship to be tested by policies, hierarchies, and expediency.

In its time, Beau Ideal read as both escapist and topical. It mirrors the entangled Anglo-French world of the 1920s, when Britons, Americans, and Europeans moved through French imperial spaces as allies, adventurers, or soldiers of fortune. The novel's reliance on Legion discipline, protectorate bureaucracy, and desert warfare practices grounds it in documented institutions and campaigns. By staging individual conscience against the demands of empire, it reflects interwar nostalgia for absolute codes while acknowledging the ambiguities of colonial rule. Its endurance owes to this double vision: a celebration of duty and camaraderie that also exposes the costs of maintaining an empire's frontiers.
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This book, while a complete and self-contained
novel, is the last of the trilogy—Beau Geste;
Beau Sabreur; Beau Ideal.
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The heat in the silo[1] was terrific, and the atmosphere
terrible.

A whimsical remark from the man they called Jacob
the Jew, to the effect that he wondered whether this were
heat made black, or blackness made hot, remained unanswered
for some minutes, until a quiet voice observed
in good French, but with an English accent:

“It is the new heat, Jacob. Red hot and white hot,
we know. We are now black hot.... And when I have
to leave this quiet retreat I shall take a chunk of the
atmosphere ... a souvenir ... keep it in my haversack.”

The man spoke as one who talks against time—the time
when sanity or strength shall have departed.

“Good idea,” mused another voice with a similar
accent. “Send a bit to one’s National Museum, too....
You an Englishman?”

“Yes,” replied the other. “Are you?”

“No ... American,” was the reply.



Silence.



The clank of irons and a deep groan.

“Oh, God,” moaned the wounded Spaniard, “do not
let me die in the grave.... Oh, Mother of God, intercede
for me. Let me die above ground.”

“You are not going to die, Ramon,” said the Englishman.

“No indeed,” observed Jacob the Jew. “Certainly not,
good Ramon. No gentleman would die here and now....
You would incommode us enormously, Ramon.... I
go the length of stating that I absolutely do prefer you
alive—and that’s the first time you’ve heard that, Ramon....
Worth being put in a silo for.”

“That’s enough, Jacob,” said the Englishman; “hold
your tongue.”

The irons clanked again, as though the sick man turned
in the direction of the last speaker.

“You’ll keep your promise, Señor Caballero?” moaned
the dying man. “You have forgiven me?... Truly?...
You’ll keep your promise?... And the Mother
of God will come Herself and tend your death-bed....
If you don’t, my dying curse shall blast ...”

“I’ll see to it, Ramon,” said the Englishman quietly.
“Don’t bother about cursing and blasting....”

“You’ll see that I die kneeling!... You won’t let
me die until I kneel up?... You’ll hold my hands
together in prayer ... my head low bowed upon my
breast?... And then you’ll lay me flat and cross my
hands and make the Sign of the Cross upon my forehead....”

“As I promised, Ramon.”

“You’ll let God see that I fear Him.... He wouldn’t
mistake me for my brother?... He wouldn’t visit my
brother’s sins on me?”

“God is just,” said the Englishman.

“Yes, my poor Ramon,” observed Jacob the Jew, “I
greatly fear that you’ll find God just.... But don’t
say that you have a brother, Ramon?”

“Nombre de Dios, but I have, hombre!...” gabbled
the Spaniard. “And he is in Hell ... Seguramente....
He was an enemy of God.... He hated God.... He
defied God.... And God took him and broke him....
Caramba! It is not fair the way God ... Yes....
Yes.... Yes.... It is fair, and God is good, kind,
loving and—er—just.”

“Yes. Just—Ramon,” said Jacob.

“If I could find your nose, my friend,” said the American,
turning in the direction of the last speaker, “I would
certainly pull it.”

“I will strike a match for you later,” replied Jacob, a
man famous among the brave for his courage; brilliantly
clever, bitterly cynical, and endowed with a twofold portion
of the mental, moral and physical endurance of his enduring
race.

“God will not punish me for my brother’s sins, will He,
Señor Smith?” continued the Spaniard.

“No,” replied the Englishman, “nor him for his own.”

“Meaning him, or Him?” inquired Jacob softly.

“We punish ourselves, I think,” continued the Englishman,
“quite sufficiently.”

“Mon Dieu!” said a cultured French voice, “but you
are only partly right, mon ami. Woman punishes Man,
or we punish ourselves—through Woman.”

“Bless ourselves, you mean,” said the Englishman and
the American immediately and simultaneously.

“The same thing,” replied the Frenchman. And the
utter stillness that followed was broken by a little gasping
sigh that seemed to shape a name—“Véronique.”

“Basta!... My brother!... My brother!...”
babbled the Spaniard and sobbed, “God will distinguish
between us.... Gracias a nuestra Madre en el cielo!
Gracias a la Virgen Inmaculada.... Un millón de
gracias....”

“And what of this accursed brother? Surely no brother
of yours committed an interesting sin?” inquired Jacob.

“Cá! It was the priest’s fault,” continued the Spaniard,
unheeding. “We were good enough boys.... Only
mischievous.... Fonder perhaps of the girls and the
sunshine and the wine-skin and the bull-ring than of
religion and work.... My brother was a good boy, none
better from Pampeluna to Malaga—if a little quick with
his knife and over-well acquainted with the smuggler track—until
that accursed and hell-doomed priest ... No!
No! No!... I mean that good and holy man of God—cast
his eye upon Dolores....

“Oh, Mother of God! He killed a priest.... And he
defied and challenged God.... And I am his twin
brother!... God may mistake me for him.”

“God makes no mistakes, Ramon,” said the Englishman.
“Excuse my playing the oracle and Heavy Father,
but—er—you can be quite sure of that, my lad.”

“Yes, yes, yes—you’re right. Of course you are right!
How should God make mistakes?... Besides, God
knows my brother, well. He followed him.... He
warned him.... When he swore he would never enter
a church again, God flung him into one.... When he
swore he would never kneel again, God struck him to his
knees and held him there.... Because he swore that
he would never make the Sign of the Cross, God made a
Sign of the Cross, of him.”

“Quite noticed the little man, in fact,” observed Jacob
the Jew. “Tell us.”

“My brother caught the priest and Dolores.... In
the priest’s own church.... My brother married them
before the altar ... and their married life was brief!...
But of course, God knew he was mad.... As
he left that desecrated church, he cried, ‘Never will I
enter the House of God, again!...’

“And that very night the big earthquake came and
shattered our village with a dozen others. As we dashed
through the door—the old mother in my brother’s arms,
my crippled sister on my back—the roof caved in and the
very road fell from before our little posada, down the hillside.
My brother was in front and fell, my mother still
in his arms.... And where did he recover consciousness?
Tell me that!... Before the altar, upon the dead body
of his victim, the murdered priest—who thus saved my
brother’s life, for he had fallen thirty feet from the half-destroyed
church-roof, through which he had crashed....
Yes, he had entered the House of God once more!...

“It was to South America that he fled from the police—to
that El Dorado where so many of us go in search of
what we never find. And there he went from worse to
worse than worst, defying God and slaying man ... and
woman! For he shot his own woman merely because she
knelt—just went on her knees to God.... And one
terrible night of awful storm, when fleeing alone by mountain
paths from the soldiers or guardias civiles[6], a flash of
lightning showed him a ruined building, and into it he
dashed and hid.

“It may have been the rolling thunder, the streaming
rain, or an avalanche of stones dislodged by the horses of
the police who passed along the path above—I do not know—but
there was a terrible crash, a heavy blow, a blinding,
suffocating dust—and he was pinned, trapped, held as in
a giant fist, unable to move hand or foot, or head....

“And, when daylight came, he saw that he was in a
ruined chapel of the old conquistadores, kneeling before the
altar—a beam across his bowed shoulders and neck; a
beam across his legs behind his knees; a mass of stone
and rubble as high as his waist.... And there my
brother knelt—before the altar of God—in that attitude of
prayer which he had sworn never to assume—and thought
his thoughts.... For a night and a day and a night,
he knelt, his stiff neck bent, but his brave heart unsoftened....
And thus the soldiers found him and took him to
the calabozo[5]....

“The annual revolution occurred on the eve of his
garroting, and he was saved. Having to flee the country,
he returned to Spain, and sought me out.... Owing to
a little smuggling trouble, in which a guardia civil lost his
life, we crossed into France, and, in order to get to Africa
and start afresh, we joined the Legion....

“Válgame Dios! In the Legion we made quite a little
name for ourselves—not so easy a thing to do in the Legion,
as some of you may know. There they fear nothing.
They fear no thing, but God is not a thing, my friends.
Diantre! They fear neither man nor devil, neither death
nor danger—but they fear God.... Most of them....
When they come to die, anyhow.

“But my brother did not fear God.... And his
escouade of devils realized that he was braver than they
... braver by that much.... And always he blasphemed.
Always he defied, insulted, challenged God. He
had a terrible fight with Luniowski the Atheist, and
Luniowski lost an eye in the defence of his No-God. My
brother fought with awful ferocity in defence of his God—the
God he must have, that he might hate and revile Him—the
God Who had sat calmly in His Heaven and watched
Dolores and the priest....

“In Africa there was little fear of his finding himself
flung into a church, or pinned on his knees before a chapel
altar! We aren’t much troubled with chaplains and
church-parades in the Legion!

“But one day my brother saw a lad, a boy from Provence,
a chubby-faced child, make the Sign of the Cross upon
his breast, as we were preparing to die of thirst, lost in a
desert sand-storm.... My brother, with all his remaining
strength, struck him upon the mouth.

“‘Sangre de Cristo! If I see you make that Sign
again,’ he croaked, ‘I’ll do it on you with a bayonet.’...

“‘If we come through this, I will make the Sign of the
Cross on you with a bayonet,’ gasped the boy hoarsely,
and my brother laughed.

“‘Try,’ said he. ‘Try when I’m asleep. Try when
I’m dying.... Try when I’m dead.... Do you not
know that I am a devil? Why, your bayonet would melt....
Me! The Sign of the Cross!... God Himself
could not do it!’

“And next day my brother was lost in that sand-storm,
and the Touareg band who found him, took him to the
Sultan of Zeggat.... And the Sultan of Zeggat crucified
him in the market-place, ‘as the appropriate death for a
good Christian!’... Wasn’t that humorous!...”



Silence.



“Yes, God made a Sign of my brother,” said Ramon
the Spaniard, and added, “Help me to my knees, Señor
Smith, and keep each word of your promise, for I think
I am dying.”



Silence....



And then a cry of “Dios aparece” from the dying man.

Jacob the Jew, great adept at concealment, produced
matches and struck one.



The flare of the match illumined a deep-dug pit, its
floor hard-beaten, its walls sloping to a small aperture,
through which a star was visible. It had been dug and
shaped, for the storing of grain, by Arabs following a
custom and a pattern which were old in the days when
Carthage was young.

It was now stored, not with grain, but with men[1]
sentenced to punishment beyond punishment, men of the
Disciplinary Battalions, the Compagnies de Discipline[2], the
“Joyeux,” the “Zephyrs[3],” the Bataillion d’Infanterie
Légère d’Afrique[4]—convicted criminals.

The light from the burning match revealed a picture
worthy of the pencil of the illustrator of Dante’s Inferno—a
small group of filthy, unshorn, emaciated men, clad in
ragged brown canvas uniforms which, with the grime upon
their flesh, gave them the appearance of being already
part of the earth to which they were about to return,
portions of the living grave in which they were entombed.

Some lay motionless as though already dead. One or
two sat huddled, their heads upon their clasped knees,
the inward-sloping sides of the silo denying them even the
poor comfort of a wall against which to lean.

Beside a large jug which held a little water, a man
lay upon his face, his tongue thrust into the still-damp
earth where a few drops of water had been spilt. He had
drunk his allowance on the previous day.

Another looked up from his blind search, with sensitive
finger-tips, for grains of corn among the dirt.

As Jacob held the match aloft, the Englishman and the
American gently raised the body of Ramon the Spaniard
from the ground. It was but a body, for the soul had fled.

“Too late,” said Jacob softly. “But perhaps le bon
Dieu will let him off with eight days’ salle de police in Hell,
as it wasn’t his fault that he did not assume the correct
drill-position for dying respectfully....

“No use heaving him up now,” he added, as the head
rolled loosely forward.

Without reply, the Englishman and American lifted the
dead man to his knees, and reverently did all that had been
promised.

And when the body was disposed as Ramon had desired,
Jacob spoke again.

“There are but five matches,” he said, “but Ramon
shall have two, as candles at his head and feet. It would
please the poor Ramon.”

“You’re a good fellow, Jacob,” said the Englishman,
“... if you’ll excuse the insult.”

Jacob struck two matches, and the Englishman and
the American each taking one, held it, the one at the head,
the other at the feet, of the dead man.

All eyes were turned to behold this strange and brief
lying-in-state of the Spanish smuggler, court-martialled
from the Legion to the Zephyrs.

“Pray for the soul of Ramon Gonzales, who died in
the fear of God—or, at any rate, in the fear of what God
might do to him,” said Jacob the Jew.

The Frenchman who had observed that Man’s punishment
was Woman, painfully dragged himself into a sitting
posture and crawled toward the body.

“I have conducted military funerals,” said he, “and
remember something of the drill and book-of-the-words.”

But what he remembered was not available, for, after
the recital of a few lines of the burial-service, he fainted
and collapsed.

“This is a very nice funeral,” said Jacob the Jew,
“but what about the burial?”








	
[1]

	
A prohibited and illegal form of punishment.
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Suddenly a man leapt to his feet and, screaming insanely,
beat the wall with his manacled hands.

“Come! Come! Smolensky” soothed the huge grey-haired
Russian who had been Prince Berchinsky. “We
mustn’t lose our heads, comrade.... I nearly lost mine
once.... Sit down.... I’ll tell you about it....
Hush now!... Hush! And listen.... Yes ... I
nearly lost my head once. It was offered as a prize!
Think of that! There’s an honour for you!

“It was like this.... I was with Dodds’ lot at
Dahomey, you know. He was almost a nigger himself,
but he was a soldier all-right, believe me. Faraux was our
Battalion-Commander and General Dodds thought a lot
of him—and of us. It quite upset Dodds when Faraux
was killed at the battle of G’bede, but he kept the Legion
in front all the same.... So much in front that he lost
me, le Légionnaire Badineff....

“I was with a small advance-guard and we were literally
pushing our way through that awful jungle when the
Amazons ambushed us.... Wonderful women those
Amazons—far better fighters than the men—braver,
stronger, cleverer, more soldierly.... Armed with short
American carbines and coupe-coupes, they’re no joke!

“I don’t want to fight any better troops.... Not
what you’d call good shots, but as they never make the
range more than about twenty yards, they don’t miss
much!...

“Well, it wasn’t many minutes before I was the only
man of the advance-guard who was on his feet, and I
wasn’t on those long.... For these she-devils were
absolutely all round us, and as three or four rushed me
with their machetes, one of them smashed me on the head,
from behind, with the butt of her carbine.... Quite a
useful bump too, mes amis ... for it put me to sleep for
quite a while....”

“Lost your head, in fact,” put in Jacob the Jew.

“No, no,” continued the old Russian, “not yet ...
but I nearly lost my wits when I recovered my senses ...
if you understand me.... For the ladies had divided
my property among them to the last rag of my shirt, and
were now evidently turning to pleasure after business.

“Dahomeyan is not one of the languages which I speak....
I only know fourteen really well ... so I could not
follow the discussion closely.... But it was quite clear
that some were for fire and some for steel.... I think
a small minority-party were for cord.... And I was
under the impression that one merry lass capped the
others’ laughing suggestions with the proposal for all
three!...

“Do you know, it was for all the world like a lot of
nice little girls sitting on the lawn under the trees with
their kitten, joyously discussing how they should dress
him up, and which ribbons they should put round his
neck....

“You know how they laugh and chatter and pull the
kitten about, and each one shouts a fresh idea about the
dressing-up and the ribbons, and the fun generally....
Well, those nice little girls discussed dressing me—for the
table—though it wasn’t a ribbon they proposed putting
round my neck.... And undeniably they pulled me
about!...

“I could not but admire the way they had tied me
up.... I was more like a chrysalis in a cocoon than a
bound man.... They were playful.... Good actresses
too—as I realized afterwards.... When they saw that
I had come round, one of them, eyeing me archly, drew
her finger across her throat, and the others all nodded
their approval.

“The young thing got up, took a bright sharp knife
from her waist-belt, and came over to where I lay against
the bole of a tree.

“Grabbing my throat with her left hand, she pulled
up the loose skin and began to cut, just as the Leading
Lady called out some fresh stage-directions—whereupon
she grabbed my beard, pulled my head over to one side,
and put the point of the knife in, just below my ear....
I closed my eyes and tried to think of a prayer....

“When it comes to it, having your throat cut is the
nastiest death there is....

“And just as I was either going to pray or yell, there
was a loud burst of laughter, and the girl went back to
her place in the jolly group.... The Leading Lady then,
as far as I could make out, said:

“‘Now we must really get to business or the shops will
be shut’ ... and told another lassie, who possessed a
good useful iron-hafted spear, to put the butt-end of it in
the fire, explaining why, with appropriate gesture....

“It was evidently quite a good idea, for the girls all
laughed and clapped their hands, and said what a nice
party it was....

“While the spear was getting hot, they propounded all
sorts of other lovely ideas, and, over the specially choice
ones, they simply rocked with merriment.... It did
seem a pity that one couldn’t follow all the jokes....
When the pointed haft of the spear was glowing nicely, its
owner picked it up, and stepping daintily across to me,
held the point a few inches from my eyes....

“Not unnaturally, I turned my head away, but, saying
that that wasn’t fair, the Leading Lady and the Soubrette
made one jump for me and grabbed my head....

“Fine strong hands and arms those ladies had.... I
couldn’t move my face a fraction of an inch....

“And slowly ... slowly ... slowly ... that red-hot
point came nearer and nearer to my right eye.... It
seemed to approach for hours, and it seemed to be in the
centre of my brain in a second....

“When it comes to it, mes amis, having your eyes burnt
out with a red-hot spear-haft is the nastiest death there
is....

“But when my right eye seemed to sizzle and boil
behind its closed lid, and to be about to burst, my young
friend changed her mind, and began upon the left ...
and when the iron was just about to touch it she remarked,
in choice Dahomeyan, I believe:

“‘Dammit! The blooming iron’s cold!’ and, with a
joyous whoop, bounded back to the fire, and thrust it in
again....

“Shrieks of laughter followed, and loud applause from
the cheap seats.

“Meanwhile the ladies hanged me....”

“Hanged you?” inquired Jacob the Jew. “Don’t you
mean they cut your head off?... You said you lost
your head, you remember.”

“No, my friend,” replied Badineff, “I said I nearly lost
it.... Not completely—as you have lost your manners....
What I am telling you is true.... And if you
don’t like it, pray go elsewhere....”

“There’s nowhere to go but Heaven, I’m afraid,” was
the reply ... “being in Hell—and Earth being denied to
us.... But pray finish your story, as it is unlikely we
shall meet in Heaven....”

“Yes.... They hanged me as neatly and as expeditiously
as if they had had the advantage of an education
in Christian customs.... They simply jerked me to my
feet, made a noose in a palm-fibre cord, threw the end over
the limb of a vast tree, hauled upon it and danced around
me as I hung and twisted....

“They say a coward dies many times.... That was
undoubtedly one of the occasions upon which I have
died....

“When it comes to it, mes amis, being hanged by
strangulation—and not by mere neck-break—is one of the
nastiest deaths there is....

“But evidently they let me down in time and loosened
the rope from about my neck, for bye-and-bye I was staring
up at the stars and in full enjoyment of all my faculties....
Particularly the sense of smell....

“The intimate smell of Negro, in bulk, is like no other
smell in the world.... There is nothing else like it,
and there is nothing to which one can compare it—and
here is a curious fact which should interest the psycho-physiologist....
Whenever I wake, as we of the Zephyrs
do, dumbly sweating or wildly shrieking, from a ghastly
nightmare, I can always smell Negro, most distinctly....
Very disgusting....

“Curiously enough, these fearless savage fiends, who will
charge a machine-gun with the utmost bravery and with
a spear, are arrant cowards at night ... in mortal fear
and trembling horror of ten thousand different devils,
ghosts, djinns, ghouls, goblins and evil spirits.... And
when I came to, they were huddled around me for protection.
I was almost crushed and buried beneath the
mass of them as they lay pressed round and across me....

“As I was still most painfully bound, I can only suppose
that I was, in myself, a talisman, a juju, a mascot, or shall
I say, an ikon.

“And they had gathered around me in the spirit in which
simple peasants might gather round a Calvary, and were
using me as some might use a Cross, a holy relic or a
charm....

“Yes, to this day I smell that dreadful odour—dreadful
because of its associations, rather than of itself—in my
worst nightmares and delirium of fever or of wounds....

“I can smell it at this moment....

“I have passed some bad nights—one, impaled on
bamboo stakes at Nha-Nam in Tonkin—but this was the
worst night of my life ... almost....

“And in the morning the ladies awoke, made no toilette,
and gave me no food....

“But they had given me a faint hope, for I could not
but realize that, so far, they had only tortured me by not
torturing me at all—and it seemed that they might be
keeping me, not only alive and whole, but without spot
or blemish, for some excellent purpose....

“They were!...

“And when I discovered it, I was inclined to wish that
they had killed me with fire or steel or cord—as they did
all of our men whom they took prisoner....

“For some reason, possibly on account of my unusual
size—I was a fine specimen in those days, six foot six,
and with golden hair and beard—they were taking me to
good King Behanzin at Kana, as an acceptable gift for a
burnt-offering and a bloody sacrifice unto his gods and
idols....

“There was a story afterwards, that Behanzin had been
told by his sooth-sayers and medicine-men, that he would
undoubtedly beat the French if a strong juju were made
with the blood of a white cock that had a golden comb....
One of our officers, Captain Battreau, said I probably
owed my life to my golden comb.... I have a very
white skin where I am not sunburnt....

“Anyhow, the ladies took me along—by the inducement
of machete-points and rhinoceros-hide whips chiefly—to
Kana....

“I don’t know whether we marched for a day or for a
week.... Yes.... I was strong in those days ...
for I believe I ate nothing but raw carrion, and my arms
were bound to my body the whole time, as though with
wire....

“Kana stands on a hill and is built of earth, clay, and
sun-baked bricks, inside a great high wall, yards in thickness....

“We entered through a gate like a tunnel, and, by way
of filthy narrow red-earth streets, came to a second, inner
wall, which surrounded the royal palaces, hareems, temples,
and the House of Sacrifice....

“The yelling mob that had accompanied us from the
outer gate, crowding and jeering and throwing muck at
me—though they kept well out of reach of the weapons
of the Amazons—evidently feared to enter this inner city,
for that is what it amounted to....

“And I was handed over to a guard of long-speared
ruffians and filthy priests who slung me into a big building
and slammed the huge double gates.... As I staggered
forward in the darkness, I slipped on the slimy, rounded
cobble-stones, sprawled full-length and collapsed....

“There was a loud roaring in my ears—not the conventional
roaring in the ears of a fainting man, but the buzzing
of millions of billions of trillions of huge flies, that soon so
completely covered me that you could not have stuck a
pin into my body without killing one. Their blue-grey
metallic bodies made me look as though I were clad in a
complete suit of chain-mail.... And I could not move
a finger even to clear my eyes.... I could only blink
them.

“And as my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, I
saw that the whitish gleaming cobble-stones were the
skulls of men, sunk in the red earth.... And I realized
why I was being nauseated by a terrible slaughter-house
stench....

“It was a slaughter-house.... The House of Sacrifice,
of Kana, the Sacred City of King Behanzin of Dahomey....

“That was another unpleasant night, mes amis....
Oh, quite unpleasant.... We are in clover here—pigs
in clover.... But, mercifully, I was at the end of my
tether, and I had now so little capacity for suffering, that
I was not clear in my mind as to whether certain things
that happened that night were real or imaginary, fact or
nightmare....

“They were real enough.... And in the morning I
found I was, even as I had either dreamed or realized—actually
inside a great wicker bottle or basket, from the
top of which my head protruded....

“I could not move a single muscle of my body save
those of my face....

“The priests and executioners had been busy during the
night, and I was now like a mummy in its bandages,
neatly encased in the Sacrificial Basket, all ready to play
my helpless part in the bloody ritual of their unspeakable
religion....

“Half-dead as I already was, my one hope was that the
Service would be short and early—the sacrifice soon and
quick.... It is most uncomfortable to lie in a bottle
with nothing to support your head....

“I could see nothing, and hear little, by reason of the
huge flies ... but I was aware of tom-toming and shouting
without, and hoped that it concerned me.... It did....
The gates of the House of Sacrifice were thrown open
and a number of guards, priests, and executioners heaved
me up from that terrible floor and carried me outside.

“Oh, the sweetness of that morning air—even in an
African town.... It almost made me want to live....
And oh, the relief to have one’s head freed from an inch-thick
covering of flies....

“The great Square of the inner town—a Square of which
the sides were formed by, shall we say, the Palaces, Cathedrals,
Convents, Monasteries and Municipal Buildings of
King Behanzin—was thronged by hundreds and hundreds
of warriors, both men and women. As my guards carried
me across to the biggest of the buildings, all these people
fell back to the sides of the Square, leaving the centre
empty, save for me and my guards.

“In front of the palace, an ugly clumsy building of red
earth and baked clay bricks, sat Behanzin, King of Dahomey,
on the Royal Stool. Around him were grouped his
courtiers.... I think that His Majesty and they formed
one of the least pleasing groups of human beings I have
ever encountered—and I have known quite a lot of kings
and their ministers....

“As I have already observed, I do not speak Dahomeyan,
and at that moment I deeply regretted the fact, and equally
so, that none of them understood Russian or even French....
However, French I spoke, in the vain hope that a
word or two, here and there, might be understood.

“A few were, as I will tell you....

“My speech was brief and blunt.... I told Behanzin
that he was the nastiest king I knew ... the ugliest ...
the foulest ... the filthiest ... the most abandoned and
degraded.... And I should be much obliged if someone
would remove me from a world which he contaminated....

“I had not finished even these few and well-chosen
words before I was again seized by my porters and carried
to the very centre of the Square, and there abandoned.

“Immediately the Public, obviously well accustomed to
these out-door sports and pastimes, fell into perfectly
straight lines on each of the sides of the Square, and
assumed the position of sprinters at the starting-point of
a race—but each with a coupe-coupe, knife, axe or spear
in his right hand—and looked to His Majesty for the signal.

“The King rose from his royal stool, raised his spear
aloft and gazed around....

“I also gazed around, having just grasped the underlying
idea of the National Sport, a game in which I had
never hitherto taken part, nor even seen....

“Of course—how stupid of me—it was a race-game, a
go-as-you-please, run-walk-hop-or-jump.... And my
head was the prize!

“I wondered whether His Majesty had gathered that
my brief address was not couched in diplomatic language....
He certainly now prolonged what was, to me, a
painful moment.... He stood like an ebon statue, his
white ostrich feathers nodding in the breeze, his handsome
cloak hanging gracefully from his great shoulders, his spear
uplifted, motionless....

“When that spear fell, I knew that every competitor
of those hundreds surrounding me, would bound forward
like a greyhound unleashed. For a few seconds I should
see them race toward me, their bloodthirsty faces alight
with the lust of slaughter, their gleaming weapons raised
aloft.... And I should go down, the centre of a maelstrom
of clutching hands and hacking blades....

“I wondered what would be the reward of the proud
winner of the King’s Trophy—the head of the white cock
with a golden comb ... the essential ingredient for the
making of the strong juju that was to defeat the French....

“That black devil, Behanzin, stood steady as a rock,
and there was absolute silence in that great Square, as
all awaited the fall of the flag, or rather the shining spear-head....

“A woman, standing in a doorway, giggled nervously,
and a crouching sprinter, presumably her lord, looked back
over his shoulder—only to receive her sharp rebuke for
taking his eye off the ball....

“Another woman dashed forward and handed her husband
a machete, taking his spear back into the hut....
I imagined his saying to her, just before he left the house,
‘Tatiana, my dear, run upstairs and find that new machete
I ordered last week.... I think it’s on the top of the
wardrobe in my dressing-room, unless that wretched girl
has put it somewhere.’...

“And then I glanced again at the King.... Even
as I did so, the raised spear-head, which probably had
only been uplifted for five seconds after all, began to
travel slowly backward.... And there was an audible
intaking of breath.... Evidently the giving of the
signal had begun, and in the fraction of a second, the broad,
bright spear-head would come flashing downward....

“I closed my eyes....

“Boom ... BANG!

“I nearly jumped out of my bottle....

“Boom ... BANG!

“Two shells had burst in Kana, one just above the
inner wall, the other in the corner of the Square itself....

“Our guns!... Our guns!...

“The runners were running indeed—for their own
heads.... King Behanzin ‘also ran’ ... if indeed he
did not get a win or a place....

“I was forgotten ... before ever the third and fourth
shells arrived.... Oh, God! I was not forgotten!...
There was one competitor left!... I supposed he felt
attracted by the walk-over.... As he dashed toward me,
straight as an arrow, yelling madly, a great spear in his
hand, I saw that he was one of the group of courtiers ...
the man indeed who had stood nearest to the King....

“I admit, mes amis, that it seemed to me a little hard,
more than a little hard, that with the flight of all those
hundreds and hundreds of murderous slayers, this solitary
one should prefer my life to his own ... should
not realize that the match was abandoned ... the race
scratched ... the proceedings postponed....

“A fellow of one idea.... A case of the idée fixe....
No sportsman, anyhow.... The sort of man that steals
the Gold Cup....

“I had been through so much, mes amis, from the time
that that Amazon had hit me on the head, that I really
rebelled a little at this last cruelty of a mocking Fate.

“Saved by the bursting of the shells at the fifty-ninth
second of the fifty-ninth minute of the eleventh hour, and
then this one solitary, implacable madman to fail to realize
that I had been saved!...

“Nearer ... nearer ... he came—and by the time
that he was a few yards from me, he and I were alone in
that great Square....

“Would he drive that huge spear through my body,
and then clumsily hack my head off with the edge of its
broad blade?

“How I hoped that the next shell would blow his limbs
from his body, though it killed me too.... Another
bound and he would be on me.... I closed my eyes—and
the Nightmare Slayer flung his arm round me, and, in
execrable French, panted:

“‘You tell Frenchies I be verra good man, massa....
I belong Coast ... belong French shippy.... I good
friend loving Frenchies.... I interpreter.... I show
Frenchies where old Behanzin bury gin, rum, brandy,
ivory....’

“Another shell burst.... And the Nightmare Slayer
tipped my basket over, and, flat upon the ground, the lion
and the lamb lay down together....

“That, mes amis, was how I nearly lost my head....

“We must not lose ours here, for, as you perceive, there
are far worse places than this one.... I rather like
it....”
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A long heavy silence was broken by Jacob the Jew.

“The lad we want here is the bold bright Rastignac
... Rastignac, the Mutineer....”

“Oh, did you know him?” said the Englishman.

“What about him?” asked the Frenchman.

“What about him? Ho, ho!... He gave the
Government some trouble, one way and another....
They stuck him in the Zephyrs, but they didn’t keep him
long. What do you think he did?...

“He used to carry a flexible saw-file round his upper
gums from one cheek to the other, and they say he carried
some little tool that he used to swallow—on the end of a
string, with the other end tied round a back tooth—on
search days.

“Well, he filed his manacles and got out.... And he
killed two sentries, absolutely silently, by stabbing them
in the back of the neck with a long darning-needle, to which
he had fitted a tiny wooden handle.... There is a spot,
you know, at the base of the brain, just where the skull
rests on the backbone.... The point of a needle in
there ... just in the right spot ... and pouff!...

“Rastignac knew the spot, all-right. And when he was
clear, and dressed in a dead sentry’s uniform, did he run
off like any other escaping prisoner?... Not he....
He broke into a Public Works Department shed ... took
a pot of black paint, and a pot of white, and some brushes,
and marched off at daybreak, as bold as brass....”

“Where to?” inquired the American.

“To the nearest milestone,” chuckled Jacob the Jew,
“... and neatly touched up the black kilometre figures
and their white border.... And then to the next....
And the next....

“When patrols passed, he gave them good-day and
exchanged jokes and the latest news, for cigarettes and a
drink.... They say he visited several camps and made
himself useful, with his paint, to one or two officers, and
reported some rascal who had smeared one of his nice
black figures because he wouldn’t give him tobacco!...

“And so he painted his way, milestone by milestone, to
Oran, where he reported himself, produced the dead
sentry’s livret and leave-papers, and was wafted comfortably,
by Messageries Maritimes[7], to France....”

“Well, and what would he do if he were here?” asked
a querulous voice. “We may suppose that your Rastignac
had neither the wings nor feet of a fly.... And if he
were here and got us out, where could we go?... More
likely to have caused the death of us all.... Like
those two devils Dubitsch and Barre nearly did to their
gang....”

“What was that?” asked Badineff.

“Why, these two unutterable swine were with a working-party
in the zone dissidente, and at night were in a little
perimeter-camp made with dry cactus and thick heavy
thorn.... Their beautiful scheme—and they nearly
brought it off—was to creep out on a windy night and to
set fire to these great thorn-walls of the zareba! This
stuff burns like paper, and they’d got hold of some
matches.... It mattered nothing to them that the
remaining ninety-eight of their fellow-convicts would
inevitably be roasted to death in the process.... Those
two would easily escape in the confusion, while the men of
the escort were vainly doing their best to save the rest of
the wretched prisoners.... Their position, as you may
imagine, would be just that of a bundle of mice tied
together by their tails and packed round with cotton-wool
soaked in kerosene....

“As luck would have it—the luck of the other ninety-eight,
anyhow—the first match was blown out, and a
sentry had seen the glare of it.... He fired and challenged
after, wounding Dubitsch and so flustering Barre,
who had the matches, that he dropped the lot and was
unable to strike another before the sentry was upon
him....”

“What happened then?” asked the Englishman.

“The Sergeant-Major in charge of the escort simply returned
them to their place in the gang—but took care that
the gang should know exactly what had happened....”

“And then?...” prompted the Englishman, when the
man stopped, as one who had said enough....

“Oh—they died ... they died.... They died that
same night, of something or other.... Judging from
their faces, they had not died happily....”

“Sounds as though you saw them,” observed Jacob the
Jew.

“Quite,” observed the narrator laconically.

“Not like poor dear little Tou-tou Boil-the-Cat,”
observed Jacob.

“What happened to him?” asked the Querulous Voice.

“Oh, he died ... he died.... He died suddenly,
one night, of something or other.... But no-one was
able to judge from his face whether he died happily or
not....”

“Tell us about him,” suggested the American.

“About Tou-tou Boil-the-Cat?... He wasn’t a nice
man.... Made quite a name for himself, Montmartre
way, before he went to the Legion.... There was some
talk about a Lovely Lady, the Queen of his Band....
Wonderful golden hair.... Known to all kind friends
as Casque d’Or.... They say he cut it off.... Her
head, I mean.... Got into bad trouble in the Legion
too.... Life sentence in the Zephyrs....

“A brave little man, but he hadn’t the other virtue
that one rather demands.... No.... Something of a
stool-pigeon.... There were thirteen convicts in a tent
... a most unlucky number ... but it was soon reduced
to twelve, through M’sieu Tou-tou Boil-the-Cat giving
information that affected the career—indeed, abbreviated
it—of one of his comrades....

“Yes ... thirteen went forth from that tent to labour
in the interests of France’s colonial expansion that
sunny morning, and only twelve returned to it, to sleep
the sleep of the unjust, that dewy eve.... A round
dozen....

“But they did not sleep through the stilly night, though
the night remained quite stilly.... And behold, when
another bright day broke, those twelve were now eleven....

“The guard, who was but a simple peasant man, could
not make the count come to more than eleven.... The
corporal—possibly a shade more intelligent, could not by
any means make the count a dozen.... The Sergeant,
a man who could count quite well, swore there were but
ten and one.... Not the Commandant himself could
make us twelve!...

“With the help of a bottle of absinthe he might make us
twenty-two—but even then he realized that he should
have seen twenty-four....

“No.... Tou-tou Boil-the-Cat was gone.... Gone
like a beautiful dream ... or like the foul brutish nightmare
that he was....

“And that, you know, puzzled our kind superiors....

“For, as it happened, it was quite impossible for anyone
to have escaped from the camp that night—full moon,
double sentries, constant patrols, and all-night wakefulness
and uneasiness on account of expected Arab attack....

“But gone he had....

“We were interrogated severally, and collectively, and
painfully ... until they must have admired our staunchness
and the wonderful cleverness of the missing man....

“We eleven slept in the tent for a month ... and the
country round was scoured until not one grain of sand
was left upon another, and there was not a locust, a
scorpion, a serpent nor a vulture, whose dossier was not
known....

“And at the end of a month the whole camp moved
on....”

“Did they ever find him?” asked Badineff.

“No ... they didn’t,” was the reply. “The jackals
found him....”

“Where?” asked the Englishman.

“Under the sand that had formed the floor of the tent
of the eleven ...” was the answer.

“Sounds as though you were there ...” said the
Querulous Voice.

“Quite ...” replied Jacob the Jew, and yawned.
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The sun had risen and set once more, causing a spot of
light to travel slowly across a portion of the interior of the
silo, with the search-light effect of illuminating brilliantly
the tiny area upon which it rested, while leaving the rest
of the place in darkness darker than that of night.

There was curiously little movement, and less sound,
in the silo—the uneasy stirring of a nightmare-ridden
sleeper, a heavy sigh, a faint groan, the clank of a chain.
Talk had ceased, and scarcely a sentence had been uttered
for hours.

The last subject of general conversation had been that
of the cause of their abandonment to a lingering and terrible
death in that dreadful tomb. Speculation had wandered
from sudden Arab attack and the annihilation of the
Company, to the familiar theory of wanton malice and
deliberate devilish punishment. Men, condemned from
the Legion for military “crimes,” had advanced the
former theory; civilian prison criminals, the latter.

The Frenchman who had attempted to recite the Burial
Service had accepted neither of these views.

“We are forgotten,” he had said[1q].... “We are the
Forgotten of Man, as distinguished from our friends the
Touareg, the Forgotten of God. It is perfectly simple,
and I can tell you exactly how it happened.

“As you may be aware, mes amis, a list of les hommes
punis is made out, by the clerk of the Adjudant, every morning,
before the guard is changed. The form on which he
writes the names is divided into columns showing the class
of punishment and the number of days each man has still
to do.... And the clerk of the Adjudant, God forgive
him, has written the number of our days under the heading
salle de police, or cellules, or consigne, and has left the
column ‘prison,’ blank. So, each day, our sentences
are being reduced by one day, in those places where we are
not, and the Sergeant of the Guard for each day, observes
that there are no men in ‘prison,’ for the column so headed
is blank.... We are not in ‘prison’ because we are
not recorded as being in ‘prison’—and therefore we
cannot be released from ‘prison.’...”

And Jacob the Jew had observed:

“Convincing and very cheering.... Monsieur must
have been a lawyer before he left the world.”

And the man had replied:

“No.... An officer.... Captain of Spahis and
in the Secret Service—about to die, and unashamed....
No!—I should say Légionnaire Rien of the Seventh
Company of the Third Battalion of the First Regiment
of the Foreign Legion.... I was wandering in my
mind....”

§5


Table of Contents



“Tell me,” said Jacob the Jew (or Jacopi Judescu,
the Roumanian gypsy). “What was really your reason
for that sloppy feeble ‘kindness’ to Ramon Gonzales....
I am a philosopher and a student of that lowest
of the animals, called Man.... Was it to please your
Christian God and to acquire merit?... Or to up-hold
your insolent British assumption of an inevitable
and natural superiority?... You and your God—the
Great Forgivers!... ‘Injure me—and I’ll forgive you
and make you feel so damned uncomfortable that you’ll
be more injured than I am.’ ... Aren’t you capable of
a good decent hate or ...”

“Yes. I hate your filthy voice, dear Jacob,” replied
the Englishman.

“No. Tell me,” persisted Jacob. “I loathe being
puzzled.... Besides, don’t you see I’m going mad....
Talk, man.... These corpses.... Why did you
behave like that to Ramon Gonzales?... He betrayed
you, didn’t he?... I would have strangled him....
I would have had his eyes.... Didn’t he betray and
denounce you after you had found him in the desert and
saved his life?... To Sergeant Lebaudy?”

“Yes. He recognized me—and did his, ah—duty,”
was the reply.

“For twenty-five pieces of silver!... Recognized
you as one of the Zinderneuf men he knew at Sidi, and
promptly sold you?...

“Consigned you to sudden death—or a lingering death—for
twenty-five francs and a Sergeant’s favour!... And
here the Judas was—wondrously delivered into your hand—and
you ‘forgave’ him and comforted him!... Now
why?... What was the game, the motive, the reason,
the object? Why should a sane man act like that?...
What was the game?”

“No game, no motive, no reason,” answered the Englishman.
“He acted according to his lights—I to mine.”

“And where do you get your ‘lights’? What flame
lit them?”

“Oh—I don’t know.... Home.... Family....
One’s women-folk.... School.... Upbringing....
Traditions.... One unconsciously imbibes ideas of
doing the decent thing.... I’ve been extraordinarily
lucky in life.... Poor old Ramon wasn’t.... One
does the decent thing if one is—decent.”

“You don’t go about, then, consciously and definitely
forgiving your enemies and heaping coals of fire on them
because you’re a Christian.”

“No, of course not.... Don’t talk rot....”

“Nor with a view to securing a firm option on a highly
eligible and desirable mansion in the sky—suitable for
English gentleman of position—one of the most favourable
residential sites on the Golden Street....”

“Not in the least.... Don’t be an ass....”

“You disappoint me. I was hoping to find, before I
died, one of those rare animals, a Christian gentleman—who
does all these funny things because he is a Christian—and
this was positively my last chance.... I shall die in here.”

“I expect Christianity was the flame that lit those little
‘lights,’ Jacob.... Our home and school and social
customs, institutions and ideas are based on the Christian
ideal, anyhow.... And we owe what’s good in them to
that I believe.... We get our beau idéal quite unconsciously,
I think, and we follow it quite unconsciously—if
we follow it at all[2q]....”

“Well, and what is it, my noble Christian martyr?”

“Oh, just to be—decent, and to do the decent thing,
y’know.”

“So, indirectly, at any rate, you returned good for evil
to Judas Ramon Gonzales because you were a Christian,
you think?”

“Yes.... Indirectly ... I suppose.... We
aren’t good at hating and vengeance and all that....
It’s not done.... It isn’t—decent....”

“But you puzzle me. What of Ramon the Judas ...
Ramon who sold you? He was a great Christian, you
know.... A staunch patron of your Christian God....
Always praying and invoking your Holy Family.”

“There are good and bad in all religions, Jacob....
I have the highest admiration for your great people—but
I have met rotten specimens.... Bad as some of my
own....”



Silence.



“Look here, Christian,” began Jacob the Jew again.
“If I summoned up enough strength, and swung this chain
with all my might against your right cheek, would you turn
the other also?”

“No. I should punch you on the nose,” said the
Englishman simply.



Silence.

“Tell me. Do you kneel down night and morning and
pray to your kind Christian God, Englishman? The forgiving
God of Love, Who has landed you here?” asked
Jacob the Jew.

“I landed myself here,” was the reply. “And—er—no....
I don’t pray—in words—much.... You won’t
mind asking questions for fear of being thought inquisitive,
will you, gentle Jacob?”

“Oh, no.... Let’s see now.... You forgive the
very worst of injuries because you are a Christian, but not
because you’re a Christian.... You do as you would be
done by, and not as you’ve been ‘done’ by.... You
don’t pray in words, and hold daily communion with your
kind Christian God—you regard Him as a gentleman—an
English gentleman of course—who quite understands, and
merely desires that you be—decent, which of course, you
naturally would be, whether He wished it or not....
And you’ll punch me on the nose if I smite you on the
cheek—but you don’t even do that much to anyone who
betrays you to a dreadful death.... And really, in your
nice little mind, you loathe talking about your religion, and
you are terrified lest you give the impression that you
think it is better than other people’s, for fear of hurting
their feelings....”

“Oh, shut up, Jacob. You’d talk the hind leg off a
dog.”

“What else is there to do but talk?... And so you
are perfectly certain that you are a most superior person,
but you strive your very utmost to conceal the awful fact....
You’re a puzzling creature.... What is your
motivating force? What is your philosophy? What are
you up to?...”

“Well, at the moment, I’m going to issue the water-ration....
Last but one....” said the Englishman.

“I can’t understand you English....” grumbled
Jacob.

“A common complaint, I believe,” said the Englishman.
The quiet American laughed.
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“Should any gentleman here survive, I wonder if he
would be so extremely obliging as to write to my Mother,”
said the French ex-officer later. “She is an old lady—quite
alone—and she foolishly cherishes a fondness for a
most unworthy son.... Darling Mother!...”

The Englishman and the American memorized an address
in Paris, and each declared that he would not only write
to Madame de Lannec, but would visit her, give her her
son’s last message, and assure her of his gentle happy death
from honourable wounds received in the service of France,
and describe his grand military funeral.

Neither of these two men would admit that he also was
already in his grave.

“Been in lots of tighter places than this,” said the
Englishman.

“I’ve been nearer death too,” observed the American.
“Been dead really.... In this same Zaguig....”

“Ah—an unpleasant place, Zaguig,” said the Frenchman
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