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    At its heart, The Beautiful White Devil explores the irresistible pull of a dazzling outlaw against the machinery of law and empire, staging a cat-and-mouse pursuit in which charisma, daring, and moral ambiguity unsettle official certainties and entice those who chase her to weigh obedience against fascination, safety against adventure, and the comfort of received codes against the vivid, unnerving freedom of life lived beyond them; set across perilous waters and bustling ports, the story tests identities, exposes the thin line between justice and revenge, and asks how far desire and loyalty can bend before they break.

First published in the late nineteenth century, Guy Boothby’s The Beautiful White Devil belongs to the popular adventure fiction of the 1890s, a period when fast-paced romances and international intrigues captivated readers across the English-speaking world. Boothby, an Australian-born novelist who achieved wide success with sensational tales, situates this novel amid maritime routes and colonial outposts across Asian waters. The setting supplies a vivid canvas of ships, islands, and cosmopolitan ports, while the era's press and publishing networks helped propel such narratives to broad audiences. The result is a quintessential late-Victorian entertainment with an unmistakably global horizon.

Within this frame, the plot introduces a notorious figure known by a striking sobriquet, a woman whose beauty and audacity unsettle officials and inspire whispered admiration among sailors and traders. Through the perspective of a conventional observer drawn into her orbit, the narrative moves from rumor to encounter, and from encounter to pursuit. The initial setup is simple: an attempt to bring the elusive leader to justice evolves into an extended chase across seas and cities. Boothby balances scenes of danger and escape with moments of intimacy and negotiation, keeping motivations suggestive rather than declared and preserving the mystery of his heroine.

Boothby writes with an energetic, unpretentious style that favors momentum, crisis, and cliff-edge transitions. Scenes are sketched in bold strokes: crowded harbor fronts, dim cabins, sudden confrontations, so the reader is carried forward by suspense as much as by description. The voice is often that of a witness awed by competence and audacity, which heightens the aura around the central figure without sacrificing the immediacy of action. Expect feints, disguises, and reversals; expect pursuit sequences that hinge on timing and nerve. The mood oscillates between romantic glamour and palpable risk, creating a spirited mix of intrigue, adventure, and precarious attraction.

Central themes emerge from this architecture: the contest between institutional power and personal agency; the magnetism of transgressive charisma; and the ethics of loyalty under pressure. The heroine's leadership complicates contemporary assumptions about gender and authority, inviting readers to consider how competence and courage are recognized, or denied, within rigid social hierarchies. The story also meditates on identity as performance, as names, reputations, and appearances are alternately cloaked and revealed. Through cat-and-mouse interplay, questions of justice versus lawfulness surface repeatedly, encouraging reflection on when rules protect the vulnerable and when they merely shield the powerful.

Because the novel emerges from a late-Victorian imagination, it bears the marks of its moment: a fascination with distance and speed, an appetite for sensation, and attitudes shaped by empire. Modern readers may notice period conventions in the depiction of non-European settings and characters, which can feel dated and invite critical scrutiny. Approached with that awareness, the book offers a window onto the fantasies, anxieties, and commercial storytelling techniques of its age. It also showcases how popular fiction experimented with the figure of the capable, enigmatic woman, reframing the adventure plot around a protagonist who commands, strategizes, and resists containment.

Today, The Beautiful White Devil can be read both as pure narrative propulsion and as a conversation piece about fascination, fear, and the stories we tell about power. It offers readers brisk escapism: chases, narrow escapes, improbable alliances, while raising questions about the costs of control and the allure of rebellion. Its blend of romance and pursuit suits anyone who enjoys atmospheric settings and morally tangled choices, and its portrait of an anti-heroine anticipates later thrillers that center complex women. For clubs, classrooms, or solo reading, it rewards attention to tone and structure as much as to plot, sustaining intrigue without easy answers.
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    Guy Boothby’s The Beautiful White Devil follows an Englishman newly arrived in the bustling ports of the Far East, where crowded wharves, treaty ports, and shifting allegiances define daily life. He hears persistent rumors of a mysterious outlaw known as the Beautiful White Devil, a woman of striking appearance whose name inspires alarm and fascination in equal measure. Merchants whisper of targeted robberies, sailors trade embellished tales, and colonial officials decry her defiance of the law. Within this environment of intrigue and commerce, the narrator is drawn into conversations that hint at hidden networks, coded signals, and a purpose behind the band’s audacious exploits.

An early incident crystallizes the legend. At a glittering gathering, where foreign dignitaries mingle with powerful traders, a carefully planned intrusion strips a corrupt magnate of sensitive documents without open violence. The act is executed with precision and marked by the criminal’s emblem—a token that becomes her signature. The exploit reveals the White Devil’s method: swift, selective, and seemingly guided by principles beyond simple greed. Authorities react with haste, organizing patrols and posting rewards. The narrator, both unsettled and intrigued, finds himself unexpectedly close to the aftermath, noticing details that suggest a disciplined organization rather than a mere gang.

Circumstances draw him farther into the mystery. A chance encounter with a wounded sailor and a cryptic note place the narrator in contact with individuals who move confidently through waterfront alleys and island paths. He meets a seasoned captain and a resourceful companion who share guarded fragments about a hidden base in the archipelago. Each disclosure is partial, carefully weighed, hinting at an operation that spans consulates, countinghouses, and native villages. The narrator begins to suspect that the Beautiful White Devil’s activities target particular interests—chiefly those associated with exploitation and duplicity—yet clear motives remain veiled behind misdirection and rumor.

The trail shifts to sea, where coastal steamers and junks ply routes between Hong Kong, Singapore, and outlying ports. During a moonless night, the narrator witnesses an interception executed with naval skill. The raiders seize specific cargo tied to a powerful syndicate while leaving passengers and crew unharmed. In the brief, charged encounter, he glimpses the leader: calm, masked, and commanding. The operation’s restraint suggests a code, not simple brigandage. When dawn breaks, the steamer continues, scarred but afloat, and the story of the White Devil grows. Naval patrols intensify as insurers, agents, and officials demand a decisive end to her defiance.

Onshore, the pursuit becomes methodical. A determined official assembles informers, examines shipping manifests, and sets a baited trap designed to force a confrontation. Pressured by circumstance, the narrator serves as an unwilling intermediary, carrying messages whose meanings he cannot fully parse. In the process he learns of past injustices, diplomatic failures, and personal losses that may underlie the White Devil’s campaign. Yet the accounts conflict: some paint her as avenger, others as opportunist. The uncertainty heightens tension, as both law and outlaw maneuver for advantage across courtyards, club rooms, and the creeks that lace the mangrove-choked coastline.

A typhoon alters the balance. Amid wrecked vessels and flooded settlements, priorities shift from pursuit to survival. In the chaos, the White Devil’s band rescues mariners and transports supplies to stranded communities, complicating the official narrative. The narrator witnesses decisions that weigh legality against humanity, and he recognizes that reputation can obscure actual conduct. Jungle chases and narrow escapes follow when the weather clears, as informers jockey for payment and loyalties falter. Through these episodes, the story underscores a central tension: whether the enforcement of order can ignore the harsh realities of the frontier, and whether compassion can coexist with outlawry.

A temporary alignment emerges against a greater threat: a ruthless trader whose operations endanger sailors and villagers alike. Reluctant cooperation between authorities, private captains, and the White Devil’s followers forms to limit the damage. The combined effort tests discipline and reveals the outlaw’s strategic mind, along with an undercurrent of personal feeling that complicates the narrator’s position. Yet such unity is precarious. Once the immediate crisis abates, competing agendas reassert themselves. The law resumes its hunt, and those who briefly stood shoulder to shoulder return to their established roles, mindful that public order demands visible conclusions regardless of private debts.

The narrative moves toward resolution as hidden coves and safe houses are mapped, and a decisive raid is prepared. The White Devil counters with misdirection: feints at sea, altered signals, and a plan to scatter the band. In this phase, revelations about identities, allegiances, and long-standing grievances surface, forcing the narrator to choose how far he will go in aiding or condemning those he has come to understand. The sense of inevitability builds through night journeys, coded lanterns, and the rumble of explosives used to delay pursuit, setting the stage for an outcome shaped by both strategy and circumstance.

Without detailing the final turns, the conclusion emphasizes ambiguity and consequence. The legend of the Beautiful White Devil endures in the treaty ports, colored by admiration and censure. The narrator reflects on a world where law and justice do not always align, and where motives are intertwined with the conditions of empire, trade, and survival. The book’s central message concerns the blurred boundaries between heroism and criminality, and the cost of challenging entrenched power. In the aftermath, rumors replace certainty, and the memory of a disciplined, daring figure persists—a reminder that mercy and resolve can coexist within a contested moral landscape.
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    Published in 1896, The Beautiful White Devil unfolds across the late-Victorian maritime world of the South China Sea and the Malay Archipelago. Its episodes range through British and Dutch colonial ports—Hong Kong, Singapore, Labuan, and Batavia—and the reef-strewn channels between them. Steamships, coaling stations, and undersea telegraphy knit these spaces to London, while treaty-port law and consular policing carve them into overlapping jurisdictions. The setting is one of intense imperial commerce in tin, rubber, tea, and opium, protected by the Royal Navy’s China Station yet haunted by coastal piracy. Boothby situates his daring criminal heroine within this modern, polyglot seascape of colliding flags, languages, and legal codes.

Two nineteenth-century conflicts with Qing China framed this world: the First Opium War (1839–1842) and the Second (1856–1860). The Treaty of Nanjing (1842) ceded Hong Kong to Britain and opened five treaty ports; the Treaties of Tianjin (1858) and the Beijing Conventions (1860) expanded access and fixed extraterritorial privileges. Shanghai’s International Settlement was formalized in 1863; Britain leased the New Territories adjoining Hong Kong in 1898. These arrangements created consular courts and jurisdictional gaps. Boothby’s plot repeatedly exploits such gaps as ships reflag, fugitives slip from one colonial anchorage to another, and authorities hesitate at the edge of another power’s limits.

Maritime banditry in the South China Sea and the Malay world did not vanish with empire; it adapted. From the 1840s through the 1890s, British, Dutch, Spanish, and Qing forces mounted repeated anti-piracy campaigns, yet prahu fleets, junk squadrons, and fast coastal craft continued to prey on commerce. In Borneo, James Brooke, appointed Rajah of Sarawak in 1841, made piracy suppression a central policy, conducting riverine expeditions in the 1840s–1850s against Iban and Malay marauders. In the Sulu Sea, Spain seized Jolo in 1876 and waged intermittent campaigns against Moro raiders, even as the Sultanate’s influence waned and British interests advanced toward North Borneo (the British North Borneo Company received its royal charter in 1881). Along China’s southern coast and the Pearl River Delta, the Imperial Maritime Customs Service, organized under Sir Robert Hart from the 1850s, fielded revenue cruisers to interdict smuggling and piracy, while the Royal Navy’s China Station maintained a lattice of gunboat patrols from Hong Kong to the Formosa (Taiwan) Strait. The shift from sail to steam changed both sides: pirates used captured steam launches and night operations near shoals and channels; patrols adopted shallow-draft gunboats, searchlights, and signal rockets. Newspapers across the 1880s–1890s reported vessel seizures, kidnappings for ransom, and violent encounters near Lantau, the West River, and the Riau–Lingga islands. Boothby’s novel mirrors this contested littoral. Its audacious raids, disguises, and sea chases presuppose the coexistence of modern navigation and old incentives—wealth moving in predictable corridors, weak coastal policing between empires, and a population of pilots, fishermen, and compradors positioned to aid or resist. The central figure, a woman commanding loyalty and fear, embodies a sensationalized version of these realities: a charismatic leader using speed, intelligence, and jurisdictional shadows to humiliate imperial authority and redistribute plunder in spectacular fashion.

In the Straits Settlements—Penang, Malacca, and Singapore—founded as a unit in 1826 and made a Crown Colony in 1867, rapid growth drew migrant labor from southern China and India. Secret societies among Chinese communities, notably the Ghee Hin and Hai San, competed for control over tin-mining districts in Perak, culminating in the Larut Wars (1861–1874) and the Pangkor Treaty (1874), which imposed a British Resident system in the Malay states. Policing improved, yet clandestine networks, pawnshops, brothels, and gambling farms persisted into the 1890s. Boothby’s criminal world evokes these syndicates and intermediaries, whose smuggling and intelligence services nourished maritime outlawry.

The logistics revolution reshaped the theater. The Suez Canal opened in 1869, bringing Europe–Asia steam routes through Aden, Colombo, Singapore, and Hong Kong; companies such as P&O and the Blue Funnel Line standardized schedules and coaling. Lighthouse construction—Horsburgh at Pedra Branca (1851) and Raffles Lighthouse (1855)—and Admiralty charts made narrow passages safer for commerce. Submarine telegraph cables reached India in 1870 and extended to the Straits and China between 1871 and 1872, enabling hours-old intelligence to circulate through colonial clubs, shipping offices, and police stations. Boothby’s timing-driven heists and evasions rely on this tempo: raids keyed to sailing lists and escapes synchronized to cable delays.

Opium shaped colonial finance and social conflict. The British Indian monopoly supplied the China market through the nineteenth century; after 1860 the trade operated under treaty-port regulation. In Hong Kong and the Straits Settlements, opium farms (tax-farming monopolies) generated a large share of government revenue; in Singapore the farm commonly contributed a third or more of receipts in the 1880s. A vigorous opposition coalesced in Britain and the missions, culminating in the Royal Commission on Opium (1893–1895) and sustained agitation in the 1890s. The novel’s repeated contact with smuggling, corruption, and vice dens reflects this economy and its moral controversy.

Competing empires made Southeast and East Asia a patchwork of frontiers. France consolidated Indochina after 1862 (Cochinchina) and the 1884–1885 Sino-French War; the Dutch prosecuted the Aceh War from 1873 into the twentieth century; Spain’s weakening Philippines faced revolt in 1896 and war with the United States in 1898. In China’s Scramble for Concessions (1898), Germany took Jiaozhou (Kiautschou), Russia leased Port Arthur, France obtained Guangzhouwan, and Britain took Weihaiwei and the New Territories. Boothby channels this volatility as ships thread between Dutch, British, Spanish, and Chinese jurisdictions, and ambitious adventurers exploit rival police powers, contradictory tariffs, and poorly policed island chains.

Read historically, the book offers a critique of imperial order as brittle, uneven, and morally compromised. By staging a woman who bests naval officers, compradors, and speculators, Boothby exposes the gendered bravado of late-Victorian authority and the ease with which wealth, race, and status bend colonial justice. The narrative highlights extraterritorial loopholes, the primacy of protecting cargo over communities, and official dependence on revenues from vice, notably opium. It also points to the commodification of Asian labor and the displacement of violence to peripheral spaces to sustain trade. The sensational tale thus doubles as an indictment of empire’s legal fictions and social inequities.
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CHAPTER I.

HOW I COME TO HEAR OF THE BEAUTIFUL

WHITE DEVIL.

The night was sweltering hot, even for Hong Kong. The town clock had just chimed a quarter-past ten, and though the actual sound of the striking had died away, the vibration of the bells lingered for nearly half a minute on the murky stillness of the air. In spite of the exertions of the punkah coolie[3], the billiard-room of the Occidental Hotel[1] was like the furnace-doors of Sheol. Benwell, of the Chinese Revenue cutter Y-Chang[2], and Peckle, of the English cruiser Tartaric, stripped nearly to the buff, were laboriously engaged upon a hundred up; while Maloney, of the San Francisco mail-boat, and I, George De Normanville, looked on, and encouraged them with sarcasms and utterly irrational advice. Between times the subdued jabbering of a group of rickshaw coolies, across the pavement, percolated in to us, and mingled with the click of the billiard balls and the monotonous whining of the punkah rope; then the voice of a man in the verandah upstairs, singing to the accompaniment of a  banjo, drifted down, and set us beating time with our heels upon the wooden floor.

The words of the song seemed strangely out of place in that heathen land, so many thousand miles removed from Costerdom. But the wail of the music had quite a different effect. The singer's voice was distinctly a good one, and he used it with considerable ability:

"She wears an artful bonnet, feathers stuck all on it,

Covering a fringe all curled;

She's just about the neatest, prettiest, and sweetest

Donna in the wide, wide world.

And she'll be Mrs. 'Awkins, Mrs. 'Enry 'Awkins,

Got her for to name the day.

We settled it last Monday, so to church on Sunday,

Off we trots the donkey shay.

"Oh, Eliza! Dear Eliza! If you die an old maid

You'll only have yourself to blame.

D'ye hear Eliza—dear Eliza!

Mrs. 'Enry 'Awkins is a fust-class name."

Half a dozen other voices took up the chorus, and sent it rolling away over the litter of sampans alongside the wharf, out to where the red and blue funnel boats lay at anchor half a mile distant. The two players chalked their cues and stopped to participate.

"Oh, Eliza! Dear Eliza! If you die an old maid

You'll only have yourself to blame.

Oh, Eliza! Dear Eliza!

Mrs. 'Enry 'Awkins is a fust-class name."

The music ceased amid a burst of applause.

"Sixee, sixee—sevenee-three," repeated the marker mechanically. 

"Give me the rest, you almond-eyed lubber[4]," cried Peckle with sudden energy; "we'll return to business, for I'll be hanged if I'm going to let myself be beaten by the bo'sun tight and the midshipmite of a bottle-nosed, unseaworthy Chinese contraband."

Maloney knocked the ash off his cigar on his chair-arm and said, by way of explanation, "Our friend Peckle, gentlemen, chowed last night at Government House. He hasn't sloughed his company manners yet."

Benwell sent the red whizzing up the table into the top pocket, potted his opponent into the right-hand middle, by way of revenge, and then gave the customary miss in baulk.

"A Whitechapel game and be hanged to you," said Peckle contemptuously. "I'll bet you a dollar I——Hullo! who's this? Poddy, by all that's human! Watchman, what of the night? Why this indecent haste?"

The newcomer was a short podgy man, with a clean-shaven red face, white teeth, very prominent eyes, large ears, and almost marmalade-coloured hair. He was in a profuse perspiration, and so much out of breath that for quite two minutes he was unable to answer their salutations.

"Poddy is suffering from a bad attack of suppressed information," said Benwell, who had been examining him critically. "Better prescribe for him, De Normanville. Ah, I forgot, you don't know one another. Let me introduce you—Mr. Horace Venderbrun, Dr. De Normanville. Now you're acquent, as they say in the farces."

"Out with it, Poddy," continued Peckle, digging him  in the ribs with the butt of his cue. "If you don't tell us soon, we shall be sorrowfully compelled to postpone our engagements to-morrow in order to witness your interment in the Happy Valley."

"Well, in the first place," began Mr. Venderbrun, "you must know——"

"Hear, hear, Poddy. A dashed good beginning!"

"Shut up, Peckle, and give the minstrel a chance. Now, my Blondel, pipe your tuneful lay."

"You must know that the Oodnadatta[6]——"

"Well—well, Skipper—Perkins, martinet and teetotaller; chief officer, Bradburn, otherwise the China Sea Liar! What about her? She sailed this evening for Shanghai?"

"With a million and a half of specie aboard. Don't forget that! Went ashore in the Ly-ee-moon Pass at seven o'clock. Surrounded by junks instantly. Skipper despatched third officer in launch full steam for assistance. Gunboat went down post haste, and, like most gunboats, arrived too late to be of any use. Apologies, Peckle, old man! Skipper and ten men shot, chief officer dirked, first saloon passengers of importance cleaned of their valuables and locked up in their own berths. The bullion room was then rifled, and every red cent of the money is gone—goodness knows where. Now, what d'you think of that for news?"

"My gracious!"

"What junks were they?"

"Nobody knows."

"The Ly-ee-moon Pass, too! Right under our very noses. Criminy! Won't there be a row!"

"The Beautiful White Devil[5] again, I suppose?[1q]" 

"Looks like it, don't it? Peckle, my boy, from this hour forward the papers will take it up, and—well, if I know anything of newspapers, they'll drop it on to you gunboat fellows pretty hot."

"If I were the British Navy I'd be dashed if I'd be beaten by a woman."

"Hear, hear, to that. Now for your defence, Peckle."

"Go ahead; let me have it. I'm down and I've got no friends; but it's all very well for you gentlemen of England, who sit at home in ease, to sneer. If you only knew as much as we do of the lady you wouldn't criticise so freely. Personally, I believe she's a myth."

"Don't try it, old man. We all know the Lords Commissioners will stand a good deal, but, believe me, they'll never swallow that. They've had too many proofs to the contrary lately."

I thought it was time to interfere.

"Will somebody take pity on a poor barbarian and condescend to explain," I said. "Since I've been in the East I've heard nothing but Beautiful White Devil—Beautiful White Devil—Beautiful White Devil. Tiffin at Government House, Colombo—Beautiful White Devil; club chow, Yokohama—Beautiful White Devil; flagship, Nagasaki—Beautiful White Devil; and now here. All Beautiful White Devil, and every yarn differing from its predecessor by miles. I can tell you, I'm beginning to feel very much out of it."

Each of the four men started in to explain. I held up my hand in entreaty.

"As you are strong, be merciful," I cried. "Not all at once."

One of the silent-footed China-boys brought me a  match for my cigar, and held it until I had obtained a light. Then, throwing myself back in the long cane chair, I bade them work their wicked wills.

"Let Poddy tell," said Peckle. "He boasts the most prolific imagination. Go on, old man, and don't spare him."

Venderbrun pulled himself together, signed for silence, and, having done so, began theatrically: "Who is the Beautiful Devil? Mystery. Where did she first hail from? Mystery. What is her name, I mean her real name, not the picturesque Chinese cognomen? Mystery. As far as can be ascertained she made her first appearance in Eastern waters in Rangoon, July 24, 18—. Got hold of some native prince blowing the family treasure and blackmailed him out of half a million of dollars. A man would never have come out of the business alive, but she did, and what is more, with the money to boot. Three months later the Vectis Queen went ashore, when forty-eight hours out of Singapore, junks sprang up out of nowhere, boarded her in spite of stubborn resistance on the part of the ship's company, looted her bullion room of fifty thousand pounds and her passengers of three thousand more."

"But what reason have you for connecting the Beautiful White Devil with that affair?"

"White yacht hanging about all the time. Known to be hers. Signals passed between them, and when the money was secured it was straightway carried on board her."

"All right. Go on."

"Quite quiet for three months. Then the Sultan of Surabaya chanced to make the acquaintance in Batavia  of an extraordinarily beautiful woman. They went about a good deal together, after which she lured him on board a steam yacht in Tanjong Priok, presumably to say good-bye. Having done so, she coaxed him below, sailed off with him there and then, kept him under lock and key until he had paid a ransom of over four hundred thousand guilders, when he was put ashore again. Two months later, Vesey—you know Vesey—of Johore Street, probably the richest man in Hong Kong, met a woman staying at this very hotel. She pretended to be just out from home, and no end innocent. Well, Vesey was so awfully smitten that he wanted to marry her—bad as all that. She took him in hand, and one day got him to take her for a cruise in his yacht. Of course he jumped at the chance, and off they sailed. Out at sea they were met by a white schooner. I believe Vesey was in the middle of protesting his undying love, and all that sort of thing, you know, when my lady clapped a revolver to his head, and bade him heave-to. A boat put off from the stranger, and both lady and friend boarded her. The long and the short of it was, when Vesey was released he had signed a cheque for fifty thousand pounds, and, by Jove, the money was paid on the nail. Chinese Government have a score against her for abducting a Mandarin of the Gold Button. They tried to catch her but failed. English cruiser went after her for two days and lost her near Formosa. Silence again for three months, then new Governor and wife, Sir Prendergast Prendergast, were coming out here on the Ooloomoo. Her ladyship, whom you know was mixed up in that Belleville business, had her famous diamonds with her—said to be worth thirty thousand pounds. There was  also eighty thousand in gold going up to Shanghai. It is supposed that the purser must have been bribed and in the business; at any rate when they arrived at Hong Kong both bullion, diamonds, and purser were mysteriously missing. Couldn't find a trace of 'em high or low. Whether they went overboard in a fog, whether they were still stowed away on board, nobody ever knew. They were gone, that was enough. The Governor was furious, and worried the Admiralty so with despatches that two cruisers were sent off with instructions to look for her. They pottered about, and at last sighted and chased her to the Philippines, where they lost her in a fog. Those are the principal counts against her, I believe. Rum story, ain't it?"

"Extraordinary. Has anybody ever seen her?"

"I should just think so. Sultan of Surabaya, Vesey, Native Prince, and all the people staying at this house when she was here."

"What description do they give of her?"

"Quite a young woman—eight-and-twenty at most. Tall and willowy.[2q] Beautiful features, clear cut as a cameo—exquisite complexion and rippling golden hair—a voice like a flute, figure like Venus, and eyes that look through yours into the uttermost depths of your soul."

"Bravo, Poddy! The little man's getting quite enthusiastic."

"And isn't she worth being enthusiastic about? By Jove! I'd like to know her history."

"And do you mean to tell me that with the English, American, French, German, Chinese, and Japanese fleets patrolling these waters, it's impossible to catch her?" 

"Quite—up to the present. Look at the facts of the case. She's here to-day, and gone to-morrow. White yacht seen near Singapore to-day—copper-coloured off Macassar on Thursday—black with white ports near Shanghai the week following. The police and the poor old Admiral are turning gray under the strain."

"By Jove! I'd like to see her."

"Don't say that or you will. Nobody ever knows where she'll turn up next. It is certain that she has agents everywhere, and that she's in league with half the junk pirates along the coast. Glad I'm not a man worth abducting."

"But in spite of what you say, I can hardly believe that it's possible for a woman to carry on such a trade. It's like a romance."

"It's not like it, it is a romance, and a pretty unpleasant one too. Sultan of Surabaya and poor old Vesey were glad enough to see the final chapter of it, I can assure you. You should just hear the latter's description of the yacht and its appointments. He used to make us creep when he told us how this woman would sit on deck, looking him through and through out of her half closed eyes till he began to feel as if he'd have to get up and scream, or sit where he was and go mad. He saw two or three things on board that boat that he says he'll never forget, and I gathered that he doesn't want any more excursions in the lady's company."

"He must be a man without imagination."

"He's a man blessed with good sound common sense. That's what he is."

"All the same, as I said before, I'd like to see her." 

"Well, I shouldn't be surprised if your wish is gratified before long. They're simply bound to catch her; the wonder to me is that they haven't done so months ago."

"It seems incredible that she should have escaped so long."

Peckle took up his cue again.

"Hear, hear, to that. And now, Benwell, my boy, if you don't want to go to sleep in that chair, turn out and finish the drubbing you've begun. I must be getting aboard directly."

Benwell rose, and went round the table to where his ball lay under the cushion. The imperturbable marker called the score as if there had been no pause in the game, and the match was once more getting under way, when the swing doors opened and an elderly man entered the room. He was dressed in white from top to toe, carried a big umbrella, and wore a broad-brimmed solar topee upon his head. Once inside, he paused as if irresolute, and then, looking round on its occupants, said politely:

"Forgive my intrusion; but can you tell me where I can find a gentleman named De Normanville?"

"I am that person!" I said, rising from my chair.

"I hope you will not think me rude," he continued, "but if you could allow me the honour of five minutes' conversation with you I should be obliged."

"With pleasure."

I crossed the room to where he stood, and signed him to a seat near the door.

"Pardon me," he said, "but the business about which I desire to consult you is of a highly important  and confidential nature. Is there any room in the hotel where we can be alone?"

"Only my bedroom, I'm afraid," I answered. "We shall be quite free from interruption there."

"That will do excellently. Let us go to it."

With that we went upstairs. All the way I was puzzling my brains to think what he could want with me. The man was so mysterious, and yet so palpably desirous of pleasing, that I was becoming quite interested. One thing was certain—I had never seen him before in my life.

Arriving at my room, I lit a candle and pushed a chair forward for him; having done so I took up my position beside the open window. Down in the street below I could hear the subdued voices of the passers-by, the rattle of rickshaws, and the chafing of sampans alongside the wharf. I remember, too, that the moon was just rising over the mainland, and to show how unimportant things become engraved upon the memory, I recollect that it struck me as being more like the yolk of a hard-boiled egg than ever I remember to have thought it before. Suddenly I remembered the laws of hospitality.

"Before we begin business, may I offer you some refreshment?" I asked—"B. and S.? Whisky?"

"I am obliged to you," he answered. "I think I will take a little whisky, thank you."

I put my head out of the door. A servant was passing.

"Boy, bring two whisky pegs."

Then returning to my guest, I said: "Do you smoke? I think I can give you a good cigar." 

He took one from the box and lit it, puffing the smoke luxuriously through his nose. Presently the pegs were forthcoming, and when I had signed the chit I asked his business.

"You are a stranger in Hong Kong, I believe, Dr. De Normanville?" he began.

"Not only in Hong Kong, but you might say in the East generally," I answered. "I am out on a tour to study Asiatic diseases for a book I am writing."

"You have achieved considerable success in your profession, I believe. We have even heard of you out here."

I modestly held my tongue. But so pitiful is the vanity of man that from this time forward I began to look upon my companion with a more friendly air than I had hitherto shown him.

"Now, forgive my impertinence," he continued, "but how long do you contemplate remaining in the East?"

"It is very uncertain," I replied; "but I almost fancy another six weeks will find me upon a P. and O. boat homeward bound."

"And in that six weeks will your time be very importantly occupied?"

"I cannot say, but I should rather think not. So far as I can tell at present my work is accomplished."

"And now will you let me come to business. To put it bluntly, have you any objection to earning a thousand pounds?"

"Not the very least!" I answered with a laugh. "What man would have? Provided, of course, I can earn it in a legitimate manner."

"You have bestowed considerable attention upon the treatment of small-pox, I believe?" 

"I have had sole charge of two small-pox hospitals, if that's what you mean."

"Ah! Then our informant was right. Well, this business, in which a thousand pounds is to be earned, has to do with an outbreak of that disease."

"And you wish me to take charge of it?"

"That is exactly what I am commissioned to negotiate."

"Where is the place?"

"I cannot tell you!"

"Not tell me? That's rather strange, is it not?"

"It is all very strange. But with your permission I will explain myself more clearly."

I nodded.

"It is altogether an extraordinary business. But, on the other hand, the pay is equally extraordinary. I am commissioned to find a doctor who will undertake the combating of an outbreak of small-pox on the following terms and conditions: The remuneration shall be one thousand pounds; the doctor shall give his word of honour not to divulge the business to any living soul; he shall set off at once to the affected spot, and he shall still further pledge himself to reveal nothing of what he may have heard or seen when he returns here again. Is that clear to you?"

"Perfectly. But it's a most extraordinary proposition."

"I grant you it is. But it is a chance that few men would care to let slip."

"How is the person undertaking it to find the place?"

"I will arrange that myself."

"And how is he to return from it again?" 

"He will be sent back in the same way that he goes."

"And when must he start?"

"At once, without delay. Say twelve o'clock to-night."

"It is nearly eleven now."

"That will leave an hour. Come, Dr. De Normanville, are you prepared to undertake it?"

"I don't really know what to say. There is so much mystery about it."

"Unfortunately, that is necessary."

I paced the room in anxious thought, hardly knowing what answer to give. Should I accept or should I decline the offer? The thousand pounds was a temptation, and yet, supposing there were some treachery lurking behind it, that, in my innocence of the East, I could not fathom—what then? Moreover, the adventurous side of the affair, I must own, appealed to me strongly. I was young, and there was something supremely fascinating about the compliment and the mystery that enshrouded it.

"Look here," I said at length. "Pay me half the money down before I start, as a guarantee of good faith, and I'm your man!"

"Very good. I will even meet you there!"

He put his hand inside his coat and drew out a pocket-book. From this he took five one hundred pound Bank of England notes, and gave them to me.

"There, you have half the money."

"Thank you. Really, I must beg your pardon for almost doubting you, but——"

"Pray say no more. You understand the conditions  thoroughly. You are not to divulge a detail of the errand to any living soul now or when you return."

"I will give you my word I will not."

"Then that is settled. I am much obliged to you. Can you arrange to meet me on the wharf exactly at midnight?"

"Certainly. I will be there without fail. And now tell me something of the outbreak itself. Is it very severe?"

"Very. There have already been nearly a hundred cases, out of which quite fifty have proved fatal. Your position will be no sinecure. You will have your work cut out for you."

"So it would appear. Now, if you will excuse me, I will go out and endeavour to obtain some lymph. We shall need all we can get."

"You need not put yourself to so much trouble. That has been attended to. To prevent any suspicion arising from your asking for such a thing, we have laid in a stock of everything you can possibly need."

"Very well, then. I will meet you on the wharf."

"On the wharf at twelve o'clock precisely. For the present, adieu!"

He shook me by the hand, picked up his hat and umbrella, and disappeared down the staircase, while I returned to my room to pack.

CHAPTER II.

AN EVENTFUL VOYAGE.

The last stroke of twelve was just booming out on the muggy night when I stepped on to the landing-stage to await my mysterious employer. The hotel servant who had carried my bag put it down, and having received his gratuity left me. The soft moonlight flooded everything, threw quaint shadows upon the wharf planks, shone upon the sleeping sampans beside it, and gurgled in oily wreaths on the placid water in the depths between them. Very few people were abroad, and those who were had no attention to spare for me. The Sikh policeman, who passed and repassed, alone seemed to wonder what a white lord could be doing in such a place at such a time. But doubtless he had had experience of the curious ways of Sahibdom, and, being a wise man, if he possessed any curiosity, he refrained from giving me evidence of the fact.

Suddenly the patter of naked feet behind me caught my ear. A Chinese chair, borne by two stalwart bearers, was approaching. Very naturally I settled it in my own mind that it contained the man whom I was to meet, and turned to receive him. But when the conveyance was set down, it was not the respectable Englishman I had seen before who stepped out of it, but a portly Chinaman of considerable rank and dignity.  He was gorgeously clad in figured silk; his pigtail reached halfway to his heels and was adorned with much ornamentation; and I noticed that he wore large tortoiseshell spectacles which, while they completely hid his eyes, gave a curious effect to his otherwise not unhandsome countenance. Having descended from his equipage, he dismissed his bearers, and began to stump solemnly up and down the landing-stage, drawing closer and closer to me at every turn. Presently he summoned up courage enough to accost me. To my surprise he said:

"What for you come here one piecee look see?"

Not being an adept at pigeon English, I simply answered—

"I'm afraid I don't understand you."

"What for you come here look see?"

"I'm waiting for a friend."

"Your friend allee same Engleesman?"

"Yes, I believe he's an Englishman."

"You go 'way look see chop-chop?"

"You'll excuse me, but that's my own affair, I think."

"Allee same smallee pox, I think!"

"You may think what you please."

"S'posing you say, smallee poxee, allee same one piecee thousan' pound?"

"I'm afraid I can't continue this conversation. Good evening."

I turned on my heel, and was about to leave him, when he stopped me by saying in excellent English:

"Thank you, Dr. De Normanville. I'm quite satisfied."

"Good gracious, what's all this?" 

"Why, it means that I have been trying you, that's all. Forgive the deception, but the importance of our mission must be my excuse. Now we must be going. Here is the boat."

As he spoke, a large sampan shot out from among its companions and came swiftly towards the wharf.

"Two cautions before we embark. The first—remember that I am a Chinaman, and speak only pigeon English. The second—if you are armed, be careful of your revolver. The men who work the junk we are going down to meet are not to be trusted; hence my disguise."

He left me and descended the steps. The sampan by this time had come alongside; a woman was rowing and a vigorous conversation in Chinese ensued. When it was finished my companion beckoned to me, and picking up my bag I went down to him. Next moment I was aboard and stuffed away in the little pokey rat-hole of a cabin amidships. My friend took his place beside me, a small boy took the helm, and we pushed off. Not a word was spoken, and in this fashion for nearly an hour we pursued our way down the harbour, passed a flotilla of junks, threaded a course between the blue and red funnel boats, and finally swept out into the clear space that stretches away from Port Victoria as far as Green Island.

For hours we seemed to be imprisoned in that stuffy little cabin. Like most sampans, the boat smelt abominably, and as we could only see the mechanical rowing of the women in the well forrard, and hear the occasional commands of the tiny boy steering aft, our enjoyment may be placed on the debit side of the account without any fear of miscalculation. 

At length my companion, who had not uttered a word since he stepped aboard, began to show signs of impatience. He rose from his seat and peered out into the night. Presently he appeared to be a little relieved in his mind, for he reseated himself with a muttered "Thank goodness," and gave himself up to a careful consideration of our position. Through a slit in the tarpaulin I could just see that we were approaching a big junk, whose ample girth almost blocked the fairway. Her great, square cut stern loomed above us, and round it our coxswain steered us with a deftness extraordinary.

As we came alongside one of the women rowing drew in her oar and said a few words to my companion. In answer he stepped out of the shelter and called something in Chinese. A voice from the junk replied, and the answer being evidently satisfactory we hitched on and prepared to change vessels. A rope was thrown to us, and when it had been made fast my guide signed to me to clamber aboard. I did so, and the next moment was on the junk's deck assisting him to a place beside me.

Two or three men were grouped about amidships watching us, and one, the owner, or skipper of the boat I presumed, entered upon a longwinded conversation with my conductor. As they talked I heard the sampan push off and disappear astern. Then our crew fell to work—the great sails were hoisted, a hand went aft to the tiller, and within five minutes we were waddling down the straits at a pace that might possibly have been four knots an hour. All this time my companion had not addressed me once. His whole attention seemed to be concentrated upon the work going on around him.  He treated me with the contemptuous indifference generally shown by Chinamen towards barbarian Englishmen, and this I was wise enough not to resent.

I will not deny, however, that I was nervous. The mysterious errand on which I was bound, the emphatic, but not reassuring, warning of my astute companion, and the company in which I now found myself, were calculated to have this effect. But as we left the land behind us and waddled out to sea, my fears began in a measure to subside, and I found myself gazing about me with more interest than I should at any other time have thought possible.

The junk was one of the largest I had ever seen, and, like most of her class, appeared to be all masts, sails, and stern. The crew were as usual very numerous, and a more evil-looking lot no one could possibly wish to set eyes on; the face of one little pock-marked fellow being particularly distasteful to me. That this individual, for some reason, bore me no good will I was pretty positive, and on one occasion, in passing where I stood, he jolted against me in such a fashion and with such violence that he nearly capsized me. At any other time I should have resented his behaviour, but, bearing in mind my companion's advice, I held my peace.

By this time it was nearly two o'clock. The wind was every moment freshening and a brisk sea rising. The old tub began to pitch unpleasantly, and I found repeated occasion to thank my stars that I was a good sailor. Sharp dashes of spray broke over her decks at every plunge, soaking us to the skin, and adding considerably to the unpleasantness of our position. Still, however, my companion did not speak, but I noticed  that he watched the men about him with what struck me as increased attention.

Seeing that I had had no sleep at all that night it may not be a matter of much surprise that I presently began to nod. Stowing myself away in a sheltered corner, I was in the act of indulging in a nap when I felt a body fall heavily against me. It was my companion who had dropped asleep sitting up, and had been dislodged by a sudden roll of the ship. He fell clean across me, his face against my ear. Next moment I knew that the catastrophe was intentional.

"Keep your eyes open," he whispered as he lay; "there is treachery aboard. We shall have trouble before long."

After that you may be sure I thought no more of sleep. Pulling myself together I slipped my hand into the pocket that had contained my revolver, only to find, to my horror and astonishment, that it was gone. My pocket had been picked since I had come aboard the junk.

My consternation may be better imagined than described, and as soon as I could find occasion I let my companion know of my misfortune.

"I gave you fair warning," he replied calmly, "now we shall probably both lose our lives. However, what can't be cured must be endured, so pretend to be asleep and don't move, whatever happens, until you hear from me. That little pock-marked devil haranguing the others forrard is Kwong Fung, the most notorious pirate along the whole length of the coast, and if we fall into his hands, well, there will not be two doubts as to what our fate will be." 

He tumbled over on to his side with a grunt, while I shut my eyes and pretended to be asleep. It was growing cold; the wind was rising and with it the sea. Already the stars in the East were paling perceptibly, and in another hour, at most, day would be born.

It's all very well for people to talk about coolness and presence of mind in moments of extreme danger. Since the events I'm now narrating took place, I've been in queerer quarters than most men, and though I've met with dozens who could be brave enough when the actual moment for fighting arrived, I've never yet encountered one who could lie still, doing nothing, for three-quarters of an hour, watching his death preparing for him, and not show some sign of nervousness. Frankly, I will admit that I was afraid. To have to lie on that uncomfortable heaving deck, a big sea running, and more than a capful of wind blowing, watching, in the half dark, a gang of murderous ruffians plotting one's destruction, would try the nerves of the boldest of men. Small wonder then that my lower limbs soon became like blocks of ice, that my teeth chattered in my head, and that an indescribable sinking sensation assumed possession of my internal regions. I could not take my eyes off the group seated frog fashion on the deck forrard. Their very backs held an awful fascination for me.

But, as it soon turned out, my interest in them was almost my undoing. For had I not been so intent upon watching what was before me I should perhaps have heard the rustling of a human body outside the bulwarks against which I had seated myself. In that case I should have detected the figure that had crawled quietly over and was now stealing along the deck towards  where I lay. In his hand he carried a thin cord at the end of which was a noose just capable of encircling my
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